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I.
“Terrible deaths!” a newsboy yelled from the corner as Dominic Kopecky hurried past. “Twelve killed by patent hex! Pharmacy hexman arrested!”
Dominic hesitated, casting a glance at the crowd eager to read about the latest tragedy to strike New York. He tried to follow as many cases involving the Metropolitan Witch Police as possible. This would make a nice addition to his scrapbook at home, and perhaps the article would contain information on what had gone wrong. Had the hex’s angles been incorrectly calculated, or an improper symbol used? The wrong jewels ground into paste and mixed with ink could cause awful consequences. If the newspaper article mentioned the symptoms, he might be able to determine…
A quick glance at his pocket watch showed he’d be late to his desk if he stood in line for the paper. Blast—given the interest in such a case, they’d surely be sold out by the evening. Perhaps a second edition would have even more information, though.
He hastened the last few blocks to the MWP main offices. Reporters thronged the marble steps leading up to the brass doors, shouting questions about the patent hex case at every witch who passed by. Most of the familiars had taken animal form to avoid having to answer, so the morning bustle was unusually full of an assorted variety of animals including, but not limited to, birds, toads, and cats.
There had been a time when Dominic had dreamed of striding through those brass doors. He’d dared give it voice once, when he was fourteen and considering what he wanted to do with his life. He could still remember his parents’ horrified looks when he spoke up at the dinner table, asking if he might go to city hall and be tested for magical aptitude.
“There’s no magic in our family!” his mother had exclaimed. She’d lived in America long enough not to make a sign against evil, although her fingers twitched.
His father had been more diplomatic. “We only want what’s best for you, son. Put aside these foolish notions. You’re good at math, you have a steady hand—perhaps you could study architecture.”
Not that it had mattered, in the end. He’d taken the tests anyway and failed them, to the relief of his parents. Still, Dominic hadn’t been able to bring himself to forget about magic altogether. It haunted him, just as his longing for men did, a need he couldn’t seem to stamp out no matter how hard he tried. So he’d managed the next best thing.
Perhaps it was just as well. Most witches couldn’t even calculate a cosine, let alone apply the correct theorem to determine the proper circumference a magical circle required. Hexmen filled a real need. There was no reason to be dissatisfied with his job. And if his relatives didn’t think it entirely respectable, well, it was his life and not theirs in the end.
Tamping down a sigh, he bypassed the grand entryway in favor of a discreet side door meant for the non-magical employees. After hanging up his coat and hat, he entered the great drafting room of the Metropolitan Witch Police.
Desk after desk filled the enormous chamber, each one equipped with paper, pens, and a dozen different inks. Reference books of every kind lined the walls, to make calculations easier or to help an uncertain hexman choose the proper ingredients for the requested hex. Enormous windows let in plenty of natural light. Gaslights and candles abounded.
A few other hexmen—and women—were already at work. Dominic went to his desk near the center of the room. Two small wooden boxes stood atop it, the one on the left already full of requests, the one on the right empty and waiting for his completed hexes.
Taking his seat, Dominic removed the top request. A poison detector—a routine appeal, given how many suspicious deaths occurred in the city. The MWP and the regular police preferred to keep a stack of them on hand, ready to be infused with magic, then activated by the correct phrase when the need arose.
The first few hours passed quietly. Dominic worked his way steadily through the pile, calculating circumferences and angles, choosing inks and symbols, and employing a steady hand aided by protractor and ruler to create perfect hex signs. Right now, they were only ink and paper, but in the hands of a witch and familiar they would become so much more.
Which was why it was so important to get everything just right. Because with magic behind it, a badly drawn hex could turn deadly. Just as the patent ones in the news had.
“Mr. Kopecky?”
“Yes, that’s…” Dominic began as he lifted his gaze from the paper. Then his tongue tangled, and he forgot how to speak.
The man standing in front of his desk was…well, he’d never thought of a man as beautiful before, but it was the only word that came to mind now. The white of his shirt collar contrasted with rich, brown skin. Silky black locks brushed his shoulders, and wide lips shaped into a rather cheeky grin.
“…You?” the man prompted, when Dominic only stared.
God! He dropped his eyes quickly, willing his reaction under control. He couldn’t forget himself at work, in full view of everyone. As he glanced down, his eye snagged on the badge pinned to the man’s vest.
A familiar? Here?
“Y-Yes,” Dominic said. Forcing his gaze up, he met a pair of eyes so dark he couldn’t tell where pupil began and iris ended. “I’m Dominic Kopecky.”
“Rook.” The man didn’t offer a last name. Or perhaps that was his last name?
Dominic swallowed hard. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Rook.”
Rook extended his hand. Dominic shook it in a daze. Rook’s skin was warm against his, the palm soft. How would it feel against…?
He definitely had to divert his thoughts to business. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Actually, yes. I have need of an expert hexman, and your supervisor tells me you’re the best.”
“Mr. Buchanan?” As if he didn’t know the name of his own supervisor. Rook must think him an idiot. “That is, of course. I’ll help in whatever way I can.”
“Excellent.” Rook turned away, then glanced over his shoulder. His thick lashes dipped low over his dark eyes. “Coming?”
Upstairs? To the MWP offices? What in the world could the familiar want that would require Dominic to accompany him there?
Dominic scooped up the soft leather wallet that held his tools. “I…yes. Lead the way.”
 



II.
“So, you’re a familiar?” Dominic asked as they traversed the corridors leading to the upper levels of the Coven. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he cursed himself. The man would hardly be wearing a familiar’s badge otherwise.
Rook didn’t seem to think him stupid—or didn’t let on if he did. “Yes,” he replied easily. “A crow, if you didn’t guess.”
“You can fly? I mean, of course—I’m sorry.” Every sentence out of his mouth was more idiotic than the one before. “It must be wonderful.”
Rook glanced over his shoulder. “Do you dream of flying, Mr. Kopecky?”
“Not anymore.” He had once—often, in fact. But it had gone the way of so many of his childhood dreams. “May I ask what you need help with, exactly?”
Rook’s lips thinned as he pressed them together. “It’s not precisely a case,” he said. “Or, it is, but everyone else considers it solved. I wanted another opinion, however.”
“I’m not certain I understand,” Dominic confessed. “You want an opinion on a case that’s already solved?”
They came to a small office deep within the warren of the MWP building. Two desks had been shoved inside, both of them rather battered and scarred. One desk was unoccupied, but a lithe man with kohl-rimmed eyes lounged at the other. The fellow reminded Dominic of some of the dancers at Columbia Hall, and a blush scalded his cheeks at the memory. If anyone knew he visited such a den of vice…
“Cicero,” Rook said, “can you find somewhere else to be for an hour?”
Cicero leaned back slightly, regarding Dominic through yellow-green eyes. A cat? He certainly had the haughty look and boneless mannerisms of one.
“Is this him?” Cicero asked.
“Yes.” Rook frowned slightly. “So clear out, unless you’re looking for trouble.”
“Trouble?” Dominic asked. What exactly did Rook want from him?
Cicero stretched languidly, rising to his feet. “Don’t get your feathers ruffled, darling,” he said to Rook. “I’m going to find a nice, warm place to curl up for a while.” He winked at Dominic as he left. “And I’ll see you later.”
“Out!” Rook squawked.
Cicero sauntered out. Rook closed the door forcefully behind him. “Ignore him.” He gestured to Cicero’s vacated chair. “Please, sit down. Sorry about the mess.”
“It’s quite all right,” Dominic said. “But you mentioned trouble?”
Rook sighed. “It won’t be trouble for you. And hopefully not for me, either. As I said, everyone else thinks the case is solved. If you say they’re right, then that’s the end of it. If you say they aren’t…well.” He grinned slyly. “That’s where things get interesting.”
Dominic had the feeling Rook’s definition of “interesting” differed quite a bit from his own. “What case? Who are ‘they?’”
“They are Hilda Trojak and Bruno. Witch and a bulldog. Not bad detectives, but they tend to see what’s in front of them and nothing more. And when you suggest there might be something more…”
“They don’t want to hear it?” Dominic suggested.
“Especially not from an unbonded familiar,” Rook agreed ruefully.
“You don’t have a witch yet? That is, I’m sorry.”
Rook arched a black brow. “Are you?”
Dominic fidgeted in his seat. “Well…they keep you busy doing paperwork, don’t they? Until you choose your witch?”
“A bit more than that.” Rook shrugged. “But it’s true—a familiar isn’t much good without a witch to channel his magic.”
“That’s not so, I’m sure.” Dominic objected. “Here, tell me, what is it you wish help with?”
Rook leaned back in his chair. “If you follow the papers, you’ve probably read about the deaths caused by the patent hexes?”
Dominic straightened. “Yes. That is, I haven’t read the latest paper, but I heard an arrest was made.”
“What you haven’t heard—what no one outside of these walls has heard—is there were thirteen victims. One survived, due to prompt magical attention to remove the hex.”
Dominic frowned. “Why keep it a secret?”
“Because the thirteenth victim was Commissioner Roosevelt.”
Dominic felt as though all the air had left the room. “Surely you can’t mean the police commissioner?”
“Yes.” Rook watched him through thick lashes. “By sheer luck, Captain O’Malley came into his office to deliver a report. O’Malley and his familiar were able to remove the hex before it proved fatal.”
“Why hasn’t this been made public knowledge?”
“And make the commissioner seem weak in front of his political opponents?” Rook snorted “Perish the thought. The assumption is he was merely one of a number of victims of a shoddy hex, and that there’s no reason to look any deeper.”
“But you don’t think so,” Dominic guessed. “You believe he was the intended target.”
“I see we think alike.” Rook’s grin faded. “Heaven knows, Mr. Roosevelt has made plenty of enemies, from the common citizens no longer allowed to spend their Sundays relaxing at the beer garden, to his fellow commissioners on the police board, to the mayor himself.”
Rook opened the drawer of his desk and took out four pieces of paper. “These were taken as evidence. I’d like you to just look at them and give me your professional opinion of each.”
Dominic had the distinct feeling that Rook hadn’t asked for permission before making off with the evidence. If the detectives in charge didn’t like Rook sticking his beak into their investigation, they might make an example out of Dominic. He could lose his job.
Rook watched him with black eyes, a faint, teasing smile on his mouth. As though daring Dominic to do something naughty. 
Why did he have to be so handsome? As if aware of Dominic’s regard, Rook licked his lips, just a tiny flicker of red tongue against their plumpness.
Dominic’s cock swelled against his trousers. Swallowing hard, he looked hastily down at the papers, praying Rook didn’t notice the blush heating his cheeks. The paper squares were decorated with brightly colored hex signs. The phrase to activate the magic caught within the lines and sigils was printed across the top, and identical on each: Nothing Soothes the Stomach Like a Wendelson Hex!
He picked up first one, then the other three. Taking out his jeweler’s loupe, he examined the inks closely. “The paper isn’t of the best quality, but it’s better than what the street hexmen use. The design is twice as elaborate as it needs to be, of course.”
“Is it?” Rook asked, cocking his head to one side.
“Oh yes. It’s something one sees often in commercial hexes. People assume the more elaborate the better, so you get all sorts of frivolous loops and swirls that don’t actually do anything.” Dominic sniffed. “All brightly colored to further distract the eye.”
Rook grinned slyly. “Prefer to keep things simple, do you?”
“Simple isn’t bad,” Dominic objected. “A clean hex, well-drawn, has a-a power to it, if you will. It focuses the magic poured into it, like a sunbeam through the lens of a magnifying glass.” He gestured to the hexes in front of him. “This is more like a kaleidoscope. Pretty, but weak.”
“Fascinating.” Rook folded his hands beneath his chin. “So the hexes in front of you were all drawn by the same person?”
“They certainly appear to have been, at first glance.” For better or worse, the printing press had proved unable to create hexes capable of containing magic. Something about the act of drawing them by hand gave them magical potential, or at least that’s what Dominic’s teachers had speculated. As a result, even the most meticulous hexes tended to have a certain signature betraying the hand that had drawn them. “Allow me to examine them more closely, if you will.”
Rook propped his shoes on the desk and folded his hands over his vest. “Take all the time you need.”
 



III.
“These have been altered,” Dominic said an hour later.
Rook leaned across the desks, his look intent. “What do you mean, altered?”
“It’s difficult to see—those unnecessary flourishes I mentioned earlier confuse the eye. But the measurements don’t lie.” Dominic pointed at the leftmost hex. “See this line? Its angle has been changed just slightly. And here, the symbol has been painted with a different ink. Red spinel instead of ruby, if I know my gemstones.”
“I’m sure you do. But why do you say altered? Couldn’t the hexman have simply made a mistake? Perhaps he wasn’t entirely sober when he drew that one?”
“For one thing, both of the incorrect hexes are wrong in precisely the same way. Of course, the man could still be a maniac and have done this deliberately,” Dominic went on. “But look here. It’s very faint, and again, the blasted—pardon me—ornamentation helps to hide it. There is a slight divot in the paper from the pressure of the pen, where the original line and symbol were scraped away.”
Rook snatched up first one, then the other, peering at them closely. “You’re right. Kopecky, you’re a genius.”
Dominic looked down hurriedly. “Anyone would have noticed it,” he mumbled.
“And yet, no one did.” Rook hopped to his feet. “All right. Let’s go.”
Dominic found himself trailing behind the crow through the labyrinth of corridors, until they came to a more open area. Here were the desks of the MWP detectives, arranged in a large room similar to the one for the hexmen below. Witches and familiars sat at the desks, the shuffle of paper, buzz of speech, hoot of owls, and purring of cats forming a low rumble.
“Hilda!” Rook called.
A blond woman glanced up from one of the desks. A bulldog lying beside it lifted his head. At the sight of Rook, the woman scowled.
“What now?” she asked. “I’ve work to do, in case you haven’t noticed.”
Dominic hung back uncertainly while Rook approached the witch and familiar. “I want to talk to you about the Wendelson case.”
“Not again.” Hilda’s scowl deepened, and Bruno growled. “We have the murderer, Rook! Let go of this insane theory of yours before you muddy the waters too much. Keep things simple for the jury.”
“But this isn’t simple.” Rook beckoned Dominic closer. “I had one of our own hexmen examine the hexes. The ones that caused the deaths have been altered.”
The bulldog surged to his feet, transforming into a short, squat man in a puff of smoke. He wore a bowler hat low over his brows, and a tweed suit that bore evidence of recent meals on the lapels. “That don’t mean nothing!” he barked.
Hilda touched his arm, quelling him. “What it means is that Wendelson poisoned his customers deliberately, then,” she said. “I’m sure the prosecutor will be glad to hear these new findings. They should make it easier to secure a conviction.”
Rook looked taken aback. “Why would Wendelson do such a thing?”
She shrugged. “Do I look like an alienist? He must be crazy. That’s good enough for me.”
“But why draw them one way, then alter them after?” Dominic asked, even though he’d meant to stay out of it. “Wouldn’t he just draw them incorrectly in the first place?”
“You heard Hilda—he’s crazy.” Bruno’s frown showed teeth. Dominic had to force himself not to step back. “As for you, crow, this ain’t your case. You ain’t even got a witch, so keep your beak out of what don’t concern you.”
Rook nodded tightly, then turned away. Dominic hastened after him. Once they’d crossed most of the room, Rook said, “Fetch your hat and coat, Kopecky.”
“Whatever for?”
Rook cast him a crafty look. “We’re going to view the scene of the crime.”
Dominic’s eyes widened in surprise. “But Bruno told us—you—to let it go.”
“I’m bad at letting things go.” Rook winked at him. “We’re going to find evidence that even someone as thick-headed as Bruno can’t dismiss.”
Examining hexes was one thing, but now Rook meant to drag Dominic into other parts of his unauthorized investigation? Mr. Buchanan might forgive the first, but certainly not the latter.
“I can’t,” he said, backing away. “I’m—I’m sure you’ll find someone better qualified to assist you.”
Rook’s expressive face shifted. He appeared…not disappointed, exactly. More as though Dominic had struck him in the face. No doubt his good looks meant he usually got his own way. “But…”
“I’m sorry,” Dominic mumbled, turning his back on Rook and hastening toward the stairway.
One of the doors leading deeper into the building swung open, and a voice said, “There’s nothing I can do for you, Mrs. Wendelson.”
Dominic wasn’t certain if the man’s voice was truly loud, or if it only seemed so because everyone else had fallen silent at his appearance. Startled, he turned, and saw a large man with an extravagant mustache, speaking to a woman who was clearly distraught. Tears streaked her face, and she clutched at his sleeve.
“Please, Mr. Cavanaugh,” she begged. “My husband would never do such a thing. He only wanted to help people!”
Cavanaugh? Chief of the Metropolitan Witch Police Cavanaugh?
Cavanaugh gave her a look of distaste, carefully extracting the woman’s hand from the sleeve of his expensively cut suit. “As I said, Mrs. Wendelson, it’s for a jury to determine his guilt or innocence.”
“But that could take months! The children and I have no other means of support.” Mrs. Wendelson swayed, seeming on the verge of collapse.
“Well, then, your husband should have considered that before he murdered a dozen people,” Cavanaugh said, without so much as a trace of pity. “McDougal, see her out.”
Dominic stood back as a young witch escorted a sobbing Mrs. Wendelson past. Cavanaugh certainly seemed to have made up his mind as to Wendelson’s guilt. Just like Hilda and Bruno, and most likely the prosecutor.
Dominic wavered. It wasn’t his job, he reminded himself. He wasn’t a witch. He had no business working with any familiar, let alone one he found as personally appealing as Rook.
He could go back downstairs. Hope justice was served despite everything. Hope the sobbing woman and her children got their husband and father back, before they found themselves destitute.
He found Rook leaning against a wall near a sunlit area filled with napping cats, his arms folded over his chest. 
Dominic cleared his throat awkwardly. “Er, Rook?”
Rook’s head snapped up. “Dominic?”
God, Rook would think him the most inconsistent man in New York. “I…I’ve changed my mind. I realized I couldn’t stand by and just hope an innocent man isn’t condemned. Not and look myself in the mirror, anyway.” He straightened his shoulders. “Let me know what you need, and I’ll do it. I am at your disposal.”
 



IV.
Dominic followed Rook out of the MWP building and onto the street. Pushcart vendors made their way through the crowds, urging hungry pedestrians to try noodles or hot pot. Carts and wagons of every description jammed the thoroughfare. The scents of dung, perfume, and garlic mingled in the air.
As they walked, Dominic’s eye was drawn to the bright hexes painted on the buildings, most of them intended to guard against fire. Rook must have noticed Dominic’s interest, because he said, “Why did you decide to draw hexes for the MWP? You know, instead of finding employment somewhere like there?” He gestured to the nearest shop. Ladies hats crowded the display window, and the signage proclaimed: “Each of Madame Lily’s Hats Comes with a Hex Guaranteed to Give a Pleasing Cast to Any Countenance.”
“Fashion isn’t really my thing,” Dominic said, glancing down at his rather out-of-date tie.
Rook let out a cawing laugh. “I’d never have guessed it! But I don’t mean fashion, necessarily. You could have worked for a pharmacy like Wendelson, or gone west and painted hex signs on barns to keep the cows giving milk, or worked in a factory making certain the equipment doesn’t jam. There are a hundred different jobs for a skilled hexman such as yourself. Why choose police work?”
“Why does anyone choose police work?” Dominic countered.
“Prior to the mayor appointing Roosevelt as commissioner, for the rather large amounts of money to be made by looking the other way when it comes to certain crimes,” Rook replied wryly. “Although I doubt hexmen saw much of the spoils.”
Dominic bristled. “Certainly not! Are you implying you did?” Curse it—he’d been starting to like the familiar.
Rook only laughed again. “Don’t be daft. I sit around doing paperwork, remember?”
“So why did you join the MWP?”
“Because for all its faults, the MWP makes sure familiars are treated properly.” A dark cloud passed over Rook’s face, his mouth dipping into a frown and his eyes becoming unfocused.
“I don’t understand. I thought familiars chose their witches?”
“In ideal circumstances.” Rook stuck his hands in his pockets, hunching his shoulders. “But how often are circumstances ideal in this world? I’m an unbonded familiar. If a witch trapped me in a cage they would have me at their mercy. They could starve me, refuse to give me water, pluck out my feathers. Eventually, I’d give them what they wanted just to survive.”
Dominic’s belly turned over, and he was glad he’d only had a light breakfast. “And you’d be bonded to them after? Forever?”
“Yes.” Rook removed his hands from his pockets and shook himself, as if flinging off the idea. “And on that note, we seem to have arrived.”
Judging by the size of the pharmacy, its business must have been good at one time. But as Dominic stepped inside after Rook, he found that the wide aisles and open displays gave the place an empty air. Would it survive the scandal?
At the sound of the bell, a man dressed in an apron and sporting a prodigious beard hurried out to meet them. “Welcome, gentlemen,” he began. Then his eyes dropped to Rook’s badge, and all enthusiasm vanished. “This way,” he said brusquely. “Sarah, mind the till!”
A salamander scurried to the edge of the counter as they passed, and the man held out his hand so it could climb to his shoulder. He must be the witch who charged the hexes for customers.
As soon as they were safely in a back room, the witch turned on them. “Haven’t you lot done enough to destroy my business already?”
Rook held up his hands. “We just have a few questions, Mr…?”
“Greene. As if you didn’t already know.”
“I prefer not to assume,” Rook replied. “I’m Rook, and this is my associate, Mr. Kopecky.”
The salamander nudged Greene’s ear, as if whispering to him. Greene’s brows drew together. “Your associate? Not a detective?”
Dominic shook his head. “No. I’m a hexman.”
“What’s this all about, then?”
Rook folded his hands in front of him. “We’re looking into the possibility Mr. Wendelson isn’t guilty. I can’t promise you we’ll be able to clear his name, but we need to ask some questions if we’re to at least have a chance.”
The pharmacist looked stunned. “You want to clear him? I thought the MWP wished nothing more than to lock him away and lose the key!”
“Not if it means an innocent man goes to jail, and a murderer walks free,” Dominic objected.
“Hmph.” Greene looked skeptical. “And why are you telling me this? I’m not a suspect?”
Rook shrugged. “Your shop is teetering on the brink of ruin. If you did decide to commit murder and blame it on your partner, you guaranteed the destruction of your livelihood at the same time. Are you really that bad of a businessman?”
Greene snorted. “You have a point.” The tension eased out of his shoulders. “What do you need to know?”
“According to what you told the investigating witch, surplus hexes were kept in a locked cabinet, until needed to replenish the stock out front,” Rook said. “Who else had access to the cabinet besides you and Mr. Wendelson?”
“Just Sarah—the girl out front, manning the till—and Bobby Marlin. He sweeps the floors, maintains the stocks, and makes certain the displays are always full.”
Rook nodded. “We’d like to speak to them both.”
“Of course.” Greene gestured to the door leading out of the storeroom opposite the one they’d entered through. “Bobby’s break began just before you arrived. He’s probably back in the alley smoking.”
“Or listening in,” Rook said sharply. He lunged for the door, yanking it open just in time for Dominic to catch a glimpse of an aproned figure fleeing down the alleyway.
 



V.
“After him!” Rook ordered. There came a burst of gray smoke, and an instant later a glossy black crow took to the air.
Dominic raced after the fleeing figure, determined to keep the man in sight. Unfortunately, actually doing so proved difficult. The alley was crowded with crates, barrels, refuse, and loitering men. Marlin dodged every obstacle with seeming ease, while Dominic had to work to keep from slipping on rotten vegetables or tripping over broken crates. Within minutes, his lungs burned and his legs ached. What would he do if he managed to catch the man? He had no weapon past his fists, and no idea of how to properly use even those. 
“Stop!” he shouted. “MWP!”
Marlin ignored the shout, instead ducking into a side street. Swearing, Dominic skidded around the corner and almost collided with the fugitive.
Marlin seized him by the lapels and shoved him into the rough brick wall. Up close, he was young, barely even old enough to be called a man. He had a man’s physique, though, going by the muscles bulging under his shirt.
“I won’t let you do this to me!” he cried.
Black wings swooped down, right into Marlin’s face, so close their tips brushed Dominic’s cheek. Marlin jerked back instinctively, and Dominic twisted hard, breaking the loosened grip. Rook continued to bombard Marlin, cawing loudly as he dove at the man’s face, weaving between the flailing arms trying to knock him away.
Dominic snatched up a short length of broken lumber. Unsure what else to do, he swung it hard, striking Marlin in the back.
Marlin staggered forward, then went to his knees. Emboldened by his unexpected success, Dominic said, “Surrender! Or I’ll be forced to give you some more!”
“I s-surrender! Please, don’t!”
Rook landed on his feet in a puff of smoke. “Bobby Marlin, you’re under arrest for assault.”
“No, don’t!” The youth was sobbing now, his face pale with fear. “What do you want me to say? I’ll say it! Testify to it in court if I have to!”
Dominic glanced uneasily at Rook. Marlin hardly struck him as a hardened murderer, let alone someone who would do in thirteen people.
Rook watched Marlin through narrowed eyes. “How enterprising of you,” he said. “On your feet. We’re taking you in.”
 



VI.
“Do you really think he’s our murderer?” Dominic asked as the police wagon disappeared down the street with Marlin securely inside. They stood on the corner beside one of the new police call boxes installed under Roosevelt’s orders. After securing Marlin, they’d tracked down the patrolman walking the beat and had him summon a wagon. Rook had suggested the patrolman take credit for the arrest and charge Marlin with assault. Naturally the fellow had been more than happy to do so.
Now Rook turned away, hands once again thrust deep into his pockets. “Directly? No. But if someone else asked him to remove thirteen hexes from the stockroom, then put them back in, I doubt he’d ask many questions if the money was good enough. And once he realized what he’d been involved with, he became too frightened to admit his guilt. No doubt he’d rather see Wendelson in the electric chair than himself.”
“No doubt,” Dominic agreed. “What a sorry state of affairs.”
“Quite. Still, hopefully a night in jail will loosen his tongue. Especially if I imply he might yet escape by cooperating.” Rook removed his hands from his pockets and stretched first one arm, then the other. “But enough of this depressing business. Are you free for dinner?”
Dominic knew he should protest. It was still early, not yet five o’clock, and he might get a few hexes drawn if he returned to his desk immediately. But Rook’s mischievous smile stole all of his resolve. “Yes. I am.”
They dined at a saloon around the corner from Dominic’s apartment. Rook kept the conversation light, relating various pranks the unbonded familiars pulled on one another in their barracks.
“Doesn’t it ever get awkward, though?” Dominic asked. “Cats and dogs living together, that sort of thing?”
Rook laughed, an infectious sound that did funny things to Dominic’s chest. “A bit, a bit. But Cicero is good friends with a mastiff, if you’d believe it.”
“I wouldn’t.”
“It’s true, I swear!” Rook pushed his empty plate away. Leaning forward, he laced his fingers together beneath his chin. His dark eyes took on a warm glow. “So. Why don’t you show me your apartment?”
Dominic nearly dropped the tankard in his hand. Had Rook noticed his attraction? And if the familiar had, could he possibly return it? Or was he simply looking to continue their friendly conversation?
Rook’s shoe nudged Dominic’s ankle. Even though there was no skin involved, the simple signal sent a bolt of heat straight to his groin.
“Y-Yes.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “I mean…yes. I think I’d like that.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” Rook murmured as he rose to his feet. “You will.”
 



VII.
An hour later, they stood on the roof of Dominic’s apartment building.
When he’d unlocked the door to his rooms with a trembling hand, he’d expected…well, he’d expected the encounter to go as such things normally did. Instead, Rook had asked if there was an access to the roof.
“I’ve never been up here before,” Dominic confessed as he looked around warily. Clearly someone had, because there was a blanket and a few chairs, although the place was deserted for the moment.
“Don’t like heights?” Rook teased.
“It isn’t that.” Dominic followed Rook to stand near the edge. “It just never occurred to me.”
“I see.” Rook tipped his head back. The wind stirred his black hair like a lover’s hands. “You never answered my question.”
“Your question?”
“As to why you chose to work for the MWP, instead of some other, more lucrative, employer.”
“Oh.” Trying to formulate a reply, Dominic stared out over the expanse of the city. The sunset painted the brick walls a warm shade of orange and lent color to the slate roof tiles. The tangle of wires, from telegraph to electrical, hung black against the reddening sky. The character of the sounds drifting up from the street had shifted, from the frenetic pace of the day to the more leisurely stroll of early evening.
“I suppose I didn’t know what else to do,” he said at last. “I might have turned my hand to medicinal hexes, or fashion, or something else, you’re right. But none of those felt…important. When I was young, I dreamed of joining the MWP as a witch.” Heat scalded his face at admitting such a folly in front of a familiar. “Stupid, I know, but I guess some part of me never quite let go of that dream.”
“Why was it stupid?” Rook asked. 
“My parents tried to talk me out of taking the tests.” He stared down at his shoes. “They were from the old country and didn’t approve. But I did it anyway. I…I failed.”
Rook frowned. “Failed?”
“Of course I did.” Who was he, to have imagined even for a moment that he was magic? “I left town for a month to help my uncle in Boston. When I returned, my mother confronted me. My results had come back while I was gone. She’d opened the letter and was absolutely furious.”
“And the results?”
“A high aptitude for hexing. There was that, at least. But as for being a witch, nothing outside of the general populace.”
He’d cried himself to sleep that night, the hot ball of misery in his chest compounded by his mother’s anger and father’s disappointment.
“At any rate, it was for the best,” Dominic forced himself to say. “Got my head out of the clouds and on the ground where it belonged.”
“No wonder you stopped dreaming of flying.” Rook took Dominic’s hand, twining their fingers together. The touch made Dominic’s mouth go dry and his cock stir. “Would you like to fly again?”
It took him a moment to parse the words. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I can give you this. Let you see out of my eyes.” Rook gently brushed his thumb across Dominic’s cheek, before sliding his long fingers through Dominic’s hair. “Not actually feel the wind beneath us, that would only come with practice. But you could at least see.”
Dominic’s limbs trembled, although he wasn’t certain how much came from desire for Rook’s touch and how much for what the familiar offered. “How?” he asked, and his voice broke on the word.
Rook grinned. “Take a deep breath and close your eyes.”
Dominic obeyed. He felt Rook shift even nearer. Lips feathered across his closed eyelids, the touch shockingly intimate. Rook’s hand slipped around to cup the back of his neck, fingers pressing gently against tense muscles, encouraging them to loosen.
“Relax, Dominic,” Rook whispered. “Let me in.”
Dominic felt a little tingle across his skin, as though lightning had struck nearby. For a moment he tasted blood, and lights flashed behind his eyes, a small explosion of fireworks.
Then Rook withdrew. Startled, Dominic opened his eyes again, saw the familiar perched on the low wall surrounding the flat roof. An almost triumphant grin creased Rook’s face, and he threw back his head and laughed in such delight that Dominic couldn’t help but join in.
“Now the fun begins,” Rook said, and toppled backward off the building.
 



VIII.
Dominic leapt forward with a strangled cry. An instant later, a black shape soared back up out of the abyss between buildings, feathers gleaming the light of sunset.
“Close your eyes and concentrate on me.”
Dominic gasped. It was as though Rook had spoken directly in his ear, even though he currently swooped idle loops above the roof. How could such a thing be?
Magic. For the first time in his life, he was truly touching magic.
He did as ordered. Instantly, he found himself flying.
No, he wasn’t flying—he still felt the building firmly beneath his feet. But seeing the world through Rook’s eyes was the next best thing.
New York spread out beneath them, the setting sun casting a golden glow across the jumble of buildings. A flock of pigeons startled into the air as Rook passed over their roosting place.
Then they were spiraling down, down, between the cliffs of the buildings and toward the street. Dominic’s heart beat faster, and a cry rose to his lips.
But he didn’t open his eyes.
At the last moment, Rook pulled out of the dive, gliding low over the heads of the crowd. His claws scraped the hat of a cab driver, and Dominic heard the outraged shout as they swooped away.
Rook’s wings beat hard, taking them higher. The tangle of wires laced across the sky provided both obstacle and challenge. Rook danced among them, each easy flick of feather twisting him like an acrobat. This was freedom—freedom and wonder and the sheer joy of being alive.
Rook circled back and Dominic had the disorienting experience of seeing himself through the familiar’s eyes. Dominic blinked hastily, just in time to see Rook flutter in and land on human feet.
“Did you enjoy?” Rook asked hopefully.
A laugh of wild delight bubbled up in Dominic. Without thought, as naturally as breathing, he stepped forward and slid his arms around Rook.
Rook’s eyes widened slightly, and for a fraction of an instant Dominic thought he’d misunderstood everything. Then Rook kissed him.
Rook tasted of the beer they’d drunk at the tavern, and of something else, warm and a bit wild. He caressed Dominic’s lips with his, then nipped lightly at the lower one, before diving back in. Dominic opened to him, tongues touching, exploring each other’s mouths in turn. And maybe it was the drink, but this felt different than any other time. There was no awkward fumbling, no bumping of noses or excess saliva. His skin hummed, still attuned to Rook, and Rook to him, and their hearts beat like caged birds against their ribs.
Dominic drew back reluctantly. “Someone might come,” he said, glancing at the blanket and chairs.
“I certainly hope so,” Rook said with a wink. “But it might be better if we do that in your apartment.”
 



IX.
As soon as Dominic had the apartment door shut and locked behind them, Rook pounced. Dominic found himself shoved against the door, Rook’s mouth on his once again, a lean thigh slipping between his own.
“I’ve been wanting to do this since the moment I laid eyes on you,” Rook murmured when they came back up for air.
It hardly seemed likely. “Even when I was staring at you like a fool from behind my desk?”
“Of course.” Rook ran his thumb across Dominic’s lower lip. Dominic caught the digit between his lips and sucked hard. Rook swore and pressed more tightly against Dominic. “I want you.”
“Then let’s get away from the door.”
They stumbled through the apartment, shedding clothes as they went. Rook was gorgeous, all rich brown skin and lean muscles, lithe as a dancer. Such a contrast to Dominic, who had spent too much time sitting at a desk. Rook was so beautiful…what if he was disappointed by Dominic’s softer form?
“Mmm, just look at you,” Rook said with a grin, stalking toward Dominic across the small bedroom. “Good enough to eat.”
Before Dominic could reply, Rook went to his knees. His long fingers wrapped around Dominic’s erection, tugging a few times, before he leaned forward.
Dominic gasped and reached blindly for the bedpost to support himself. Rook’s mouth was heaven, warm and wet. His clever tongue teased Dominic’s slit, inspected the underside of his cock, and gave a long, slow lick before his mouth finally engulfed Dominic to the root.
Dominic’s free hand trailed through Rook’s silky black hair, gripping lightly. Just the sight of Rook on his knees, Dominic’s cock slipping in and out of his lips, sent a tingling through his sack. With a gasp he pulled back. “Too good,” he mumbled. “Not yet.”
Rook rose to his feet and pulled Dominic to him. The feel of skin against skin, from thigh to chest, was paradise of a different kind. Dominic ran his hands across Rook’s back as they kissed, sliding down to shape his taut buttocks.
“It is good,” Rook agreed, when their lips parted. “Now get on the bed and let me make it even better.”
Dominic obeyed, and a moment later Rook slid between the sheets on top of him. The friction of skin against his cock drew a sigh from Dominic. Rook grinned. “Tell me what you want.” He kissed Dominic again. “Anything.”
“I’d like to touch you.”
“But of course.” Rook rolled off and onto his back. “And once you’ve touched me all you like, I want you to fuck me.”
Dominic’s cock jerked in anticipation. His blood pounded in his veins, and Rook’s taste filled his mouth. He wanted all of it, everything, anything. Not trusting himself to speak coherently, he ran his hands across Rook’s nearly hairless chest, pausing to tweak the dark nipples. Rook groaned and arched as Dominic tugged. “Harder, if you want.”
Dominic lowered his head and caught one nub between his teeth, worrying at it lightly. Rook swore, his hands clenching Dominic’s shoulder. Pleased with the response, Dominic turned his efforts to the other nipple, then trailed his mouth down to Rook’s belly.
Rook’s cock brushed his cheek, as if asking for attention. Dominic rubbed his lips across the darkened skin, nibbling carefully. “Yes,” Rook encouraged. “You can use your teeth. Anything.”
Dominic slid his mouth further down, breathing deeply of Rook’s musk. He licked the wrinkled skin of Rook’s sack, then caught one ball in his mouth and sucked. Rook groaned in response. As he trailed his tongue back up the shaft, Rook said, “Fur and feathers, Dominic. Need you. I don’t want to wait any longer.”
Dominic teased him, tonguing his slit and drawing yet another frustrated curse. Taking pity on them both, he leaned over and opened the nightstand, fishing out a small jar of petroleum jelly. “How do you want me?”
Rook’s teeth gleamed in the dim light. “Lay back.”
He took the jar from Dominic’s hands and gently pushed him back on the bed. Dominic went willingly, watching as Rook dipped his fingers into the lubricant. When he smeared it down the length of Dominic’s shaft, Dominic had to grit his teeth to keep from thrusting into the slick tunnel of Rook’s fingers.
“Watch,” Rook invited, and leaned back on one elbow. He lifted one leg, exposing himself without the slightest apparent embarrassment. His unselfconsciousness made Dominic’s cock ache even more. How had he been so lucky as to end up in bed with this man?
Rook slicked his fingers again, then touched them to the puckered ring of his ass. “Mmm, yes,” he moaned, head falling back as he pushed them in.
“Does it feel good?” Dominic asked hoarsely, even though it clearly did.
“Fantastic.” Rook writhed around the intrusion of his own fingers. “Not as good as you’re going to feel, though.”
Rook set the jar back on the nightstand and moved to straddle Dominic. Grasping Dominic’s cock, Rook shifted into position, his own erection all but pointing at the ceiling in apparent excitement.
Dominic bit his lip, quelling the urge to thrust upward as Rook slowly worked his way down. He was hot and wonderfully tight, body gripping Dominic’s cock as if he wanted to pull him in and hold him there. Finally, with a deep groan, Rook seated himself fully.
“Damn,” he whispered, head back and eyes closed. “Hold on for the ride, sweetheart, because there’s no way I’m going to last long.”
Before Dominic could even think how to respond, Rook began to move—and then thinking at all was out of the question. Rook rolled himself forward and up, the muscles in his long thighs bunching beneath Dominic’s hands. Just the sight of him, handsome face distorted by pleasure, muscles moving beneath warm brown skin, was almost enough to push Dominic over the edge. Coupled with the hot slide of his body around Dominic’s cock, the feel of Rook’s heavy member slapping rhythmically against Dominic’s stomach…
Dominic’s hips twitched despite all his efforts to remain still. He let go of Rook’s thighs and wrapped his hands around the other man’s cock, making a sheath for Rook to thrust into as he rode Dominic. Rook’s eyes flew open. “Fuck…yes…Dominic!”
Rook clenched around him, and he could take no more. His hips jerked up, and he buried himself deep while he spilled inside Rook. Hot semen struck his chest as Rook lost himself to ecstasy.
For a long moment, Rook held still, his breath coming in shallow pants. Then, with a contented sigh, he pulled free of Dominic’s softening cock. “Now look at the mess I’ve made of you,” he said with a smile.
“I like it.” Feeling uncharacteristically bold, Dominic dipped his finger in the warm puddle of spunk and brought it to his lips to lick.
Rook’s gaze followed the gesture. “If you’re trying to get me aroused again, it’s working. Although as hard as I came, I think I need a bit more time.”
Dominic felt boneless and limp. “I enjoyed this. With you,” he said, feeling suddenly shy. “When you find your witch, you won’t have to…to give this sort of thing up, will you?”
Give me up, he meant. But one evening of passion hardly gave him a claim to Rook’s affections, no matter how deeply they seemed to have connected.
A pensive look passed over Rook’s face. “Some witches and familiars sleep together,” he said slowly. “But plenty don’t. The bond doesn’t imply anything romantic or sexual. It would be…be up to him.”
“Or her,” Dominic suggested.
Rook’s dark eyes avoided his. “Go to sleep,” he said, pulling Dominic tighter against his side.
“Have I said something wrong?”
“No.” Rook shook his head, but his gaze remained elsewhere. “You haven’t. We’ll talk about it in the morning. Put out the light.”
Dominic did so. But the last thing he saw before the lamp flickered out and plunged them into darkness, was Rook’s look of regret.
 



X.
Dominic woke alone the next morning. The window stood open, letting in the cool air—no doubt that was how Rook had left, to keep from disturbing Dominic’s sleep. The sounds of the street drifted up, including the call of the newsboy, which was what had wakened Dominic.
He reached out and touched the empty sheets beside him. They still smelled of Rook’s skin, and a stupid ache started behind Dominic’s sternum. Had Rook left silently out of a polite desire to let Dominic sleep? Or had the look of regret Dominic thought he saw been real?
Rook had said they’d talk about it in the morning. Except he’d left without saying goodbye or leaving a note.
It didn’t make sense. Rook had been so open, so enthusiastic. Why would he be sorry about any of it? Had Dominic’s question about his future witch hit a nerve?
Maybe the question had sounded too needy. Perhaps Rook feared Dominic meant to tie him down somehow. Clip his wings.
Or maybe once lust was satisfied, he’d realized someone like Dominic wasn’t the sort he wanted to wake up in bed with. Too common, too ordinary. Unmagical.
Dominic dressed slowly, all his limbs weighed down by the lead in his chest. He should have known it was too good to be true. Yesterday had been magic of a sort he’d never been meant to touch.
He settled in at this desk determined not to think about Rook or what they’d so briefly shared. He would put it behind him, just as he had put his youthful failure of the witch tests behind him.
Which he hadn’t done a very good job of, considering where he worked. He’d claimed to let go of that childhood dream, and yet he’d spent his adult life in its shadow. What had he been thinking? Rook was right—he ought to leave police work. Charm hats, or keep the cows giving milk, or whatever he could find as far away from the MWP—from Rook—as he could.
At any rate, he needed to work now. Shaking his head, he focused his attention on the hex he’d drawn. He’d just scrawled the activation phrase: “Reveal Poison.”
Only that wasn’t what he’d written. Instead he’d somehow managed to inscribe: “Help me.”
What the devil? Dominic hastily tore up the hex into tiny pieces. How could he have made such a mistake? Why would he write such a thing?
“Dominic!”
“Rook?” he exclaimed, looking up in surprise at the frantic cry.
But Rook wasn’t there. Only the other hexmen and women, all of whom now stared at him in curiosity or disapproval.
“S-sorry,” he mumbled, ducking his head. Was he losing his mind? Writing strange things, hearing Rook’s voice…perhaps he ought to leave for the rest of the day, before he made some irrevocable mistake.
“Dominic, please, I don’t know if you can hear me. God, I hope you can.”
Dominic blinked. The words sounded as if Rook had spoken them in his ear. Just as they had yesterday, when he’d seen the world through Rook’s eyes for those few, precious minutes.
Except now, instead of pleased, Rook sounded terrified.
“Marlin is dead. They say he hung himself in his cell, but it seemed suspicious. I started asking questions—too many. They grabbed me—I’m in the dark, and I can’t see. I’m scared. Please, if you can hear me, you have to help!”
Dominic surged to his feet, heart beating a frantic tattoo against his ribs. His co-workers were all staring by now, but he didn’t care.
Rook was in danger. Pausing only long enough to scoop up his tools, Dominic ran for the stairs.
 



XI.
“Rook’s in danger—you have to help!” Dominic shouted.
Cicero stared at him. “What?”
Dominic knew he looked like a madman, out of breath from running all the way from the drafting hall, clutching his tools in his hand, without hat or coat.
And no doubt Cicero would think he was insane, if he claimed to hear Rook’s voice in his head. “Please, can you put in a call to the Tombs? Find out what happened to the suspect from last night? Robert Marlin?”
Cicero frowned, but didn’t hesitate, instead leading the way to the bank of telephones in one of the outer rooms. When he ended the call, his face had gone pale beneath his carefully oiled black hair.
“Marlin is dead,” he said, turning to Dominic. “What happened to Rook? Where is he?”
“I don’t know!” Dominic took a deep breath. “It’s going to sound absolutely mad, but I—I heard his voice in my head. He said he thought Marlin’s death suspicious, he’d asked some questions, and someone grabbed him. He was in the dark and afraid!”
To Dominic’s shock, Cicero didn’t even question his wild tale. “Blast. Have you heard from him again? Can you reply? Try.”
“I…I wouldn’t know how,” Dominic said.
“Of course you wouldn’t. Damn it, Rook.” Cicero shook his head and pushed past Dominic. “Follow me.”
The familiar led the way back through the building, until they reached the large room where the detectives had their desks. Hilda looked up as they approached and scowled. “You again,” she said to Dominic. “What do you want?”
“It’s Rook,” Dominic began.
“Of course it is,” she cut him off. “Whatever he’s gotten you involved with, forget about it. I don’t want to make a complaint to your supervisor, but I will if I have to.”
“I don’t care,” Dominic said. “Rook is in danger!”
Bruno shifted into human form. “What are you talking about?”
“Stop growling and I’ll tell you,” Cicero said sharply. Rook had obviously conferred with the cat that morning, because Cicero gave a succinct description of everything Dominic and Rook had learned. “And now the prisoner is dead and Rook is missing.”
“I see.” Hilda let out a heavy sigh. “All right. You two come with us.”
Had Cicero finally gotten through to them? Were they actually going to help, or was Hilda going to drag him in front of Mr. Buchanan and demand he be fired on the spot? “Where are we going?”
“The jail. That’s where Rook was last seen, wasn’t it?”
Relieved, Dominic nodded. Hilda led the way down the stairs and out to the MWP’s stables. Horses milled about, and a number of police wagons meant to transport prisoners waited for use. “We’ll take one of these,” Hilda said, gesturing to the nearest wagon. “It’ll get us there faster than going on foot or hiring a cab.”
Bruno scrambled into the driver’s seat at the front, and Hilda opened the back. She climbed in first, followed by Cicero and Dominic. The wagon wasn’t meant for comfort, with only two unpadded benches along either side. Once they had settled, Hilda tapped the front wall to signal Bruno.
The wagon lurched into motion. Hilda stared out the window, watching as they left the MWP behind. Then she turned back to them. “I’m sorry you had to get caught up in this,” she said.
Reaching into her pocket, she drew out a pistol and leveled it at them.
 



XII.
Dominic froze, his heart pounding in his chest. The black bore of the gun seemed to swallow the world, metal gleaming in the gray light filtering through the wagon’s small windows. Beside him, Cicero let out a gasp of horror.
“Hilda?” the cat asked, green eyes going wide in disbelief. “No. Not you. You’d never become involved in something like this. You’re too good of a detective.”
Misery showed on Hilda’s face. “I didn’t want to,” she said heavily. “I was glad when Roosevelt was appointed commissioner. Clean up the streets and clean out the ranks. But when we started to investigate the patent hex case…they made threats, Cicero. My daughter is only six. The chief said she’d never live to see seven if we looked for any other suspects.”
Dominic felt all the blood drain from his limbs. If Chief Cavanaugh was involved…
Bobby Marlin’s strange offer, that he would say whatever they wished, made sense if it had been the MWP who had come to him in the first place. He must have thought Rook and Dominic were there to tie up a loose end.
No wonder he hadn’t survived the night in prison. And Rook…oh God. Rook had strolled in, thinking the case merely a matter of a stubborn witch and bulldog convinced they’d done the right thing. Not a betrayal of justice by the very people sworn to uphold it.
“I know you’re afraid for your daughter, but if you went to Commissioner Roosevelt directly, surely he could protect her,” Dominic said. “Let us go. Tell Bruno to take us to the police board straight away.”
Hilda shook her head. “It’s too late for that. I’m too involved.”
That didn’t sound good. “Did you grab Rook?”
“He wanted Bruno and me to go to the Tombs with him. Hear what Marlin had to say.” She shook her head. “Couldn’t he have just minded his own business? I’d barely gotten back from dealing with him when you two showed up.” A frown creased her face. “How did you know something was wrong?”
“He missed an appointment with Kopecky this morning,” Cicero lied, although why he bothered Dominic couldn’t guess.
“You said you dealt with Rook.” Dominic clasped his hands to keep them from shaking. “What did you mean? Are you taking us to him?” Surely Rook wasn’t dead. Hilda and Bruno had already returned, or at least were on their way back to their desk, when Dominic had heard Rook’s plea for help. He must still be alive.
But for how long?
“You’ll see,” Hilda said gruffly.
“Hilda,” Cicero said, “we’ve known each other for years. You can’t just—”
“Don’t tell me what I can’t do, cat.” She pointed the gun at him menacingly. “Not when it comes to protecting my daughter. Now be quiet. I’m done talking.”
The wagon ride seemed to go on forever. Dominic was aware of every jolt through a pothole, every creak as they made a turn. Gradually the sounds of the streets faded—they were heading out of the city and into the surrounding countryside. The breeze through the little windows became fresher, bringing with it the murmur of waves.
The wagon creaked to a halt. A few moments later, Bruno swung open the doors. Once he had done so, he resumed bulldog form with a growl.
“Don’t think about running,” Hilda warned. “It’ll either be my bullet or Bruno’s teeth for you if you do.”
Under the watchful eyes of witch and dog, Dominic climbed out, followed by Cicero. They stood on a low rise, a ramshackle cabin before them. Time and weather hadn’t been kind to it, and the hungry sea had eaten away the beach until the waves lapped almost at the foot of the rise.
“An old smuggler’s den?” Cicero guessed.
“Too smart for your own good,” Hilda said unhappily. “Just like that damned crow. Get inside.”
The lone room was devoid of furnishings and looked to have been abandoned for some time. Bruno resumed human form to open a trap door in the floor.  It led to a small basement, which in turn had a second trap door. Marks on the floor showed where some furnishing had once concealed it, but like the cabin above, the tiny basement was completely empty. A large, shiny new padlock held the trapdoor closed.
Hilda handed Bruno her gun, took out her hex wallet, and flipped through it. Pulling out a piece of paper, she placed it on the padlock. A shimmer of light spread from her fingers, charging the hex with magic. “Open.”
The padlock clicked obediently. Hilda swung open the trapdoor. The smell of the ocean rose from below, and the sound of waves grew suddenly loud. “Get in.”
Cicero shrank back. “The tide’s coming in. You mean to drown us!”
Hilda’s face had gone white. “Don’t make this any harder, Cicero.”
“Harder for whom?” Dominic drew himself up. “Why should we let you keep the blood off your hands? If you mean to kill us, at least have the decency to do the deed yourself, instead of leaving it to the sea.”
A loud squawk sounded from below. Cicero clutched Dominic’s arm. “That’s Rook!”
Despite everything, relief flooded through Dominic. Rook was still alive—that had to count for something. “All right.” He held up his hands. “We’ll go.”
“I’m sorry about this,” Hilda said as Dominic stepped onto the creaking ladder leading down. “I didn’t have a choice. If Rook had just minded his own business…”
Dominic didn’t dignify her with an answer. The trapdoor swung shut, cutting off the light, and a moment later the sound of the padlock snapping back into place sealed their fate.
 



XIII.
“Rook?” Dominic cried. He heard the frantic beating of wings, accompanied by desperate caws, but could see nothing. The stench of the ocean was strong, and cold water lapped at his shoes.
“I’ve a match,” Cicero said.
“And I have a candle—well, a bit of one.” Dominic fumbled through his hex wallet until he located it. “It’s meant to make sealing hexes, so it will melt quickly, but it’s better than nothing.”
The light from the candle was feeble, but enough to give them some idea of their grim situation. Smugglers had dug out this passage beneath the cabin, shoring up the walls with stout beams and fitted mortar. At one time it must have let out onto the beach, but storm and tide had done their work, and now the lower end of the gently sloping tunnel vanished beneath the water. Every surface was slick with damp, and from the marks on the walls, the tide regularly reached the ceiling.
The candlelight gleamed from iron bars. A birdcage sat on the floor, its lower half already in the water. Rook clung to the bars, wings striking frantically in a futile attempt to free himself.
Dominic ran to the cage. He flung open the latch, and Rook squeezed out, landing briefly on Dominic’s arm before hopping off. A moment later, he crouched there in human form. The bridge of his nose was raw and bloody, as were his wrists, where he’d battered himself against the cage.
Overcome with relief, Dominic put his arms around the familiar. By the time he could spare a thought for Cicero’s presence, Rook clung to him in turn. Water already lapped around their knees, cold and remorseless.
“Are you all right?” Dominic drew back, although he didn’t let go of the other man. “I was so afraid for you.”
“We both were,” Cicero said. He hugged the ladder, clearly averse to touching the water even in human form. “Damn Hilda!”
“Hilda?” Rook asked.
“She said she brought you here.”
“I’m not sure. I was hit from behind.” Rook touched the back of his head and winced. “The next thing I knew, someone had used a hex to force me into crow form and I was in a cage. There was a blanket draped over it, and by the time I managed to knock it off to see my surroundings, they were already gone. I never thought Hilda would stoop to something like this. At least I wasn’t dumb enough to take the altered hexes with me. They’re still in Dominic’s apartment.”
“Not that it will do much good when we’ve drowned here,” Dominic said. “Unless either of you can swim?”
“Swim?” Cicero exclaimed in horror.
Rook shook his head. “After I dislodged the covering, I got a look at the tunnel. It’s long, and goes deep. And we’d be swimming against the force of the incoming tide.”
That was it, then. They were going to die as soon as the tide came fully in. An innocent man would go to the electric chair, his family left to starve in the gutter. And Chief Cavanaugh would be free to try a second assassination attempt, or whatever mischief his twisted mind invented to get rid of Roosevelt and reinstate the corruption from which so many police had benefitted.
Rook’s hands closed around Dominic’s. “The candle—you’ve brought your hexing tools with you?”
“Yes, of course.” Dominic shook his head. “But it won’t do us any good. We don’t have a witch to activate it.”
“Cicero, move out of the way,” Rook said. “Dominic, I want you to draw an unlocking hex on the trapdoor, as strong as you can make it.”
“But I hate getting wet,” Cicero complained.
“You’ll like drowning a lot less! Move!”
“You don’t understand.” Dominic let Rook lead him back through the water to the ladder. It lapped almost at their waists now, and Cicero let out a distressed hiss as he gingerly lowered himself into it. “The hex won’t do anything, Rook! It isn’t magic on its own.”
“I know.” Rook clasped Dominic’s shoulders and stared into his eyes. “I need you to trust me, Dominic. Just this once more. Please.”
Dominic swallowed. “You left,” he said, stupidly perhaps, but they didn’t have much time remaining to say anything. “You said we’d talk this morning, but you left.”
“Idiot,” Cicero said.
Rook shot him a glare. “Yes, you told me that earlier.” Turning back to Dominic, he said, “I’m sorry. I’d hoped to put this business to rest first, but that was just an excuse. I know you must feel you have no reason to trust me, but I’m begging you. Please, just this one last time. Draw the hex for me.”
The grief in Rook’s dark eyes caught him off guard. Fear he would have expected, given their circumstances, but sorrow?
“Very well,” he said.
 



XIV.
“Hold this open,” Dominic ordered as he scaled the ladder. Rook obediently took the leather wallet and held it unrolled over his head in both hands. Dominic selected a stick of charcoal—it would cling to the wood better than ink—and set himself to work.
He’d drawn thousands of hexes in his time, but none like this. This was the application of raw materials to rough, water-slimed wood. Even worse, the work was above his head, forcing him to crane his back into a painful angle. The terrible light didn’t help.
A part of him knew it was folly. Whatever Rook had in mind, it wouldn’t work. They needed a witch to activate the hex, and a familiar of some power to provide the magic for the hex to reach through the barrier of the trapdoor and act on the lock. While they might have the latter, they lacked the former.
But Rook had asked him. And if this was to be the last hex he ever drew, Dominic would make damned sure it was up to his standards.
“Could you hurry it up a bit?” Cicero called.
Water lapped around Dominic’s thighs, even though he stood on the ladder. A quick glance showed him the two familiars floating in the waves, Rook still holding up Dominic’s tools, Cicero holding Rook with one hand and anchoring himself to the ladder with the other. The cat’s eyes were wide with terror, but Rook didn’t look afraid at all.
“A proper hex takes time,” Dominic replied, his voice shaking. The cold seawater sapped warmth from his limbs and made it more difficult to keep his hand steady.
“Shit,” Cicero whimpered. “Oh shit, we’re going to die here. You stupid crow!”
The water crept to Dominic’s waist. Panic scratched madly at the back of his thoughts, distracting him, and for a moment he couldn’t remember the next sign. Not that it mattered—they were going to die, here in this awful place. They’d gasp out their last, mouths pressed against the final pocket of air against the trapdoor, until there was no more—
“You can do this, Dominic,” Rook said above the lap of waves. “I know you can.”
He drew the final symbol. “There. It’s done.” He let the charcoal fall into the water that now flowed about his chest.
Rook dropped the wallet; it vanished beneath the waves as well. “Now we just need to activate it.”
“We need a witch,” Dominic said bitterly.
“We’ve got one.” Rook grabbed the ladder with one hand, and wrapped the other around Dominic’s. “You.”
The bitterness surged like the tide, and Dominic snatched his hand away. “I failed the tests, remember?”
“No!” Rook grabbed his hand again. “It’s what I meant to talk to you about this morning. What I should have told you before we slept together. Instead I let myself get carried away by the moment, and I’m sorry, Dominic. Sorrier than I can tell you.”
“Get on with it!” Cicero shouted.
Rook kept his eyes fixed on Dominic’s. “You are a witch.” His grip tightened on Dominic’s hand. “My witch.”
It wasn’t possible. Couldn’t be possible. “I failed the tests.”
“I don’t know what happened back then. If your mother altered the letter, or if your talent for hexing skewed the results, or if there was just some stupid mistake. But I do know what’s happening now.” Rook let go of Dominic’s hand and cupped his chin. “We’ve already started to bond—do you think just anyone could have seen the world through my eyes last night? Or heard me call out this morning? There’s just one last step—you take magic from me and use it to infuse the hex.”
Rook blinked rapidly, and to his horror Dominic saw tears clinging to the thick lashes. “I didn’t want it to happen this way. I wanted to give you time to think about it, so you could decide if…if I’m what you really want. I should have told you before we ever slept together, so it wouldn’t cloud things, but I didn’t. I made a mistake, and I didn’t know how to tell you.” The water lapped around his jaw now. “We’re out of time, and I’m so sorry, but I know you can do this. I know it.”
For a moment, every fiber of Dominic’s being rebelled against Rook’s words. It couldn’t be true. The one thing he’d always wanted, but it wasn’t for him. It couldn’t be.
“Do this,” Rook whispered. “Fly with me again, and trust I won’t let us fall.”
Dominic closed his eyes. Instantly, Rook was with him as he’d been the evening before, when they’d flown over New York. When their bodies had joined in bed later on, moving as one, better than anything Dominic had ever known.
He released the ladder and thrust his hand blindly up, making contact with the hex.
And the magic flowed.
“Open,” he gasped, as the water filled his mouth.
Rook darted up the ladder, slamming into the trap door. It flew open, and a moment later, he reached down and hauled up Dominic, then Cicero. The three of them scrambled away from the trapdoor by common consent, hastening into the cabin above. Thankfully, it was deserted, and only a lonely stretch of beach met their eyes when they stepped outside.
“This is awful.” Cicero complained, wringing his sodden clothing. “I’m not your friend anymore, Rook.”
“I’ve some fresh cream back in the barracks.”
“Fine.” Cicero tossed his head. “I might reconsider. After the cream. Now use your wings and go to Commissioner Roosevelt before anyone else gets hurt.”
Rook took a step away, then turned back to Dominic. Desperation showed in his dark eyes, but all he said was, “We’ll talk later.”
Then he was off, a black shape cutting across the sky.
 



XV.
Dominic sat in his apartment later that evening. He and Cicero had managed to flag down a passing wagon to return to the city. By the time they arrived, Rook had already gone to the police board with the evidence and their story. Cicero and Dominic had been met by non-witch police officers, who questioned them closely. By the third iteration of the events of the last two days, Dominic felt utterly wrung out.
But it had been worth it. Even now, a newsboy below flogged the evening edition to passers-by. “MWP Chief Cavanaugh arrested! Patent hex deaths used as a cover up for assassination plot!”
Things would be interesting—to put it mildly—at the MWP for a while. It almost made Dominic wish to return to his desk in the hex department, just to avoid the fuss.
But he wouldn’t. He’d never sit at that desk again.
He’d ventured to ask Cicero if it could possibly be true, if he really was—had always been—a witch. The cat had rolled his eyes, asked how Dominic thought they’d unlocked the trapdoor otherwise, and insisted even a feather-brained familiar like Rook would know his witch.
Had Dominic’s mother altered the letter? Painful as the thought was, she might have done so, believing she protected him from his own worst impulses. He hoped not, though, preferring to believe there had been some mistake, clerical or otherwise. He didn’t want such suspicions, however justified, to taint his memory of her.
There came a rap on the window behind him. Startled, he turned and saw a hunched crow peering in at him.
He hurried to open it. Rook hopped in, taking human form as soon as his feet touched the floor.
“Thank you for letting me in,” he said, looking abashed.
“As if I’d leave you there on the ledge,” Dominic replied with a smile. “I hope I’d treat my familiar better than that.”
Just saying the words sent a thrill through him. Rook looked up, eyes widening slightly in surprise. “You aren’t angry?”
Somehow, all the doubts Dominic had felt over the course of the afternoon melted away now that Rook was with him again. He’d felt the connection between them even before he’d understood what it meant. Having Rook here with him felt right in a way nothing else in his life ever had. “Well, I do wish you hadn’t waited until we almost drowned to tell me. But no, I’m not angry.”
Rook folded his arms over his chest and hunched his shoulders. “I should have been honest with you,” he said unhappily. “After I decided to look into the patent hex case, I came to talk to your superior about his best hexmakers. I saw you that day, although I don’t think you saw me. And I knew.”
“How?” Dominic asked. “That is, I’ve never been clear on how a familiar chooses.”
Rook smiled ruefully. “We try to keep it private. The other familiars told me I’d just know, but I never believed them. Until it happened to me.” The smile faded. “I thought I’d try to get to know you better first, before committing to the bond. Cicero thought I should be at least honest, but I didn’t listen. I wish I had.”
“Well, it certainly would have been helpful to know we weren’t going to drown,” Dominic said. “Let alone that I wasn’t going mad when I heard your voice speaking in my head. But…Rook…I’m a witch!”
A gleeful laugh escaped him, and it drew another smile from Rook, although even more quick to fade than the last. “You always were. You didn’t need me for that.”
Dominic stepped closer, slipping his hands around Rook’s waist. “I needed you to show me.”
“Anyone could have, who appreciated you as they should.” Rook sighed and looked away. “The truth is, I didn’t expect to find myself smitten with you. But I was, from the first moment. And I kept telling myself I’d explain everything. I meant to tell you on the rooftop. But you were so sad, and I wanted to show you I could be the familiar you deserved, so badly.” Rook shook his head angrily. “Then I slept with you, and…and how were you supposed to decide with a clear head after that? I was so ashamed of myself. So I flew away from my problems, just like I always have.” His shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry, Dominic. Just…just tell me what you want. If it’s to work for the MWP, or do something else. Or…or never see me again.”
Dominic shook his head. “Silly crow,” he said. “How could I not want you? And you already know I wanted to work for the MWP. This business has strengthened my resolve, to see that justice is done no matter who it inconveniences.”
Rook glanced up uncertainly. “Do you mean it?” he asked tentatively. “You want to-to stay with the MWP? With me?”
Dominic pulled Rook closer. “Of course I do. You’re everything I ever dreamed of, Rook.” He tenderly cupped Rook’s smooth jaw in one hand. “You’re beautiful and clever, and I would have wanted you even if you weren’t a familiar. But you are, and you’ve given me magic.”
Rook’s eyes darkened, and a cunning smile spread over his mouth. “Then shall we celebrate by making a different sort of magic?”
“I thought you’d never ask,” Dominic said, and bent to kiss him.
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