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      A drafted empath. A dreamwalking poet. A world at war.

      

      Chicago, 1917.

      

      Idealistic, aspiring poet, Elliot Stone can make people feel euphoria or horror with a simple touch. But that's only part of his magical abilities. He can also wake in the dreams of people he cares deeply for.

      

      Stubborn, fiercely independent Warren “Sully” Sullivan is an illusionist with a secret of his own: he feels the emotions of others as visceral sensations. That, and a lifetime of fending for himself, has left him guarded.

      

      On their last night of freedom before shipping off to training—military and magic—Elliot and Sully indulge in an explosive, emotional night together. Elliot assumes it's a one night stand and nothing more, until he awakens in Sully’s nightmare. The urge to rescue Sully is impossible to resist. And when dream-Sully begs him to keep coming back, something Sully would never do while awake, Elliot can’t resist that either.

      

      As real life draws them into battle, their shared dreams become a refuge that only Elliot recalls. So when Elliot has the opportunity to recruit Sully to the secret elite unit of magical soldiers he leads, he’s willing to risk everything for the man he’s fallen in love with in dreams. But being away from the front lines doesn’t mean Sully’s safe. Now they battle enemies with twisted magic where their secrets are a liability.

      

      Can they bring their dreams—and love—to life? Or will the war cost them everything?
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      Potential spoilers to follow. Feel free to skip if you don’t need warnings.
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      Death of a friend
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      May 3, 1917

      Chicago

      IT WAS NOT ELLIOT’S finest moment. Looking up from where he’d slipped face first into wet snow, he met the laughing faces of five gleeful children. Five devious children, more like.

      “Uncle Elliot said a bad word!” Alice shouted to a chorus of faux gasps.

      “Snow angel!” Thomas, the youngest, cried as he flopped beside Elliot and wildly flapped his arms and legs, revealing muddy grass beneath the scant inch of snow next to the sidewalk.

      “Take them for a walk, Elliot. It’s magical to have snow this late in the year, Elliot,” he mumbled to himself as he wallowed in the damp. “It’ll be fun. I won’t skin you when they come back covered in dirt and sopping wet, Elliot.”

      “Mama didn’t say the last one,” Eleanor informed him right before Joseph shoved her and sent her tumbling into a bush.

      Chaos. This was chaos. How on earth did his sister ever get a thing done? They hadn’t been outside ten minutes, and it was all gone to shambles. Precisely as it always had whenever May and her tiny entourage visited.

      “She’s right,” Joseph said. The oldest, at ten, one would hope he’d be the voice of reason. One would be acutely wrong. He grinned at Elliot, a toothy little evil expression. “You’re going to get in so much trouble.”

      Scooping up a handful of snow, Elliot launched it at him. Joseph cackled, dove to the side, and the battle was on. Swiftly rolling out of the way, Elliot got to his feet with two snowballs. “You’re extremely lucky I care enough about you to take the blame. Now you better run before the big, bad, snow ogre gets you!”

      Shrieks of joy rang out and the children scampered around as Elliot chased them down the sidewalk, all the way to the gate in front of Palmer’s Mansion. Towering gray stone turrets vaguely reminiscent of an old castle rose far overhead, and in Elliot’s opinion it seemed part fortress, part ostentatious monstrosity.

      The tuckered-out children stared up in wonder. They were used to the high life, but even by their standards, this was extravagant. Something out of fairytale daydreams.

      Once when they were young, May had asked Elliot to recreate the mansion in a dream so she could explore inside. He’d always had a wild imagination, so he’d made it absolutely absurd. He could almost hear May’s girlish giggling as she raced along ornate golden hallways and climbed twisting fairy-floss stairs.

      Alice sighed wistfully. “I want to live in a castle someday.”

      Joseph wrinkled his freckled nose. “Not me. I can’t imagine it’s very warm in the winter.”

      “Castles never are,” Elliot agreed, thinking of those he’d visited on his travels. “Too many rooms and too much cold stone.” Too many politely rude, ignorant people, he didn’t add.

      Alice shrugged. “That’s what coats and gloves are for. And warm blankets. I could live anywhere with warm blankets.”

      Chuckling, Elliot shepherded his subdued horde back along North Lake Shore Drive. Lucky most people were inside and warm, not out and staring at the spectacle of Elliot with this parade of messy children. Not that he’d care who was watching, but his sister might. She was always more concerned about what these people thought of her than Elliot.

      Put him in an artist’s colony or a writer’s retreat, and that’s when Elliot’s insecurity kicked in. The upper-crust bores he’d grown up with hardly rated. Wealth gave him leeway to appear eccentric, and he banked on it more often than his father and brothers approved of. But what else use was it? He couldn’t buy more talent or a personality that kept anyone around as long as he’d like.

      Back at the mansion he’d inherited from his late uncle, everyone tromped inside, the promise of warm food and drinks luring them. Elliot was momentarily spared his sister’s inevitable wrath at the state of her offspring by his flustered housekeeper, Mrs. Roberts.

      “There’s a military man waiting for you in the parlor,” she said, voice too-quick, her normally happy round face pinched with concern. “Wouldn’t say what he was here for, just that he urgently needed to speak to you and that he’d wait until you got back even though I said I’d no idea when you would be⁠—”

      “It’s all right. I’m sure it’s…” He was sure it was what? He had no idea, but he didn’t want her to worry. “I promised the children treats, do you think you can keep my promise for me?”

      She dimpled, her soft spot for the little ones winning over her concern. “Of course, Mr. Stone. Been preparing all morning, I have.”

      After Elliot thanked her, she rushed off for the kitchen, and he detoured to the parlor.

      There was indeed an old, weathered man in full military regalia waiting in the pale mint green room among the worn furniture. Elliot never had gotten around to leaving his mark on the place. He’d never intended to stay so long. At least he loved that deep blue settee near the fireplace.

      Elliot approached the man and offered his hand to shake. “Hello, sir. I hear you’ve been waiting for me. Not too long, I hope?”

      The man’s grip was firm, his dark gaze devoid of warmth. “You’re Mr. Elliot Stone?”

      Faint derision in his tone put Elliot on the defensive. He struggled to keep his arms relaxed at his sides instead of crossing them, intensely aware of his wet and dirty clothing. “I am. I didn’t catch your name I’m afraid.”

      “Major Alfred Allen. I’ll get right to it, Mr. Stone.” Allen’s posture was ramrod straight, his expression serious. Elliot instantly disliked him. “We’re in a state of war, and I’ve been sent to recruit you. As an officer, naturally, your family being who they are. Not to mention that degree. Have to maintain appearances, you know. You’ll start as a cadet while you train, but by the time you go over, you could make Captain.”

      He…wait. He couldn’t be serious?

      “Captain? I’m sorry. Perhaps there’s another Elliot Stone? Some hardened man who spent his youth playing soldiers, unlike myself. I can’t imagine the military requires a poet of extremely limited success to lead anyone.”

      The flash of teeth Major Allen gave him wasn’t kind. “No, I wouldn’t think so. But you’re more than that façade, aren’t you?”

      Prickles of unease tingled along Elliot’s spine. “Pardon?”

      “You’re a man of many talents. One might even say skilled.”

      He couldn’t know. Hardly anyone knew about magic. Fewer still would use that word to describe it, an instinctual distancing from persecution. “I wouldn’t call myself that, no.”

      Allen’s eyes narrowed. “How does magical sound, then?”

      Christ.

      “Absurd.” It came out infused with the sort of contempt that typically made men want to curl up and disappear from his presence, even as Elliot’s thoughts raced and his stomach hardened into a knot of fear.

      “We know all about you, Mr. Stone. All about your kind. What you can inflict with a touch, to start. You’ve probably got some tricks left up your sleeve, I’ll give you that, but we know much more than you think.”

      How did he know? Their family worked hard to keep the magic that flowed through their bloodline a secret. Much as other families did. Protecting themselves, protecting everyone skilled. History had shown time and again that when their secret slipped, lives were lost. If Allen was telling the truth, the government knew and the secret was out. Elliot’s breathing faltered. What would they do with the knowledge? What did they want?

      Body reacting to the threat before his mind decided a course of action, Elliot started to move closer. Allen didn’t let him get more than a step in. “Ah! Keep those hands where I can see them, Mr. Stone. It’s all documented. And there’s nothing to gain by attempting to manipulate me. Got a lot to lose, though, haven’t you?” He peered around the parlor, dispassionate gaze lingering on Elliot’s favorite uncle’s belongings. Martin had spent his life traveling to every corner of the globe, collecting knickknacks from magical communities that he’d proudly displayed in this room. More than once he’d taken Elliot on whirlwind adventures during school breaks and was largely responsible for Elliot’s own appreciation of travel, good poetry, and healthy disregard for social convention.

      It had been five years since Martin’s death, and the loss still stung. Allen’s judgmental perusal of Martin’s legacy only heightened the tension coiling in Elliot’s body, his shoulders stiffening, his fists clenching at his sides.

      “You come from a wealthy family,” Allen continued when Elliot didn’t respond. “Very close to your sisters and their children. Would be a shame if information to jeopardize those relationships came to light.”

      Weighing his options, Elliot remained motionless and kept his face blank. Don’t give him anything to use against you. When he was a child, it was a lesson repeatedly reinforced at school. “You can’t blackmail me with magic. My family knows all about it. Who would believe you if you tried to make it public?”

      More people than would be good for Elliot’s continued health and wellbeing, he feared, but maybe there was an advantage to making it sound ludicrous.

      “No,” Allen said, drawing the word out. “No, we can’t blackmail you with magic. Not without fully exposing its existence. Think of the uproar that would cause. Another witch hunting panic like Salem. Imagine all the poor individuals who haven’t used magic a day in their lives who’ll get caught up in the crossfire.”

      “I don’t have to imagine,” Elliot snapped. “I can simply read history books. The witch hunts are common enough knowledge.”

      “Exactly. How many of them were innocent, do you think?”

      Fighting a losing battle with anger, Elliot muttered, “All of them.”

      “I suppose I should’ve specified; how many weren’t even playing with magic?”

      Stubborn, Elliot kept his mouth shut this time. His temper, fed by fear, was far too close to the surface. He needed to think. If they weren’t going to blackmail him for magic, then there must be something else. But what was it? Internally, he groaned. What wasn’t it, would be the easier question to answer. He didn’t have much regard for certain backwards laws in this country. And he’d been much less careful since he’d returned from Paris than he should have been.

      “No guesses? I’d wager a lot of them. You fellows are rare enough, I just can’t wrap my mind around there being all that many of you. But they tell me there are a fair few and that it runs in families. Maybe we ought to be taking a closer look at yours after all.”

      Allen paused as though he was letting his words sink in. Elliot waited for Allen to get to the point, his impassivity a cover for the anger and fear amalgamating and crawling beneath his skin. Not everyone in his family was skilled, but enough were. May was.

      “If I’m honest, we’d rather not blackmail you to begin with. What do you say we skip it? We’re willing to overlook your deficiencies in favor of the skills you’ll provide.”

      “My skills wouldn’t be useful in war. They’re hardly useful in everyday life.” What use would dreams be? Or the power at his fingertips? When Elliot thought of the war, he certainly didn’t want to be close enough to the enemy for touch.

      “Only because you fail to utilize it. Or you’ve never had the opportunity to really see what you can do. A training camp is being constructed for skilled recruits. Specialized education, physical fitness, and magic development programs have been crafted. All we need now are the recruits. And that’s where you come in, Mr. Stone. Where’s your patriotism? Hasn’t this country done a lot for you?” Allen pointedly glanced around at furnishings that only appeared rich if you didn’t know most of them were older than his uncle had been and you weren’t examining them closely.

      What was he supposed to say? ‘No, I’m not patriotic. This country hates me for who I choose to love. What exactly has it done for me?’ Further to the point, he wasn’t a fighter and not fit to be an officer. Not someone as selfish and self-indulgent as he was. Soldiers deserved someone responsible issuing orders, someone who believed in what they were doing. Not him. No, nothing about the prospect appealed.

      “I’m not sure what you think you know,” Elliot said, coldly. “But if any of that was meant to entice me, you’re nowhere close.”

      Allen’s features hardened, and he crossed his arms. “Hmm. Notice I said we’d prefer not to blackmail you, not that we can’t. Some might even say it’s our duty to bring your illicit activities to light. Does your family find it suspicious? How much time you spend with friends? Gentleman friends, that is? Are all the ladies you’ve been spotted around town with for show?”

      Teeth grinding, Elliot’s body flushed with an angry heat. He jerked his chin up, refusing to be shamed. “No. Not only for show.” He didn’t need to explain his preferences to this bastard son of a piss. His fists curled tighter, and he dug in his nails to stop from saying something he’d regret. He curved his lips in a smile that felt grim as grave dirt. “It’s starting to seem like you’re not very reluctant to blackmail me at all.”

      “Not going to bother denying what you get up to?”

      It was a taunt. A dare. Christ, Elliot hated this man. He clenched his jaw so tight it hurt. “How long do I have to consider your offer?” Loathing coated the last word, impossible to hold in.

      Triumph briefly glittered in Allen’s flinty eyes, and Elliot hated that too. “You’ll receive a letter next week with your train ticket. Be on the train, Mr. Stone. Or don’t and see what happens. I guarantee it won’t be pleasant.”

      He left. Elliot stood in the parlor, unmoving, body blazing rage that made his muscles quake with the necessity of restraint.

      How had his entire life unraveled in the span of one conversation? What was he supposed to do?

      The unfairness of it burned in his chest, made him want to shout and knock things over. Nothing he’d ever done had hurt a soul. Not the men he spent the night with, not the women either. He was always attentive with his lovers. They left satisfied, and it was no one’s business but theirs.

      Except small-minded people would always be waiting to judge, to ostracize him. Even if he believed at least some of his family might stand by him—May would—could he subject them to that?

      And the threat about examining the rest of his family, the idea of them knowing May was skilled, the thought she could be ripped from her children and forced into a war she had no business being anywhere near, made Elliot’s blood run cold.

      His choices were to stand his ground and live to see twenty-six or give in to blackmail, keep his family intact, and likely die on foreign soil before his next birthday.

      The uncomfortable sogginess of his clothes eventually pulled him to action. Elliot forced himself upstairs to change, physical imperative overriding his mental crisis. Buttons were something he could handle; the looming prospect of his participation in a war he’d already lost so many overseas friends to wasn’t.

      Bile rose in his throat, and he swallowed hard.

      Love of Christ, he hadn’t been in so much as a fight since he was five and the bigger kids had picked on him. His charm and good looks kept him from needing to. Now they expected him to what? Shoot at people? Kill people? Enemies or not, how could he?

      But if he didn’t. If they took May instead…

      Hell. He had to go.
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      May 13, 1917

      Chicago

      SULLY CREPT DOWN THE hall in his socked feet, sensible shoes in his hands. It was shortly after nine. His cousin, Anne, should’ve left for her lessons already, and Edie, his boss, would’ve already gone out to work. He focused on sifting through the emotional background noise from the surrounding apartments just in case one of them was sneaky enough to stay behind and try to catch him making a break for the office on his last day home.

      “I thought Edie told you to take time off,” Anne said, crossing her arms as she appeared in Sully’s way, blocking the door out of his boss’s apartment, where they were staying. Sully startled even though he’d been half-expecting it. ’Least he only jumped a might.

      They’d spent the last two nights at Edie’s place, where Anne would stay while he was away. It wasn’t like she could’ve stayed in their apartment on her own. She was only sixteen. And he couldn’t afford to pay for a place no one would be living in, so he’d moved all their possessions into storage.

      “She tells me lots of things, means about half of ’em. Don’t you have art classes to get to?” Sully asked as his heart rate steadied again. He wished he could escort her like he used to, but he wouldn’t be here to look after Anne like that anymore, not after today. Not when he was being shipped off for training. Better if she learned to rely on herself in case he didn’t make it back. Sully swallowed thickly.

      At least he could send money home. He’d told Anne he’d send back half, but what she didn’t know was he planned to send a lot more than that. What was he gonna use it for anyway? He could do without. Anne deserved better.

      “I can miss one day, Sully.” He didn’t need to be skilled at sensing emotion to know she was miserable and trying to act normal by being a thorn in his side. The churning anxiety and fear were right there in front of him, shifting around and raising the baby hairs at the base of his skull. He ignored the sensation.

      “Not after I scraped up the money to pay for them, Annie. ’Sides, you love painting. You’re not gonna want to miss out just to be bored out of your mind with me all day.” She had better things to do than that. Even if part of him wanted to spend the day doing all of the childish things they’d done around the neighborhood growing up. What Anne needed was to establish a new routine, normalcy in her new setting. Not for him to make her sad, just by being around and dragging out the inevitable.

      She wrinkled her nose. “You’re not boring. Thick headed sometimes, but not boring.” Her expression brightened. Excitement bubbled around her. “Oh! I could come with you. Edie said maybe while you’re gone I can help her at the agency, this could be on-the-job learning.”

      It was Sully’s turn to glower. “I’m gonna have to murder her. It’s the only option.”

      “You can’t. Then who’d stay with me until you come back?” Anne’s voice was light and teasing, but her smile was wrong, and her hazel eyes got wet. The same sad feelings she’d been holding back for the last week and a half trickled out to wrap around him like a chilly mist.

      She hated him leaving. Made two of them, but he had to go. After the government made it clear they knew all about his illusions and just as bad, who he fucked, he couldn’t refuse. There’d been statements from men he’d had back-alley encounters with. How they’d gotten those confessions when Sully didn’t even know most of their names, he had no clue. He certainly remembered the acts described. Witness statements corroborated he’d been seen with three of the men on key dates and close enough to the times that it would cast suspicion on him, whether or not it was provable in court.

      But living in the kind of poor neighborhood they did, the fallout might not even be so bad. He’d helped out enough people, done enough favors, that his neighbors might look the other way. They weren’t the types to be shocked by human nature, and everyone knew what rich people paid for was worse than anything Sully might’ve done. Two streets back that was exactly what happened in the shadows.

      He didn’t even have any friends to lose. Not really.

      The problem was, he couldn’t risk the scandal they’d threatened to unleash touching Anne and Edie. Edie would never fire him or let him quit, and the business she’d built from the ground up after her husband’s death would suffer for it. And that… he couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t keep himself home to take care of Anne at the expense of making their lives so much harder than they already were. For what? Anne had so much more to live for than him anyway. A whole life ahead of her.

      ’Sides, what if they figured out Anne was skilled too? Or Edie? What if they already knew? He had to keep them safe any way he could.

      So he told them he’d enlisted because it was the right thing to do. Protecting them meant going to war in Europe. Just a fact of life. He’d learned early to adapt to change. That nothing was ever guaranteed to last. Real fear, stinking and sweaty and clammy, didn’t sink in until much later. The one that reminded him he’d never even left the United States. He couldn’t wrap his mind around crossing the vast, deep ocean, and setting foot on foreign land.

      “Hey.” Sully drew Anne into a hug, the warm nostalgia of wrapping her smaller body in his arms almost enough to drown out their mutual misery. She held on tight, burying her face against his chest as her shoulders heaved with her breaths. God, when did she get so big? It felt like yesterday he was cradling a toddler and now she was just half a foot shorter than him. “We’ll get through this. You’ll see, Buttercup. Promise.”

      Pulling back, Anne wiped away the wetness on her face, avoiding his eyes. He paid careful attention to the way she was feeling, made sure there wasn’t anything darker, more frightening beneath the loneliness and fear. He didn’t find any, but it didn’t stop him worrying.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. You taught me that.” Anne’s voice wavered.

      Sully tapped his temple with two fingers. “Exactly. That’s how you know I’ll keep it.”

      Anne managed a weak chuckle. “I’m not a kid anymore, Sully. I know a lie when I hear one. I can’t lose you too.”

      “You won’t. You know how stubborn I am. No way I’m not coming back. And Edie won’t let anything happen while I’m gone. So don’t worry so much.” She’d been happy to take Anne in—always collecting lost people. Like when she’d given him a job he hadn’t known he was wasting away without.

      Sully wasn’t entirely sure he trusted her to keep Anne out of trouble since she constantly managed to get him into it, but she was all they had. He’d just have to have a very pleading talk with her about keeping Anne out of any Detective Agency business. It was too dangerous.

      Nodding, Anne pulled her shoulders back and smoothed her expression. On the surface she was calm and collected. Underneath was fear and loneliness that saturated her core. The unknown did that to people. Almost all her life he’d been there. Still remembered being eight and falling asleep on the thin rug beside her crib whenever she cried in the middle of the night. Her tiny fingers clutching his hand through the bars. Aunt Maggie used to say he was spoiling her, but her voice was warm, and he’d known she was more amused than exasperated.

      “Since I can’t come with you, and you’re not planning to stay home, I better hurry and get to class on time,” Anne said, rubbing a hand across her cheekbone like that might keep gathering tears from falling. “You’ll be home for supper?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it, Buttercup.”

      An hour later he snuck into the offices of Edie Isle’s Detective Agency, hoping the boss herself was already out for the morning. His desk had been cleared out, no room for wasted space. Someone had to be hired to replace him while he was gone. His active cases had already been turned over to Edie’s younger cousin Lillian Isle—a brilliant young lady skilled at communing with the dead. She didn’t typically deal with the same types of cases he did, but he knew she’d have no problem solving them. Wished her all the best, really.

      There was just one he wanted to⁠—

      The creak of Edie’s door opening made Sully glance up sharply from the empty desk he’d been creeping toward. Caught red-handed.

      Edie tsked as she approached. Her blonde curls were mostly hidden beneath a fashionable hat, and her dress was fancier than she typically wore to work, a slinky number that had to have cost more than a reasonable sum. What was she up to? Could he convince her to let him tag along?

      “Didn’t we discuss taking a little time off?” she asked, archly. “Having a break before the army runs you through the grinder? I’d pretend I’m shocked, but we both know I’m not.”

      Squinting at her, Sully casually crossed his arms. “Funny. Where are you off to?”

      Edie tilted her head to the side and mimicked his posture. “You’re not going home no matter what I say, are you?”

      Sully gave her his most unrepentant grin as he tucked his hands in his pockets. She knew him so well. “Nuh-unh.”

      Sighing, she leaned against Lillian’s desk. A glimmer of something part amused, part gloating peeked past the steel trap Edie usually kept on her emotions. What was that about?

      Most people couldn’t help the way their emotions leaked into the air around them, certainly didn’t expect someone to pick up on them. The same way Sully couldn’t help being that someone. Feelings shouted at him or whispered or rippled, caressed, stabbed, often they were nothing but sensation without name. Strong ones close by almost always caught his notice. Especially when he knew the person.

      Except for Edie. She was the only person he’d met who could lock down her emotions at will without making his head throb in pain. So something getting past her defenses was suspicious.

      “Fine. I’ll make you a deal,” she said.

      Couldn’t be too awful, right? Scratch that. He hoped it wasn’t too awful. “Let’s hear it.”

      Her smile turned predatory. That expression signaled trouble with a capital T, always had. “You can help me close out this case. But tonight, you’re going out on the town. I’m locking you out after supper and you’ll go have fun. You’re not allowed to feel guilty or worry about tomorrow. Do whatever you want. Have one last big hurrah before you go.”

      Frowning, Sully considered it. He wanted in on the case, no doubt about that. And this wasn’t half so bad as what else could’ve come out of her mouth. Things like ‘You have to file the paperwork after’, or ’You have to be the lookout’. But… “I can’t afford to go spend the night somewhere.”

      She wasn’t impressed by his weak protest. “You’re an illusionist, Sully. It’s not gonna hurt anyone, and you deserve it. Do something selfish. Everyone should be selfish at least once in their life. So go out and do it.”

      ‘While you still have a chance’ was left unsaid, but they both knew it.

      “I’m fine. But Anne⁠—”

      Edie held up a hand to stall him. “She came up with this scheme. I swear. Didn’t I just say something about not feeling guilty? Or was that a fever dream?”

      Sully didn’t give her the satisfaction of a reply, but the smirk that turned up the corner of her ruby red lips said he didn’t need to. She raised an eyebrow and asked, “So you want in on this case or not?”

      He struggled with himself a moment more. Could he really do this for himself? Was it really as good an idea as it felt?

      “I’m in.”

      Her eyes danced with victory. “Wonderful. Now, let’s go catch a thief.”
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      SULLY WAS A FRAUD. His best suit shabby compared to everyone else’s, his shoes near worn out. Didn’t matter, he wouldn’t let them see anyway. Using his skill like this in public wasn’t something he liked doing; there was always the slim chance someone skilled might see through it if he tired himself out too much. He’d only been caught twice, when he’d been so exhausted he could barely see straight and he was fine now, but it was still a risk.

      Then again, so was fucking a man he met in a fancy lounge, but he intended to do that tonight too. Might be his last chance.

      A haze of smoke wafted through the dim lighting. The scents of stale tobacco and spilled liquor curled warmly in his lungs after the chill of the cool night. Spring was supposed to have sprung, but you couldn’t tell it from the weather. Only ten days ago they’d had a sudden inch of snow. And hadn’t it been fun to chase down a blackmailer as they both slipped around in slush? Sully shivered remembering the icy water that had flooded his boots.

      For a Sunday evening, The Green Lounge was crowded. Men stood in clusters or sat at dark wood tables while a cheerful band played. A brunette in a dress sang, her voice full of rich smokey enjoyment. Most of the crowd was paying attention to her dimpled smiles while Sully was paying attention to the crowd.

      This wasn’t the sort of place he ever went for a good time. Left to himself, he’d have spent tonight miserable and guilty and secretly afraid. But he promised Edie he’d go out and have some fun. Considering it was his last night of freedom, he deserved a bit of luxury too, didn’t he?

      Judging by the desperation on several faces in the crowd and the background hum of fear and excitement buzzing at the edges of Sully’s senses, he wasn’t the only one shipping out in the morning, headed for training. Not the only one after a good time either. He shoved down his own instinctive response to the swirl of those emotions, the ones he’d been repressing all week.

      Captivating eyes met Sully’s once more from across the room. He couldn’t tell what color they were from this distance and wanted to see. The second he’d walked into the lounge he’d spotted the blond man with the pretty face. And wanted.

      Placing an order for his second drink, Sully studied him from the corner of his eye. The man was sedately surveying the room at large, not a participant in the tableau but a dispassionate observer. He sat alone at the farthest table from the door, drinking something amber, a sly smirk slowly twisting his mouth.

      Everything about him was pale, from his hair and tailored gray suit to the matching fedora on the table in front of him. He seemed like he should be quietly haunting some English manor house, sitting around all elegant and bewitching.

      His gaze swept to rest on Sully briefly for the third time. Bold. A spark of attraction simmered along Sully’s awareness and he basked in it, letting it warm him from the inside out as he looked right back.

      Reading emotions came in handy at times like this; made finding someone for the night less dangerous. Anything complex was difficult to interpret, but this was straightforward, nothing confusing about it. Blood-hot lust flared like a beacon every time their gazes met. An eager thrill settled in Sully’s gut as he made his way to the table and took a seat in the vacant chair. He’d been after a distraction tonight, and there one was all right, so perfectly promising.

      Those eyes he’d wondered about were the lightest shade of blue, like something from Anne’s childhood watercolor paintings—endless summer skies and lakeshores. Beautiful and compelling.

      “Have we met?” The man asked, delicate eyebrows lifting curiously.

      “Not a chance, I’d remember a face like yours.” Sully repressed a smile smug as that accent. The stranger was well-off, well-educated, and his words dripped refinement. “Eyes like those.”

      A frisson of excitement and playfulness the man attempted to conceal from his face fluttered in Sully’s stomach. Told him he was on the right track. “Hmm.”

      The skillfully played trumpet and percussion echoing off walls, along with noise of chatter around them, lent the illusion of privacy and Sully pulled magic from the ether to enhance it.

      “Got a name?” he asked.

      The man’s eyes sparkled, amusement in the sensual curve of his mouth. “Do you?”

      “You can call me Warren.” Not that anyone else did anymore, but it was better than giving up the one people knew him by. “Your turn, ain’t it?”

      “Elliot,” he said after a moment’s hesitation, first-rate manners probably kicking up a fuss about skipping to given names straight away. Politeness wasn’t what either of them were after though.

      Elliot, huh?

      Sully turned that over in his mind. How would it taste on his lips later when they were twisted together, panting? His thoughts must’ve shown because faint pink dusted Elliot’s fine cheeks, and he ducked his head to sip from his glass. “I was being kind, by the way, when I asked if we’d met. I’d remember you as well. After all, it’s not every day I’m pursued so rapidly upon making acquaintance.”

      Bull. The way he looked, all tall and lean and prettier than any man Sully had ever spoken to, people must’ve been eating out of his palm the second they met him. “Handsome guy like you? That I find hard to believe.”

      A devious grin tugged at Elliot’s mouth, quickly constrained into something more cultivated. “Not so often by the sort of person whose interest I’d like to return.”

      “Oh. And what sort’s that?”

      Elliot leaned forward. His voice dropped to keep his words from reaching unintended ears or to get a rise out of Sully. It worked on both counts. “I think you'll simply have to share a drink with me to find out.”

      “Suppose I gotta.” There was a wicked, tantalizing edge to the checked desire Elliot unconsciously aimed his way. Sully couldn’t help playing along, wanting to draw this out. One night. He had one night. If he could, he’d make it last forever.

      “Are you always this confident of your reception?” Elliot chased a drop of condensation down the side of his glass with the tip of his index finger, and Sully tracked the movement, wetting his lips.

      “Got a sense. You always this coy?”

      “Never, but I'm finding I rather enjoy it.” He scrunched up his nose, blue eyes bright with mischief. “I suspect you do too.”

      Sully crafted a subtle illusion concealing them completely from view. No sense drawing unwanted attention. He dipped his chin and lifted his lashes slowly, openly flirting now. “Bet I’d enjoy anything you do.”

      That earned him a genuine laugh, one that turned Elliot’s graceful features boyish and delighted. “Cocksure, aren’t you?”

      “When it's worth the risk.” Sully raked his gaze heatedly over Elliot, scraping his teeth across his bottom lip in appreciation. “And I bet you’re very worth it.”

      Sharp eyes evaluated Sully, then glanced at patrons minding their own business, not paying them the slightest mind. Shit. What was Elliot thinking? Maybe Sully had taken it too far; they were in public after all, even if Sully knew no one could see them. He ought to know better than⁠—

      “You're skilled.” The adorable pinch between Elliot’s perfect brows smoothed as he faced Sully again.

      Sully’s stomach clenched hard. He kept his voice calm, pitching it low and hoping Elliot would take the bait. “At seduction?”

      “Supernaturally,” Elliot clarified. Then at whatever panic seeped into Sully's expression he went on, “It takes one to know one.” The companionable grin Elliot offered eased some of the tension in Sully's shoulders.

      This was an interesting turn of events. He could count on one hand the number of skilled people he knew well. Three of them were in his line of work. He met more on the job. No one he’d be interested in forming friendships with. Outside work he didn’t get to know anyone enough to figure out if they were skilled.

      So curiosity pricked at Sully, provoking him. “What’s your skill?”

      “A touch personal, wouldn’t you say?” He paused thoughtfully, and Sully’s cheeks heated. Then Elliot’s mouth curved, and Sully had to admit he liked self-satisfaction on his face. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      Right. Yeah. He could do that. Pursing his lips, Sully debated how much he was willing to reveal. An illusion? Nothing strong, just a glimpse at what he was capable of. He didn’t like people to know how he could sense emotions. It made them nervous around him. Their attempts—poor as they might be—to conceal how they felt brought his ability uncomfortably to the forefront of his awareness. And almost always resulted in a splitting headache.

      “All right,” he said, sitting up a little straighter. “Now you see me…” Sully fixed his gaze on Elliot’s face and concentrated. Power flowed into him like warm water as he distorted Elliot’s perception.

      Surprise made Elliot’s lips part and his eyebrows shoot up. “Now I don’t. Where did you go?”

      “Still here.”

      “That is impressive, Warren. Are you actually invisible?” He was looking at a spot slightly left of Sully, which made laughter bubble up in his chest. He squashed it, before it escaped, but it infused his voice anyway.

      “It’s only an illusion. If you reach out and touch me, your mind will overpower it.” He didn’t add that he was perfectly capable of convincing a person they weren’t touching him at all if he put enough effort into it, and they were susceptible.

      Elliot’s hand slid slowly across the tabletop. Sully placed his palm down in its path. Soft fingers bumped into his, tickling faintly as they glided up and over, until Elliot’s warm palm was flush with the back of Sully’s hand. It took a moment, then Elliot’s gaze shifted, sandy lashes flickering, and focused on him. An amazed smile gradually lit up his face.

      God, he really is handsome.

      “Quite the trick. And you’ve been surrounding us with something similar?” Elliot didn’t move his hand from where it engulfed Sully’s. Heat tingled up Sully’s arm. He nodded. “How long?”

      “On and off since you first spotted me. Just in case.” Sully bit his lip and watched Elliot’s eyes darken.

      “Shall I show you mine?”

      “I’m watching,” Sully assured him, confident like his heart wasn’t beating chugging-train fast in his chest at simple contact.

      A quick blinding grin edged with hunger was the only warning before molten pleasure rushed through his veins, spreading to the tips of his toes and the ends of his hair. His mouth fell open on a gasp, face flooding with scorching heat, body flushing like he was lighting up all over, his trousers suddenly much, much too snug. Sully kept a grip on his magic by the barest thread. It was the one thing keeping this shameless display from getting them thrown in jail or worse.

      As fast as it came on, it ended, and Sully gaped, ears ringing, blood pounding. Winded and wanting.

      When he could finally speak, his voice came out scratchy and silken at the same time. “What the fuck was that?”

      He blushed further at the sound of clear desire as it gave away exactly how affected he was.

      “The kinder side of my favorite skill—euphoria. Its less pleasant counterpart is horror.”

      Sully shivered and sipped his drink, hardly noticed the burn of it. He hoped his voice was back to normal as he restlessly shifted in a vain attempt to relieve some pressure without being obvious. “Wouldn’t wanna feel that one.”

      Elliot’s face turned grim as he drew his hand back. “No, you wouldn’t.” Then he flashed his too bright smile and winked. The bastard. “Don’t worry. I only use that skill in dire circumstances. You’re safe from me.”

      One corner of Sully’s mouth lifted. “Not too safe, I hope. That all you can do?”

      With a wry look Elliot said, “No, but secrets make the world turn. Surely you’ve your own to keep.”

      Didn’t they all?

      “Right.” Sully squirmed again in his seat. Did Elliot realize how worked up he’d gotten? Did everyone have that reaction? He tried for casual. “You been in Chicago long?” Elliot’s brow raised. “Don’t sound like you’re from here’s all.”

      “I was born here actually. But I was sent abroad for education at twelve. Then when I was old enough, I traveled extensively before my sisters begged me to return. I suppose that’s what you hear. A little bit of everywhere or maybe nowhere at all.”

      Sully had the decency not to voice all of the questions that crossed his mind. He smiled at the fondness in Elliot’s voice when he talked about his sisters, though. “Older or younger?”

      “Both.” He rolled his eyes heavenward, but his tone made it indulgent not dismissive. “And I’ve two older brothers.”

      “Big family.”

      “Very. You?”

      “Only me and my cousin. She’s like a little sister. We were raised together.” He didn’t want to think about Anne, about the fear and loneliness she’d tried to hide or the way her slim shoulders trembled with repressed sobs. The sadness she covered with a smile when they said goodbye.

      “I don’t know where you just went, but perhaps a diversion’s in order. Lucky you, I’m extremely willing to provide one if you’d like?” Elliot asked. The one raised brow and crooked smile made his meaning obvious. Sully swallowed loudly.

      He made himself stop and take a breath, his voice rougher when he continued. “Yeah. I really would.”

      Five minutes later Elliot had him shoved up against the scratchy brick of the back-alley wall, mouth hot on his, teeth catching at his lower lip. Sully’s heart sprinted as a soft involuntary sigh escaped him.

      This wasn’t how he expected it to go, but the insistent press of Elliot’s thigh against his stiff cock was as persuasive as Elliot’s skilled tongue taking possession of his mouth. Arching into the contact, he pressed his hips forward helplessly. He’d intended to be the aggressor. Always was, but Elliot had
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