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I.
 
“So,” Gus said as he slipped into a chair beside Roland, “do you have any plans for Christmas?”
Roland—like most familiars, he’d given up his last name—nearly dropped his spoon into his chop suey. As always, the sight of August Cao set his heart to racing. Gus’s short-cropped black hair shone in the restaurant’s hexlights, and his crisp white shirt set off his light brown skin. Dark eyes regarded Roland, and a small smile teased the corners of Gus’s full lips.
Fur and feathers, he was gorgeous. And the last person in New York Roland ought to be falling for.
“No,” said Roland. Because he never did. He’d spent every Christmas alone since he was fifteen, and with good reason.
A reason he found himself in danger of forgetting, when Gus’s ankle rubbed against his beneath the table.
The feel of Gus’s warmth, brushing against him even so casually, sent a rush of blood to Roland’s face—and another to his groin. Gus had seated Roland in a shadowy corner of the restaurant, half-hidden from the other diners by one of the ornamental wooden screens. Had Gus put him here in the hopes of a discreet flirtation?
“That’s a shame,” Gus said. “The Chinese half of my family will spend it working, but the Irish side would disown me if I didn’t spend the day with them.” His dark-eyed gaze slipped down Roland’s face, taking in the tie Roland had agonized over choosing, the coat from which he’d brushed every trace of animal hair. “No one should be alone on Christmas.”
Roland’s belly cramped around the egg roll he’d just finished. He’d first come to the restaurant last week, hoping for nothing more than chop suey and a drink. Maybe a bit of inspiration for his next Howl and Roger mystery, so his editor would quit sending him increasingly angry telegrams.
But Roland had noticed Gus the moment he’d set foot inside. The waiter’s slim form deftly wove between packed tables, balancing trays of food or dirty plates. When he turned and gave Roland an appraising look of his own, Roland had realized two things.
First: he desperately wanted to get to know the handsome waiter better.
And second: the man was his witch.
But he could have neither man nor witch, as badly he might wish otherwise. His damnable nature made sure of it. He’d spent ten years hiding the truth. Keeping his secret close, because to do otherwise was to invite disaster. He should have turned around that very moment, left the restaurant, and never returned.
Instead, he’d stayed. And perhaps Gus had felt the connection between them, the instinct that linked familiar and witch, because he’d not hesitated to come over and introduce himself.
Roland had eaten dinner there every night since. They’d talked, whenever Gus was on break. Smiled. Exchanged lingering looks. He’d let himself pretend, for one precious week. Indulged in the illusion that he wasn’t alone, that he might dare have a relationship. That he might even bond with his witch.
And now it had to come to an end.
“I disagree,” he said, deliberately putting a bit of coolness into the words. “Christmas is a day like any other. People make an absurd fuss over the holiday.”
A frown line appeared between Gus’s dark brows. He turned his gaze away from Roland to the rest of the dining room. The frown deepened—then he abruptly stood up. “Excuse me,” he said, his tones clipped.
He left, without so much as looking back. Roland’s heart sank, and he swallowed the impulse to call after Gus.
This was for the best, after all. Better to have Gus think his flirtations had been rebuffed, than to continue on. It would have been different, if Roland’s familiar form had been that of a cat, or a dog, or even a bird. And not just with Gus—his entire life would have changed.
He wouldn’t have been alone for the last ten Christmases.
“Hey, Johnny!” one of the other diners shouted. White, like most of those on the restaurant’s second floor, the third being reserved for Chinese customers. “Where are you going? Where are our drinks?”
Roland looked up and saw Gus had hurried past the other customers and was making for the exit. Another waiter dashed in to apologize to the diners, while Gus hurried out the door.
He was just leaving? Why? Surely not because of what Roland had said.
Roland wavered. He might not be able to bond with Gus, but he didn’t want the last memory of his witch to be tainted, either. At least if they parted on good terms, he’d have something to look back on fondly, during the long lonely nights.
Roland hurriedly dug out sixteen cents to pay for the meal and tea, and left it on the table. Retrieving his hat and coat, he hastened after Gus.



II.
 
When Roland emerged onto Mott Street, Gus was nowhere in sight.
Snow sifted down from the sky, laying a clean blanket over the city. Though the signs of Christmas were fewer in Chinatown than the rest of New York, some of the businesses still sported wreaths of holly on their doors. As usual, what others called red and green—the colors of Christmas—were nothing but shades of muddy yellow to Roland’s eyes.
Maybe that should have been an early sign, that he was forever doomed to disappointment during the season.
A cab passed by; the driver had attached bells to the horse’s harness, and they jingled cheerfully. Otherwise, few people stirred abroad on a cold night like this.
Roland took a deep breath. Though his human sense of smell was sharper than most people’s, it was still a far cry from that of his animal form.
Had he been a dog, he would have shifted. Or a cat, or even a bird who might take to the wing. Something small and domesticated; something that wouldn’t cause a panic in the streets
But he wasn’t. He was the thing humans feared, the villain in countless folktales, the killer of livestock and of girls going to grandmother’s house, and God only knew what else.
A wolf.
His breath plumed before him as he released it in a sigh. He didn’t dare take on wolf form in public, but surely there must be something else.
If this were a Howl and Roger mystery, Roger would just take canine form. But if the witch detective Howl were by himself…?
Roland peered at the sidewalk. There were footprints in the snow. Two sets, leading away from the restaurant.
Two sets? Maybe he’d been wrong about why Gus had left the restaurant. Perhaps Gus had been meeting someone? Both sets of shoe prints looked to belong to men.
Roland hesitated. He shouldn’t follow. He had no business following, no reason to do so beyond simple curiosity. Doing so would only poke at a wound that would take long enough to heal as it was.
But he needed to have one more look at the man who, if things had been different—if he had been different—could have been his witch.
Most of the shops along the street had closed for the evening, though lights showed between the drawn curtains of a few. A whiff of incense drifted from a joss house, and a burst of voices speaking in Cantonese came from a brothel when a door swung open. A bookstore offered selections in both English and Cantonese; Roland slowed to peer inside, and was foolishly pleased to see his latest Howl and Roger story, The Case of the Disappearing Diamonds, prominently displayed. 
The cover of the dime novel beside it caught Roland’s eye. Cowboy Charlie to the Rescue proclaimed the title. The lurid illustration showed the eponymous Charlie, his gun brandished and his chest thrust out, protecting a swooning maiden from a wild-eyed, tongue-lolling…wolf.
Roland hunched his shoulders and turned resolutely away.  
The occasional gaslight offered a pool of illumination, just enough for him to make out the footprints in the snow. The trail veered off suddenly into an alleyway—and one set of footmarks returned, heading in the opposite direction. 
Roland squinted down the street—was that someone running away? The shadows made it hard to tell, but he thought he caught a flash of blond hair.
Not Gus, then. But why was the man running? And where was Gus? Roland’s pulse quickened. He sniffed the air instinctively, but smelled only incense and cooking spices.
He approached the entrance to the alley cautiously. Sticking to the main streets was one thing, but his clothes were of good enough quality to attract the attention of whatever thieves and hoodlums might haunt the back alleys. He needed to find Gus quickly.
A nearby gas lamp cast enough light for Roland to make out three men standing just within the alley. Gus was the only one Roland recognized. The handsome waiter stood very still, his expression slack as he stared fixedly at the piece of paper one of the other men held up.
Roland squinted at the paper. It must be important, if Gus was so fascinated by it.
It appeared to be a colorful ad. A wreath, whose muddy yellow hues must actually be printed as red and green, hung on the door of a fine-looking armoire. CHRISTMAS SALE, proclaimed the flyer. SAVE ON FURNITURE NOW!
A Christmas sale on furniture. Furniture.
He needed an armoire. If he just had an armoire…
For a moment, he could almost see it. He was laughing, surrounded by the warm glow of friends and family, all gathered together. He wasn’t alone anymore; not on Christmas, not on any other day. He’d never be alone again, all because he’d taken advantage of the sale and bought discounted furniture.
Roland blinked sluggishly. Wait. Cheap furniture wasn’t going to change anything. Where would he even put an armoire?
Fur and feathers, there was a hex on the flyer. He’d been ensorcelled.
Giving himself a hard shake, Roland blinked more rapidly. The world snapped back into focus. The last vestiges of the hex faded, in time for him to see one of the men step behind Gus and raise a knife.



III.
 
“No!” Roland shouted. A mixture of fury and fear roared through his veins. Gus was in danger—he had to do something, had to protect his witch.
He rushed into the alley. “Get away from him,” he growled in a voice that barely sounded like his own. “I’m warning you…”
The man with the knife spun to face him. Over the man’s shoulder, Roland saw Gus still stood unmoving. He hadn’t even reacted to Roland’s cry, just kept staring at the advertisement.
Roland’s exclamation must have caught someone’s attention, because a voice called out in angry Cantonese from a window high above. With an oath, the man holding the paper let his arm fall. “Forget it. Let’s go!”
Gus blinked as the hex loosened its hold on him. Then he saw the knife and let out a curse of his own.
The man with the knife shoved it into a sheath at his belt. “Stay out of our way,” he snarled at Gus.
Then, in the blink of an eye, he shifted into a horse. His companion—his witch?—leapt onto his back. Roland barely had time to dive aside before they charged out of the alleyway and vanished down the street.
Gus’s hand closed on his arm. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Roland said, even though his hands trembled from reaction. He’d never so much as been in a fight in his entire life, but the instinct to defend Gus had been overwhelming.
“Here. Let me help you up.”
Gus’s touch was firm through the thin leather of his gloves. He hauled Roland to his feet. Surprised by the strength in his arm, Roland stumbled forward a step. His chest collided with Gus’s, and he found himself staring into Gus’s dark eyes, only inches away. Roland took an involuntary breath. The scent of spices and cooking food clung to Gus’s skin, underlain by a trace of musk.
Gus’s gaze fell to Roland’s lips. His right hand still clasped Roland’s, and his left had come to settle on Roland’s elbow.
It would be so easy to lean forward, just a few inches. To find out if Gus’s lips tasted as good as they looked.
No. This was madness. Roland had bedded his share of men—though he’d kept each to a single encounter. Safer that way.
Kissing Gus would definitely not be safe.
Roland took a quick step back, and Gus let his hands fall. Roland’s cheeks felt scalding; he was shocked the cold air didn’t turn to steam around him. “But what about you?” he said quickly. “Who were those men? And that hex—I’ve never experienced anything like it!”
Gus aimed a scowl at the empty place where the other men had stood. “The hex. Blast. At least you didn’t get caught up in it. A good thing you were too far away for it to influence.”
Roland shrugged. “I…I wasn’t, actually. But I have trouble perceiving some colors correctly, so visual hexes often don’t work on me, or don’t work effectively.”
Gus nodded slowly. “That makes sense. The men at the advertising agency had spectacles with colored lenses, to wear when they tested their hexes on one another. That way both wouldn’t be affected if something went wrong.”
Roland frowned. “Advertising agency? Gus, what’s gong on?”
Gus shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “Roland…I have a confession to make. I never wanted to lie to you, but I had no choice. I’m not really a waiter.”
“You’re…not?”
Gus nodded. “I’m a private detective.”
“Like Howl and Roger?” Roland blurted.
Gus let out a derisive snort. “Good lord, no. The author’s clearly never spoken to an actual detective in his life.”
Roland’s heart sank. At least he hadn’t confessed to writing them. “They sell well,” he protested weakly.
“I prefer Cowboy Charlie.”
“I’m sure you do,” Roland muttered, kicking at the rough cobbles of the alleyway. Cowboy Charlie, defender of the innocent, saving the day from villainous wolves like him. If there was a clearer sign that it was time to walk away from Gus, he couldn’t imagine what it would be.
“It doesn’t matter,” Gus said with an impatient gesture. “I’m trying to tell you that I work for the Sullivan Detective Agency. We handle cases where magic is involved.”
“Like the hex those men used on us?” Roland asked, intrigued despite himself. “Or on you, rather. I suppose I was just caught up in it.”
Gus ran his hand through his hair. “Yes.” Clearly he didn’t mean to divulge more.
“What sort of hex was it?” Roland asked. “If not for the defect in my sight, I would have been mesmerized as well, and we’d both be dead. Surely you can tell me something.”
Gus shrugged. “There isn’t a great deal to tell. The hex was stolen a couple of weeks ago from an advertising firm—which one, I can’t say. It was in development at the time. The hex was meant to attract the attention of passers-by and put them in the mood to buy. It worked a bit too well.” He laughed wryly. “As I can personally attest. All I could think of was how badly I wanted to take advantage of the Christmas sale and buy an armoire. That if I did…” Gus’s eyes darkened slightly, lips going tight. “Well, never mind. Sullivan’s was hired to retrieve the hex. The main suspect was a former janitor by the name of Jerry Novik. He’d already vacated the address he’d given his employers, but his former landlady mentioned he regularly took dinner at the restaurant.” Gus’s mouth twitched into a teasing smile. “Not as regularly as you, of course.”
Roland cringed with embarrassment. How pathetic must he have seemed? “So you disguised yourself as a waiter to find him?”
“Exactly. The owner is a friend of my uncle’s. I finally spotted Novik tonight and had to hurry after when he left. He met the witch and familiar, and passed along the hex. I stepped in, revolver in hand, ready to put them in cuffs…and the next thing I knew, I was dreaming of a brand new armoire.” Gus rubbed at his eyes. “And they took my gun—I assume the only reason they didn’t shoot me with it was because they didn’t want to risk the attention a gunshot would draw. You must think I’m the worst detective in New York.”
“Not at all,” Roland said staunchly. “So what’s to be our next move, then?”
Gus cocked an eyebrow. “‘Our?’”
Roland wanted to kick himself. What on earth was he thinking? He’d only followed Gus in the first place to make a proper farewell. Gus might be smiling at him now, but that would change the moment he learned Roland was a wolf.
After all, if his own mother had been afraid enough to turn her back on him, how could he expect anything different from his witch?
He needed to leave. Now, before it was too late. Before he had the chance to get any more attached.
But the memory of Gus standing there, vulnerable, while some ruffian made to stab him had seared itself into Roland’s mind. The idea of slinking back to his apartment and leaving Gus to face danger alone felt unbearable.
“You’ve almost been killed once already,” Roland said, with what he thought was remarkable calm. “Surely it would be safer if you had someone with you.”
“I wasn’t expecting the case to turn violent,” Gus said. “Honestly, I thought the thief meant to sell the hex to another advertising firm.”
“Given the look of those fellows, I’d say their business is decidedly less legitimate,” Roland replied, an idea forming even as he spoke. “I take it you don’t know who the men who attacked you were?”
“No,” Gus admitted reluctantly. “I could go to the Metropolitan Witch Police, see if the horse familiar is in their rogues gallery.”
“At this time of night?”
“Do you have a better suggestion?”
Roland folded his arms across his chest. “What if I told you I might be able to learn the identity of the familiar within the hour?”
Gus mimicked his posture. “In return for…?”
“For letting me accompany you.” When Gus looked uncertain, Roland said, “I’ve already saved your life once tonight.”
“And I’m grateful.” Gus winked at him. “I’d be happy to demonstrate just how grateful later, if you’d like.”
Roland’s face burned. Fur and feathers, he wanted exactly that. He wanted to peel away every layer of clothing and see the muscles in those shoulders up close. He wanted to taste Gus’s mouth and feel the press of his skin. He wanted…
Too many things he couldn’t have. But he could at least see to it Gus was safe, just for tonight. “You’re trying to distract me.”
“That I am.” Gus regarded Roland for a long moment—then laughed and thrust out his hand. “It seems as though I have no choice. In return for helping me find the familiar, you can come with me—on the condition you don’t try to engage in any heroics. I’ll try to keep us out of danger, but if things turn ugly, I want you to run the other way. Understand?”
Roland wanted to argue—hadn’t he been the one to save Gus’s life? But one look at Gus’s face told him it was an argument he’d lose. “Agreed,” he said, shaking Gus’s hand. “Then let’s go see a man about a horse.”



IV.
 
The night had grown even colder by the time they alighted from the cab Gus hired to take them from Chinatown to the Tenderloin.
“Wait for us,” Gus told the driver, while Roland shivered in his coat and wished he’d thought to wear a scarf. At least the hexes on his overcoat kept off the damp.
It had been some time since he’d set foot on the Tenderloin’s streets. The cab had let them out in front of a rather shabby-looking saloon; snow piled on its faded awnings, and the street was still lit by gaslight and not electricity. But even here there was evidence of holiday cheer. A wreath decorated the saloon door, and garlands of holly enlivened the windows. Someone had pasted Christmas cards onto the window as well. 
When he’d lived in the colony above the saloon, Roland had never understood why some of the other ferals insisted on celebrating Christmas. Why they surrounded themselves with images of happy families, of children and toys beneath the tree, when so many of them had been cast out like Roland. Even if they hadn’t been thrown onto the streets on Christmas Eve, surely the reminder of everything they’d lost had to carry some sting.
And yet every year, they hung garlands and sang carols. It made no sense.
“This the place?” Gus asked. Roland nodded, and he stepped toward the door.
“Wait!” Roland seized his arm. “You, ah, can’t come inside.”
Gus’s mouth tightened. “Why? No Chinamen allowed?”
“No.” Roland pointed to a handwritten sign in the window, which read: Familiars Only. “A colony of ferals lives in this building. Nick—the owner—keeps us safe. Them safe, I mean.” He flushed at the slip.
Gus glanced at Roland’s clothes, then at the run-down tenement. “You lived here?”
“For a while. Years ago.” He shrugged. “It’s a safe place, where familiars don’t have to worry about witches force-bonding us.”
“Oh.” Gus looked horrified. “You hear the stories every once in a while, but who ever really thinks about it actually happening?”
“Every familiar ever born,” Roland said grimly. “Unbonded familiars are seen as an easy source of income to some. Put any familiar, no matter how strong or dangerous, in a cage long enough and you can break us.” And since the law made allowances for so-called dangerous familiars like wolves, locking Roland in a cage wouldn’t even be technically illegal. “Stay here, and I’ll bring Nick out to talk to you.”
Very little about the saloon had changed since the last time Roland had set foot in the place. The furniture consisted of a few rickety tables and a bar made out of a plank laid over some barrels. A young man sat in one corner, playing O Christmas Tree on a fiddle with more enthusiasm than skill. A small group of other familiars gathered around him, singing boisterously.
“Roland,” Nick said in surprise when he approached the bar. Nick’s height would have been intimidating, even if he hadn’t been a solid wall of muscle. Shaggy black hair framed a belligerent brown face, and his threadbare shirt stretched tight over wide shoulders. “Haven’t seen you around here for a while. Is everything all right?”
“For the most part.” Roland had spent most of the cab ride thinking about how best to approach Nick. “I need your help.”
Nick immediately put down the mug he’d been cleaning. For all of his dislike of witches, he’d do anything for a familiar in need. “What is it?”
Roland glanced over his shoulder and saw Gus peering in through the frost-covered window. “My, er, friend is a private detective.” He didn’t dare tell Nick that Gus was his witch. “I’m helping him with a case, and there’s a familiar we need to identify.”
Nick’s expression instantly shuttered. “No.”
Roland winced. He’d worried Nick would refuse. “At least talk to him.”
“Are you deaf? No.” Nick snorted. “If he wants to know the identity of a familiar, he can damned well do his job and find out for himself.”
“It isn’t a feral,” Roland protested. “I swear, I’d never ask you to give up a feral. You know that. Please, just talk to him.”
Nick glowered. “Fine. I’ll talk to him, if it will get him off my stoop. But I don’t promise to answer his questions.”
Roland led the way back outside. Nick shut the door behind them and set himself in the doorway, feet apart, as if he meant to physically block their entrance.
Roland stepped quickly to Gus’s side. “Augustus Cao, this is Nick. Nick, this is—”
“Some witch,” Nick said dismissively. “Get to the point.”
“Thank you for agreeing to help,” Gus said, holding out his hand. Nick ignored it, and a moment later Gus let it fall back to his side.
Roland tried not to fidget. “Nick hasn’t exactly agreed to help.”
“I see.” Gus looked up at Nick, seeming not at all intimidated. “I’m searching for a familiar. A horse shifter, bonded to a witch.”
Nick snorted and stamped his foot. “What, then? You think I know every horse in New York just because I’m a horse familiar myself? Do you know every Chinaman in Manhattan?”
“Probably,” Gus said. “My uncle is the head of the largest Chinese benevolent association in greater New York.”
Roland suppressed a sigh. “Nick, please. This familiar, whoever he is, tried to murder Gus not an hour ago! He and his witch ambushed Gus in an alley and used a very worrisome experimental hex to mesmerize him. I was almost caught in it myself.”
Gus nodded. “They would have killed Roland as well, most likely, so there wouldn’t be any witnesses.”
“Killed Roland, you say?” Nick looked from Gus to Roland and back again. Then he sighed and dropped his arms. “All right. What’s this horse look like?”
“A bay,” Gus replied. “Fifteen hands high, I’d say, with a white blaze on his forehead and a white sock on his left foreleg.”
Nick let out a breath; it puffed into steam in the cold air. “I know him. Name of Shawn. I never bothered to learn his witch’s name, but they live not far from here.” He gave them the address of a tenement on 40th Street.
A cart clattered past, driven by a drunken man singing in Russian. The snow fell more thickly, covering over flaking paint and cracked pavement. “I would have thought a familiar and witch pair could afford to move elsewhere,” Roland said. If nothing else, the city was always looking to hire witches to charge the fire suppression hexes, or the seals on official documents, or even to work customs at the port.
Nick shrugged. “Word is, Shawn’s witch has a bit of a gambling problem. And Shawn himself was never much one for working when he could drink instead.”
“I’ve always thought a witch and familiar should bring out the best in each other, not the worst,” Gus said, with a glance at Roland.
“Maybe witches should just leave familiars alone to live their lives,” Nick snapped. Turning his back on them both, he opened the door to the saloon. “I’ve given you what you wanted. Go on; and don’t come back.”
The door slammed shut. “What a pleasant, cheerful fellow,” Gus remarked. “I can’t wait to meet more of your friends.”
He said it easily, as though it were a given that such a thing would happen. Even worse: as though Roland had any friends for him to meet.
Nick was the only person who’d never cared what sort of animal Roland could turn into. A familiar was a familiar; whether horse, owl, or even wolf, it made no difference to him. But a friend? That implied Nick would let anyone close enough to be friendly.
“Thank you for your help,” Gus went on. He turned to Roland and smiled. “I think I can take it from here, if you’d like to go home and get out of the cold.”
Roland knew he should take Gus up on the offer. They’d spent a bit more time together, and this would give Roland the chance at a proper good-bye…even if Gus didn’t realize it was good-bye. The more time they spent together, the harder it would be to part.
Gus leaned forward slightly. Not close enough to touch. “Or,” he said, voice lowered, “you could come with me. After all, I still hope to properly demonstrate my gratitude to you tonight.”
Roland’s breath caught. He almost imagined he could feel the warmth of Gus’s body through the inch of icy air still separating them. Gus’s dark eyes dilated and his nostrils flared, as if inhaling Roland’s scent. Longing pulsed through him, constricting his throat and making his trousers uncomfortably tight.
Surely a few more hours wouldn’t hurt. “Yes,” Roland managed to say. “I’d like that.”



V.
 
“What does Nick have against witches?” Gus asked, once they were inside the cab again.
The snow fell thickly, swirling around the cab as it made its slow way down the street. Gaslight shone through the window every time they passed a streetlight, revealing Gus’s handsome face, then plunging his features back into shadow again.
Roland shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s never said, and I never had the courage to ask. He does genuinely care about his fellow familiars, though.”
“You said you lived there, once.”
“Yes.” Roland’s shoulders hunched. “After my family made it clear I was no longer welcome, I found myself on the streets. No job, no home, no hope. No protection, should a witch decide to kidnap me until I submitted to bonding.”
It had been so cold that night. Much like tonight, really, with the snow coming down and frost creeping across the windowpanes. And more cold nights had followed, growing worse as his body wasted and his strength ebbed, until all that remained was the knot of hunger in his belly. 
Gus’s hand closed over his. “Your family threw you out? Oh, Roland. I’m so sorry.”
“On Christmas Eve, no less,” Roland said ruefully. “Not that I suppose it matters.”
“Of course it matters.” Gus’s hand was a comforting weight on his own. “What happened?”
Roland stared out the cab window, without taking in any of the passing scenery. “I don’t know how long I was on my own. The days blended into one gray fog. Eventually I decided to try and steal a loaf of bread. I was so hungry, I started stuffing it in my mouth even as I ran. I didn’t get far—less than a block, and a huge hand closed on my collar. Lifted me right off my feet.” Roland smiled at the memory. “It was Nick, of course. He paid for the bread out of his own pocket, then hauled me to the apartments above the saloon, fed me, and gave me a place to stay.”
“Ah. Then I’ll forgive him for behaving like an ass instead of a horse.” Gus shook his head. “It’s different in China, or so I’m told. Being a familiar isn’t looked down upon. Familiars remain a part of their families. Among important families, the bond between witch and familiar might even be arranged, much like a marriage, to create an alliance. Even in Chinatown, the bonding is treated as a public ceremony, with everyone coming to the temple to celebrate together.”
Would they celebrate, even if the familiar was a wolf? For the first time, Roland felt a spark of hope. Perhaps the same prejudices didn’t exist elsewhere.
Gus was half Irish, though. Surely he’d grown up hearing the old folktales of villainous wolf familiars. Of how they were the creatures of the devil, greedy and rapacious. And even if he hadn’t, he’d surely gotten his fill reading Cowboy Charlie and the like.
Could he risk it?
Gus shifted closer, so their thighs pressed together. “You seem to have improved your lot since you lived with Nick, though.”
“I’m, er, a writer,” Roland said. And prayed Gus didn’t ask anything further.
A flash of light from the street showed that Gus looked impressed. “Really? Well. Can’t say I’ve ever kissed a writer before.”
The kiss was confident, his lips firm on Roland’s, one hand slipping around to cup the back of Roland’s head. He tasted of pepper and coriander from the restaurant, and Roland moaned softly as he parted his lips to allow Gus access. He longed to push the coat from Gus’s shoulders, to taste the skin of his throat, smell the musk of his body. But they were in the dark in a cab; a kiss was one thing, but anything more would risk getting them tossed to the curb.
Gus pulled back with visible reluctance, a smile teasing his lips. “I’ve wanted to do that since the first moment I saw you.”
Roland swallowed against a mouth gone suddenly dry. “I’ve wanted it, too.”
“You mean you weren’t coming to the restaurant every night because you’d suddenly developed a mania for chop suey?” Gus put a hand to his chest. “I’m deeply shocked.” 
The cab slowed to a halt. “We’re here, sir,” the driver called down through the trap. “Do you want me to wait again?”
“No,” Gus replied. “Thank you.”
The address Gus had given the driver was a block short of their destination. Thanks to a combination of the cold, snow, and the late hour, the street was deserted save for a lone policeman trudging through his beat. He passed by on the other side of the street, never so much as giving them a glance.
“Be on your guard,” Gus cautioned as they made their way up the sidewalk. His dark eyes were focused on their surroundings rather than Roland, no doubt alert for any sign of trouble. “If we’re lucky, Shawn and his witch will have gone elsewhere after assaulting me, and we’ll be able to search the room in peace. If not, we’ll watch the place until we have a chance to slip inside.”
“What do you think they mean to use the hex for?” Roland asked.
“Devil if I know.” Gus rubbed his hand over his jaw. “The simplest possibility would be to catch unwary men and women as they caught me, indulge in a bit of robbery and murder, and toss the bodies into the East River.”
Roland shuddered. “Do you think they have a hexman working with them? To duplicate the hex so they can keep using it?”
“It seems likely.” Gus’s steps slowed. “We’re here.”
According to Nick, the pair had an apartment on the ground floor, facing the street. No light showed from the dirty windows, which Roland took to be a good sign.
They slipped in through the tenements doors. Once inside the vestibule, Gus motioned for Roland to stop. They stood in silence for several moments, while Gus listened intently. High above, someone sang a carol in Polish. The building creaked and groaned, either from the movements of its inhabitants, or as it settled in the cold. Otherwise, all was still.
Apparently satisfied, Gus started down the hall to the apartment. Thankfully, no one else was about. Likely most of the tenement inhabitants had factory jobs awaiting them in just a few hours. Some might even be so lucky as to only have to work a half-day, as it would be Christmas Eve.
Gus pressed his ear to the thin wooden door of the apartment, eyes closed as he listened. Roland wished he dared take wolf shape—his hearing would have far more easily determined whether anyone was inside. Despite the specialty of the detective agency that employed him, Gus clearly wasn’t used to working with a familiar, as he’d not once asked Roland to put his animal senses to use. No doubt the familiars only worked in pairs with their witches, just as they did at the Metropolitan Witch Police.
“I don’t hear anything,” Gus murmured in a low voice. “Given the surroundings, I’d be surprised if they could afford an alarm hex. If I’m wrong, though…well, get ready to run.”
Taking a leather wallet from within his coat, he produced a set of lock picking tools. Within moments, the door swung open. He stowed his tools, then took out a small hexlight. “Show me the way,” he whispered, and the light obediently bloomed into a soft, bluish glow.
The apartment beyond consisted of a single room. The air smelled close and musty, underlain with the scents of spilled alcohol and unwashed bodies. On the lone bed was a tangle of sheets that looked not to have been laundered in some time. Empty bottles littered the floor; one rolled away as Roland’s foot nudged it. The coals in the stove had long ago gone out, leaving the apartment as cold as the air outside.
Gus leaned close to Roland. “Try to disturb as little as possible,” he whispered, his breath a warm brush of air against Roland’s ear. The intimate contact sent a shiver racing across Roland’s skin.
“What are we looking for?” Roland whispered back, trying to ignore the effect Gus had on him.
“Anything suspicious that might tell us what they’re involved in.”
They separated, Gus taking one end of the room, Roland the other. He crouched on the dusty floor to peer under the bed, sorted through a pile of newspapers, and squinted into the cook pots piled haphazardly atop a wooden crate. 
“Hexed gloves,” murmured Gus, holding one up for Roland to see. “I believe they’re of the sort stonemasons use, to help them lift heavy loads.”
“Could either of them work as a mason?” Roland asked.
“I’ve no idea.” Gus put them carefully back in place. “Keep looking.”
A promising stack of paper turned out to be cheap pornography—Roland hastily put it back, his face flaming at the sight. A menu slipped free of the pile, and he bent to pick it up from the floor. “The Buttered Cow,” he read. “I’ve eaten there once or twice, as it’s across the street from my bank. Their brisket is quite good.”
“I’ll keep it in mind, the next time I have a craving for brisket.” Gus crouched in front of the stove. “Look,” he said, and held up a blackened piece of paper. “They’ve been burning correspondence.”
Roland set aside the menu and joined him. “Does any of it remain legible?”
Gus scowled at the fragments. “No, blast the luck. If only—”
A key rattled in the lock.
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Gus’s eyes widened—then he immediately shoved Roland in the direction of the bed. “Hide!” he whispered.
Clearly this was no time to argue. Roland pushed the dangling edge of the blanket aside and slithered into the tight space between floor and mattress. The hexlight went out. Then Gus slid in behind him, yanking the blanket down to form a curtain just as the door swung open.
Roland held his breath. The floor creaked beneath two pairs of feet, and the door closed again.
Fur and feathers, if they were caught…
Shawn or his witch had Gus’s gun. Would they risk attracting the attention of the police by shooting a pair of intruders?
Gus lay pressed against Roland. His chest rose and fell, brushing against Roland’s. His breath touched Roland’s cheek like a caress.
“I can’t believe you forgot the damned lifters,” groused a voice that sounded like it belonged to the horse familiar. Shawn.
Roland flinched at the voice. God, the man was close.
Gus’s fingers touched his face. In the dimness, Roland could just make out the faint gleam of Gus’s eyes. They seemed to order him to be calm. To reassure him everything would be all right.
“You could quit your moaning and help me look,” the witch shot back.
“I don’t think so.” The bed creaked alarmingly, the ropes groaning as the mattress sank, until it nearly rested on Roland’s head. Dust sifted down, along with bits of straw, and Roland’s heart raced even faster. Surely he was going to sneeze, or cough, or they would simply hear his heart knocking against his ribs.
Gus’s hand on his cheek shifted, thumb sweeping across Roland’s mouth. Tracing the line of his lips. Trying to distract Roland from their danger?
There came the muffled sounds of someone moving around the apartment. “What did Novik say?” the witch asked.
Gus’s fingers stilled, and Roland found himself straining his ears as well.
“He’ll meet us at the dock for the Blackwell’s ferry, around five.” The bed creaked as Shawn shifted his weight. “Hours from now. If you ever find those gloves, join me over here. We’ve time for a bit of fun.”
Roland’s eyes widened. Dear God, surely they didn’t mean to—and him and Gus trapped beneath—
They were dead men.
“There’ll be plenty of time for that later, you daft horse,” the witch snapped.
“But Jonathan—”
“Later.” Footsteps crossed the floor. “We need to make sure everything is in place. And thanks to that interfering bastard in Chinatown, we have to do it and arrange a second meeting with Novik.” There came the sound of a kiss. “Stay focused now, and we’ll have all the time in the world after.”
“All right,” Shawn said, in the tone of a man trying not to sulk. His weight shifted from the bed, the sagging mattress retreating a few inches from Roland’s face. “Let’s go, then.”
The door opened and closed. The dry click of the lock sounded, followed by footsteps slowly receding down the hall.
Roland let out a long breath. “Fur and feathers,” he whispered. “I thought we were caught for sure.”
Gus’s hand shifted to curl around his neck. “I thought they were about to go at it right on top of us.”
Then they were both laughing like a pair of idiots. Gus’s thighs were pressed to his, bodies tight in the close quarters, and a mixture of relief and arousal sang through Roland’s veins. For once, the future didn’t matter; just this man and this moment.
He kissed Gus. Gus kissed him back with enthusiasm. He wound one leg around Roland’s, hips pressing together, and Roland felt the hard length of Gus’s prick against his own. For a wild moment, he wanted to rock against the other man, hold him close until the friction became too much to bear.
But no, that was insane. They were under a bed in the apartment of two criminals. “Not here,” he managed to say, his lips brushing Gus’s as he spoke.
“Agreed.” Gus kissed him again—then wriggled out from under the bed.
Roland followed him. They were both filthy; God alone knew how long it had been since anyone had bothered to sweep beneath the bed. Still, Gus managed to look impossibly handsome: his hair rakishly disheveled, his dark eyes sparkling, his lips twisted into a wicked grin.
“It sounds like we have a few hours to spare,” Gus said. “Would you care to spend them in my apartment?”
Roland knew he should refuse. This entire night had been a mistake. Now he was out of control, careening toward the edge of a cliff. Every ounce of sense told him that getting any closer to Gus now would only make things more painful later.
But Gus was a temptation he could no longer resist.
“Yes,” he said, catching Gus’s hand in his own. “I would.”
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As soon as the door to Gus’s apartment shut behind them, he dragged Roland down for a kiss. Roland groaned into his mouth, kissing him back ferociously. Hunger thrummed in his veins, and he pulled back only long enough to shed his overcoat and hat. He wound his arms around Gus, delighting in the sensation of Gus’s lean body against his, hard thighs and hard cock pressing into Roland’s hip.
Gus leaned back and ran his fingers along Roland’s cheek, tracing the line of his jaw. “Your eyes are amazing,” he murmured. “You’re amazing.”
Roland didn’t feel amazing. Certainly not compared to someone as gorgeous as Gus. “I think, detective, you’re wearing entirely too many clothes.”
“I think you’re right.” Gus stepped back and caught Roland’s hand. “Bed?”
The bedroom was in the smaller of the apartment’s two rooms. Gus led the way back and lit the night candle, then peeled off his suit coat and vest, and tossed them over the back of a chair. His shirt was half open, light brown skin glowing softly in the candlelight. It was enough to make Roland’s mouth water.
“I should have asked you back here the first night we met,” Gus said.
Roland almost wished he had. It might have made everything easier. Falling into bed for a few hours might have eased the ache in his heart, given him the strength to walk away and not return to the restaurant day after day.
But then he wouldn’t have been there tonight, when the hex trapped Gus in the alleyway. Certainly he couldn’t regret that.
“You have to admit, though, there’s something to be said for the chase,” Gus went on. He stalked closer, his eyes black with desire. “It makes it even better when you finally catch your quarry.”
He caught Roland’s tie in one hand and dragged him down for another kiss. Roland slipped one hand through the opening in Gus’s shirt, fingers skimming over warm skin until he found a nipple. A little gasp escaped Gus against Roland’s mouth, and he pinched again.
“Mmm.” Gus arched against him, hard prick rubbing through the cloth of their trousers, then pulled back. “Let’s get some of those clothes off you.”
He stripped Roland leisurely, teasing as he lingered over the buttons. Kissing each square inch of skin thus revealed. When he got to Roland’s trousers, he pulled them and the drawers beneath off in a single flourish.
Gus’s fingers wrapped around Roland’s hard prick, stroking firmly. “You’re stunning,” he murmured. “You look good enough to taste.” 
Gus slid down, tongue tracing a path across Roland’s belly to his cock. Roland’s fingers ran through Gus’s hair, though it was too short to really grasp. A soft moan escaped him as Gus licked his way along Roland’s cock, from base to slit, teasing with lips and teeth the whole way. “Look at me,” Gus whispered.
Roland opened eyes he didn’t recall closing, in time to see Gus wrap his lips around his prick and take him all the way to the root.
A shout of surprise and pleasure escaped him, and it was all he could do to keep his hips from jerking forward. Gus hummed with delight, dark eyes wicked as he watched Roland’s face. His hands slid up Roland’s thighs to cup his ass, urging him forward.
Fur and feathers, it had been too long. And was rapidly becoming too soon. “St-stop,” Roland gasped. “I’m not ready.”
Gus pulled back slowly, making sure to give the tip a lingering suck before releasing Roland entirely. “Liked that, did you?” he asked smugly.
“A bit too much.” Roland hauled Gus to his feet for a kiss, then reached for the buttons on his trousers. “I want to feel your skin. Now.”
They tumbled into bed, leaving the rest of their clothing in a messy heap on the floor. The sensation of Gus’s skin against his stoked Roland’s passion, a fierce ache begging to be satisfied. Gus rolled over on top of him, prick hard against Roland’s own.
“I want you, Roland,” Gus panted. “Say you want me.”
“Fur and feathers, yes!” Roland licked his lips. “I need you. Every inch.”
A whimper escaped Roland when Gus slid off of him, leaving his skin exposed to the cold air. Gus took a bottle of oil from a drawer, and Roland stuffed a pillow beneath his hips to help with the angle. Gus kissed Roland’s thighs as he applied the oil, working Roland with his fingers until he was begging for more. Then Gus pushed in, moving gently until all resistance was gone.
Roland gripped Gus’s shoulders and closed his eyes, concentrating on every touch. The sensation of being filled overwhelmed him. To be connected to someone else, even for a little while, to have a few precious moments when he knew he wasn’t alone…
“Open your eyes,” Gus said, his voice ragged with passion. “Look at me.”
Roland wanted to refuse. It was one thing to feel less alone for a few minutes, but he couldn’t risk anything more intimate. Bad enough he was falling in love with the man. With his witch.
He opened his eyes. Gus watched him, dark gaze hungry, his handsome features transformed by pleasure. And God, it felt too intimate, as though a connection hummed between them. Some echo of the magical bond that would never be.
“You look so amazing, here in my bed,” Gus said. “Is this good?”
“Better than good,” Roland growled. “Don’t stop.”
“I won’t.” Gus’s fingers dug into Roland’s hip. “Going to ride you until you scream my name.”
Roland gasped as the head of Gus’s prick hit at just the right angle. Then they were moving together, bodies intertwined, slick with sweat and oil. His aching cock bobbed between them with every thrust, so he wrapped his hand around it, stroking in time. Gus’s eyes were dark in the dim light, but his hungry grin dazzled. “Yes,” he crooned. “You love it, don’t you? You want this, want a big cock up your arse.”
“Yes,” Roland babbled, stroking faster. It all felt so good: Gus’s skin on his, his prick invading Roland’s body, hitting just the right spot with every stroke. The smell of sex and musk filled his nose, all his senses saturated. His balls tightened, and pleasure curled at the base of his cock. “Don’t stop!”
“Say my name,” Gus demanded. “Say it!”
“Gus! Yes! Please don’t stop, Gus, keep going, almost there—”
His words turned into an inarticulate howl, ecstasy robbing him of speech. Hot spunk hit his belly. Gus released a shout of his own, pushing in deep as he spent.
They clung together for a long moment; Roland felt nearly dizzy from the force of his climax. Then Gus pulled gently free, before dropping a kiss on the tip of Roland’s nose. “Good?” he asked again.
Roland’s arms flopped bonelessly to the mattress. “Fur and feathers, yes,” he mumbled. “I don’t know if I can move.”
Gus laughed. “Then don’t.” He trailed his fingers gently along Roland’s face, the caress threatening to send Roland to sleep with its tenderness. “We still have a few hours before we have to get dressed.” He cocked a brow. “Assuming you want to go to the dock with me?”
“Of course,” Roland replied. Then realized the ease with which he’d said it. As if there was some hope of things continuing, as if…
As if he might trust Gus with the truth.
Could he?
The thought snagged his heart unexpectedly, as though he’d brushed against a thorn. After his parents had thrown him out, terrified he’d transform into a ravening beast and attack them or baby Alice, he’d spent every moment protecting his secret. Only Nick knew he became a wolf—and Nick barely counted, given how little he cared about anything besides protecting his colony.
What if he told Gus that he was Roland’s witch? Revealed his animal form.
The image of Gus’s face rose in his mind, twisted in disgust and fear. And behind it, the angry shouts of his father, shoving him out the door, the sight of his mother clutching the baby to her and staring at Roland with loathing.
He didn’t want to see that look on Gus’s face, not ever. But surely that would be better than never knowing for certain, wouldn’t it? Because what if…?
Later. Once they were done at the dock. For now, he’d go with Gus, watch his back, and help foil whatever plot the hex thieves had brewed up.
Then he’d tell Gus everything.
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The bells of a distant church chimed five o’clock just as Roland and Gus arrived at the pier.
This was the dead time of night, when most of the saloons had closed and the factories and cafés not yet opened. Even the normally busy wharf was silent and deserted, save for the creak of ropes as ships rocked in their berths. A few lights showed here and there from Bellevue Hospital, and a police cart drew up to the city morgue next door, but otherwise it felt as though they were the only ones left in the city.
The light of a lantern appeared, not far from the berth where the Blackwell’s Island Ferry awaited its next shipment of unfortunates.
“There they are,” Gus murmured. “Stay close to me.” He put a hand to his pocket, where he’d concealed a revolver. They’d made a brief stop at the office of his detective agency, where he’d removed the weapon from a safe. He’d offered another to Roland, but Roland had refused. Having never handled a gun in his life, he feared he’d be more a danger to himself than to the men they hunted.
In the warm glow of the lantern, Roland could just make out the features of Shawn and his witch—Jonathan, that was the name Shawn had used. The third man must be Novik. Shawn gestured toward a warehouse on a nearby pier, and Roland wished he could make out what they were saying.
Novik shook his head. Shawn shrugged and started to turn away. Novik grabbed his arm; for a moment, they glared at one another. Then Novik nodded, and they made their way toward the warehouse.
“Where are they going?” Roland whispered.
“At a guess? Out of the open, to someplace they’re certain they won’t be seen,” Gus replied in a low, tense voice. “Novik is a fool to go with them.”
A cold deeper than the pre-dawn air made its way into Roland’s veins. “You think they mean to kill him?”
“Unless they have some other reason for luring him into the warehouse.” Gus started forward. “Come on. There’s no time to lose.”
The East River lapped against the pilings, and the air reeked of fish and tar. Gus moved cautiously, his footsteps nearly silent. Roland followed, feeling clumsy when his boot scraped the wood of the pier.
When they reached the door Novik and the others had disappeared through, Gus drew his revolver and turned to Roland. “It might be best if you stay out here,” he said. In the dimness, Roland could just make out his grim expression. “We already know they won’t hesitate to do murder.”
Roland shook his head. “I’m coming with you. What if they’ve hexed another advertisement? You’re vulnerable to the hex, and I’m not.”
Gus visibly hesitated…then nodded. “All right.” He put a hand to Roland’s shoulder. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do any of this, you know. You’ve shown an uncommon bravery. When this is over…” He caught himself. “Well, now isn’t the time. Later, though, I’d like to talk.”
Before Roland could react, Gus cracked open the door and slipped inside. Taking a deep breath, Roland followed him.
Bales of cotton, stacked nearly to the ceiling, transformed the interior of the warehouse into a maze. Directly ahead of them, perhaps twenty feet from the door, Jonathan stood lookout with a lantern in one hand and a revolver in the other. His eyes widened at the sight of them, and he let out a warning shout before raising the gun.
“Get back!” Gus ordered Roland. They ducked to either side of the short aisle, behind separate stacks. A bullet slammed into the bale nearest Gus, sending a miniature snowstorm of cotton flying into the air. Gus returned fire. A moment later, footsteps pounded away, and the lantern light receded.
“Damn it,” Gus swore, and ran after the fleeing witch.
Roland followed. Gus vanished around a corner; when Roland reached it, Gus was nowhere in sight. Three possible paths through the stacks presented themselves, and there was no way to know which Gus had taken.
Fur and feathers. Roland strained his ears, but the high stacks of cotton muffled sound. Scent might lead him to Gus…if he dared take on wolf form.
If Gus found a wolf coming up behind him, he’d surely shoot first and ask questions later. Just like Cowboy Charlie in the dime novels Gus preferred.
Roland picked one of the turnings at random and started down it. Soon enough, he was lost in the maze. No sound of footsteps came to him, and only the dimmest of light filtered in through the skylights. If something happened to Gus while he stumbled around, terrified to take the risk of shifting into his wolf shape…
He couldn’t bear it.
Roland took a deep breath and transformed.
It seemed more as if the world around him changed, rather than he did. The warehouse grew brighter, and scents burst in his nose: rats and mice, pigeons, cotton, the sweat of the laborers who’d stacked the bales.
No Gus—he’d taken a wrong turn. But two men, one with a distinctly horse-like cast to his scent, had passed through recently. Shawn and Novik, no doubt.
Roland padded along the trail they’d left, trying to move as silently as possible. Within moments, he saw lantern light reflecting off the bales.
And now there was a new scent added to the mix. 
Blood.
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Roland broke into a run.
His claws were loud against the wooden floor, but he didn’t care. If Gus had been hurt because he’d been too frightened, to hesitant, too much of a coward—
The lantern’s glow shone from the other side of a stack of cotton bales. Roland skidded around them, claws scrabbling on the floor, his heart in his mouth and the stench of blood in his nose.
The arrangement of the bales formed something of a small room in the midst of the warehouse. A few chairs were scattered about; perhaps the workmen used the space as a sort of informal rest area, away from the eyes of the foremen. Shawn stood on the other side of the open space, pulling down what must have been a hexed flyer.
In the center of the room, his throat cut and a pool of blood spreading around him, lay Novik.
Relief, that the blood didn’t belong to Gus, nearly staggered Roland. Then he realized he stood in full view of Shawn, who still held a knife.
“Fucking hell!” Shawn shouted, eyes going wide. Then he flung his shoulders back, eyes blazing. “Back off, wolf. You’re tangling with the wrong familiar.”
His human form vanished, replaced by the bay horse. Shawn reared, hooves slashing the air in a clear threat.
Shawn had lured Novik here and murdered him in cold blood. He would have killed Gus earlier, if he’d had the chance. Whatever scheme he and his witch had in mind, they clearly didn’t mind leaving a trail of bodies in their wake.
They had to be stopped.
Roland growled, tail bristling as he circled Shawn. He couldn’t hope to overpower a horse of Shawn’s size alone, but if he could get close enough for a bite, it might either slow Shawn down or force him to take human shape.
“Stop right there!”
A guard stood in one of the entrances to the small area, gun drawn. He stared at Shawn, then glanced at Roland—and let out a shout of terror.
Shawn took off out the other entrance, hooves clattering on the wood. The guard ignored him, his gun trained now on Roland.
“Dear God!” The guard’s eyes were so wide white showed all around the irises. “It killed him. Christ preserve me, it tore out his throat!”
Roland froze. The guard thought he’d murdered Novik. Torn him apart, just like a savage wolf.  Did he dare taken on human form? Or would any movement on his part cause the guard to shoot in a panic?
This was his every nightmare come to life.
“Roland?” Gus said.
And now, impossibly, it was even worse.
Gus’s brown skin had taken on a grayish hue. Fear showed in his dark eyes, and he held his revolver loosely in his hand, as if uncertain where to point it.
“Get back!” the guard cried. “It’s already killed one man, can’t you see?”
Roland couldn’t tear his gaze from Gus’s face. From the fear stamped across his handsome features. The terror Roland had never, ever wanted to see.
Heedless of the gun, Roland turned tail and ran.
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Alone on Christmas Eve. Again.
Hours later, Roland stumbled in through the door to his apartment and slammed it wearily behind him. 
A shot had rung out behind him, whether fired by the guard or Gus, Roland didn’t want to know. It had gone wide, and he hadn’t slowed until the warehouse was far behind him. His flight from the docks was nothing more than a blur of fear and grief.
He’d run as far as he dared in wolf form, before taking back his human shape. The city awoke around him as he made his way home, and by the time he reached his own door, his feet ached almost as much as his heart.
He sank to the floor, his back against the door. The expression of fear on Gus’s face came back to him every time he blinked. Gus had looked the same way his father had, when Roland had first taken on wolf form in front of him.
Horrified. As though he were about to witness something terrible.
Roland had known better than to get close to anyone. A decade of hiding had taught him that much. No one would ever see him as anything other than a dangerous beast.
If only he hadn’t been a wolf. A cat, a rooster, a hound, anything else would have been acceptable. Or not to be a familiar at all—that would have been even better. His family wouldn’t have thrown him out, then. He wouldn’t have spent his days and nights alone, the ache inside deepening every time Christmas came around to remind him of all he’d lost.
Had he actually tricked himself into thinking things might be different with Gus? That Gus might see him as Roland first, and the ravening creature of folklore and dime novels second?
What a fool he’d been.
He lost track of time, huddled on the floor and feeling sorry for himself. The snow returned, piling up on the window frame. The day grew increasingly dark as the clouds thickened. 
Where was Gus now? Was he back at his own apartment, where they’d made love only a few hours ago? It seemed likely Shawn and Jonathan had escaped from the warehouse. Had Gus gone to the detective agency offices, or even the Witch Police, for help catching them?
What did Shawn and Jonathan intend to do with the stolen hex? They hadn’t hesitated to bloody their hands, so it must be something big.
Roland raised his head. His desk sat opposite him, and above it hung a shelf containing all his Howl and Roger books. “R. Toland” was the pen name he used; his editor didn’t even know he was a familiar.
If this were one of his stories, Howl would spot the one clue everyone else had overlooked. Then he and his faithful Roger would perform some brilliant magic, expose the criminals, and save the day.
No wonder Gus looked down on the books. They really were nonsense. Just Roland’s silly dreams of belonging writ large. How utterly pathetic.
Still, anything was better than sitting here, wallowing in his own misery. What clues did he have?
The nature of the hex itself, used to mesmerize victims.
The burned letters in the stove. If Shawn and his witch had been burning letters, it suggested there were others in on their scheme. An entire criminal gang, even.
What else had been in the apartment? Newspapers, bottles, pornographic images, the menu for The Buttered Cow…
Now that was a bit odd. Roland had frequented the restaurant himself—it wasn’t far from his apartment, and was convenient to his bank. But it would be very inconvenient to the part of town where Shawn and Jonathan lived.
So why had they frequented the place enough to keep a menu?
There could be any number of reasons. Perfectly innocent reasons that a witch and familiar, who expected to come into possession of a mesmerizing hex, would dine at a restaurant far from their home but directly across the street from a bank.
If they sat near the windows, they could loiter there for hours, drinking cup after cup of coffee, eating brisket, and observing the bank’s security and its operations at their leisure.
Roland shook his head. That couldn’t be it. This was just some fantasy he’d constructed in his own mind. Gus hadn’t seemed to think the menu an important clue, and he was a real detective, not a writer who made it all up.
Roland glanced at the clock. The bank would only have been open a half-day for Christmas Eve, so they should be closing about now.
Which would make it the perfect time for a gang of thieves to strike. Slip in after the customers were gone, but before the vault was closed and the alarm hexes set. Mesmerize the bank workers with a stack of hexes, imbued with magic by Shawn and his witch.
Possibly kill any witnesses, once they were done. Families would miss their loved ones when they failed to report home, but how long would it take the police, short-staffed for Christmas, to realize the missing persons all worked at the same business? How long before they went to take a look at the bank? And if the thieves meant to flee the city, who would possibly remember seeing them amidst the holiday crowds packing every train and ferry?
Roland was on his feet before he’d come to a conscious decision. Should he go to the police and tell them of his suspicions? But with what evidence? They’d think him mad. Perhaps he could send a note to Sullivan’s Detective Agency and hope someone was there to receive it? But if everyone had already left for the holiday, it might be days before anyone read it.
No. Best he go and discover the truth for himself. Chances were he’d made the entire scheme up out of whole cloth, and he’d arrive to find the bank locked up tight, alarm hexes set and the money within perfectly safe. If nothing else, the walk would give him something to think about other than the look of fear on Gus’s face.
Taking up his coat and hat, Roland started out the door and into the wintry afternoon.
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The city seemed to have gone mad for Christmas—or perhaps it was only his own dark mood that made it seem so. Throngs of shoppers packed every sidewalk, their arms filled with gifts. Piles of Christmas trees lay wherever their purveyors had managed to find space, to be sold to eager families for a few dollars. A choir sang carols on a street corner, and the air was redolent of evergreen, roasting turkey, hot chocolate, and spiced cider. Advertisements papered every window, and Roland couldn’t help but think of the stolen hex. If it hadn’t completely immobilized potential shoppers with longing, would it have been on every street corner even now?
By the time Roland reached the bank, his nerves were drawn tight, and every cheery “Merry Christmas!” felt like mockery aimed directly at him. The bank loomed on its corner, the marble façade calculated to radiate reassurance. The municipally mandated fire suppression hexes were prominently displayed, alongside hexes against lightning and flood. Anti-theft hexes covered the great front doors, and he was certain every window had an alarm hex on it as well. Huge wreaths of holly hung on each door, and garlands twined around the massive columns of the portico. 
Roland paused on the steps leading to the doors, suddenly uncertain. Nothing seemed to have disturbed the peace of the bank. But then, the thieves would hardly want to advertise their presence, would they?
There had to be other entrances, for deliveries if nothing else. A smaller door around the back, perhaps.
Roland found it, tucked discreetly in between two decorative columns on a side street. He reached for the latch, then paused. It would be locked, of course. All his mad speculations were as foolish as the stories he wrote. As ridiculous as his lost hope that Gus might accept him.
Taking a deep breath, he grasped the latch. The door opened.
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Roland stepped inside, his heart pounding with fear. The door opened onto a short hallway with a small guard station just to the left. Of the guard, there was no sign.
Hands shaking, Roland shut the door behind him and crept down the hall. Possibly the guard had just stepped away for the moment. There might be nothing sinister about his absence.
In which case, hopefully he wouldn’t shoot Roland as an intruder, when he returned.
The bank was eerily silent, the ponderous weight of stone muffling the sounds of the street. Steam pipes ran along the walls, hissing and clanking. Surely the boiler should have already been shut off in anticipation of the holiday?
Roland took the first set of stairs he came to. Any employees still working would be near the teller stations and vault, he reasoned. If everything was fine, he’d explain away his presence as that of a confused customer.
If it wasn’t…he’d withdraw quietly, go back the way he’d come, and fetch the police.
The door let out at the back of the bank’s main room, behind the low wall separating the tellers from the customers. Gray winter sunlight streamed through the small windows set high in the domed ceiling.
Three guards, several well-dressed men who might be managers of some sort, and a handful of tellers, stood in loose circles around the enormous marble columns that dominated the room. All of them stared blankly at what appeared to be advertising flyers, pasted onto the columns in front of them.
There came a crash behind Roland. He spun, and found himself face-to-face with Jonathan, who’d dropped a bag of coins and drawn out one of the hexes.
“The wolf!” the witch exclaimed, and held up a flyer advertising holiday turkeys for sale.
Roland tried to avert his eyes, but he wasn’t fast enough. His gaze was drawn helplessly to the paper, to the loops and swirls embedded in the design. The muddy yellow colors, which might be green or red.
A Christmas turkey. Surely that was how to get Gus back. Gus wouldn’t be afraid of Roland any more, if he only bought a turkey.
Roland could practically see the scene before him: the two of them laughing around the table in his apartment, the roasted turkey warm and glistening in the center. Together again; the perfect Christmas.
Roland blinked rapidly. The hex’s incomplete effect slipped away, and his mind focused once again. “No,” he growled, and saw a look of surprised horror cross Jonathan’s face.
The click of a gun’s hammer being cocked came from behind him.



XIII.
 
“Stop right there, wolf,” Shawn warned.
Roland froze. Shawn moved closer, keeping the gun trained on Roland’s head. “Hands up. One wrong move, and I’ll shoot you now.”
“Be careful,” Jonathan murmured. “The noise—”
“We’ll take him in the back,” Shawn said.
Of course. A gunshot might be heard on the street, if fired in the main room. But further back, or within the vault itself…
Roland cast wildly about, but there seemed no obvious path of escape. He could try to run—
But that would only lead to him being shot now instead of later. Some opportunity of escape might yet present itself. He held his hands up and hoped his captors didn’t note how badly they shook.
“Where’s the Chinaman?” Jonathan demanded. “Is he here with you?”
Roland shook his head. “No. I swear.”
“If you’re lying, I’ll shoot you first,” Shawn warned. “Now move.”
They herded him in the direction of the vault. Three other men busily emptied it, using the hexed mason’s gloves to lift the heavy gold bars. They paused to stare, but Shawn only said, “Just a loose end. Keep working.”
The door to a small office stood open. “Sit,” Shawn ordered, gesturing to an uncomfortable-looking chair in front of the desk. As soon as Roland did so, the witch bound him to it with a length of rope, tying his hands tightly behind him. “Don’t worry; we’ll be back for you,” Jonathan said once they were done. Then both men left, shutting the door behind them.
As soon as they were gone, he tugged on the ropes binding him. They tied him tightly, and he feared if he tried to shift into wolf shape in this position, he’d end up with his forelegs dislocated before he could either chew through the rope or wriggle free.
They must not have yet decided what to do with him. Or, more likely, they didn’t want to risk a gunshot until they had emptied the vault and sent the contents on their way.
Roland slumped forward, the ropes creaking around him. What had he been thinking? He was a writer, not a detective. Howl and Roger weren’t real, just fanciful creations of his own mind. How on earth had he imagined himself prepared to investigate a bank robbery?
He should have taken his chances with the police. Instead, he’d doomed himself, and possibly the other captives as well.
At least Gus wasn’t here. No doubt he was home—or even out and about, doing a bit of Christmas shopping, so he’d have presents to take when he visited the Irish side of his family. Perhaps they’d attend midnight mass, sing carols, even light the candles on a Christmas tree.
What would Gus think, when Roland’s body was discovered in a day or two?
Probably that a dangerous beast had been put down.
Roland sighed. The truth was, the only person who would miss him was his editor. A man he’d never spoken to directly, who didn’t even know his real name or that he was a familiar.
He was going to die as he’d lived. Alone.
There came a stealthy rattling of the lock on the door.
Roland’s head jerked up at the sound. Was this it? The thieves had finished moving the money, and now they’d returned to kill him, and if only he could see Gus just one more time—
The door swung open, revealing Gus, a pair of spectacles with yellow lenses on his face and his lock picking tools in hand.



XIV.
 
Roland gaped. Gus slipped inside, hastily shutting the door behind him—then crossed to Roland. “Are you all right?” he whispered frantically. “Did they hurt you?”
“Gus?” Roland asked. “Wh-what are you—”
Gus cut off his words with a desperate kiss. Shocked, Roland could only respond.
“I’ve been so worried about you,” Gus said, once the kiss ended. He rested his forehead against Roland’s. “Why did you run? I’ve been half-mad, wondering what happened to you.”
Roland’s head spun. “I don’t understand.”
“Let me untie you.” Gus gave him another swift kiss, then ducked behind Roland. A moment later, Roland felt him tugging on the ropes. “What happened? Where did you go? And what the devil are you doing here?”
“You know,” Roland said. This wasn’t possible, was it? Could he be under the influence of the hex? But if it was just a dream, his hands surely wouldn’t be numb from his bindings. “You know I’m…a wolf.”
“Yes,” Gus said quietly.
“I’m sorry. I should have told you from the beginning.” Roland closed his eyes. “But how could I? My own parents were afraid of me, and when I realized you were my witch…”
The hands on his bindings stilled. “I’m…what?” Gus asked.
Roland found himself grateful he couldn’t see the look on Gus’s face. “I should never have come back to the restaurant. But I just wanted to know you better. Just wanted to pretend there might be some chance, even though I knew it could never be.” Emotion constricted his throat. “But then I found myself falling for you, and I should have stayed away. At least I was there when Shawn and Jonathan hexed you in the alley, but I let things get out of hand, and then…when you looked at me in the warehouse, like you were terrified…”
“I was!” Gus exclaimed. “But I was afraid for you, not of you. I was certain the guard would shoot you.”
The ropes fell away. Roland started to stand—and found himself swept into Gus’s arms. “You’re brave and kind and wonderful,” Gus said, his voice muffled against Roland’s hair. “And I’m so sorry others can’t seem to see that, but I promise you, I do. I could never be afraid of you.” Gus leaned back, just enough to look up at him. “Besides, I knew you were a wolf all along.”
Roland gaped at him. “You didn’t!”
Gus laughed. “I’m a private detective, sweetheart. I put some clues together, talked to some familiars at the agency, and found a wolf hair on your overcoat when I hung it up at the restaurant one day.” He arched a brow. “I also know you write those awful Howl and Roger dime novels.”
“And you didn’t say anything?”
“I assumed you’d tell me when you wanted me to know.” Gus shook his head. “But that’s neither here nor there. Did the menu for The Buttered Cow lead you here?”
Roland nodded. “Yes.”
The sound of muffled voices penetrated the door. Gus’s eyes went wide with alarm behind the spectacles, and he pressed his ear to the wood. “Blast,” he murmured after a moment. “It sounds as if they’re moving the prisoners to the vault. Probably leading them along like sheep with the hexes.”
“That can’t be good,” Roland said. “Do you think they mean to lock them in? Just leave them there?”
“Or shoot them,” Gus replied. “The sound would be muffled from inside the vault. If they lock it behind them and set the alarm hexes, it would delay discovery of their crime even further.” He straightened, a grim look on his face. “When I realized what was happening, I sent for both the police and my fellow agents. But I don’t think we dare wait for them to arrive. Stay here, and I’ll do what I can to stall the thieves.”
“No.” Roland put a hand to Gus’s arm, staying him. “I’m not staying here while you walk into danger.”
Gus met his eyes, then nodded. “Then let’s do this. Together.”
“Together,” Roland agreed, and shifted into wolf form.



XV.
 
The moment Gus opened the door, Roland slipped out. His nails tapped softly on the floor, and he swore mentally—he’d never wished to be a cat before, but retractable claws would be useful right now. Fortunately the gang was making enough noise to cover their approach.
“Hurry it up!” Jonathan shouted. He walked toward the vault, holding two hexed flyers in his hands. A cluster of mesmerized tellers and guards shuffled after him, their eyes wide with longing as they stared at whatever vision the hexes promised them.
“It ain’t easy, making sure they can all see!” exclaimed another, shorter thief.
Gus gestured to Roland to remain hidden by one of the desks. Then he slipped to a nearby marble column, putting it between him and the gang. He glanced back at Roland, and their eyes met. Roland gave him a short nod. He was ready for whatever might come.
“Drop the hexes and put your hands up!” Gus shouted. He swung from behind the column, fired a warning shot, then ducked back into cover.
“No, don’t listen!” Shawn ordered—but it was too late. The shorter thief had already dropped his hexes in favor of fumbling a pistol from his coat.
Immediately, some of the prisoners began to blink and shake their heads, coming out of their daze. But not enough of them.
Roland took a deep breath. If a gun didn’t frighten the rest of the gang badly enough…perhaps a wolf would do the trick.
Roland launched himself from cover and charged directly at Jonathan. Every hair stood up on his back; he drew his lips away from his teeth and snarled as ferociously as he could. If this didn’t work…
Another member of the gang let out a shriek of fear at the sight of Roland. “A wolf! Fuck! Run!”
More flyers hit the ground. A captive screamed, and they began to scatter. For an instant, Roland felt a surge of hope—it had worked—
Hooves clattered on the marble, and Shawn’s bay flank came between Roland and Jonathan. Shawn reared, hooves slashing at Roland’s skull, and he dove to one side.
The crack of a revolver echoed, and a shallow gouge opened in Shawn’s shoulder. It didn’t slow him down. With a deafening whinny, the horse familiar put down his head and charged at Roland.
Roland crouched, waiting until the last second as over a thousand pounds of fury bore down on him. He sprang to the side, skidding on the slick floor—then leapt after Shawn as he passed by. His teeth closed around a hind leg, the flow of blood into his mouth a metallic-tasting shock.
Shawn let out a neigh of startled pain—and kicked back. Roland found himself momentarily weightless, before he crashed hard against the unyielding marble floor.
He blinked sluggishly. The room around him had become a battlefield. Most of the captives fled for the front doors, but others hid behind columns or overturned desks. The guards and some of the managers had overcome two of the thieves, tackling them and holding them down.
There came the clop of hooves, moving toward him. Shawn loomed over him, cutting off the light from the windows high above. Roland struggled to regain his feet, but he was too slow. Shawn reared back, preparing to stave in his skull with his forehooves—
“Get away from him!” Gus shouted.
The revolver fired again. Shawn jerked—then fell heavily to one side, thrashing in pain.
Gus dashed to Roland’s side. “Are you all right?” he asked frantically, running his free hand over Roland’s fur, as if checking for injury. “I—”
Jonathan slammed into Gus, tackling him to the floor. Gus grunted; the gun flew from his hand, skidding away beneath a desk. The witch straddled Gus’s back, a knife in his hand.
A mix of fury and terror roared through Roland. Jonathan meant to kill Gus; to take him away from Roland when they’d only just found each other.
To leave him alone again.
Growling and snarling, he leapt at Jonathan, knocking him aside. The witch slashed at him, the blade passing a hair’s breadth from his eyes. Roland jerked back, and his attacker took the opening to scramble to his feet and flee. The escaped captives had left the front doors standing open, and Jonathan ran for the exit.
No. He couldn’t get away. Not after all this.
Roland caught up with the witch on the top of the stairs. He sprang, paws impacting the man’s back and smashing him to the ground. Jonathan shouted and thrashed, trying to break free—then fell still at the click of a gun’s hammer being cocked.
“Stop!” ordered a woman. Looking up, Roland found himself surrounded by a mixture of uniformed police and detectives dressed in ordinary clothes, all of them with weapons drawn.
“Get away from him, wolf,” the woman warned.
Roland froze, the blood racing in his veins. It was the guard from last night all over again. 
“Stop!” Gus exclaimed. “Mrs. Sullivan, it’s all right. He’s on our side.”
The woman relaxed slightly. “Report, Mr. Cao.”
“The fellow lying there is a member of the gang of bank robbers,” Gus said. He put a hand to Roland’s head, ruffling his ears. “And the brave wolf who captured him is Roland.” He looked down and smiled. “My familiar.”



XVI.
 
“So, how was that for a Christmas dinner?” Gus asked as Roland unlocked the door to his apartment the next evening.
Roland put a hand to his stomach, which felt full to bursting. “I don’t think I’ll ever have to eat again.”
Gus laughed. “Gran always does lay a good table.”
Roland hadn’t been at all certain when Gus invited him to spend the holiday with the Irish side of his family, even though Gus insisted they’d love him. And at first, things had been awkward—Roland was sure he’d seen at least one cousin make a sign against evil upon learning he was a wolf.
All of that had ended when Gus casually mentioned Roland was the author of the Howl and Roger stories. 
“Did you know your grandmother was a fan?” Roland asked.
“Of course,” Gus said. He took off his hat and overcoat and hung them on the stand. “Though I wasn’t expecting her to make you sign every copy—and then the neighbor’s copies—and then their neighbor’s copies…” He sighed dramatically. “I help foil a bank robbery, and no one blinks an eye. You write a series of potboilers, and Gran can’t wait to brag to everyone she knows that her grandson’s familiar is an author.”
Roland’s cheeks heated. “I’m sorry. I—”
“Don’t be.” Gus slid his arms around Roland, only to be rewarded with a loud crinkle of paper from inside Roland’s coat. He drew back and laughed. “What on earth do you have in there?”
Blushing, Roland removed the newspaper he’d bought earlier. “I thought…well, Howl and Roger keep souvenirs of all their cases. I thought perhaps we might do the same?”
They’d spent the rest of Christmas Eve answering questions for first the police and the detective agency, and then for reporters from every major newspaper in New York City. After collapsing into bed, they’d waked to find the story of the foiled robbery splashed across the headlines. DARING THIEVES USE STOLEN HEXES TO ROB BANK, said the one he’d bought, followed by the sub-header: Plot foiled by Sullivan Agency detective and wolf familiar.
“An excellent suggestion,” Gus said. He took the paper from Roland and carefully smoothed it out. “Now everyone in New York knows the thieves were stopped by a brave wolf.”
It might not be much in the face of centuries of fear and distrust, but perhaps it would open a few hearts. “I don’t know about brave.” Roland shrugged awkwardly.
Gus set aside the paper and slipped his arms around Roland. “I do,” he said, and kissed him again. “Roland…you don’t mind waiting to bond, do you?” He pulled back just far enough to look into Roland’s eyes. “I’d do it tonight, but my father’s side of the family would be hurt. And I know you’re not Chinese, but…”
“But it’s important to you,” Roland said firmly. “I can wait until we can go to the temple, Gus.”
Gus grinned. “Thank you.”
The sight of Gus’s smile, his dark eyes, softened something inside Roland. “No, thank you,” he said.
“For what?”
Roland hesitated. It felt foolish to say aloud, but he needed to, for both of them. “After my family turned me out, I spent every Christmas alone,” he said, tightening his hold around Gus. “Every birthday; every holiday. But thanks to you, I’m not alone anymore. I have a family now.”
They kissed for a long time, holding one another tight. Eventually, though, Gus stepped away. “You’re welcome. But I have one more gift for you tonight.”
Roland cocked a brow. “And what would that be?”
“Me, of course.” Gus caught his hand and drew him in the direction of the bedroom. “Want to unwrap your present?”
“Now that,” Roland said with a laugh, “will make it a merry Christmas indeed.”
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