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Prologue
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I’d gotten some pretty interesting presents in my lifetime. I’m sure we could all say that and have more than a few good stories to tell. But this? This had to top them all.

I stared down at the snow globe in my hands with no idea how to respond.

On the surface, it was a very nice gift. Unlike some of the truly cheesy snow globes I’d seen, this one had a crystal in the center with powdery white ‘snow’ swirling around. It rested on a polished wood pedestal, with a wooden top to match, and it was extremely elegant and tasteful.

The contents posed a problem.

Normally, I’d try to give the gift-giver in question a smile and play it off, but there were two problems with this approach. One: my poker face sucked. Two: this wasn’t really something I could just play off and stick in a closet somewhere to be long-forgotten. Ye little elves, I really couldn’t do that. But still, it was awkward in the extreme to say anything right now.

Christmas was at full swing at my place. We had both the Havili and Bane families—minus their sister, Sammy, who was with her fiancé’s family—gathered around the living room, and some of them were more in the spirit of Christmas cheer than others, due to the punch. (I don’t know who spiked the punch. I suspected Brandon, but really, it could have been Natalie. Neither sibling was to be trusted.) We lounged on various couches and chairs, Skylar on the floor near the tree and acting like Santa’s elf, passing out presents to each person. We’d chosen to open presents on Christmas Eve so we could all sleep in and do individual Christmases on the day itself. With such a large group, we’d also chosen to draw names from a hat to keep the expenses down, and Brandon had drawn my name.

I’d not expected him to get anything to my taste. We didn’t really know each other, since we hadn’t spent much time together, but truly, he’d done rather well. It was just, um…

Of course Donovan picked up on my hesitation and leaned into my side, looking at the snow globe. “You don’t like it?”

“No, it’s quite nice,” I assured him, then caught Brandon staring at me in growing concern. He looked so like his mother, with those amber brown eyes, that it was hard to take that expression. And it was even harder because he sat directly across from me, so there was no real way to avoid his eyes. “Truly, it’s quite lovely. Probably the best snow globe I’ve seen, and I’m short on Christmas decorations, it’s just….”

Oh boy. I shot Donovan an apologetic smile, wincing in anticipation as I said, “Haunted.”

Donovan left the chair so fast, air vacuumed in his wake. He was on the other side of the kitchen bar before I could say ‘boo,’ and even then, he looked ready to hightail it out the back door. Aaron looked ready to join him, as did Alani, but the rest of the family crowded in to get a better look.

“I can’t see anything but snow and crystal,” Skylar complained. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, quite sure.” Dammit. I was accustomed to putting my foot in my mouth and ruining a moment—that was just the story of my life—but this had to be a first.

“Brandon, what the hell!” Donovan whined from the relative safety of the kitchen. “Don’t bring haunted stuff home with you!”

“Dude, how was I supposed to know it was haunted?” Brandon shot back. “I was on a trip, and I saw it in a gift shop. It didn’t come with any warning labels.”

He made a fair point.

Kanye came around to pat Brandon on the back. “It’s alright, son. Only Jon or Lauren would have been able to tell. Well, this is a fine pickle.”

“Hang on,” my mother said, already pushing up the sleeves on her sweater, her expression going business-like. “Let me talk with her.”

I gratefully handed the snow globe over to her expert hands. Mom’s specialty lay in speaking with the deceased, after all. It was harder for her to channel anything without a body present, but she could read an aura no matter what. It was just fainter and more challenging when there was no body.

I couldn’t follow the conversation at all, because that’s not how my talent rolls, but we got Mom’s side at least.

“I see. You went in because it was pretty. I don’t blame you, it is quite lovely. Hmm? No, we’re not going to force you out, but wouldn’t you rather move on? No, dear, I’m not an expert in that, but I’m sure we can find someone to help. It might mean another trip on your part, is that alright? Oh.” Lauren turned and regarded Brandon thoughtfully. “You were at a gift shop in a hot springs hotel in Arkansas?”

“Yeah, stayed there overnight.” Brandon frowned at the snow globe. “She went in because she likes how it looks?”

“She’s been deceased a very long time,” Lauren said gently and with a sympathetic smile aimed at the globe. Or more accurately, the spirit residing inside it. “She doesn’t really remember why she was there, just that she was, and the swirling snow inside the globe attracted her attention. She barely remembers her name: Emma.”

Well this just got better and better. I frowned at the globe because really, I wasn’t an exorcist. I could see ghosts and sort of read their aura—they didn’t have meridian lines anymore, just a vague sense of self—so I was as far from an expert as one could get while still being in the general field. I really, truly didn’t know what to do in this situation.

Lauren looked at Emma—or I assumed she did—and asked gently, “Do you want to move on? I thought as much. Then we’ll do what we can to make that happen. No, bless you dear, I’m not an exorcist. This is far outside my jurisdiction. But fortunately for you, we have an FBI agent right here.”

We all looked from her to Brandon, and while most of the room was puzzled, I realized what she meant after a second. Ah. Right, of course. That would be the proper way to tackle this.

Brandon drew a breath, as if he could inhale patience like oxygen. “What does me being an FBI agent have to do with anything? And may I remind you I’m still technically a proby?”

True. In fact, he was in training with Donovan and me. Brandon was to shadow us for the next three weeks and learn all the basics of being an anchor. The FBI was really gunning for him to be partnered up with someone. Of course, he was still learning all the ins and outs of being in the psychic FBI department.

“Yes, but you still have the power to report to a superior when you see something,” I reminded him. “You’re going into that division, after all.”

He blinked at me. “Oh. Really?”

“Yup.”

“Maybe he gets it,” Aaron said patiently, “but can you explain to the rest of the class?”

Focusing on my brother-in-law, I explained, “So you know how the FBI has their own department for paranormal-anything? Mostly, that’s where the psychics are.” He nodded, showing he was following, as did the rest of the family. “Okay, so there’s a specific division inside that department that deals with hauntings. They’re mostly mediums and exorcists, and that’s all they handle—demons and ghosts. I’ve only met one of them once, and she was amazing. Like seriously badass. I’d have fallen for her if I were straight. There’s not many of them in the department because it’s a rare talent. Brandon’s in training right now to be a possible anchor to a medium because he’s got the right skillset and attitude for it. He’s in the right position to call and fast track this. Gonzalez will probably be able to get us in contact with the right person.”

“Even on Christmas Eve?” Alani objected. She looked outraged I was even thinking about working during Christmas.

“Mom, I will not have that thing in the house,” Donovan said brusquely.

If we tried, I was pretty sure my boyfriend would keel over of a heart attack. He was not really good with the occult. As in, he spooked like a stepped-on cat.

“I can take her home with me until we get things sorted,” Lauren volunteered with a sympathetic smile at Donovan. “Better that way, anyway. I’m the one who can communicate with her.”

I silently cheered and gave her a thankful look. She winked at me in return. My mother was still in divorce proceedings with Rodger, and she wasn’t back to her normal self yet. On the other hand, she was still better than she had been in years. Shaking off the shackles of Rodger had done her a world of good. I also saw a strong bond forming between her and Alani, and it gave me some hope. I wouldn’t breathe a word about it until either woman made a move, but if what I saw in their lines was any indication, we’d have another psychic-anchor bond between the families.

Skipping procedure entirely, my lover was already on the phone with Gonzalez in the kitchen, and I could hear him clearly. “Hey, man. Sorry to call you during the holidays. Huh? No, my brother’s fine. He just brought home something he really shouldn’t have. A haunted snow globe. No, I’m not pulling your leg. Seriously, it’s a haunted snow globe. I’m so glad you find this funny. Lauren’s here—have you met Jon’s mother? Yeah, okay, then you understand. So, she talked to the ghost, and the ghost wants help moving on. Here’s the thing: I know of no mediums in the area.” He raised his voice to say, “Brandon, where’s the hot springs you got it from?”

“Eureka Springs.”

“Eureka Springs, Arkansas,” Donovan repeated. He listened intently for a moment, a frown gathering. “You sure? I mean, that would be sweet if that’s the case. Hang on, let me put you on speaker so they can all hear this.”

I took that as my cue, and Brandon and I moved into the kitchen. We formed a rough circle around the phone in Donovan’s hand, me keeping a safe, two-foot distance.

“We good?” Gonzalez’s baritone was clear and distinct, so he hadn’t been imbibing in Christmas cheer yet. Or he was one of those drunks where the tongue was the last to go.

“We’re good. Speak,” Donovan encouraged.

“So here’s the thing. I pulled up the schedule online for our exorcists, and there’s no way we’re getting anyone at this time of the year. They’re either out on holiday or tracking down something nasty. But we have a retired FBI agent who’s training a guy in Arkansas. Eureka Springs, as it turns out.”

Brandon let out a low whistle. “Now that’s an interesting coincidence.”

“Nothing coincidental about it, Havili. You stayed in a very haunted town, and mediums tend to live and work in places like that. Anyway, I’ll call and ask if they’ll help you guys.”

I looked at the two men bracketing me, and they seemed more than relieved by this offer. “That’d be helpful, Marc, thanks. My mom’s offered to take her for the time being.”

“It is more in her wheelhouse than yours, no offense, so that relieves me.”

“Me too,” I answered blandly and carefully didn’t look at my lover.

“Let me make that call. If they say yes, can you roll out after Christmas and go to Arkansas? I don’t want to ask him to drive, he’s getting up there in years and he only works on a consulting basis. I can’t demand he go to you.”

“We can take it to him, you bet,” Donovan said firmly.

“I’ll make this FBI business—part of Brandon’s training—so expenses are paid. It’s technically true. Proby, what were you doing picking up haunted merchandise, huh?” Gonzalez teased.

Brandon retorted good-naturedly, “Oh shut it. How was I supposed to know? I’m not the psychic in the family. Sir.”

Gonzalez just chuckled. “Okay, I’ll make that call and get back to you.”

The call ended, and Donovan said seriously, “I love that man.”

“Does his husband know?” I dodged Donovan’s finger, grinning at him, before he could poke me in the ribs. He was so fun to tease.

“Well, on the plus side, we get to relax in a hot springs while being paid for it,” Brandon said. “You’ll love where I stayed. It’s this huge old hotel that was built in the late 1800s. Really nice.”

His brother eyed him with severe misgivings. “And where was the gift shop you bought the snow globe in?”

Brandon gave him a sheepish grin. “The hotel.”

“I’m not fucking staying at a haunted hotel.”

I soothed Donovan with a hand on his back, rubbing in a small circle. “It’s fine, we can stay in a different hotel. It’s not like we have to stay in that one.”

Brandon opened his mouth, then closed it, still eyeing his brother sideways. His lines flashed with both amusement and something like sympathy. “I don’t know if I should say this, but…Gonzalez wasn’t exaggerating. Part of the reason why I went on vacation there is because the whole town is famous for being haunted.”

Donovan groaned and slumped where he stood. “Why the hell would you stay in a haunted town?!”

“Hey, I thought it was cool. I like ghost stories, you know that.”

“How am I related to you?”

“I ask myself the same question all the time. Scaredy-cat. What are you worried about? Jon will protect you.”

Uh, Jon would not protect anyone. I wasn’t an exorcist. The best I could do was see ghosts and tell people when to run for it. Did I say that? Of course not. Donovan was already on edge. The art of being an adult sometimes was knowing when to keep your mouth shut.

Donovan rolled those big brown eyes at me pleadingly. “Just don’t tell Garrett about this until it’s all said and done with.”

I laughed when I cottoned onto his meaning. “Afraid he’ll tag along?”

“He totally would,” Brandon agreed, also snickering. “And tease Don mercilessly the entire time. Did he ever tell you about the time we dragged Don into a haunted house?”

Donovan reached up, snagged his brother around the neck, and put him into a headlock. “We don’t talk about the haunted house! God, what is it with you and Garrett?”

Brandon wrapped both his massive arms around his brother’s waist and lifted Donovan off his heels, barely balancing on his toes. Donovan gave a grunt, and the wrestling match commenced.

I, being a sensible person, immediately skipped out of the kitchen and let them have at it. The three days I’d spent around Brandon had educated me somewhat on the finer sibling dynamics of the Havili family. Namely, all disputes were settled in wrestling matches. I went for Kanye, as he was the safest bastion in this particular storm, and settled next to him on the couch. “So, out of curiosity, how much furniture did you have to replace while your kids grew up?”

“Oh, not much.” He gave me a sly grin that was part memory, part smugness, wholly parental. “They had to fix whatever they broke.”

I contemplated that for a full second. “I now understand why Donovan’s so good with his hands.”

“I thought that might explain it.” Kanye chuckled low, watching his sons across the bar as they continued to wrestle. “They’ve gotten better at avoiding breakables over the years. I suppose all that training paid off.”

Absolutely. Because learning how to avoid lamps and busting up couches was what all that training was for. Not beating up bad guys.

Everyone else was either watching the show or back to opening presents. And drinking the spiked punch. It gave us a pocket of semi-privacy that I rarely got with Kanye. Normally when I saw him, the whole family was present, like now. I felt like I could talk with him and leaned in, lowering my tone to something more confidential. “He’s doing alright.”

Kanye’s golden-brown eyes went sharply to my face.

I elaborated, “Brandon’s alright. He’s still finding his footing, but he’s getting there. Give him a bit more time.”

Kanye patted my knee with a massive hand and gave me a sweet smile. “Thank you, Jon.”

“Any time.” I couldn’t add anything more without treading over a fine line. I saw a lot from Brandon that he hadn’t confided in me, and I honestly wasn’t sure how much he’d said to his family. Alani knew he’d been unhappy on SWAT, that something had pushed him out of it, but she never mentioned what. She was relieved he’d found another path, one he was excited about, and that was enough for her. At least until her son chose to talk to her.  

It was interesting to me that his sexuality lines were tangling with his work lines. I wasn’t sure how the two were connected just yet, but something must have happened. And Brandon wasn’t comfortable with his sexuality either at the moment. I mean, did I tell them that Brandon had only recently figured out he was bisexual? That he was struggling with it? That he no longer felt completely at home in his own skin? It didn’t feel right to divulge any of that. Brandon would talk to his family on his own time and terms. Everyone deserved the right to do that and not be rushed into it.

So while his parents might sense something was up with him, it was up to Brandon to talk to them. This simple reassurance was as far as I’d stick my nose in.
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I looked up from the cereal in my bowl to blink at my mentor, sure I hadn’t heard him right. “I’m sorry, did you say we had a psychic coming in?”

“You heard me right.” Beau cleared his throat and reached for his coffee. I kept trying to tell him he needed more water and he couldn’t live on coffee alone, but at sixty-something years old, he was rather set in his ways. Beau had been an FBI medium before he retired—ghost wrangler, they apparently called them in the agency. When I’d been tested and found to be a medium, my mother had called him up and asked if he’d be willing to mentor me. Technically, Beau was my second cousin once removed or something. Family, regardless. He’d said sure, send the kid up.

Three months later, here I was. Still in Arkansas and learning the biz. It was actually fun, truth be told. We were in a very, very haunted place so I had lots of ghosts to practice with. Unlike what I’d been led to believe, mediums didn’t exorcise every ghost they saw. If they weren’t doing any harm and didn’t want to pass on just yet, it was alright to leave them be.

I got some really fascinating stories out of them, too.

While training, I stayed at Beau’s house, a grey Victorian that had been lovingly maintained. I rather liked it. Not the man who had originally built and owned it—the doctor was a charlatan and bastard—but the house was great. I wasn’t really in a hurry to move on from it, either. It was so much easier, navigating the world with someone to watch my back. I felt like I could breathe.

Refocusing on Beau, I asked curiously, “Why is a psychic coming in? I thought they couldn’t see ghosts.”

“A few types can. It’s rare, I grant you that. But it’s a funny story. He got a ghost for Christmas.”

I blinked, sure I hadn’t heard him right. “I’m sorry, what?”

Beau snickered, the sound catching and sounding rough in his chest. His dark brown eyes sparkled merrily, so this story must be a good one. “A friend came through here for vacation, picked up a snow globe, and gave it to the psychic for Christmas. Had no clue it was haunted. The psychic apparently took it rather well; called up a friend he had in our agency and reported it. He’s volunteered to bring it over to us and help do what he can to send the ghost on. The ghost requested help with passing.”

Oh? That was a first for me. Usually you had to talk them into it. “Wow. Okay, that has to be a first, right?”

“First time I’ve heard of something like that happening. Now, a few things were passed on to me. Jonathan Bane is the psychic. This psychic, he runs hot. So don’t let him near electronics, he’ll fry them.”

I nodded in understanding. I had heard that not all psychics could shield properly. I was glad I was a medium and didn’t have to worry about that nonsense.

“He’s got an anchor, Donovan Havili, but also a guy shadowing him. Anchor’s brother, and the one who gave him the ghost. Brandon Havili is his name, and he’s learning the trade on how to be an anchor. He’s technically FBI but a proby.”

“Got it. So I’ll need to keep an eye on them, too.”

“Yeah, they’re not used to ghosts. Anyway, they’ll be here tomorrow.”

It meant cutting Christmas vacation short a bit, but I didn’t mind. Ghost wrangling didn’t really feel like a job to me. I’d spent most of my childhood trying to navigate a world only I could see, one no one else had understood, and learning things the hard way—with all the bumps and bruises that came with the school of hard knocks. Being able to face the world as an adult, with training under my belt and a mentor to help me? That felt like a vacation.

Beau poured himself some more coffee then settled at the table again. He had that look on his face that meant he was about to tell me something serious. “Mack.”

I stopped eating and focused on him. “Yeah?”

“I’m going to be straight with you for a second, kiddo. You’re good. You’ve got the instincts, the talent, and I don’t really have anything else I can teach you.”

This threw me completely. I’d not expected those words. Not this soon. “Wait, wait. I thought training took anywhere from six months to a year.”

“Normally, yeah. But you came to me late; you’d already figured out part of it. And you pick up things fast. We say six months to a year because everyone has different speeds of learning this stuff. Some people get it quickly, some people need more time. You’re one of the former.” Beau gave me a proud smile, one of the few I’d ever seen from him. He wasn’t really a grumpy man, but he was rather closed off most of the time. “Really, Mack, I’m ready to pass you. I want you to do this one last job, let you work with a psychic, and then I’ll sign you off.”

This came so far out of left field I was left without an immediate reply. Was I happy? Sure. But I wasn’t relieved. It meant I’d be on my own again, and that was a discomfiting thought. “But don’t I need an anchor or partner or something?”

“Sure. Absolutely. The FBI’s got several candidates. You’ll work with them on a rotating basis, see if any of them are a good fit for you. If not, we’ll look elsewhere. I’m not throwing you to the wind, kiddo.”

That did make me feel infinitely better. “Good. Okay, thanks.”

Beau’s wife and anchor walked in, her hair still in curlers, and waved a cell phone as if she intended to chop the back of Beau’s head with it. “Confound it, man, keep your phone on you! It was ringing off the hook.”

Not concerned, Beau didn’t even turn around. (I personally felt that was a poor life decision. Hannah really did look ready to hit him with it.) “You always answer it for me; I’m not worried. Who was it this time?”

“A ghost hunting group wants to do a special trip here and investigate the Crescent Hotel.”

“What’s that got to do with us?” I asked curiously.

Hannah tossed the phone onto the table and stole her husband’s coffee for a sip. “They want to partner with a medium for the hunting. They think it’ll be better to do it that way, as they can prove both the existence of ghosts and that mediums can legit see spirits.”

Having spent a good portion of my life fighting against society’s disbelief, I thought this was a great idea. It was funny. People believe in gods, angels, and miracles, but ghosts? Nope, that was pushing the envelope. You either had those who believed or those who didn’t. And it was hard to sway people over to the side of ‘belief.’ When I told someone I was a medium, even with an FBI badge, they either mocked me for being a charlatan or were in awe. I rarely met anyone who stood on a middle ground.

If these guys were going to record their findings and post them, I’d be happy to help.

Beau of course, had a different stance. He glared at Hannah. “You said yes, didn’t you.”

“Of course I did. It’s good PR. And you should answer your own phone,” she added with saccharine sweetness.

I jumped in before this became an argument or Beau called them back and cancelled the whole thing. “I’ll do it.”

Both of them looked at me: Hannah curiously, and Beau with a disgruntled expression. “Now Mack, why would you do that?”

“If they’re trying to prove both the existence of ghosts and a medium’s ability to see them, I’m all for it. And it sounds a way to pass a good time.”

Beau’s snort made it clear what he thought of that. “You’re crazy, but fine. You take it on. Hannah, when are these guys supposed to get in?”

“In two days.”

Uh-oh. “Uhhh…we’ve got a psychic with a ghost problem coming in tomorrow. That’s kinda a problem if they’re overlapping.”

“No, I think that’d be all the better,” Hannah said. “They can also document helping a ghost pass on.”

“If the psychic and his partners are okay with that.” Beau was back to staring at his wife as if she were deliberately trying to make his life difficult. (She probably was.)

“Um, I guess I can call and ask.” I didn’t mind doing that. It was better to double check now and give people time to adjust schedules before they left. I didn’t want to assume everyone would be fine with it and then have issues later. I frankly hated confrontation and avoided it when I could. “Do you have the psychic’s number? Or wait, I guess it would be his anchor, if he’s bad with tech.”

“I have his and the proby’s number. I’d call Proby first, as technically we’re working with him.”

That did seem like good manners. Beau found the number for me, and I punched it into my phone. Then I cleared my throat, trying to sound less like I was still sitting in my pajamas and more awake. I hit dial and waited as it rang three times before connecting.

“This is Havili.”

Wow. What a voice. Was he a mountain god in a previous life? I didn’t think I’d ever heard a voice that deep before. It kinda gave me tingles. “Hi, this is Mackenzie Lafayette, medium with the FBI.”

“Oh. Hey, nice to speak with you. I meant to call, actually, and touch base with you before we drive up. I’m Brandon Havili.”

Well, he was friendly. Thank god. I dealt better with friendly types. “Nice to talk to you, too. You have a minute?”

“Yeah, I’m good. We plan to drive up early tomorrow, probably be there mid-afternoon. I’m booking rooms for us at the Crescent, since that’s where I accidentally picked up my ghost hitchhiker.”

That was good information to have. “You know for a fact where she was?”

“Yup. I bought the snow globe at the hotel’s gift shop, so no question there.”

“That’s great. That was going to be my first question for you. It always helps if we can narrow her area of death down. Listen, the other reason I’m calling you, I need to run something by you.”

“Uh-oh, that doesn’t sound ominous,” he teased.

I got the distinct impression I’d like this man. I loved people who could dish it out. “Don’t worry, it’ll only cost your firstborn. Seriously, though, we’ve got a request in. A ghost hunting group wants to come in and work with us while they tackle Eureka Springs. They want to prove not only that the place is haunted but that mediums are legit.”

“Huh. Do you really have problems with people thinking mediums are faking it?”

“More than I care for. I’m game to work with them, but they’re overlapping your arrival. They’re due in on the twenty-seventh. If you’re not okay with working with them, tell me now. I can delay them or reschedule or something.”

“I personally think that sounds mega fun, going on a ghost hunt. But let me talk to the other two and see what they think about it. Can you hang on a second? I need to text my brother and Jon.”

“Sure.” I let the phone relax in my hand and covered the bottom part of the phone as I waited. To Hannah and Beau, I said, “Seems like a really friendly guy. I feel like I’m talking to James Earl Jones, his voice is that deep. If I had a voice fetish, I’d be in trouble.”

Hannah laughed as she went to make her breakfast. Beau just rolled his eyes. My mentor had taken me being gay in stride, thankfully. Not everyone could. Hannah didn’t even care. She just demanded I be safe when I picked up guys. Which, let me tell you, was a ridiculous statement. I’m attractive enough—I’m not a troll—and I have decent features, but I’m nothing remarkable. Brown hair, brown eyes, pretty average MO in the looks department. My numerous food allergies cause me to stay a little bloated at all times. Six packs and I were not a thing. I’m mostly fit, I just don’t look it. I don’t really have the looks of a player. Why she thought I would act like one was beyond me.

The phone made a weird fabric-sliding sound before Brandon came back on. “Hey, you still there?”

“I’m still here.”

“Jon’s with me; thinks this sounds fun. He’s the psychic, so he can’t see ghosts as such, just faint auras. My brother’s dead against it, but he’s okay with hanging out in his room while we go play. So, I guess it’s fine by us. You want to use the ghost we’re bringing along as further proof?”

“That was kind of my hope.” I couldn’t help but grin. “If you’re okay with that?”

“I mean, we both assumed you would. It’s okay by us. Should we delay a day, come up on the twenty-seventh so we’re all arriving on the same day?”

“That might be best, sure. I’ll call the ghost hunters and give them a head’s up.”

“Okay, then we’ll see you on the twenty-seventh. Looking forward to meeting you in person.”

I sincerely meant it as I said, “Yeah, me too. Have a safe drive up.”
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Two days after Christmas, we were on our way to Arkansas. I was pretty happy with the trip, to be honest. I mean, ghosts. Hot springs. What was not to like? I did feel a little bad for dragging my brother along with me, since Don hated the paranormal with a passion. (Which was ironic, considering his psychic lover.) There was a small, petty part of me that would enjoy the show of my brother squirming. You couldn’t love if you didn’t tease, that was my motto. And Donovan braving ghosts for his little blond tickled my funny bone.

Watching my brother with Jon was something of an eye-opening experience. I’d never seen Don in love before, so that was new. Cute as hell, too. If he had a tail, he’d wag it every time he saw Jon. I kept waiting for him to roll over and present his belly for scratches.

But that wasn’t the eye-opening part. It was watching how seamlessly they moved together. I’m sure part of it was Jon’s eyes. He could see a great deal with Don, so it only made sense on his end. But Don was just as good at reading Jon. At anticipating what he would do, what he needed, and it took nothing more than a glance to convey it all. Sometimes not even that. My parents had a healthy, loving relationship, but Jon and Don put them to shame. These two moved as a single unit most of the time.

It made me more than a little envious.

I sat in the back seat of the Humvee—which was a sweet ride—as Jon drove and Don navigated. Jon caught my brother’s hand and laced their fingers together, then drew it up to kiss the back. Don turned his head and smiled at him, a soft expression, glowing with simple happiness. Their hands came to a rest in Jon’s lap and stayed there.

If these two got any sweeter, I’d have to go to a dentist to get the sap drilled out of my teeth.

I’d been nervous about staying around Jon for any length of time, to be honest. I’d heard how much he could see, and right now, there was a lot I wasn’t comfortable talking about. A lot I didn’t want others to know, not until I’d sorted it out in my own head. Having Jon see it all in a look unnerved me. The possibility he’d say something to someone unnerved me even further. But he’d just taken a look, blinked at me, then gave me a reassuring nod. A silent promise that he’d keep all he saw to himself. And he had.

Don did good picking this one.

I let my eyes go toward the window and watched the trees and highway speed past us as we headed west. I didn’t really see it, though. My mind was on the not-so-distant past. Eight months ago, for the first time in my life, I’d felt attracted to a man. Talk about a shock to the system. Thirty-two years old and suddenly realizing you’re not quite as straight as you’d believed. I hadn’t been sure what to do with the revelation. I wasn’t worried about my family, obviously. Don had known he was bisexual for decades, and his sexual orientation had been wholly accepted. And we all liked Jon. My parents adored him. I wasn’t worried about the reception I’d get if I announced I was something other than straight.

It was just weird to realize I was bisexual all this time.

I’d made the mistake of getting drunk with a buddy on the team and spilling the beans. He’d not taken it well. And worse, he’d blabbed to everyone else who would listen. Overnight, I had people either giving me the side-eye or being indignant on my behalf. It led to a pitched battle of opinions, and work turned into a battlefield. I’d hated going to the station.

When the official offer from the FBI came in, I’d leapt on it and hadn’t taken a backwards glance. Anything to escape that hellish atmosphere. But it didn’t really resolve my personal revelation. Was I bisexual? Could I assume that after meeting one man I’d wanted to have sex with? Or was I something else entirely?

This wasn’t supposed to be confusing at my age, dammit.

We stopped at a rest station for a bathroom break and to stretch our legs. Jon came out about the same time as I did, but neither of us got into the Humvee immediately. We meandered down the short sidewalk to the grassy area and enjoyed standing for a bit. It was picturesque out here with the thick tree line and dusting of ice on everything. It hadn’t snowed, but the ice did give that wintery feeling. It was cold enough our breath formed white clouds in the air.

“Might be better for you if you talked it out instead of letting it fester in your head,” he said without any segue.

I looked at Jon sharply. “I thought you weren’t a telepath.”

Jon snorted, his blue eyes sparkling with silent amusement. “Hardly need to be. I could see the wheels turning even from the front seat.”

Strangely, I felt like I could confide in him. Despite us not really knowing each other well, he had that vibe that said I could tell him anything and not be judged for it. Maybe because he’d already kept my confidence so well without me needing to ask. “When you read me, what do you see for my sexuality?”

“Bisexual,” he answered without hesitation. “And discomfort about it.”

“That hit the nail on the head,” I grumbled, for lack of a better response. Bisexual, huh? The confirmation was comforting. Maybe. Still weird.

“I think you’re laboring under a misconception, Brandon.” Jon turned to face me directly, those penetrating blue eyes seeming to see right through me. “Your brother might have given you the wrong impression. Most bisexual people aren’t fifty-fifty. They’re skewed; they normally favor one gender over the other. Donovan’s the odd one.”

My head came up sharply. Really? I’d honestly not looked into it. Donovan had always been so open about whatever he thought or felt, I assumed I knew what it meant to be bisexual. It didn’t occur to me to do any research on it. This news gave me a sense of ease. “Eight months ago, for the first time ever, I met a man I wanted to date. It was weird. I didn’t know what to do with that feeling. I thought I was straight up until that point. And I haven’t met another man since I thought the same thing of. But that’s normal?”

Jon shrugged casually, as if this was no big deal. “Yes. It just means you’re very skewed to one gender. Nothing wrong with that.”

I let out a huge breath I wasn’t aware I’d been holding, feeling like he’d just lifted a grindstone off my neck. “Damn. Just…damn.”

He gave me an understanding smile. “There, see? Better to have it out in the air, right?”

“All this time, I felt like something was off with me. Because it didn’t make any sense. And suddenly realizing I didn’t know myself as well as I thought I did, that was an unpleasant shock to the system.” Of course, he knew all that. Still, he listened to me patiently, never taking his eyes off of me. Don really had done well, picking this one to fall for. “Jon, I feel like I ought to hug you.”

“By all means. I never turn down hugs.”

I wrapped him up in both arms, hugging him strongly enough to lift him off his feet, and he sighed happily against my chest. “I love Havili hugs. Your whole family gives the best hugs.”

Amused, I set him back down gently. My brother would have my head if I accidentally broke his boyfriend. I really did feel so much better to have it all out; to know I wasn’t strange. Or weird. That it wasn’t a fluke. Did I need to sleep on it a bit and get more comfortable with the idea? Sure. But I didn’t feel like my own skin was ill-fitting anymore either.

Jon turned his head like he was attuned and said, “Donovan’s back at the car. You good now?”

“Yeah, man. Thanks.”

He patted my chest, and we turned to walk back. As I kept pace with him, I couldn’t help but ask, “You think it’ll happen again? Me meeting a guy I want.”

“Sure. It might be rare, but it’s not like the possibility is zero.” His eyes were sharp on me again. “Do you want it to happen?”

On this point, at least, I was confident in my answer. “If I could have what you and Don have? I really don’t care what gender my partner is.”

“Smart answer. And that’s flattering, thanks.”

I kept the thought carefully to myself that Don needed to propose. I really liked the idea of Jon being my brother-in-law. With their psychic bond, it wasn’t like they were in danger of splitting up because of a lack of commitment, but still.

We climbed back into the Humvee, this time with me driving to give Jon a break. It wasn’t a quick trip to Arkansas from Tennessee, after all. Although that did beg a question I hadn’t thought to ask. “Hey, Jon? How are you and planes?”

“Like hairspray and a flamethrower,” he answered with a pained sigh. “Too many electronics.”

Yeah, I could see that. “So basically, if you can’t drive to it, you can’t go.”

“Well, boats are mostly okay, if they’re large or manpowered. But planes are straight out.”

“How often do psychics have trouble with electronics?”

“It’s honestly rare,” Jon answered, leaning in between the front seats to converse more easily. “We have to be running pretty high in order to fry anything. I have lousy shields, hence my effect on things. But most psychics handle electronics just fine. It’s only when they’re doing a more intense reading, or are so exhausted or hurt that their shields are kaput, that there are issues.”

Huh. Now that was interesting. I’d heard Jon was basically on high all the time and wasn’t able to turn his ability down. I hadn’t realized other psychics could sometimes be just as destructive under the right (or wrong) circumstances. “What about mediums? Like the guy we’re going to see, does he operate like a psychic?”

Jon hummed in thought. “Yes and no. Technically, a medium is a psychic, but only in the broadest sense of the term. Truthfully, they were put in with the rest of us because no one was sure how else to define their ability. Their talents work a little differently than ours do. To them, spirits and demons are just like people. They interact with them just as I would you or Donovan. They don’t have shields for psychic energy, and they don’t really register as psychic when tested.”

Something else I hadn’t known. “So mediums don’t need anchors?”

“Ah, that’s the sole thing we have in common, actually. Mediums do. Because they can’t always differentiate between human and spirit, they need someone else to help anchor them. They also need an anchor to back them up when they’ve used too much energy and need to be hauled off. It takes a different skillset, you could say.”

Donovan snorted in disagreement and shot his lover a look. “Really? Because I have to keep track of you when you get sucked into reading someone’s lines and haul you into dark rooms to recuperate when you’ve overdone it.”

“Yes, but as we can all agree, I’m not normal,” Jon retorted sweetly.

Yeah, not touching that with a ten-foot pole. “But I’d more or less learn how to back up a medium by learning from Don?”

My brother gave me one of those looks that meant he was contemplating straight jackets. “You’re not seriously interested in going into the spooky branch of the FBI, are you?”

“It may have come up when I was talking to the recruiter,” I admitted. “I’m not easily scared, I think ghosts are cool, and apparently those two traits are not so commonly found in one person. He told me I had to shadow a psychic first, get the gist of what to do, and then we’d talk placement.”

Donovan looked at me like I’d finally lost my grip on sanity.

I shot him a challenging grin. “What? You’re saying you don’t want a ghostbuster in the family?”

He sighed a gusty, mountainous sigh. “At least you’d learn not to drag ghosts home with you.”

“Hey, that was a one-in-a-million thing,” I protested.

“Suuure. You stay at a haunted hotel in an infamously haunted town, but you bringing a ghost home with you was a one-in-a-million shot. Uh-huh. Next you’ll tell me you found the end of a rainbow.”

“Well, actually—” I broke off in a manly yip when he poked me in the side.

“Boys, boys, not while he’s driving,” Jon reproved. “Stop worrying, Donovan. The FBI consultant we’re going to meet is retired, but he’s got a new guy he’s training. With two people, we’ll be able to sort this out sooner rather than later. And then we can enjoy the hot springs and go home, yeah?”

Donovan grumbled something unintelligible.

Personally, I didn’t think sorting out the problem of our ghost was going to be nearly that easy or quick. This had the feeling of taking more than a day to solve. But if I’d learned anything as an adult, it was when to keep my opinions to myself.
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Crescent Hotel and Spa wore its age well. It was an 1880s build, or thereabouts, and it had the stone façade and tall, gabled roofs of its time period. I seriously loved the architecture on this place, and it had been one of the reasons why I’d stayed there.

As we pulled into the parking lot, I could see my brother start to question every life decision that led him to this point. If not for the love of the little blond at his side, nothing would get Donovan past the city limits, much less through the doors of a haunted hotel.

Before he slid out of the Humvee, I leaned in and offered, “You need me to do a Sipi Tau with you?”

Donovan sighed gustily, still staring at the hotel mournfully.

“Sipi Tau?” Jon questioned from the backseat.

“Tongan battle cry, only it’s got a war dance that goes with it,” I explained. “Traditionally, you do it to get your courage up. Not just battles, but anything you need empowering for. Our parents made sure we learned some of our heritage growing up, so we all know how to do it.”

Jon perked up with interest. “Yeah? I’d love to see that.”

I poked my brother in the ribs again. “You need me to? I’m down.”

Donovan sighed again. “Don’t tempt me. Let’s just get this over with.”

Hey, I offered. Not on me if he chose not to. We pulled bags out of the back, and I carefully handled the well-wrapped snow globe. Better me than Donovan or Jon. Jon wouldn’t actually care, but my brother would not look at Jon juggling a ghost favorably. He was protective of his boyfriend. It was frankly amazing he trusted me to watch Jon’s back while we played detective with the ghost hunters. I mean, my brother trusted me. I’ve never questioned that. But relinquishing Jon into my care? That was huge.

The front desk clerk was a nice man who checked us in with professionalism and a smile. I had just been handed my room key when I heard a somewhat-familiar voice pipe up behind me.

“Havili? Brandon Havili?”

I turned to see the speaker. Right behind me was a man of about average height—meaning he’d be lucky to hit my shoulders—with a curious expression on his face as he looked up at me. Thick, brown hair waved and curled in a flattering way around his face, his light brown eyes glowed amber under the lights, and he looked touchable and squishy.

Damn. That’s the cutest twink to ever twink.

Wait.

What?

My libido chose one hell of a moment to find another guy to be attracted to. I’d barely wrapped my brain around the first one. I mentally slapped the attraction down and rebooted my mouth to say something instead of standing around like a gaping moron. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Oh, good. I thought I recognized the voice. I’m Mackenzie Lafayette.”

This was the guy I was supposed to be working with for the foreseeable future? He did not look like a ghost wrangler. First of all, he was too cute for that. Second of all, how was I supposed to handle this? I didn’t know how to flirt with my own gender, dammit.

Social training kicked in and saved me again from standing around like a mute idiot. I held out a hand. “Nice to meet you in person, Mackenzie.”

“Mack’s fine,” he said, taking it in a firm grip.

I introduced the two standing by, watching this play out. “My brother, Donovan, and Jonathan Bane.”

Mack shook their hands too, all genuinely happy smiles. I tried to tell my libido those smiles weren’t meant for it specifically. It didn’t care and was trying to override my common sense.

I was well aware I had a type. All my life, I’d been attracted to women who were a little on the plush side. I liked them soft and cuddly. I wasn’t into the physically fit build. Don’t ask me why; it was just what I gravitated to. That apparently applied to men, too. Mack didn’t have an ultra slim, packing muscles kind of build. He had some softness around his middle and looked really cuddly and huggable.

Jon, of course, caught all of this. His eyes darted from me to Mack and then back again before his eyebrows rose sharply. I shrugged at him. What could I say? Apparently, the possibility of me finding another man attractive had happened sooner rather than later.

“I actually came over to the hotel to clear it with the manager for us to do the haunting investigation here,” Mack said to all of us. “It’s good timing that I bumped into you. I wanted to touch base and figure out a plan before we really tackled things tomorrow. Would you like me to take your ghost for tonight?”

Donovan gave him a look that suggested puppy love. “Please?”

“Her name is Emma,” Jon said. “My mother was able to talk to her to some degree, and wrote down everything Emma told her. It’s in with the box with the snow globe.”

“That’s helpful, thank you.”

I carefully transferred the box over, our fingers brushing during the transfer. He ran a little cold, or at least his hands were. For my brother’s sake, I asked, “Would you take a look at our hotel rooms and see if anything’s hanging around?”

“Sure, I’d be glad to do that for you.” Mack gave Donovan such a sincere look of sympathy I almost melted from it, and it wasn’t even aimed at me. “I understand you’re not comfortable with spirits. I’ll lay down some salt, too, to keep your room free and clear. That way you can rest easy.”

Donovan visibly relaxed a few notches. “Thanks. I really appreciate that.”

“No problem. What room number are you in?”

“Three-twelve.” Jon led the way to the stairs. “Sorry, elevators aren’t a good match for me.”

Mack waved it off. “Quite alright. I was warned about you. My phone’s in my back pocket. Do I need to worry about it?”

“Only if I’m in direct contact with it. Long-term exposure will eventually kill things, but it normally takes a direct touch to have an immediate effect.”

“Ah, good. I was worried about the crew’s equipment, too. But if you can navigate around them, it should be fine.”

“It will be. I just have to use Brandon as a shield.” Jon gave me a wink over his shoulder as we crossed a landing.

I shrugged; that was basically what I was here for.

Mack gave me an intense stare, and I swear he was trying to read my mind. “I’m not clear on this. I know you’re probational and in training, but in training for what exactly?”

“Psychic department, specifically ghost wrangling,” I answered. “My recruiter is very firmly of the opinion that I’ll make a good anchor, and he wants to shove me in there first, see if I connect with anyone. That and I actually like ghosts, which is apparently rare.”

“It is, more than you’d think.” Mack seemed very excited about this information, his free hand coming up to illustrate as he spoke. “And that’s great. That means we’ll likely be paired up in the future at some point. I’m about to get passed—this is my last job as a proby—but I’m not partnered. They’ll put me on a rotation with anyone who’s expressed interest to be an anchor until I find someone I click with. When will you be done shadowing these two?”

“Ah, about two and a half weeks, thereabouts.”

“So really soon? Cool. It’ll be nice to partner up with someone I already know. I don’t know that many agents. I’ve basically been training with Hannah and Beau this whole time.”

Jon paused at the top of the stairs to frown at Mack. “I thought you had to already be partnered before they let you be an agent.”

“Yeah, they’re relaxing the rules on that a bit,” Mack informed him, shrugging. “Or so I’m told. There’re too many people with talent they want to keep. They’ll now work with you on finding an anchor if you don’t already have one. I’m really glad. No one around me at home was willing to. I’ve got better odds working with the FBI.”

I couldn’t understand how anyone would look at this man, who was not only cute but also good natured, and think he wasn’t worth the effort of protecting. Of supporting. Were the people around him just selfish or blind? And could I smack them? I wanted to smack them.

We reached our rooms before I could ask things that were likely none of my business. Mack went straight in, looking around curiously—rather like a real estate agent evaluating a new piece of property. I was too curious to stand there and just watch. I put my suitcase down and shadowed him. “Can I ask what you’re looking for?”

He didn’t look at me, but his tone was friendly as he responded, “Sure. So basically, spirits have different stages that they’re in. The older ones are sometimes so exhausted and low on energy there’s barely any sort of presence. Fresher spirits have more vitality more often than not. But if the conditions are right, an old spirit can still have a lot of presence, even a hundred or three hundred years later. Usually if there’s limestone or quartz in the area, that helps them. Also, if those stones are around, there is the possibility of a residual haunting.”

Donovan hadn’t stepped foot in the room yet, but he hovered just inside the doorway. “What’s the difference?”

“A residual haunting isn’t an active spirit. It’s just a memory. Think of it like a snapshot of a moment that plays over and over like a broken record. Nothing’s actually there to interact with. Mediums find residual hauntings irritating because we have to watch them for a few seconds before we can determine if the spirits are the type to be responsive or not.”

I’d read up on a lot of this, but I liked how Mack explained it. He was good at putting all of this into layman’s terms.

Mack stopped dead in the center of the room and nodded. “I don’t sense anything in here. What I’ll do is line the window and door with salt. Just renew the salt line every morning and make sure to step over it, okay? A broken line will give a spirit the ability to pass through.”

Donovan nodded instantly. “Any kind of salt?”

“Or sugar. Rock salt works best, though. Should I check the other room as well?”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to seal off my room. I’m kinda hoping something happens. Nothing did last time.”

Mack smiled up at me, and I could tell he was delighted with my attitude. “Yeah? You stayed here before, you said that, but you were hoping for a sighting?”

“Sure. I’ve only seen a ghost once before. I’ve never been able to repeat the experience, and I’m really aggravated about that.”

Donovan sighed heavily and told me point blank, “Tokotaha faikehe.”

I immediately lunged for him. That was just uncalled for. He ducked, falling into a fighting stance.

“Boys, boys,” Jon admonished, although there was a twinkle in his eye. “You two are worse than cats in a sack, I swear. Donovan, no name calling.”

“I told him he’s weird,” Donovan protested, defending himself.

“I am weird and proud of it,” I said, still willing to wrestle my point. “But ghosts are not weird.”

Jon rolled his eyes heavenward. “I really feel sorry for your sister. It must have been something growing up with you two.”

“Are you kidding?” Donovan pulled a face. “Sammy’s mean.”

I nodded in fervent agreement. “We don’t mess with our sister. She’ll take us out.”

Mack’s eyebrows slowly got lost in his hairline. “I can’t imagine taking both of you down. No offense, but you’re built like linebackers.”

“Sam’s about my height, too,” Jon said, smirking now because of course it was funny to him. Sam liked him. She wouldn’t do anything to him. “Which makes it funnier. But they really will not cross her. Then again, I have a sister, and I won’t cross her either. Sisters are conniving about getting revenge.”

And Sam was cleverer than most. Or more underhanded. Take your pick.

While this conversation was interesting and all, it didn’t really help me. I was still curious about my reaction to Mack. I wanted more time with him without a lot of people interfering to give me a chance to figure it out. If I didn’t say something now, I might lose my chance. “So, um, Mack. Since we don’t really know the area all that well, how about you tell us some good restaurants? Maybe we can have dinner together and plan for the next few days.”

“Yeah, sure. What are you in the mood to eat?”

Yes, okay, good. That worked. Thank god he was the friendly type. Even if my brother and Jon were the third and fourth wheels for dinner, it was fine. It wasn’t like I wanted to go on a date with him. I just wanted more time to interact with Mack. If my reaction to him now wasn’t some fluke brought on by my conversation with Jon earlier, then who knew? Maybe this would be worth pursuing.
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Brandon Havili should come with warning labels. Heat advisory, side effect of cardiac arrest, with the possibility of blue balls. He didn’t just sound like a mountain, he was about the size of one, too, and that mountain was all muscle. It was covered by lovely, sun-kissed, copper skin, and gorgeous brown eyes that bordered on gold. My focus was really on exploring what lay under those form-fitting jeans he wore so deliciously well. The man was sex on legs and apparently unaware of it, as he was friendly without being flirty.

Well, he might have been flirting? At the very least, the way he looked at me made my gaydar ping. It was a look of interest, as if he found me attractive. And let me tell you, that was a stroke to my ego. The man who could be a poster boy for a fitness gym thought I looked good. I would so take that and run with it.

I got out of there before I could make an idiot of myself and hit on him. I really, really needed to play it cool until I could figure him out. I didn’t think he’d take it badly if I did make a pass, though. I mean, his brother and boyfriend were obviously on good terms with him, which said a lot. Still, I needed to work with this man. Maybe take this in baby steps, yeah.

We made arrangements to meet at one of the Mexican restaurants in town, which worked out well as I had an envie for some Mexican. I scooted back to Beau’s house for an hour to settle Emma into my room. She was a little leery of being in a place she didn’t know, but I introduced her to the resident house ghost—the momma bear of the group—and that reassured her. I also read through the note on her and got a better feeling for what I needed to do to help her pass on.

I debated changing into something different but couldn’t figure out what without dressing up, which might make my interest too obvious and thereby awkward. Yeah…let’s not. I pocketed a large jar of rock salt instead and hopped back into the car.

Eureka Springs was a beautiful town. It wasn’t large by any standard, and the architecture for the most part hailed from a different era, when steam engines were a new thing. Nestled in between the rolling green hills of Arkansas, it was picturesque and peaceful. At least on the surface.

I found it really hard to drive in the town or to rest easy. There were so, so many ghosts here. Most of them had good energy to draw from, and at a glance or from the corner of my eye, it was hard to determine if they were person or spirit. I was constantly on the verge of hitting my brakes. One of the many reasons a medium needed an anchor was that it was difficult for us to drive. We couldn’t really trust our eyes.

To be honest, the idea of having an anchor wasn’t real to me in some ways. It was kind of a fantasy. I’d grown up surrounded by spirits and disbelieving people. The ones who did believe me thought I dabbled in Voodoo. It was hardly a comfortable environment. I’d only dreamed of meeting people who would treat me like I was normal. That my sight was normal. Beau and Hannah had given me that, as well as a place in the FBI where I’d work with even more people who would do the same. It was my dream come true.

Having an anchor? Fairytale level stuff, right there.

Beau acted so nonchalant about it, as did Hannah. They took it for granted. They didn’t understand why I reacted as if they casually spoke of finding me a unicorn. I didn’t know how to explain it to them, either.

But did I want an anchor? Hell yes.

A jaywalker started across the street at a gliding pace, and I slammed on the brakes before I could hit her. The car behind me nearly rear-ended me, and the driver honked his horn in an outraged manner. Only after the pedestrian passed me did I realize she was in full late 1800s dress with no feet. Aw, dammit. I waved an apology to the man behind me, thanked the heavens we hadn’t actually had a collision, and kept driving. I really had to get the hang of driving until I could find an anchor. Who knew how long that would take.

The restaurant was thankfully nearby, and I parked with a sigh of relief. I stepped out of the car and found all three men hanging out at the bench in front of the brightly-colored building. Brandon spotted me first and gave me a wave. I waved a little shyly back.

“The smells from this place are killing me,” Donovan said as I walked toward them. He took in a deep breath to illustrate, sighing in pleasure. “I feel like I’ll gain about five pounds from the smell alone.”

“You’re likely not wrong.” I handed him the rock salt with a smile. “That should cover you for the next few days.”

“You’re a saint, Mack. Thanks.” The rock salt went immediately into one of his cargo pockets.

“Let’s go in.” I pushed the door open and waved them through.

El Mojito was a good place, run by a large family who’d immigrated from Mexico decades ago. They could really, really cook. How they’d ended up in Eureka Springs of all places, I had no idea, but I was thankful for it. The hostess—I think she was the eldest daughter—showed us to a table, which I thought was a good call. Brandon and Donovan were not the types to fit well in a booth. We were handed menus, and we placed our drink orders. I requested a Mexican Coke with a glass of ice, as usual. Since I came here regularly, they were used to me and my ways, and she didn’t bat an eye.

Brandon listened with interest. “Is a Mexican Coke somehow different?”

He would ask that. Well, he’d likely pick up on my faults sooner rather than later, anyway. “Yeah, they don’t use corn syrup as a sweetener. Mexican soda is made with cane sugar. I’m allergic to corn, so I can only have their type of sodas.”

Jon, for some reason, stared at me in a dissecting manner. “Not just corn, I see.”

I blinked at him. “You can read that?”

“Sort of. I can read that there’s a few other things not quite right. One of them is causing havoc in your gut at the moment.”

Damn. His eyes were good. No wonder he fried electronics. “Yeah, I can’t do dairy or coffee, either.”

All three men shuddered in pity.

I rolled my eyes. “Coffee is actually not that much of a loss, you addicts. I always get that reaction from people. It’s dairy and corn that’s in everything and makes my life difficult. Corn especially. America’s really bad about putting corn into stuff.”

“And here you sit in a Mexican restaurant,” Brandon observed. He watched me carefully, almost as if I held the possible answer to a question.

“It’s not that difficult to maneuver around the menu. I can actually have three or four different things. Some restaurants, I’m relegated to just salads.” I shrugged; allergies were a part of life. I did cheat with dairy sometimes, because cheese. Everything else, though, no way in hell. Corn laid me out flat for three days and made me feel like I had the flu. Coffee wasn’t even tempting.

Our waitress came back with drinks and to take our orders, which we placed. No one was surprised when I ordered fajitas with no cheese, tortillas, or sour cream. With the orders on their way to the kitchen, I felt like we needed to switch topics. “So! How much do you know about Eureka Springs?”

“It’s too haunted,” Donovan answered promptly and with a sour expression on his face.

I kind of had to agree with him there. “Do you know why?”

“I do, but I didn’t think to tell them,” Brandon admitted. “Don’s not fond of ghost stories.”

Jon was dialed in, at least, his interest obvious. “Tell me.”

“So, the hotel was built in 1886, but it changed hands several times. In 1937, it was bought by a man named Norman G. Baker. He turned it into a hospital and health resort. Here’s the kicker—he wasn’t a doctor.”

Donovan groaned. “I see where this is going already.”

I shrugged because he was likely right. “Baker was a millionaire and radio personality, so he had a lot of followers. He’d not had any medical training, but people listened to him. He claimed he had discovered a cure for various ailments, and because he was also an inventor, they believed him. One of the things he claimed to cure was cancer. Turned out his only cure for cancer was drinking the spring’s natural water and soaking in the spa.”

Everyone at the table winced, even Brandon. He hadn’t known that much, huh. “I’m not sure what his death toll was. He treated thousands of desperate patients, and at least several hundred died at the hotel. The basement was their morgue, and he was known for doing autopsies on them down there—and sometimes keeping the body parts for study.”

Donovan shuddered from head to toe. “Stop, stop.”

He really wasn’t good with horror, was he? Remembering what it was like to be young and defenseless, surrounded by spirits, I couldn’t help but be sympathetic. It was hard to fight something ethereal. “Just stay out of the basement and the second floor and you’ll be fine. That’s where the ghosts mostly congregate.”

“Why the second floor?” Jon asked curiously.

“Baker’s office was located there.”

“Basement and second floor. Got it.” Donovan gave me a hopeful look. “And how long will it take to do your thing?”

“Ah, depends. Usually it’s a few minutes. Sometimes we hit unexpected resistance, and then it takes a little longer. Mostly, we have to set up a lighted path and…uh. Not sure how to explain this. Basically, I have to open a pathway for her and then sort of coax her down it. Emma will pass on her own once I get her in motion.”

“But we’re here for three days at least with the ghost hunting crew,” Brandon reminded his brother. He likely meant to sound sympathetic, but it came off as excited.

Donovan rolled his eyes. “You just had to agree to that.”

“I love how you’re placing the blame on me and not Jon.”

“Jon agreed because you agreed,” Donovan shot back.

Jon snickered. “Actually, I probably would have been interested regardless. But it does help that Brandon’s on board too.”

Donovan acted good-naturedly about being dragged into something he obviously wasn’t comfortable with. Even these complaints were half-teasing. I thought about what it must be like to love someone enough to go into a situation you weren’t comfortable with just because they asked you to. Damn, okay, now I was jealous.

The dinner stayed lively and fun. An hour passed in the blink of an eye, and absolutely no scrap of food left the table intact. The Havili brothers could apparently pack it away. At one point, Donovan left for a bathroom break, and Brandon went to settle the bill, saying something about this all being an FBI training expense. It left me alone at the table for a few minutes with Jon.

Clear blue eyes settled on me, and it was almost instinctively unnerving how penetrating those eyes felt. I had no secrets from this man. I suddenly, intuitively understood that.

“Mack,” Jon said calmly. “Two things you need to understand before we progress any further. First, I’m not a tattletale. I won’t spill your secrets.”

I held my breath, staring right back at him. I saw his sincerity and decided to trust him and take those words at face value. Slowly, I let out the breath I was holding. “Okay. Thanks, that is reassuring.”

“My ability unnerves people, I know this. But I know how to keep a confidence. Now, second thing you need to know. I’m part of the reason why Brandon’s FBI and signed as a potential anchor.”

Now, that, I did not expect at all. “Really? Why?”

“About four months ago, we had a case in Nashville that required the FBI to come in. The psychic on the team got a good read on Donovan, and as it happened, he’d had a run in with Brandon months earlier. I told Marc point blank that Donovan was one of the best anchors I’d ever seen. After watching him in action, he agreed with me. I also told him Brandon was remarkably similar to his brother and had all the traits to be an amazing anchor as well. Marc agreed and offered Brandon a job. As you can see, he took it. He’s rather keen on the idea.”

The suspicious part of my nature reared its head, and I asked slowly, “And why are you telling me all of this?”

He took a sip of his drink before smirking at me. “Now, why do you think I am?”

Psychic. Right. “Shit. Tell me I wasn’t being obvious with him.”

“Not that I saw. But you can be, you know.”

My waffling back and forth abruptly straightened up. “Really?!”

The smirk widened. I kind of wanted to smack it off his face. It was entirely too smug. “I can’t say more without crossing a line, but is that a sufficient enough hint to get you moving, Mack?”

“Shit, yeah. I just wasn’t sure how he’d take it.” I did a happy booty-dance in my chair. I may have been lacking in the playboy department, but I could flirt with sexy men. That was totally in my wheelhouse.

Game on.
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As I paid for dinner, carefully pocketing the receipt, a few facts whirled in my head and common sense started raising questions. Fact one: mediums had a hard time telling the difference between real people and ghosts. Fact two: this was one of the most haunted cities in all the United States. Fact three: Mack had driven himself here.

Didn’t that mean he’d been dodging both ghosts and people as he drove? That didn’t sound at all safe. Unless there was something I was missing.

I went back to the table and saw Mack and Jon in conversation. Jon had that smug look on his face, suggesting he was up to something. For all that he wasn’t a tattletale, he did purposefully let things slip from time to time to poke people. I wouldn’t call it manipulation, per se, but he was known for giving people a push if they needed it. It was a fine line he tread. Mack looked eager, so whatever it was Jon had told him, I had to guess it wasn’t anything traumatic.

They both clammed up as I approached the table. When people did that, it was human nature to suspect they were talking about you, but I shrugged the notion off. Probably wasn’t about me. Some things were just better kept in confidence. “Hey, Mack. Jon told me that mediums sometimes have trouble telling the difference between ghosts and people.”

“True,” Mack answered, expression confused. He clearly didn’t know where I led with this. “It’s a pretty common problem. It’s why mediums like to have anchors.”

“Okay. But you drove here. Isn’t that a difficult thing for you to do? Drive in this town?”

Mack sighed deeply. “You’ve no idea. There’s ghosts on every corner, it feels like.”

My protective instincts flicked on like someone had just hit a switch. “Okay, you know what? I’m not fine with you driving yourself back. That’s an accident waiting to happen. Jon, you okay with following us to his place? I’ll drive him back.”

Jon smirked again; he saw more than heard what I really meant. “Sure. That’s fine.”

The look on Mack’s face was a priceless combination of wonder and protest. His jaw had dropped, and he visibly searched for a response that never made it out of his mouth.

Thankfully, Jon backed me up. “Mack, let him. He’s in training to be a medium’s anchor anyway, right? This is a good opportunity for him.”

That cleared out the protest and left Mack nodding in agreement. “When you put it that way, it’s hard to refuse. Brandon, no offense, but can you even fit in my car?”

“You’re driving an Accord, aren’t you? No problem, there’s plenty of legroom in Accords.” Which meant I barely fit. A thirty-eight-inch inseam was no joking matter. If not for my mother’s legendary shopping skills, I’d have no way of buying long enough pants.

Donovan came back, and we filled him in on the plan as we headed for the parking lot. He shot me an interesting look, as if he were trying to figure me out, but didn’t protest. Still, I knew I’d get more than a few questions later. It was about time I had a heart to heart with him, anyway. I actually looked forward to it, now that Jon had straightened me out. There were a lot of things I wanted to hear from my big brother; a lot of questions to ask.

But first, I had a cute brunet to focus on.

I leaned in first and pushed the car seat all the way back. No way in hell could I have climbed in otherwise. I had to adjust the mirrors, too, but Mack didn’t seem to mind that, either. We settled in, and I asked, “Where to?”

“Ah, come out and take a left.”

“Okay.” I put the car into gear, carefully backing up.

“Thanks for this, Brandon. Really. I almost caused an accident on the way here. I wasn’t really looking forward to driving back to the house.”

I cast him a glance, a little alarmed. “Why didn’t you have someone drive you?”

“I don’t really have someone to call,” he explained with an uneasy shrug. “I’m not from here. I’m from Opelousas, Louisiana. I only came up here for training, and I’m staying with my mentor and his anchor—Beau and Hannah. They’re great to me, don’t get me wrong, but I feel bad about asking them to drive me everywhere. They’ve already done a lot for me. And I know how to drive; it’s not like I can’t.”

He sure as hell shouldn’t when he couldn’t tell flesh from spirit. I bit that back because I didn’t really have the right to say so. He was doing the best he could with what he had. “So that’s where that accent is from. I’ve been trying to place it.”

“Can’t get much more Southern,” he drawled, deliberately deepening his accent. “Born on the Bayou. You, I can’t figure out. You don’t really have a discernable accent.”

I shrugged. That was true. “I was born in California. We spent a good chunk out there, then we moved to Tennessee while I was a freshman in high school. Worked for the most part in Colorado as an adult. But I’m multi-lingual, and that kind of erases an accent, I’ve discovered.”

“Multi-lingual?” he asked in interest. “I know Creole French. That’s what my family mostly uses. What do you speak?”

“Tongan, some Tagalog, enough Spanish to start a gang fight and buy stuff.”

“Tongan? Are you Tongan?”

“Mostly. We were raised in the culture, so I consider myself to be, yeah. But we’re firmly American, too, since all of my siblings were born here. Mom and Dad were actually born in Hawaii, so I guess third generation American.” I wasn’t sure exactly how we’d gotten on this topic, but I liked the interest he showed in me. “What is Creole French, anyway?”

“Bastardized French, basically. Only really spoken in Louisiana and Mississippi, to my knowledge. A true French person would shudder in horror to hear it, but it’s how my family speaks to each other.” Mack abruptly flinched, his hands flinging out to grasp the oh-shit handle above the window, his feet stomping on an invisible brake.

There was absolutely nothing on the road ahead of us, but I could guess at what he was instinctively reacting to. “Not a person, Mack.”

He shuddered. “God, I’m glad you were driving. He looked so solid, he fooled me completely.”

I was suddenly fiercely glad I was driving, too. The road ahead of us was clear, sure, but Jon and Donovan were right behind us. That Humvee was built to do damage. And even if it wasn’t them, it could have been someone else.

Mack turned and stared at me, a flash of understanding crossing his face.

“What?” I couldn’t figure out what he was thinking.

“So this is what it’s like, having an anchor? I mean, I’ve seen Hannah in action, but…for some reason it’s suddenly more real when I’m the one being protected. Huh.” His voice turned wistful. “It’s really nice.”

That last sentence hit me right in the feels. Can’t pull over and kiss him, can’t pull over and kiss him…okay, repeat that eight more times. He wasn’t really trying to turn my protective instincts into overdrive, I was sure. He was just naturally hitting the sweet spot. A flash of genius darted through my brain, and I didn’t even think it over. I just said it. “Mack, let’s do this. For the next few days, let me play anchor for you.”

“Brandon, that would be amazing, but—you sure?”

He didn’t sound as if he were trying to dissuade me. Rather the opposite. “Well, I’m training to be an anchor, right? It’s good practice for me.”

“Take the next right at the light,” he directed. “I’d like the chance to practice, too. How to work with an anchor, I mean. There’s only so much I can learn from observing Beau and Hannah.”

“Ditto for me with Jon and Donovan.”

“Are you sure you can, though? I mean, you’re supposed to help Jon on the ghost hunting tour.”

“I think I can keep him from frying things and keep an eye on you at the same time. No biggie.”

“The grey Victorian there on the right, that’s the house.” Mack pointed to the one in question. It looked very stately, not unlike a Painted Lady, what with all the shades of grey.

I pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine, automatically handing him the keys. He took them slowly, our fingers almost tangling together for a moment. A soft, almost shy smile graced his face as he looked at me, and the way our hands brushed left my skin tingling. “I’d love to have you as an anchor.”

My mouth went dry. Please tell me he’s flirting, oh please, oh please. “Done deal. Then, see you in the morning?”

“Yeah. Call me; we’ll work out our schedule. Maybe do breakfast?”

“Sure.” That sounded suspiciously like a date, but I wasn’t stupid enough to question it. Nope, no siree. I would take this ball and run with it. “Sure, breakfast sounds great. I’ll call you after eight, okay?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Merci, Brandon.”

Okay, time to go. I reluctantly opened the car door and slid out. Jon idled at the curb, and I gave Mack one last smile and wave before I opened the backdoor and slid in. I tracked him all the way through his front door, but that was just a security thing. I wanted to make sure he got in alright.

Jon twisted in the driver’s seat and got a good look at me, eyebrows waggling. “Oh really, now?”

I gave him an exasperated look in return. How was it that the more time I spent around this man, the more he became the irritating little brother? The one you love but still want to throttle sometimes.

“Just what is going on?” Donovan asked, also turned around in his seat to look at me. “I swear, you were almost flirting with Mack the whole afternoon. And this one keeps smirking and making cryptic comments about me talking to you.”

Jon snickered evilly and got the car into drive, pulling away from the house.

Thanks a lot, Jon. I felt like I should have alcohol for this conversation but gamely dove in anyway. “So, um, bro. I kind of realized a few months back that I’m not really straight.”

It was a good thing Donovan was sitting down. I think he’d have hit the floor, otherwise. As it was, his jaw dropped so fast it probably dented the car. “Seriously?!”

“Yeah. I, uh, think I’m bisexual. Well, actually, Jon confirmed for me that I’m bisexual. It’s just I’m a really, really skewed bisexual. Most guys don’t do it for me.”

Donovan stared at me hard for a long moment. “You know that’s going to be okay for everyone in the family.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Way to state the obvious.”

“If it was that obvious, why didn’t you say something earlier?”

“Because I was trying to wrap my head around it. It was just the one guy, before. I thought maybe it was a fluke or something.”

“Before. Meaning you’ve since encountered another man you’re attracted to.” Donovan was slowly overcoming his shock and settling into his default mode with me: teasing. “A certain brunet twink medium, by chance?”

“Can you blame me? He’s damn cute,” I defended myself. “A little short, which is how I like them.”

“Uh, now wait a minute,” Jon objected. “Mack’s about my height. That’s average height for a man. Nothing short about that.”

“He only comes up to my armpit,” I said.

“Oh, well, if we’re comparing him to a giant,” Jon retorted.

Okay, maybe he had a point there. “Anyway. Yeah, I’m attracted. I like what I’ve seen from him so far, too. I volunteered to play anchor for him while we’re here. He really, really needs an anchor, and I figured it would be good practice for me.”

Donovan, for some reason, looked at his partner and said deadpan, “Mack switched on his protective instincts, didn’t he?”

“Oh yeah,” Jon confirmed in the same dry tone.

I snorted. “Like you have a leg to stand on, Don. I remember very well what you told me when you first met this one.”

“I’m just saying.” Donovan put an exaggerated hand over his heart. “Glad you finally told me, Brandon. Seriously. The whole family sensed something was up with you, but we weren’t sure how serious it was. Jon said not to worry about it, that you were just working something out.”

I really did owe Jon. “I’ve only recently really come to terms with it. I’ll call Mom and Dad and talk to them about it tonight so they understand. But uh…damn, this is kinda awkward to ask, but…”

Donovan made an encouraging noise in the back of his throat.

“I, uh, really don’t know how to flirt with my own gender. I mean, how do you even…?”

“Ah.” The proverbial light flicked on in Donovan’s head. “Yeah, it’s a little different. Not very, I mean, dating people is dating people. But there are some subtle differences. I can give you some tips. You seem to be doing okay with Mack, though.”

That was good to hear.

“Wait.” Jon took advantage of a red stoplight to give us both a look of forced patience. “Brandon has known Mack a day. Are you seriously going to start pursuing him after a day’s acquaintance?”

I didn’t really understand what he meant by that. “I already know I’m attracted to him and he’s got a good personality. We have at least two common interests. That’s all green lights. What am I supposed to do, drag my feet until the opportunity slips past me?”

“You Havilis. You really don’t waste any time.” Jon shook his head and kept driving.

“You knew me for all of five minutes and wanted to date me,” Donovan argued, amused by the objection as well.

“That’s different. I saw all I needed to with you.”

“And is there something about Mack Brandon needs to know about? Some reason for them not to date?”

“Well, no.” Jon made a tossing gesture. “Okay, fine, you win. Date to your heart’s content, Brandon.”

I settled into the seat, feeling smug. “I plan to.”
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I walked into the house a little dazed. The force of Brandon’s smile was still sending me through a loop of hormones, and the offer of being my anchor for the next few days rang through my ears. It was accompanied by “The Hallelujah Chorus” for some reason, too. It seemed that lagniappe had finally kicked in. I was finally going to get a little extra from the universe, and it apparently came in the form of Brandon Havili.

Hannah, of course, was in the living room reading as I came in. Her timing was always impeccable when it came to catching me off-stride. She looked up over her reading glasses and gave me a once over that seemed to tell her volumes. “My, my. Dinner with colleagues, was it?”

At her arch tone, I flushed. “It was a dinner with colleagues.”

“Pull the other one, kid, it’s got bells.”

“No, it was. It’s just that one of my colleagues is hotter than sin and offered to be my anchor for the next few days. And he drove me home so I didn’t get into a car accident. And I want to climb him like a tree and lick him.”

Hannah immediately put the book aside and pointed me to the nearest chair. “I need more details than that, Mack. How hot is hot?”

“On a scale of one to ten, he’s a twenty. His brother is good looking too, although rather intimidating.” I wasn’t sure why. Maybe the scars? I couldn’t see much of them past the coat and sweater Donovan had worn, just traces of them along the back of his neck. Something about the man told my survival instincts that if we met in a dark alley, I had better run like hell, as I had no chance. But I also knew from watching him that he had a soft, protective streak a mile wide. His eyes were basically heart-shaped when he looked at Jon.

I took a seat next to Hannah and tried to put my jumbled-up thoughts into words. “Brandon Havili is his name. You’ll likely get to meet him tomorrow. We’ve promised to meet up for breakfast. Have you ever met someone who is just automatically thoughtful of the people around him? That’s Brandon. He’s all smiles, too. A naturally happy person.”

She listened to me like she always did. “And why did he offer to be your anchor for while he’s here?”

“I didn’t even suggest it. He just did the math, put it together that it’s not really a great idea for me to drive, and volunteered. His argument was that he’s in training to be an anchor anyway and this was good practice, but…” I leaned in and confided, trying not to chortle, “Jon, the psychic? He hinted to me that I should flirt. That Brandon would be receptive to it. I tried my hand at a bit of flirting on the way here and Brandon basically leapt on it.”

“So he’s interested.” Hannah put a thoughtful finger to her chin, eyes narrowed as she ruminated. “How did he become a candidate for an FBI anchor?”

“Ah, I don’t have the full story on that, but Jon told me he’s part of the reason. He recommended Brandon for it. Another FBI agent had apparently met Brandon already—Marc? Does that ring any bells?”

“Only FBI psychic I know of by that name is Marc Gonzalez. He’s a firecracker, that one; a good man.”

“Huh. Well, Marc knew Brandon somehow as well. So when Jon said Brandon was a good fit for the role, Marc felt validated, I guess, and went immediately and recruited him. I’m not sure what Brandon was doing before that, though.” An oversight on my part that I hadn’t asked. Maybe I could work it into the conversation somehow over breakfast.

“What is Jon’s specialty?” Hannah sounded like a teacher waiting for a student to supply her with information he should have already handed over.

“Ah, he’s a reader. Scarily good, too. His eyes are no joke. I think he can read a person’s full history in one sweep of the eyes.” He’d basically done that to me.

“So a reader told you that you needed to flirt with Brandon, who’s already in training to be an anchor, and you didn’t think anything of that?”

Realization dawned. Oh shit. Holy fucking shit.

“I love you, kid, but you are sometimes so slow on the uptake.” Hannah gave me a pitying look.

I felt like I should maybe put my head between my knees until I got my lungs working again. It took three tries to get my jaw back in alignment before I could croak out, “Can psychics even see things like compatibility?”

“Readers, generally not. But they can see a person’s interest, sexual orientation, and overall personality. I bet they can make an educated guess on whether two people are a good fit for each other.”

Yeah, okay, I needed alcohol for this conversation. I didn’t know that before, but I knew it now.

Hannah’s expression grew hopeful. “If you took his advice, then you’re not going to argue with us anymore about having an anchor?”

My budding euphoria got a cold bucket of water right in the face. “Hannah, it’s not that I don’t want one, it’s just….”

She sighed impatiently. “I could wring your mother’s neck, I really could. Why she waited so long to get you tested when all the signs were there, I do not understand. You shouldn’t have been alone your entire childhood, battling this out yourself. If she’d given you to us as a teenager, like she should have, then you wouldn’t have these stupid conceptions of being a burden lodged in your brain.”

I winced. That more or less hit the nail on the head. I’d heard complaints most of my life. Mack was weird. You couldn’t take Mack out in public; you didn’t know how he’d react. Mack was probably on drugs. That was why he was hallucinating like that. I was an embarrassment to be around, and everyone in my family aside from my mother made sure I knew it well.

It was hard—stupidly hard—overcoming that childhood conditioning. Intellectually, I understood they were wrong to treat me that way. But the habit was still there to avoid going out in public with anyone else to save them the embarrassment. To take care of my own needs. To not rely on anyone else because there wasn’t anyone else to rely on.

Hannah rephrased her question. “If you accepted Brandon’s offer, have you changed your mind?”

“I do want an anchor, I just didn’t think it was all that feasible.” I felt I had to explain that first. “And it’s not that I’ve really changed my mind about that, but Brandon seems to be the exception to the rule. He likes ghosts, for one; he’s eager to see some. And he volunteered to spend more time with me, despite knowing exactly what I do. What I am. It’s a golden opportunity. Besides, like I said, the man’s sex on legs. If I turn down the opportunity to spend time with him, I should be certified insane.”

“I didn’t think you were a total idiot.” Hannah nodded, satisfied. “You treating him to breakfast or cooking for him?”

“Cooking, of course. That’ll get me more brownie points.” Not to mention eating out was difficult.

“What are you going to cook the man for breakfast?”

Being a man myself, I knew the adage was one hundred percent true: the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Seeing how Brandon could pack it away told me that whatever I made needed an emphasis on quantity. “I thought maybe a traditional Southern breakfast? Biscuits, sausage gravy, easy over eggs, some fruit. What do we have to work with?”

“Well, we’ve got the ingredients for all of that, but there are still dishes in the sink to be done.”

Yeah, no, he was not walking into a messy kitchen. I had a good impression to make. I hopped up immediately. “Let me just check on ingredients and clean the kitchen before I go to bed.”

“You should have dates more often if it means my house gets cleaned!” Hannah called after me, chuckling evilly.

I thought about telling her it wasn’t a date. But tomorrow’s breakfast would be a date if I had anything to say about it. And I had, in fact, quite a bit of say.
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The trick to good biscuits was to not overwork the dough. Dinner rolls, you wanted the dough to be consistent and well blended. Not so with biscuits. You mixed it just enough to get everything more or less blended, then you pinched off the batter to make cathead biscuits and dropped them into a well-greased cast iron skillet. My mama had taught me when I was a little over knee-high, and it was more muscle memory than anything at this point.

I was wrist deep in dough when my cell phone rang in my back pocket. Swearing, I quickly wiped one hand off and accepted the call before it went to voicemail. “Hey, Brandon.”

“Morning,” he greeted in a rough purr. It sounded as if he was barely awake but still functional. “So where are we meeting for breakfast?”

“How about you just come over and I’ll feed you? Breakfast foods are a bit challenging for me in restaurants.” Mostly because it all consisted of butter on top of or in something. Butter, man. Butter slays me.

“Oh, sure. Dairy. Man, that must be a pain to avoid. Okay, I’ll come in about thirty minutes. That sound good?”

“Yup, see you then.” That would work out about perfectly, in fact. The biscuits took thirty minutes to bake, so he’d come in with them fresh out of the oven.

I quickly finished those up, popped them in, then went about cooking the sausage and gravy. The fruit was already cut up and in cute glass bowls on the table. Hash browns were going on the back eye, as I had second thoughts about only offering biscuits, fruit, and eggs to Brandon. The eggs, of course, would take five minutes flat.

Beau wandered in and took a deep breath. “God, I feel like I’ve just stepped back in time to my mother’s kitchen. How come you haven’t cooked like this before, Mack?”

Hannah must have been right behind him, as I heard her clearly say, “Oh, this isn’t for us. He’s got a man coming in.”

Beau’s bushy white eyebrows went up. “Is that right?”

“A man that’s FBI approved to be an anchor,” Hannah added. Because she’s evil and likes to stir the pot.

“Brandon Havili? That man?” Beau’s eyebrows stayed up. “How come you know all of this?”

“Because I stayed up to talk to him.” She sailed by him like the queen she was and bent over to sniff at my gravy. “How are you doing that without butter?”

“Used the sausage drippings,” I admitted, still stirring.

“You are a clever cook, I grant you. Don’t worry, Mack”—she patted me on the arm—“we’ll get out of here in a few minutes. Won’t cramp your style.”

While it would have been polite to assure her she was welcome to stay in her own kitchen, I really wanted them both out of here. Because she was right. They’d totally cramp my style. “Merci, Hannah.”

Even as Hannah put both hands at his back, shoving him out of the kitchen, Beau looked over his shoulder at the oven. “But—but biscuits!” he wailed plaintively.

“I’ll make you a batch tomorrow,” I promised, biting back a laugh.

“Maybe they’ll be some left,” Hannah soothed, still pushing him out.

With Brandon coming, I very much doubted that, but I knew better than to say so.

It’s rather hard to cook something when you’re expecting company. Murphy’s Law dictated the food wouldn’t come out quite as good as normal, even if it was a recipe you could make in your sleep. Murphy was my guardian angel even on the best days, so I was hyper aware of everything I did to make sure food hit the plates as yummy as possible. I was also swathed in a huge apron to protect my sweater, since I wanted to look as yummy as the food. Priorities.

Brandon knocked at the door precisely thirty minutes later—was he always this punctual?—and I let him in with a smile. By some miracle, I had everything but the biscuits on the table and nothing had burned. I’d take that win.

He greeted me with that trademark smile of his, teeth white against the copper of his skin, and I kinda wanted to kiss his face off. Baby steps, me. “Good morning. Come on in. Your timing is good.”

“It smells great in here.” He stepped through, shedding jacket and gloves, his nostrils flaring like a bloodhound that had the scent. “Wow. What am I stepping into?”

“Biscuits, sausage gravy, hash browns, easy over eggs, and fruit,” I answered, taking the coat and hanging it up on the rack nearby. “If you don’t like eggs that way, tell me, I can scramble them real quick.”

“All that sounds great.”

My timer on the oven went off, and I quickly ushered him into the breakfast nook off the kitchen so I could pull the biscuits out. They were nice and crispy golden on the surface, and it was an easy flick to get them out of the pan and onto a plate. I used a second plate to flip them over again, right side up, then carried it to the table with a butter knife so we could ease them apart. They’d baked into each other, as biscuits do.

Brandon settled at the table and looked over the spread with a delighted smile.

“Bon appétit!” I encouraged.

He loaded up his plate and dug in, chewing with a blissful expression on his face. “I wasn’t sure how it would taste with no butter or dairy, but damn. I can’t tell the difference.”

“I have a butter substitute I use that tastes just like butter. It’s a rare thing in dairy-free products, but this one’s solid. Can I make you up some coffee?”

He waved me down. “Sit, sit. I already had my hit of caffeine for this morning. This is good, Mack. Really good.”

Stage one of winning over Brandon: success. I might have been a bit smug as I sat down and fixed my own plate. It was so much more satisfying watching him eat than eating, myself.

As he ate, I filled him in. “I texted the ghost hunting team this morning. They came in late last night, and they’re more or less awake now. They want to meet us this morning, get a tour for where to put cameras, and figure out the hot spots. They apparently use quite a bit of equipment. I warned them about Jon, but they said they put EMP shielding over some of their equipment to keep it from being drained by ghosts.”

Brandon paused with his spoon solidly in the biscuits. “Ghosts drain electronics?”

“Ghosts don’t have a lot of energy in and of themselves,” I explained. “So if they want to manifest or do anything, they drain battery power in order to use it. Which is a great sign you have a ghost nearby but makes it hell on your equipment and hard to record anything.”

“Yeah, I can see that. So they’re partially shielded already.”

“The boss of the group—his name is Dave, by the way—said he’d run us through their setup and get our take on it before they planned things out.”

“Smart of him. Okay, that’s fine.”

“Brandon, just so I know, what’s your background? I mean, I don’t know what you were doing for work before the FBI recruited you.”

“Fair enough question. I was SWAT with the Denver PD.”

I was somewhat surprised by that answer. Unexpected, and yet, it made sense in a way. He was built like a fighter. “That’s kinda a switch, going from SWAT to ghost wrangling.”

“Yeah, you’re not the first to say that. SWAT was fun, don’t get me wrong. Breaking down doors and charging into a place was a nice adrenaline rush. But it…got uncomfortable for me there.” Brandon eyed me, weighing something before he spit it out bluntly. “I figured out I was bisexual about eight months ago. The guys I worked with didn’t take it all that well.”
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One of the things my siblings have always chided me for is my blunt approach to life. I’d rather lay all my cards on the table with someone, see where they stood, before moving along. I didn’t have a lot of patience with the slow approach on getting to know someone. It often upset the cart, but I figured I’d rather know where someone stood on things before I invested a lot of time trying to make friends. If our moral codes didn’t match, I’d rather know sooner than later.

Mack was gay—Jon had mentioned that little tidbit in passing last night; not that I hadn’t already picked up on it—so I didn’t expect an adverse reaction from him about that. But I wanted to see how he took the information.

It surprised him, certainly. He blinked at me like a deer caught in headlights. “Wow. They seriously gave you grief over that? So much you felt like you needed to leave?”

The tension in my shoulders slowly eased. “Yeah. Well, some of them were okay with it. Others…. Funny how it only takes a handful of people to make an environment turn bad.”

“Yeah, I hear you there. I’m sure they argued you were just going through a phase, that no one your age suddenly has a sexual identity crisis or some such rot.”

“Heard that more than a few times, yeah.” It was part of the reason why I’d had such a hard time wrapping my head around it. Because what if they were right? I’d only had the one guy I was attracted to. But their reaction to anything non-straight was repulsive to me. Even if I wasn’t bisexual, I couldn’t stand that they were so set against it.

“You won’t find that attitude in the FBI,” Mack said confidently. “They didn’t even blink at me, and I’m gay.”

“I figured. I mean, Marc and Javier were good indications on that. And they’re still trying to figure out a way to somehow recruit Jon and Donovan. Anyway, I’m confident I’ll like this new career much better. Besides, I get to play with ghosts every day. How cool is that?”

Mack grinned at me, as I expected he would. “I’m really excited to work with you because of that, you know. Your love of spooky. So many people are weirded out about it. Even people who like to watch ghost shows don’t actually want to be there live and in person for a haunting.”

“I know what you mean.” I went back to eating, as the food was amazing. “Okay, so tell me what I can do as your anchor.”

“Basically, it boils down to two things. Keep track of me. Help me block people when I need it.” Mack paused in eating, gesturing with one of his hands. He did that a lot. If I tied his hands behind his back, would he still be able to talk? “You know mediums sometimes have trouble discerning flesh from spirit and how driving is difficult for us. Well, that’s true of me just walking around, too. Sometimes I get caught up speaking to a ghost, or sometimes I’ll see something not quite right and want to go investigate. I tend to lose situational awareness when I do—it’s a common failing with mediums—and I collide with things. Other people. Doors. Sometimes walls.”

I snorted a laugh, trying to bite it back. “Walls?”

“Ghosts aren’t restricted by doors and walls and things like we are,” he muttered, a flush on his cheeks. “And if you’re walking and talking with them, and they pass right through a wall, you sometimes don’t realize until it’s too late that you’re too close.”

Oh boy. And I thought Jon’s situational awareness was bad. “Wait, then why did you salt the window and door to my brother’s room?”

“Just because spirits can walk through walls doesn’t mean they think to do so. They retain their common sense from when they were alive, for the most part. Sealing the entrance is a sort of no-go zone for them, a sign to stay away. They normally respect that. Beau told me that in his career, he only had to do a full salt circle maybe a half dozen times; the spirit was that hell bent on reaching him.”

“That’s good info. Okay, so I keep an eye on you. What about blocking people?”

“Not everyone can see what I’m doing. With a weak enough ghost, if a person walks through it, the disturbance can dissipate the energy, and the ghost will temporarily scatter. It’s aggravating, since that means I have to wait for it to rematerialize and try again. And not all ghosts are nice. If there’s a dangerous one in an area, I need help clearing the room quickly before people get caught in the crossfire.”

That sobered me. “So…how often have you been hurt?”

“It’s just scratches and welts most of the time.” He passed this off as if it were nothing. “I’ve never been hurt seriously.”

I had the feeling I’d either been lied to or misdirected. There was something he wasn’t telling me. But I couldn’t demand answers from him, not two days into knowing each other. I bit my questions back. For now. “Okay. Just those two things?”

“Basically. You’re my support team. Is this anything like anchoring with a psychic?”

“Yes and no. There’s a lot of similarities from what I’ve seen, but Jon told me point blank he’s not like other psychics. They stuck me with him in the first place because Donovan’s more like a medium’s anchor than anything.”

“Huh. That is interesting. I really want to sit down with Jon and hear all that he can do.”

“He’ll tell you. You’ll be unnerved for about three days afterwards, but he’ll tell you.”

“I got the impression he can be a very blunt person.”

“He can be tactful, but yeah. Pretty blunt. It’s part of the reason I like him.” I looked down at my plate and only found a single, lone strawberry left. How the hell had that happened?

Apparently able to read minds, Mack volunteered innocently, “There’s more biscuits and sausage gravy on the stove.”

“You’re my new favorite person,” I informed him happily.
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With full bellies, we finally managed to get out of the house. Mack had clearly not gone anywhere after I dropped him off the night before, as the seat and mirrors didn’t need to be re-arranged for me to get in. As I backed out of the driveway, I double-checked, “What about our ghost?”

“I’ve got her on me,” Mack answered, patting the bag at his feet. “She really likes the snow globe. Refuses to leave it. But she said she’s ready to move on, too. I figured she’d be a good way to test the ghost hunters’ equipment. If they can catch her on film in some way, then they’ve a good chance of doing more on their hunt.”

“That and they’d probably love to see what you do.”

“And that.”

“None of it’s trade secret?”

“Naw. The FBI didn’t come up with any of this. It’s all techniques handed down for centuries, one generation to the next. It might actually do some good. People have a lot of misconceptions about spirits passing.”

“That’s true.” I certainly had no idea what to expect.

Mack’s phone rang and he answered it in a language I’d never heard before. Creole French, I had to assume. There was a smile on his face and affection in his tone, although he gave an exaggerated sigh once. “Mama.”

A woman’s light voice spoke a mile a minute and grew more heated by the second.

“Ça va,” Mack tried again, firmer this time. “Mama, I will not. It’s not like I have a choice where I’m going. The FBI assigns people places.”

That was not what she wanted to hear. Funny how much you could pick up from tone alone, even when you couldn’t understand a word.

Mack shot back with a long string of syllables that sounded half guttural, then stopped abruptly, making a face. “Fine. You don’t believe me? I’ll prove it. Brandon, say hello to my mother.”

I leaned sideways a bit in the seat and pitched my voice so she could hear it over the road noise. “Hello, Mrs. Lafayette. I’m Brandon Havili.”

“Oh. Oh my,” she said, flustered. “I thought my son was just storytelling. You’re really his anchor?”

“Yes ma’am, at least for this assignment. If he likes me enough, he gets to keep me,” I added, just to make Mack squirm. Which he did, and blushed, and had trouble looking at me. It made me want to poke him. And kiss him. And as I was driving, I should probably pay attention to the road.

Mack cleared his throat and said, “See, Mama? Now, I really can’t talk any longer. We’re almost at work. I’ll call you later.”

Since we had another five minutes before we would actually reach the hotel, I found it amusing he hustled her off the phone. “I take it she’s arguing with you about something?”

“My mother,” Mack explained with a groan, slumping in his seat, “is the type who wants all of her children close to her. None of my siblings have moved more than two or three streets away. It’s why she delayed getting me tested for so many years. She knew I’d be off somewhere else, studying, and that I’d probably not move back soon.”

I had wondered about that. “And she’s anxious for you to move back now that you’re almost done?”

“That’s the size of it. But no part of me wants to return to Opelousas. I’ve gotten a glimpse of what the world is like outside of that place. I’d rather see more of it. Part of her argument, though, is that it isn’t safe for me to be wandering around by myself. So, thanks for speaking up. It derailed her.”

I got the sense there was a lot of background he wasn’t telling me. If he’d been that deep in the Bible Belt, just how rough had his childhood been? A gay medium couldn’t have been very welcome. His mother might want him home again, but the adamant way he stood his ground said a lot. My parents had been good about raising their kids to be independent, to search out their own dreams, but if they asked me to come home? I’d do it in a heartbeat. Mack’s refusal spoke of trouble.

I pulled into the parking lot of the hotel and silently promised myself I’d figure that little mystery out later. The parking lot was well plowed and salted, but there were still icy patches. I came around the car, giving Mack my arm. “Slow and careful. I’m seeing some black ice.”

Even as he took hold of me, Mack sassed, “I can walk unassisted, you know.”

“It’s our snow globe ghost I’m worried about,” I deadpanned, not letting go of him. “She’s breakable.”

“Uh-huh.” Even though he didn’t really believe me, he still took my arm.

I was a little sad when we went through the main doors and I had to let go of him. He didn’t go far, though, and walked close enough that our arms kept brushing up against each other.

“Morning,” my brother greeted us. He came out of the dining room with Jon, a coffee cup in his hands.

“Good morning,” Mack carefully slid his messenger bag to hang behind him. “No visitors last night?”

“No, fortunately,” Jon answered with a smile. “I understand we’ve got a meeting set up with the boss of the ghost hunters. Dave?”

“Yup. He’s meeting us in the upstairs lobby, second floor. You’ll like it, Jon. No electronics in that area.”

“Bless you,” Jon said fervently.

We trooped up to the second floor with Mack in the lead. Once we got up there, I saw what he meant about the lobby area. It wasn’t large, more like a sitting room, with a red upholstered couch and two wing-backed armchairs. The fireplace was going behind a sunburst grate, and the stonework around the fireplace had an intricate flare to it, a circular array that framed the hearth. It was a very fancy hotel, and the architectural detail pleased my eye.

Sitting on the couch were a man and woman, both of them in their upper forties. They stood and came around the coffee table as we approached, focused mostly on Mack.

“Are you Mackenzie Lafayette?” the man asked with a distinct Boston accent. He wore a beanie, but I gathered the impression he was bald underneath.

“That’s me. Call me Mack. Are you Dave?”

“Yes. This is Marianne. She’s over our tech department. I thought it best to include her in this meeting.”

Marianne gave a charming smile, untucking her right hand from the red down-coat she wore and extending it for a handshake. “Hi, Mack.”

“Hi, Marianne. With me is Brandon Havili—he’s an FBI anchor and my partner for the duration.”

I gave them both a smile and shook hands, doing my best to radiate friendliness. When people got to my size, we naturally intimidated everyone shorter. News flash: everyone was shorter.

“This is Jonathan Bane, a psychic, and his anchor, Donovan Havili.”

Dave seemed intrigued that he had two brothers, both anchors, and I could see the questions boiling to the surface. He didn’t voice them, however. “Great to meet all of you. Here, sit, let’s get an idea of how to do this.”

As there wasn’t enough seating, I ended up standing next to Mack’s chair, which I didn’t mind. Donovan did the same behind Jon’s, eyeing Mack’s messenger bag distrustfully. He’d apparently realized at some point where the snow globe was.

“Dave, Marianne, I told you over the phone about how a ghost has come to me through Jon,” Mack started, calm and reasonable, his body oriented to mostly face them. “Her name is Emma. She’d like help passing on, as she’s not quite sure how to manage it on her own. I’ve agreed to help. Now, my question for you is, do you want to record this?”

You’d think Mack just offered them a lifetime supply of all the candy they could eat.

“That would be amazing,” Marianne enthused. “That’s okay?”

“Part of the reason I agreed to this is the many, many misconceptions about the supernatural around us. I want to dispel that as much as I can. This is definitely part of it. I’ve brought Emma with me”—Mack glanced up and grimaced an apology at Donovan, who just nodded, resigned. Freaked out, but resigned—“so she can meet you two but also to test your equipment. If you can’t safely use it or pick anything up now, then we know we need to adjust.”

“What he means,” Jon translated, voice as dry as a martini, “is that if my psychic energy interferes too much with Emma’s, or your equipment, then it’s better to know now. I can sit this out and not participate if that’s the case.”

“Ah.” Marianne glanced at Dave, got the go ahead, and popped up. “Just let me fetch a camera. I’ve got all the equipment in my room. Be back in a jiff.”

As she left, Mack pulled the snow globe out and carefully set it on the coffee table. “Dave, are your people sensitive?”

“A few are. Some are like me. I’m about as sensitive as a brick.” Dave leaned in and stared at the snow globe curiously. “She’s in there?”

“Yes, she finds it very pretty. She’s content to stay there until we’re ready for her. You can say hello, if you wish.”

“Hello, Miss Emma,” Dave said politely. “Sorry for the delay.”

Mack’s head cocked, and he listened for a moment before relaying, “She said that’s quite alright, it’s all been explained to her. Also, she wants Donovan not to worry. She’s not interested in spooking you.”

Donovan stared at the snow globe with a forced smile. “Right. Thanks, I do appreciate it.”

I was surprised my brother wasn’t crawling out of his skin, but I supposed Mack’s presence was to thank for that. With a medium sitting right here, Donovan was basically safe as houses.

Marianne came back with not only a camera but a mini voice recorder. She set the voice recorder down on the table, flicking it on. Then she turned on the camera and lifted it up to her eye, training it on the snow globe. “Holy shit. She’s in there, alright.”

“You can see her?” I found it interesting she could through the lens.

“Cameras can see more than the naked eye, sometimes,” Dave explained, excited and leaning over Marianne’s shoulder to get his own look. “She’s a clear orb of energy in there. Marianne, what’s the battery doing?”

“Steady as she goes. Jon, it doesn’t look like you’ll interfere at all.”

Jon practically beamed. “Really? Then I’ll definitely come tonight.”

“We look forward to having you,” Dave assured him sincerely. “It’s always better for us, the more experts we have on a hunt. Ah, Donovan, I’ve been told you won’t be joining us?”

“No offense, but ghosts are not my thing.” Donovan shook his head adamantly. “You guys have fun. I’ve got a book and hot springs to enjoy.”

“Fair enough. But Brandon, you’re coming?”

“Oh, trust me.” It was all I could do to not bounce in giddy anticipation. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
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I took a nap mid-day since we anticipated being up most of the night. I really had to bring my A-game since I was being filmed. And y’know, I had a man to impress. I didn’t really want to leave the hotel because of everything that was going on, so Brandon leant me his room for my nap.

Yes, yes it was hard falling asleep in ‘his’ bed, why do you ask?

After about an hour, I got up and straightened myself out some, not wanting to look like I’d just rolled out of bed. I hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep, but sometimes just lying still and resting could do a world of good.

Leaving the room, I went looking for everyone else. We had another three hours until nightfall, but helping Emma pass didn’t need full darkness. It would just be easier to film her after dark with muted lighting. She was so pale that it was hard to see her in full sunlight.

I carried her carefully down with me, still in my messenger bag, and was doing alright until I hit the bottom set of stairs. I heard a sound behind me, something that didn’t sound quite right, and I turned to see what it was. In that same instant, my shoe slipped on the front half of the step and my balance was thrown off. I could feel myself falling head-first, and even though I grabbed frantically at the banister, I couldn’t get a grip on it.

A strong pair of arms snatched me mid-air and pulled me into a hard chest. I gripped an arm instinctively, trying to gain my bearings. It wasn’t Brandon who’d caught me. The scent was wrong—and how crazy was that, that I knew Brandon’s scent already?

“Whoa, Mack, you okay?” Donovan asked as he set me gently back on my feet.

“I’m good,” I gasped out, a little winded from the catch, my brain scrambling to catch up. “Merci. Great reflexes.”

Donovan gave me a somewhat shy smile. How had I found this man intimidating? He was a giant teddy bear, look at that face. I just wanted to squish his cheeks. I could see why he was such a great anchor, though, if he was so quick to the rescue.

Brandon jogged up with Jon, concern on his face. “Mack? You okay?”

“I’m good,” I assured him and Jon, as they both stared at me in concern. “I thought I heard something, turned at a critical moment. Happens sometimes.” Often, in fact. I’m very, very easily distracted. It led to a lot of bruises.

Donovan eyed the stairs with severe misgiving. “A ghost?”

I turned to look as well. “Not that I see. It was a weird sound. But this is an old building; weird sounds are part and parcel.”

He didn’t really look reassured, but he nodded. Poor guy. This had to be the worst vacation ever for him.

“Brandon, is everyone set up or still in process?”

“Still in process but getting there. They set up at the back gazebo like you told them. I hope this is a fast thing. It’s really chilly out there.”

Louisiana didn’t really get cold; not like it could in Arkansas. I’d had no real experience with cold until this winter, and I wasn’t really looking forward to stepping outside either. “Yeah, it should be fairly quick. Alright, allons.”

“I’ll fetch a warmer jacket, be right with you,” Jon said as he headed up the stairs.

Donovan didn’t say a word, but I knew good and well he was going to hide in his room until this was all over.

As we walked toward the back door, Brandon slipped a bottle out of his pocket and offered it to me. “Here. Figured you could use the caffeine.”

I took it, my eyes widening as I realized what was in my hand. A Mexican bottle of Coke. Had he seriously stepped out while I was sleeping and hunted one down for me? The hotel didn’t offer something like this. It was incredibly thoughtful, and I wanted to kiss him for it.

You know what? Screw just wanting.

I popped up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Merci.”

Brandon paused mid-stride, and the expression on his face told me everything I needed to know. It was a blush of delight on his cheeks, a pleased smile, a sharp hunger in his eyes. Oh yeah, he was interested, all right. Why he didn’t make a more obvious move, I didn’t know, but he was giving me every signal. Damn if I wouldn’t follow through on it.

Ghost first. Then make out somewhere.

“Oh, good. There you are, Mack. You ready?”

Dave was a nice guy. I reminded myself of this because I kind of hated him at the moment. I really wanted to sneak a kiss. With a mental slap, I forced myself into a more professional mindset. “Hey, Dave. Yeah, I think we’re ready. I’ve got everything I need in my bag, at least.”

Dave fell into step with us as we walked out into the icy chill. I was really, really glad all our ghost hunting would happen inside tonight. Especially with the fresh snowfall on the ground. Had that happened during my nap? The sky was cloudy overhead but it wasn’t currently snowing.

“What does this entail, anyway?” Dave inquired as he walked next to me.

“Light and cooperation. If you’ve got a nice spirit, at least. Bad one, it’s a different ballgame. There’s different methods, too, depending on the severity of the shit storm coming down. Using rock salt—or sugar in a pinch—can ward off spirits, but it’s rather a stop-gap measure. I’ve seen people swear by Voodoo rituals; others use prayer and holy water. Really, I think it’s down to belief and determination. If you pull down enough power and energy, whatever’s messing with you doesn’t have a way to intervene.”

“I sometimes get asked by clients with a disturbing amount of activity in a house what to do about it. There is a pastor who’s willing to travel with us and bless the place, but not everyone’s a believer, you know?”

“Yup, I getcha. I’ll write you out a short list of who to call for your clients who aren’t Christian. It’s FBI approved, too; they hand out cards to anyone like you who’s in the biz.”

Dave blinked, startled. I could feel Brandon’s sharp attention, too. “Really? The FBI is okay with groups like ours?”

“Sure. You’re a professional crew. We can’t be everywhere, man, cut us some slack.” I grinned as I teased him.

He looked pleased at the compliment and grinned back. “Good to know.”

They’d set up largely under the gazebo, no doubt to keep snow off their equipment. I had no problem with that, as I needed a bit of a walkway anyway. I nodded hello to Marianne. Dave’s crew was small, only four people total, and I wasn’t sure if that was normal or if they had cut down the number to accommodate the three strangers they were teaming up with.

Jon trotted up in a warmer jacket and started up the gazebo steps until he caught sight of the equipment. Then he stopped dead on the stairs and refused to go any further. Considering how many cameras and recorders were already set up? It was a wise precaution.

“This is Les.” Dave introduced the spindly man with a wave. Les looked like an undertaker, some relic from the 1800s, forgotten by time. He had that look and carriage to him, although he was only fifty or so. Not old enough to be ancient as the hills.

“Hi, Les,” I greeted with a handshake.

Les regarded me with open fascination. “Hello. It’s the first time we’ve worked with a medium. I have many questions, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. This is Brandon, my partner. He’s an anchor in training, so be gentle with him. He’s learning the ropes.”

The two men shook hands, and Les introduced the last member, a teenage girl about to break into adulthood. She had the same high, patrician nose as Les, although she was brunette instead of washboard blond. “This is my daughter, Harriette. We call her Harry, though.”

Harry shook hands with me, then Brandon, a little awed by Brandon’s sheer size. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Brandon returned with a grin down at her. “Keeping it in the family, huh?”

“What can I say?” She gave him a teenager-ish shrug. “Ghosts are lit.”

“I can agree with that.”

I completed the introductions. “Everyone, the cautious man on the stairs is Jon. Jon’s a psychic, and he’s the one who first found Emma and brought her to me.”

“I’m mostly here to watch and learn,” Jon pitched in. “Please don’t bring anything electronic near me. I fry stuff.”

There were a few hellos from the group, and while they handled that, I set about making my own preparations.

Brandon followed me off the gazebo. “Okay, Mack, what can I help you with?”

“First of all.” I pointed at the top of my soda bottle. “This lid is a problem.”

He didn’t quite roll his eyes at me, but I felt like his spirit did. Dipping his hand into a pocket, he pulled out a bottle opener and deftly undid the red top before handing it back. “Like I didn’t plan ahead.”

I eyed his cargo pants with curiosity. “What all do you have stashed in there?”

“Everything,” he deadpanned. “So, what do we do?”

I’d figure that out later. If fate was with me, I’d figure it out by taking those pants off of him. I took a swig of Coke to buy myself a second to drag my mind back out of the gutter. “Right, well, like I said earlier. We need light. I’ve got several high beam LED lights on me. Help me set them up like a mini runway.”

“Anywhere?”

“No, there’s a specific place that’s got good juju.” I realized very quickly I had everyone’s undivided attention, so I paused to explain. “I’m sure you’ve wondered why some places are so freaking haunted and others not so much. Part of it is the bedrock where the structure is built. Lots of limestone, quartz, crystal, that sort of thing tends to not only retain energy but also reflects it in weird ways. It throws a ghost off sometimes. If they’re recently deceased, they’re normally confused on what’s happened. If there’s nothing to orient to—like if they’re staying in a place that’s only vaguely familiar, like a hotel—then they can quickly get lost there.”

“Which is why sudden, violent deaths are the norm for most wandering spirits?” Les asked, excited, as if I’d handed him some missing piece of the puzzle.

“Right. And places like this, the energy is crazy. I can’t see it properly, but I can really feel it. It’s like standing in a whirlpool sometimes. There’s a lot of bad energy here, too, which doesn’t help. Now, when you’ve got a lovely lady like Miss Emma, someone who wants to pass but can’t, it’s usually for one of two reasons: She’s been locked into bad energy and can’t pull free without help, or she’s literally confused on how. Either way, it’s easy for us mediums to guide a spirit through the process. Light helps, as it gives her a visual cue of the path into the next plane she should be looking for.”

Harry whipped out her phone and started typing in frantic notes. It was an odd thought to realize I was the expert in the group. For so long, I’d been the journeyman. The apprentice. Huh. It was kinda a nice feeling, not going to lie.

I led Brandon off a little to the side at a forty-five-degree angle from the gazebo stairs. “This part right here, there’s not a lot of conflicting energy. It’ll be easier for her to move through here without getting confused. Harry, make a note that for someone not sensitive to find spots like this, either a geographical survey or dowsing rods will do it. Silver dowsing rods will cross where energy is high. Areas with a low concentration of metamorphic rock is what you’re looking for.”

She nodded, eyes not leaving her phone.

I handed out lights to Brandon, and we turned them on and spaced them out in two-foot intervals. In the dusk of the sunset, the light was brighter than I’d hoped for. Of course, that could partially be because of the cloud cover. Either way, I wasn’t complaining. The conditions were near optimum.

Once the lights were set out to my satisfaction, I pointed Brandon to the gazebo. “Stand back. You’re sexy and distracting.”

He perked up, pleased at my flirting, and immediately did as he was told. “I’ll try to be less sexy and distracting in the future.”

“Do so,” I commanded mock-solemnly. “Right, everyone. Camera’s rolling?”

Marianne flashed me a thumbs-up, not taking her eyes off the digital camera in her hands. “Yup.”

I pulled the snow globe free of the bag and set it on the bottom step, crouching down and holding out a hand. “Miss Emma? It’s showtime.”

The spirit inside lifted her head to regard me. She was barely there, really. Nothing distinctive about her form. I pushed a little energy out to her, needing to stabilize her better. As she cottoned on to the energy, her voice came to me clearly. “What if it doesn’t work?”

I heard Les suck in a hissed breath. He, at least, heard her.

“It will be fine,” I assured her gently. “You’re not the first I’ve helped over. Just take my hand. Let me guide you.”

She gingerly did, standing like she had human legs and muscles and bones to contend with. Odd, the mannerisms retained in death. Her touch felt cool against my bare skin, but not unpleasantly so. I waited for her to stand completely before leading her a half-step off the gazebo and onto the path marked by the lights.

Emma took a step, and with it, her form firmed a little, no longer completely transparent. She took another and then looked down, surprised to see herself on the path. “I’m stronger?”

Everyone jerked at that. They’d all heard her.

“Yes,” I confirmed, rather unnecessarily. “There’s good energy around you, that’s why. And you’re drawing strength from the light. Emma, do you remember your home? The feeling, the contentment, the joy of that?”

She turned her head, and I could see a nose, now. Something of her features. “Yes. I…I think I do.”

“Well, that’s all you’re doing. You’re going home.” I brought her another step forward, staying out of the lights, leaving her solely on the path. Rookie mistake, walking a path with a ghost. I’ve only done that once. Stupid’s a harsh teacher, but by god, you learn.

Emma walked, mostly unassisted, and her eyes faced forward once more. “Oh! I see it.”

“Bright light, open door waiting for you?” I double checked. Sometimes ghosts didn’t understand what they should be looking for.

“Yes! Is that it?”

“That is it, my lady. Walk on through.”

She paused at the end of the lights, and I assumed at the open door. She could see it clearly, but I couldn’t and shouldn’t until I was well and truly dead. Emma was fully distinguishable now and opaque. She’d been lovely in life, I could see that, and her smile at me spoke only of joy. “Thank you so much, Mack. I’m sorry for the trouble. Tell Jon thank you for taking me to you.”

“I can hear you fine, Emma,” Jon called to her from the gazebo. “And you’re quite welcome.”

She turned a little more, smiling at him, then sailed through that invisible door. In a flash, she was gone. For her sake, I was relieved. I turned to the watching crowd and shrugged, feeling rather like a stage magician at the end of a trick. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the proper way to guide a spirit’s passing.”
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Something about competence was sexy as hell. Right now, Mack was radiating it. I was alternatively proud of him and ready to drag him into a dark corner somewhere to kiss him senseless. If the flirting he’d done earlier was any indication, he’d be alright with making out. I just had to find the right timing.

Dave looked over Marianne’s shoulder, said something to her, then pumped a victorious fist into the air. “We got every second of that. Mack, it’s already paying off to work with you. Even the raw footage is glorious.”

Mack came up to the stairs, standing close to me, his body radiating heat. It made my skin tingle, and I was so distracted by that I almost didn’t pay attention to his response. “That’s great, Dave. So, what do you want to do now?”

“We’ll need to break down here, start setting up for tonight. We’ve got another two or three hours until proper nightfall, which should give us enough time to set it all up.”

I pulled my head back in the game. “You need help with any of that?”

Marianne shook her head. “No offense, but we know our equipment and how to set up. You won’t be of much help. Get dinner or something. Meet us in the basement area at eight o’clock.”

My libido immediately started making plans. “Okay. Guys, I guess we can take it easy.”

Jon gave me a look like he knew exactly what I was thinking (he likely did) and fought a smirk as he said, “I’ll hang with Donovan until it’s time, then. See you.”

I liked Jon for many reasons, but one of them was his ability to read a situation and act appropriately. He didn’t need to take a hint—he didn’t need the hint in the first place.

A hand slid into mine, fingers cold but firm. I looked down at Mack in surprise, but he wasn’t looking at me. He waved at the ghost hunting crew, then casually led me back inside. I returned the hold he had on me, anticipation turning my mouth a little dry. The fact he was dragging me off somewhere was a good sign, right?

We went straight up to my hotel room. I tried telling myself this was probably not going to go in that direction. My room was just the most private area on offer. My libido latched onto the word ‘private’ with great enthusiasm, like a dog with a new bone, and refused to let go of it.

Mack went through the door without any hesitation or hint of shyness, pulled me through, then shut the door with a very firm click. Only then did he turn to me, and for the first time, I saw a hint of nerves in the way his free hand fidgeted on the edge of his sweater.

“Brandon, clear the air with me. Are you just flirting for the hell of it or—”

My brain clicked off. I lunged forward without thinking about it and caught his neck with my free hand, holding him still as I kissed him. His lips were unbelievably soft, yielding under mine as he gave a soft sigh of pleasure that punched me right in the gut in the best sense. I tried to step in closer, wanting him pressed up against me, but the height difference posed a problem. I was forced to pull back before I really wanted to. It was either that or manhandle him, and I didn’t think that good manners with a guy I wasn’t technically dating.

He blinked up at me, a little dazed, mouth still parted. Then he seemed to dial back in, a smile taking over his face. “Great answer.”

“I like you,” I told him. “I don’t know what you want from me, though. Is this a hookup?”

His eyes were sharp and clear, almost grey in this lighting. “Not my preference, cher.  Brandon, want to date?”

I loved the confidence in him, finding it sexy as hell. I felt a little tongue-tied, but that straightforward approach released my tension and let me respond in kind. “I’d love to. But Mack, I have to tell you, I really don’t know what I’m doing. You’re the first guy I’ve ever been with.”

Mack nodded, still smiling. “I figured, after what you told me. That’s alright. I don’t have all that much dating experience, either. We’ll figure it out together.”

The easy acceptance loosened another knot of worry I’d been lugging around. I really liked that idea, too, of us learning how to be us. Of not being held to some standard I didn’t know about.

“First step,” Mack continued, mock-seriously. “Get that jacket off. Then sit. I want to straddle your lap and kiss you senseless.”

“You’re really on a roll with all these great ideas,” I teased, shucking my jacket and tossing it carelessly over the chair near the door.

There was only one chair in the room without arms, and it looked sturdy enough to hold both of us. I wasn’t willing to sit on the bed yet, as that might give off the wrong signals. I’d love to have sex with him, no question, but I didn’t want to ruin a good thing by going too fast. I settled in the chair and a second later had a sexy brunet straddling my thighs, his hands sliding slowly up my chest as he settled.

“Been dying to get my hands on you,” he purred, radiating satisfaction as he tilted his head up and kissed me.

Our tongues met in a hot, slick glide that sent a shudder of desire through me. Some analytical part of my brain still working noted I’d never reacted like this to a kiss before. I liked kissing, but I’d never felt this jittery sensation in my chest before. Never felt so frustrated with the barrier of clothes. My hands had never ached to find bare skin. Mack had awakened a hunger in me I didn’t know had existed.

Mack groaned in approval as my hands stole under his sweater, palm smoothing over the warm skin of his back. Just this was heady—I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have him completely bare and pressed up against me. I might well lose my mind. The kiss became pure sin—teeth nipping, tongue lathing and licking, the kind of kiss that bypassed the brain and spoke directly to every nerve ending of want and need and desire. It spoke of suction and moisture, sweat and thrusting, promised teasing agony and ultimate rapture. It was unbearably sexual.

I was ever so glad we were sitting, as my knees felt weak and I’d have taken us both to the floor if I’d been standing. God, I had to learn how to do that. To drive him crazy like this.

Mack groaned against my mouth, rocking his hips into mine, and hot damn, he was rock hard in his jeans. I could feel it clearly. If we weren’t technically on a first date, I’d have gotten my hands on that. But I don’t demand sex on a first date—it’s just rude—and…and…shit, my willpower just threatened to become a missing person.

I pulled back with a gasp, and Mack whined, trying to capture my mouth again.

“If you don’t want me to throw you on the bed and suck you off, stop,” I commanded harshly, my breathing erratic and loud.

Those light brown eyes were dark with hunger as he stared up at me, and his breathing was just as out of control as my own. “You really need to come with warning labels.”

It took a second longer than it should have to process that, as most of my brain cells had fled south some time ago, and then I snorted. “Excuse me, you’re the one who kisses like sin.”

He looked surprised and delighted, as if he’d never heard anything like it before. His expression made me think I’d need to get a list of anyone he’d been with, maybe set some operational parameters, break a few jaws. No one should be that insecure about their sexual appeal, especially not while straddling their boyfriend’s lap. The currently very, very riled up boyfriend who needed some sort of release because a cold shower was not going to cut it.

Mack looked down, saw the state I was in, and arched his eyebrows. “Wow. I didn’t really intend to get us this hot and bothered.”

“Yeah, this was poor planning. On both our parts.”

He looked at me hopefully. “Hand jobs be okay?”

I dared anyone, man or woman, to look at that face and say no. Maybe some man in the world would have the willpower to deny him, but it certainly wasn’t this man. No siree. “Bed.”

With a happy sound of agreement, he slid off me, already pulling his sweater off. I took in the sight of his bare back, beautifully fair with a little line of freckles along the shoulders, and felt my common sense click off. I absolutely had to get my hands on that.

I caught him around the waist, stilling him and pulling him firmly into me. He came with a soft gasp of surprise. With him like this, it was easy to unbutton his jeans, maneuver the zipper down, then reach my hand inside and wrap around the length of him. Mack sighed, trusting his body weight to me. I pulled him free so I could both look and have the freedom to move. He wasn’t particularly wide, but he was pretty, a long line that was a nice contrast against my darker skin.

It should have felt odd to have another man’s dick in my hand. Maybe on some level it was. It didn’t matter if it was or not, though. I wanted him too badly. He was hot and firm, and with every stroke, he made this breathless little gasp that stirred me up. I absolutely loved seeing him react like this, knowing I was the one giving him pleasure.

Mack lifted my other hand, putting it against his nipple. I took the hint and pinched and rolled it between thumb and forefinger. He groaned in the back of his throat, and that sound was pure sex. His hands found my thighs, and he gripped them, his ass grinding into my groin as he started thrusting into my hand and god, that was sexy. Sparks raced through me with every shift, and I really, truly hated my jeans just then. I couldn’t let go of him long enough to get out of them, though, and the pressure was borderline pleasure and pain. I shifted my stance and spread my legs a little more so he could press into me easier, evening out our heights. Ah, damn, yeah. That was better. Mack turned his head, his mouth latching onto the side of my neck and sucking on the skin hard.

I knew a split second before he came. He shuddered, a fine tremor sweeping him head to toe, and he let go of the suction on my skin as he arched and climaxed. He made this adorable sigh as he came down from the high, going lax in my arms. I imagined having him like this in the future, content and sated, pressed up against me, and damn near came at just the mental image. And he thought I was the one who should come with warning labels?

He pulled free of my arms just so he could turn, and there was a glint in his eyes that was all hunger. “Your turn, cher.”

Since I was hard enough to drill a hole right through the zipper, I was all for this plan. “We never made it to the bed. You want to—”

“Mm, bed will be easier on me,” he said cryptically. Seizing my hips, he hauled me the remaining two feet, and sat on the edge.

Because my blood was still all south and my brain had nothing to work with, it took me two seconds to realize what he planned. He had my pants open and my cock out before it clicked. Oh man, oh man, oh man a blowjob? I choked back a whimper. Yes, please. But—I found two brain cells, rubbed them together, and got something sensible out. “Mack, FYI. I got tested when I joined the FBI. I’m clear.”

He blinked up at me, surprised, then smiled, and god, the smile slayed me. Right there and then, slayed me. “Merci. For the record, I got tested too when I joined. I’m clear and haven’t been with anyone since then.”

So green lights all the way for both of us? Awesome.

Tilting his head, he laved at the side of my dick, and the wet heat nearly made me cry tears of joy. “Does that mean I can get my mouth on you now?”

“Please?”

He might have huffed a laugh before he put his mouth around the head and slowly took me in, his tongue stroking at the spot right—nnnngh. Hot damn, he was good at this. My hands found those curls and gripped the locks as I fought the urge to thrust. It felt so insanely good, I did not want to ruin the moment.

Mack bobbed his head as he worked my dick, his hands on my thighs for balance. The sounds he was making were obscene, wet and slurping. I couldn’t look at him for more than two seconds at a time. I was afraid I’d blow my load if I did, but I wanted to look. I really, really wanted to look. His mouth and tongue were hot and slick in all the right ways. Sparks coiled at the base of my spine, pleasure giving way to red-hot tension as my climax built. I wanted it, I craved it, I hated that it was coming so soon. I wanted to dwell in this moment a lot longer.

He trailed a hand around my thigh, pushing my jeans and boxers further down, then slid a hand down and cupped my balls, rolling them in a gentle massage. It tipped me over, and I tried to get out a warning. “M-nn-Mack—”

Mack hummed and pulled me in a little tighter, and my climax ripped through me like a tidal wave. My vision went black under the force of it, and I was only vaguely aware of the stabilizing hands around my legs and hips, the suction swallowing me down as I came.

My knees shook as I came back to myself. Pretty sure I checked out, there. Mack had his head tilted back, smirking up at me in a (rightly) smug way. “Did I just blow your mind?”

“Did you ever,” I rasped back, still a little floored by my own reaction. I liked sex. I mean, it’s fun, it feels great, what’s not to like? I’d never come as hard as I just had, especially not from a blowjob.

Shit. Maybe I wasn’t bi? Maybe I was gay and just in denial this whole time?

No, wait, Jon had said I was bisexual. Right. So maybe it was just Mack. I really liked him, probably more than anyone else I’d had sex with. Maybe that played into it?

“Let’s straighten ourselves out, maybe cuddle a bit?” he offered shyly.

“My knees are still shaking,” I informed him. “I need cuddles and maybe twenty minutes for my blood to return to my head.”

That pleased him; I wasn’t sure why. It was something I’d definitely ask about, though.

We grabbed tissues from the nightstand, cleaned up a little, and tucked ourselves back in. Mack almost put his sweater back on, but I wanted to properly experience cuddling with bare skin, so I shucked mine off instead. That pleased him enormously, and he was all too happy to climb in next to me on the bed and snuggle into me. He pressed his forehead into the crook of my neck and sighed happily.

I rubbed one hand lightly up and down his side, enjoying the press of warm skin, the intimacy of being curled up next to him. We’d rushed into sex, but I didn’t want him to think that was all I was interested in. I cast about for the right thing to say, but nothing sprang to mind. Instead, I went with what I had. “Mack, I’m new to this, so tell me if you’re not okay with it, but—well, I told my family last night I’m bisexual. I told them about you, too.”

His head came up, and his eyes were wide. “About me?”

“About how I like you,” I elaborated, not sure what to make of his expression. Was he surprised or apprehensive? “I’d like to tell them that we’re dating. That okay?”

Mack floundered for a moment, jaw working but nothing intelligible coming out. “Wait. Wait, back up. Your parents and sister…they’re perfectly okay with your orientation?”

I suppose of all the things we’d said in front of him, that hadn’t come across. “Oh yeah. No problem there. We all really like Jon—in fact, we’re relieved he and Donovan are together. My brother didn’t have the best track record for dating before Jon. They were surprised when I told them, but that’s just because we were all pretty sure I was straight. But they were excited, I guess? At least, I got bombarded with questions.”

“That kind of acceptance is really beautiful,” Mack said wistfully. “You’re really lucky.”

Uh-oh. That urge to kill people was back. “You don’t have that in your family?”

“Reaction’s pretty mixed. My mom’s supportive all the way. I have a sister and two cousins who are okay with me. But the other people in my family are still debating which is worse: that I’m a medium or that I’m gay.”

So, in other words, I should never go to his family reunions because I’d end up murdering several people. Got it. “I can see why you’re not eager to go back to Opelousas, then.”

“That’s definitely one of the reasons.” He gave me one of those shy smiles that gets to me every time. “You really want to tell them we’re dating?”

“You’re well worth bragging about,” I responded, mostly to keep that smile on his face.

Mack outright grinned before snuggling back into me. “You say sweet things. I think I’ll keep you.”

God, yes, please. “Speaking of, and this isn’t the sex talking—and you don’t need to give me an immediate answer—but I want you to think about requesting me as a formal work partner.”

His head popped up again, and this time he looked exasperated. “Excuse you, I work this hard to get you, and you think I’m going to willingly work with some other random guy? Of course I’m requesting you as a work partner. I’m not teaming up with any other person while I’m dating you.”

So we were on the same page? Excellent. “Okay.”

“Ridiculous man,” he huffed, relaxing again. “In fact, I’ll request a temporary transfer to stay in Nashville while you finish up your training.”

“That’s more than okay by me. I hate dating long distance.”

“Yeah, me too. Well, I’ve never tried it, but just the concept of trying that with you gives me the heebie jeebies, so no.”

It wasn’t really the words, it was the tone. He was saying something else, but I wasn’t sure if I’d caught it. “You worried about other people flirting with me?”

“Well, you’re walking sex on legs,” Mack drawled sarcastically, “so yes? Yes, I rather am.”

“Awww. Thanks.”

“…You totally just didn’t take that seriously.”

“Well, I mean, I’m not blind. I am attractive, but most people find me intimidating. I don’t actually get a lot of romantic attention. I’m more worried about people flirting with you.”

Mack ruminated on that for about a full second. “Yeah, no, that didn’t make sense. Everything you just said didn’t make sense. First of all, you’re not attractive, okay? You’re damn sexy. Are the people around you fucking blind?”

I laughed, the sound low in my chest, because this reaction both pleased and amused me.

“Second of all, why the hell would you worry about people flirting with me?”

“’Cause you’re too cool,” I told him, enjoying his spluttering. “You’re a medium, you’re cute as hell, and you can really cook. When people learn all of that about you, I’m going to have to beat them off.”

Mack didn’t just raise his head, he lifted himself up completely to straddle my hips, hands on my chest. He stared at me as if he wasn’t sure whether I was teasing or not. I wasn’t, and I met his eyes levelly, hoping he could see that. The environment he’d been raised in didn’t let him see himself clearly—see just how amazing he was. But it hurt my heart that he didn’t think of himself as sexy when he really was.

His light brown eyes were suspiciously bright, and he had to clear his throat before he spoke. “So we both think the other’s too sexy for words. That works out well.”

“Does, doesn’t it?” I agreed. I’d let him tease now, take things to a lighter note. “Do you want to cuddle some more then go get dinner?”

“Yeah.” Mack snuggled back in, both of my arms around him. He lay there, all content and warm, for a full minute before something occurred to him, and he swore. “Dammit.”

“What?”

“Jon’s going to take one look at us and know, isn’t he?”

“Yup,” I said, popping the p.

“And he’s going to tease us, isn’t he?”

“I’d give that fair odds,” I said, not bothered.

“Well, hell.” Mack sighed, already resigned. “More sex to make it worth it?”

I immediately rolled, putting him underneath me. Above his parted lips, I breathed, “You read my mind.”
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I waited outside the hotel restaurant as Brandon went in to check the menu for me. I truly didn’t understand what I’d done right in life to get Brandon Havili, but I made note to say a few prayers of gratitude tonight. I still didn’t get what about me drew his attention. His sincerity, though, I trusted that. He truly did look at me and see someone amazing. Someone sexy. If we didn’t already have a ghost hunt planned for tonight, I felt absolutely certain he wouldn’t have let me out of bed.

Brandon said he’d never had sex with a man before. I believed him, as he was hesitant enough to make it obvious this was a first for him. But god, the man was a fast learner. I couldn’t wait to try anal with him.

The image of being under him, filled by him, consumed my mind, and I went off into dreamland. Wow, what a lovely image. Dammit, why didn’t I have lube handy to turn it into reality?

“Bit of drool there,” a light tenor voice told me.

I automatically reached up to wipe at the corners of my mouth then realized it was Jon—and he was laughing. I turned to track him as he came down the stairs smirking, and in a very mature move, I stuck my tongue out at him. “Thanks a lot.”

He came down the rest of the way, blue eyes sparkling with humor. A bit of concern hovered in his expression, though, his brows drawn together.

I didn’t know why he looked at me like that. “What?”

“I’m saying this because I’ve experienced it myself. As amazing as it is to have him, the Havilis are a bit…overwhelming. Sometimes it’s not until well after the fact that your emotions properly catch up.”

I felt like I was missing something, some history, and made a mental note to ask later. Now didn’t seem the right time for it. “Other way around, Jon. I pursued him.”

His brows rose a little. “Did you?”

“Yeah. Why are you surprised by that? You told me to.”

“I told you to flirt with him, and people aren’t always smart enough to take my advice.” Jon cocked his head at me and thankfully kept his voice to a confidential murmur as people passed us in the lobby. “Brandon asked Donovan for advice on how to flirt with you, so I assumed he’d made a move.”

“Sort of? He kept giving me interested signals, but he was shy about doing anything.” Then again, I was the first man he’d wanted enough to flirt with. And it had to be odd to be thirty-something and figuring out how to flirt all over again.

“Hmm.” Jon accepted this with a slow nod. “I suppose I should have expected that. Still, I’m glad you two connected.”

“Not as glad as I am,” Brandon said as he appeared from the dining room, carrying a paper menu in his hand. He’d gone ahead of me to see if the hotel kitchens could accommodate my food allergies. Passing me the menu, he said, “Anything with a star on it is safe for you to eat, or they can easily make it safe.”

I flipped through the trifold menu and noted I had a good eight choices to pick from, which was excellent. “Great, I like these options. Let’s eat here.”

“If you’re eating here, text Donovan,” Jon requested of Brandon. “He was debating on what to do for dinner.”

“Sure.” Brandon pulled out his phone and typed in a message.

“That way you can tell him you’re dating.”

“Yes, yes.” Brandon didn’t look up from the screen. “Says he’s coming down.”

The hostess showed us to a table, and by the time we settled around it, Donovan had entered the dining room. It felt different, somehow, seeing him and Jon. Because my relationship with Brandon had changed, it felt like it had changed with the other two men as well. They weren’t just people I’d meet and separate from. I’d be around them, get a chance to make friends with them. I looked forward to it.

Brandon gave his brother a full two seconds to sit and get comfortable before informing him, “Mack and I are dating now.”

Donovan froze and darted a look between the two of us, then a smile lit up his face. “Really? Good work, little brother.”

I found that descriptor hilarious since Brandon had several inches on Donovan. “Excuse you, I was the one that did the work.”

Donovan blinked at me, surprised. “Really? Then good work, Mack. But how are you two going to work this out?”

“I’ll request him for a partner.” It pleased me enormously that Donovan was so obviously happy for both of us. I so rarely received acceptance for having a boyfriend that I basked in the moment. “I’m supposed to try out people anyway to find an anchor. I’ll just make sure the FBI is clear that Brandon’s my choice of partner and request a transfer to Nashville so I can work with him.”

“Nashville doesn’t have an FBI office, though,” Donovan pointed out.

“No, but I’m still training to be an anchor,” Brandon argued, his attention mostly on the menu. “And who better to train me than you and Mack?”

I knew for a fact the head office wouldn’t have a problem with this. They were so anxious for any un-anchored mediums to have an anchor they bent over backwards to be accommodating.

Our waiter came to take everyone’s order and was kind enough to parrot back my exact instructions for avoiding allergies. I felt relatively comfortable the message would be relayed and followed through with in the kitchens.

We got to talking logistics of how and when I could get the work request through. I wasn’t sure of how it would all work, just that I wanted it to. It might mean a few weeks of bureaucracy, though. I might not be able to get over to Nashville before Brandon was done with his training and we ended up assigned somewhere else completely. I wasn’t entirely happy about this plan. My instincts and hormones wanted to keep Brandon close.

Our food arrived before I got any sort of resolution. Dinner was light, easy, and enjoyable. It set a great tone to the evening. Afterwards, we were all at loose ends. Because we still had a little time to kill before nightfall, I stole out to a quiet corner of the second landing of the hotel and gave Beau a call.

“You need my help after all?” my mentor answered the phone.

“We haven’t actually started yet, so that’s an early call for me to make. But I have a question. And, um, an announcement.”

“You and that Havili fellow decided to date?”

I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at it suspiciously for a moment before replacing it. “Do you have me bugged?”

Beau snorted. “That’s not much of a leap, kid. You sound smug right now.”

“I have every right to be smug, thank you very much.” Old people knew things. Beau proved this. “Yeah, we’re dating. I want to request him as a partner. How do I do that?”

“I’ll walk you through the request. Shouldn’t take much effort. You’ve got priority on anyone you requisition, and I’ve already submitted the paperwork to make you official.”

Surprise rattled through me. “Already? I thought you were going to wait until after this job.”

“What are you talking about? Job’s done. Ghost passed on, didn’t she?”

Oh. He meant that job. I thought the ghost hunting was part of it. “Ah. Well, yeah, she did. Okay, so my request can be submitted at the same time?”

“Sure. FBI wants its psychics and mediums to have anchors. Sooner the better. You’ll probably get approval in forty-eight hours.”

That threw me for another mental loop because in my experience, no government agency in the world did anything quickly. “And can I request a temporary station in Nashville while Brandon finishes training?”

“Sure. Saw a few people do that through the years. You can keep your fellow close by, Mack. Breathe.”

I wished he was close enough to hug. “Thanks. I’m relieved to hear it. I’ll be back to the house…probably late afternoon tomorrow? I’ll just crash with Brandon here. Then we can tackle that paperwork.”

“Fine. See you later. I don’t have to tell you to use protection, do I?”

Rolling my eyes, I said patiently, “No, Beau.”

“Thank fuck. Go play with your boy.” Beau hung up without any further ado.

I truly adored that man. May he never die.

A pair of warm arms wrapped around my shoulders and snugged me in, and I relaxed into them with a smile. Being hugged by Brandon reminded me of when I was a child and my mother would wrap a comforter straight from the dryer around me. It was warmth, and affection, and protection all in one. My instincts urged me to burrow in and not come out for a few months.

“What’s the word?” Brandon inquired against the top of my head.

I tilted my head toward him a little as I answered. “Beau said we have priority because of the whole medium-needs-anchor thing. He said if we’ll swing by the house tomorrow and put in the request, it should go through in forty-eight hours.”

Brandon startled. “That fast?”

“Like I said, priority. Beau will walk us through the paperwork tomorrow, but I have a feeling he’ll start on it tonight. He didn’t say it in so many words, but he’s really relieved I want to work with you.”

“I’m all for speeding the process along.” Brandon digested this for a moment. “But that means in forty-eight hours or so you’ll be transferred down to Nashville, right?”

“Right.”

“And you’d probably choose to drive so you can keep your car with you.”

“Yeah, probably.” I had an idea of where he was going with this. “You do remember that I drove up from Louisiana, right?”

“No. I do remember you almost get into accidents routinely just driving around town, though. That I remember clearly.”

Jon had warned me the Havilis could be overprotective. I think I’d just found one of Brandon’s switches. “You want to drive me back to Nashville, don’t you.”

“I can make a really good case for insisting on it. And don’t you want company on the way over, anyway? It’s a boring drive.”

I didn’t enjoy road trips. They oscillated between boredom and terror, depending on how many ghosts jumped out in front of my car. It’s truly a miracle I hadn’t keeled over from cardiac arrest before now. “I’m not arguing against it, you understand. I’d much prefer you with me.”

“Then let’s do that. Jon and Donovan won’t mind if they go back alone anyway.”

Yeah, I bet.

Dave beckoned to us from the staircase, “You two ready? We’re about to hit lights out.”

Duty called. Although I actually was looking forward to it. “Yup, we’re ready. Laissez les bons temps rouler. Basement?”

“Basement,” Dave agreed, beaming.

I rather felt like Willy Wonka leading Dave into the Ghost Factory. His delight reminded me of that, at least. We followed him down the stairs, all the way to the basement level, and discovered everyone else already there. Jon was leaning with his shoulders against a wall, putting safe distance between him and all the cameras. It occurred to me I hadn’t asked him just how much he could see of ghosts. Clearly he could see something; otherwise he wouldn’t have realized the snow globe was haunted. I joined him and asked, “How sensitive are you?”

“To ghosts, you mean?” He canted his head and thought for a moment. “Not really. I can see general auras, but I can’t communicate with them. I can’t really read them, either. I can just get the gist of a presence.”

Considering his ability, it was impressive he could see anything at all. “Okay. So you can at least point them in the right direction. But communication is up to me.”

“In a nutshell, yeah.” Mischievous glint in his eye again, he added, “And I’ll borrow your boyfriend. He’s my living shield tonight.”

“That’s fine. You’ve got your own Havili. I won’t be jealous.”

“That I do,” Jon said with open satisfaction.

“We ready?” Marianne called out from somewhere in the next room.

“Ready!” we all chorused back to her.

“Then light’s out!”


11

[image: ]

There’s something about being in a building, in the dark, and knowing it’s haunted. Just being in a building in the dark creeped people out on a regular basis. I’d always found school campuses at night to be kinda spooky. But right now, in this hotel, with all the lights out and the real possibility something could manifest at any second? Super creepy.

I loved it.

We trooped down the basement stairs, and I tried not to read every creak as something ghostly moving, but it was hard. I really, really wanted something to pop out.

Jon snickered at my side. “You are seriously so opposite of your brother in some ways. Look at you. Your inner child is literally jumping up and down and squealing in excitement.”

I couldn’t refute it. “It’s really my bad Don’s so terrible with horror. Did he tell you that?”

“Nooo,” Jon said in rising delight. “But do tell me.”

“So I was maybe seven? Eight? When I was younger, I often got nosebleeds. Sometimes they were pretty alarming, ’cause I bled so much. They weren’t really serious; they just looked terrifying. So, one night I wake up and I realize I’d had a nosebleed while sleeping. I’m covered in blood. I sit up, discover I’m still bleeding, and now it’s all over my shirt, face, hands—I probably looked like a horror movie extra. And Don’s in the bed on the other side of the room, making him my closest contact for help, so I go shake him awake.”

Jon and Mack were already snickering because they could see where this was going.

“Yeah,” I affirmed, and it was bad of me, but I snickered too just from the memory. “He let out the most blood-curdling scream I’ve ever heard from a human being. I didn’t blame him. A blood-covered child asking for help in the dead of night? I’d scream too. But he was already uncomfortable with ghost stories before that. Afterwards?”

“That’s terrible,” Jon said and laughed some more. “No wonder he blames you for it. He kept saying that but never would explain.”

I shrugged because I had no defense.

We reached the back work area, and it looked like any other basement—lots of shelves against the wall with things stacked on them. A metal locker, a deep sink that looked original to the building with a rough looking counter stretched out alongside it. It was tight quarters down here with all the random stuff that keeps a hotel operational, but we could all fit with a little room left over. The ghost hunting crew went ahead of us with their cameras and gadgets, and I kept Jon with me towards the back of the room. We could pretty much see everything—nothing blocked our view.

“So the story here is that this place functioned as a morgue. Ellis liked to take his deceased ‘patients’ and dissect them to study the disease. There were multiple barrels of formaldehyde down here at one time.” Dave looked at Mack for confirmation. “At least that’s what I was told.”

“You’re correct,” Mack assured him.

“Ewww,” was Jon’s opinion, which others voiced in mutual disgust.

My new lover kept close to me, which I appreciated, as it was easier to keep track of both men if they stayed nearby. Jon just stood at my elbow. Mack had his hand in mine, our fingers laced together, and he sort of leaned into me. I liked the contact. He clearly did too. I tried not to focus on just how much I enjoyed having him pressed up against my side. We were down here for a reason, after all.

“How many ghosts down here?” Harry asked Mack hopefully.

“Not a single one so far, but ghosts do roam sometimes. They like to stay in one area, but that area isn’t always a single room. Ah, something I should mention before we really get started—I think some of the things on your list are residual hauntings and not actual spirits.”

“Like what?” Les inquired.

“You said people have reported seeing Dr. Ellis on the second floor? Going from elevator to office?” Mack shook his head, mouth screwed up on one side. “I’d be very surprised if that’s him. Ellis died in Florida.”

Everyone in the room startled.

I looked down at him in curiosity. “How do you know?”

“I looked him up the day I got here. I was curious about the history of the hotel. I dug a little deeper when I learned you all were coming. Ellis died of cirrhosis in his sixties in Florida.”

“Well.” Dave pulled his hat off and scratched his head, looking perplexed. “That sheds a new light on things. No wonder you think it’s a residual haunting. The reports are only of a man in Victorian-aged clothing walking across. Maybe it’s a case of mistaken identity?”

“Could be,” Mack allowed. “People tend to forget Ellis wasn’t the owner of the hotel for long. There were people before and after him. He’s just the most famous of the lot. It could be it’s someone else or—oh, here we go.” Mack pointed to the locker sitting in the room. “Point your cameras there. Looks like we have a soldier visiting us.”

“A soldier?” Marianne questioned, even as she pointed what looked to be a thermal camera toward the locker. “Holy shit, you can see him clearly! Look, the cap on his head is visible and everything.”

I nearly whined in disappointment. I couldn’t see a damn thing. Why was I so insensitive?

Mack stepped two feet forward and gave the area a welcoming smile. “Good evening to you, sir. Yes, it’s quite a crowd. Don’t be alarmed, they’re all friendly. Just curious and investigating the history of this place.” He cocked his head, listening for a moment. “I see. No, I’ve not seen her. I’ll certainly pass along the message you’re looking for her, though. What was her name? Amelia Hartford. Yes, sir, I will relay the message.”

“Annnd he’s gone.” Marianne whirled and pointed to Harry. “Back up the mini-recorder; see if we caught anything on it.”

Harry rewound a few seconds then hit play, cranking up the volume.

It was faint, but I could distinctly hear a raspy baritone saying: “…I’ve not seen her in a fortnight, sir. I’m both perplexed and worried.”

“What was her name?” That was Mack.

“Miss Amelia Hartford. She normally meets me in the foyer. I’m not sure where she’s gone to.”

“Amelia Hartford. Yes, sir, I will relay the message.”

“I thank you for the kindness. Good luck on your endeavors tonight.”

Dave and Les linked arms and did a do-si-do in victory. I didn’t blame them for the excitement. It was quite the feat to capture so much evidence at once.

Mack returned to me, capturing my hand again. I think he did it in part because he was cold. His fingers were distinctly chilled. It was a little cold down here in the basement, that could be why.

“We never get voices that distinct, or I should say, rarely,” Marianne said in puzzlement. She stared at Mack suspiciously. “Did you do something?”

“It’s not that I’m doing something, it’s just part and parcel of me being me.” Mack shrugged, not bothered by this semi-accusation. “Have you ever heard that psychics and mediums are under the same umbrella? This is why. The only point we overlap on is that we both have a psychic aura. In Jon’s case, for instance, it allows him to read anyone within range of his eyes. In my case, it magnifies and energizes any spirit within my range.”

Marianne’s eyes widened in understanding. “So they have more power to manifest with?”

“Exactly. They’ll be more visible and audible as a default of being near me. I can give them energy and help them manifest, granted, but most of the time I don’t need to bother.”

Now that, I had not known. Judging from everyone’s expressions—including Jon’s—they hadn’t either. I wondered if this was one of those things everyone in the business knew as common knowledge, but it wasn’t something spread outside of it.

“I’m learning all sorts of stuff tonight. Why a soldier, though?” Jon asked, puzzled. “Was there a battle near here at some point?”

“Civil War.” Les stopped dancing to answer the question. “The battle of Pea Ridge. It was a march in 1862 that saved Missouri for the Union. There’s a military park nearby in commemoration of it.”

“Huh. In that context, I suppose a soldier makes sense, then.” Jon looked about and asked, “Do we stay a little longer?”

Dave flipped his wrist over to look at his watch. “Another thirty minutes, maybe. Then we’ll move. If there’s enough time tonight, we’ll cycle back through.”

It seemed a sensible enough approach. They had a camera going on in the corner nonstop, so it wasn’t like they were leaving this place completely. I hoped they caught some good footage. Apparently, my naked eye couldn’t see jack squat. It was frustrating. Aside from one sighting as a teenager, and the glimpse I’d seen of Miss Emma earlier this afternoon, I’d not seen any ghosts. Just those two. And it’d taken a medium’s assistance for me to see the second one.

I felt a little torn about this. As much as I wanted to be more sensitive, in a way, it was good I wasn’t. If I could see them more readily, then I wouldn’t be a very good anchor. I’d be as confused by ghosts as a medium. It was probably better in that sense for me to not have the ability. It smarted, though. I wanted see them too, dammit.

We waited another thirty minutes but didn’t see anything else, so we went up to the second floor. We stayed about four feet away from the office door, close enough to see and/or hear things but still giving the ghost some psychological distance. Jon stayed well clear of the elevator and the sconces on the walls. I leaned my shoulders up against the wall to act as a buffer between him and the electrical wiring, leaving him the clear space in the middle of the hallway to comfortably stand in.

He noticed, of course he did, and shot me a smile. “You’re really good at anticipating where I need to be.”

“It’s more like I’m copying what I’ve seen Don do,” I corrected him. “And I try to think of where all the electrical in the building runs. Some of this stuff you avoid automatically, like the light switches and automatic doors. I react off of what you’re doing.”

“You have learned well, Young Grasshopper,” he intoned.

“Thank you, Master,” I deadpanned back.

Harry took notice of this byplay, and she stepped in a little closer to ask, “I don’t get it. What are you doing?”

I pointed to the recorder in her hand. “Harry, switch that to the other hand, if you don’t mind, and hold it away from you. Try to keep a three-foot distance between any electronic and Jon.”

She promptly did so (she really was a good kid) and looked at Jon curiously. “You said earlier you can fry stuff, but don’t you have to touch it?”

“Prolonged exposure will do it, too. Best not to take chances, considering what you’ve got recorded on there right now.” Jon shrugged in a resigned fashion.

“To answer your question, Harry, I’m still training on how to be an anchor.” I waved to indicate our general vicinity. “Jon’s compliment to me was that I’m aware there’s not a lot of safe space for him to stand in. Think about it. These light sconces and sockets in the walls have wiring connecting to them. The only safe spot for him is the middle of the hallway.”

“Oooh.” She nodded in understanding. “That’s rough, though. Wait, I thought you were already an anchor.”

“Not quite yet. Mack and Jon are two of my trainers. My brother’s the third.”

Her eyes crossed. “Three trainers?”

“That’s how important this is. I have to be very situationally aware of my guy at all times because his safety depends on my observational powers. If I’m not paying attention at the wrong moment, it means life and limb is in jeopardy for him.”

Mack grimaced. “I wish that was an exaggeration. But it really isn’t.”

“Ditto,” Jon sighed. Then he perked up and swung around. “Oh?”

Mack looked where he did and gave a soft grunt of surprise. “Well, what do you know. Not a residual.”

Multiple devices snapped into position to face the elevator.

“Good evening, sir,” Mack greeted. He moved to intercept whatever was coming his direction then paused and grimaced a smile. “No, I’m not a member of the staff. I’m looking for Miss Amelia Hartford. Have you seen her? I see. Are you the owner here? Ah, a pleasure, Mr. Maddox. Indeed, sir. No, that’s quite alright. I was looking on behalf of a friend. I’m sure they just missed each other in passing. Thank you, and good evening to you as well.”

Once again, I saw and heard nothing. But Dave’s camera tracked something, because the man slowly panned to the office door before he threw up a victorious fist. “Got him. Or at least a vague humanoid shape with a top hat and what looked like a cane. Who was that?”

“Mr. Maddox,” Mack answered. “He’s the president of Crescent College, or so he introduced himself as.”

Les was already on his phone, looking it up. “He’s probably not lying. Crescent College was established in 1908 by A. S. Maddox and J. H. Phillips, with Maddox serving as the first president.”

“We’re getting some great footage tonight,” Harry enthused. “Can we keep going?”

“Of course,” Mack assured her.

Marianne took her head away from the camera long enough to look him over and asked in concern, “You’re not tired?”

“Pfft, with just this much? We’ve only been at this two hours.” Mack rubbed his hands together and asked with excitement, “So which one next? Room four-nineteen, where bags mysteriously pack themselves, or Room twenty-five hundred, where cancer patients were sent to die once the ‘treatments’ stopped working?”
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Eight hours later, I more or less manhandled Mack into the bed. He slumped bonelessly into the mattress with a sweet smile up at me. “That was awesome fun. I’m so glad we get to do one more night with them.”

“I think you overdid it, though.” He seriously looked like he was one blink away from going comatose. I undid his shoes and took off his jeans—because who wanted to sleep in jeans?—before pulling the duvet up and over him. “Mack, is using your sight tiring?”

“Hmm, no,” he sighed and snuggled into my pillow. “’m just tired. Can we have sex when I wake up?”

I snorted at his priorities. “Absolutely, sweets. No one’s expecting you home today, right?”

He waved this off—I assumed that meant no—and a second later was snoring. Yup, he was out like a light. Shaking my head, I stripped down to my undershirt and boxers before climbing in behind him, curling around his back. He snuggled in a little, then went right back to his snoring. Fortunately, it was light. I could easily ignore it and sleep. Well, I was also a heavy sleeper.

As I settled, fatigue pulled at me, and I had no intention of fighting it. I was just as pleased with tonight’s results. It had been great fun, even if I didn’t see anything with my naked eyes. The crew had rolled back the footage in a couple of places so I could see it on the small digital screens, and that alone was amazing stuff. I was pleased all around that not only had we captured some good evidence, but I’d successfully wrangled both men. Mack hadn’t walked into any walls or tripped down any stairs. Jon hadn’t fried anything. It’d been a good night.

I made a mental note as sleep overtook me to dig into Mack’s ability a little more. I needed to know his limits. But for now, I could enjoy the warm body curled trustingly up against me.
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We went to Beau and Hannah’s for lunch, in part because Beau wanted to do all the paperwork. That, and I think he wanted to properly meet Brandon and talk to him. I did warn Hannah to cook lots, which she’d taken to heart. She had a spread of seven-layer burrito fixings out on the table. It was a safe recipe for me, as I could pick and choose what to put on my own plate, and I had safe chips to use with it.

I loaded up my plate and settled at the table. It was nice to eat something I hadn’t cooked. Brandon bit enthusiastically into his food and sighed in pleasure as he chewed.

“Your mother called me this morning,” Beau informed me with a look meaning potential trouble brewed.

I almost lost my appetite. “Let me guess. She wanted you to somehow wrangle me getting stationed near Opelousas.”

“Look at you, going all psychic.”

I rolled my eyes. That didn’t take much psychic power. My mother was lamentably predictable.

“Don’t worry. Told her it wasn’t up to me, and it wasn’t up to her. That you’d go where the FBI needed you to. She wasn’t too happy with my answer. But I’m not happy with her for delaying your training, so I didn’t have many fucks to give.”

“Beau, I love you,” I told him seriously.

He snorted. “I mentioned you found a guy you liked, someone you might anchor with, and that got her going on a whole other tangent. Might want to call her and get that straightened out. I don’t think she was clear on what I said.”

My mother routinely misunderstood things, so that didn’t surprise me. For all that the woman loved to talk, she wasn’t actually a good communicator. “I’ll call her later. Assuming she doesn’t call me first.”

Something buzzed, and Brandon pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Speaking of mothers. Excuse me for a second.” He stepped away from the table and into the living room, answering, “Hi, Mom.”

We could clearly hear him from the living room, and the open doorways allowed me to see him. Brandon turned, caught me watching him, and a flash of mischief crossed his face. He stopped speaking English abruptly, and his next words were a sing-song language heavy on the vowels and Ls and Ks. It had a rhythm to it I’d not heard before. I found myself fascinated listening to him, my food forgotten in my hands.

Hannah craned her neck around, too, trying to see him. “What is he speaking? I’ve never heard it before.”

“Tongan,” I answered, still watching him. Damn, that was sexy. Why was it sexy? Did I have some intellectual kink I wasn’t aware of?

Brandon’s head dropped back for a second, and I could tell he was growing frustrated. His next words held a growly undertone. “‘Oku ikai te u ilo. Why don’t we just ask him? Mack?”

I left the table to answer his summons. “What’s up?”

“My mother wants to know where you’re going to stay when you come down,” he explained. “She doesn’t like the idea of you being in a hotel. I’ve been staying in Jon and Donovan’s guest room. She doesn’t want you on their couch, so she’s offering her guest bedroom for your use.”

While it was flattering a woman who’d never met me would open up her home for her son’s sake, I wasn’t following this conversation. “And is there a reason why I can’t sleep with you?”

Mama Havili clearly heard me fine, and her Tongan was fast and furious.

Brandon pulled the phone away from his ear with a wince. “Mom. Mom, chill. Why do you jump to that conclusion?! Excuse you, I am not my brother. It’s Don who seduces men, not me.”

I found this byplay fascinating and amusing in turns. He must have a good relationship with her to argue like this. I also found it amusing Brandon thought his brother so much better at dating men than he was. I’d have to find the right moment to assure him I had no complaints with our relationship. He’d been lovely so far.

She simmered down a little—from volcanic anger to a mild thunderstorm—and said something else I had no prayer of understanding. Did they make Tongan phrase books? I felt the need to invest in one.

“’Io. ’Io. U mahino. Mack, she wants to talk to you. My mother’s name is Alani.”

I appreciated the heads-up and took the phone from him. “Hi, Mrs. Havili.”

“Hello, Mack. I apologize for my son. I thought I raised him to not jump someone on the first date.”

I was curious how she knew it’d been the first date but decided to dig into that later. “You have nothing to apologize for or be upset about. Your son’s been exceptional to me since the moment I met him. And I take the blame for seduction. I kinda jumped him.”

She spluttered on a laugh, and the sound was warm and infectious. “Did you? Well, I suppose I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. Brandon’s just now figured himself out, after all. But each phone call I get from him, he tells me something earth-shattering. It was like a rapid-fire series of punches. I got dizzy just listening. My sons, you know, they have no patience when they find someone they like. They steamroll them. You should hear what Donovan was like with Jon.”

Ah. So she thought he was moving things along too fast. This made more sense. “I promise you I’m keeping pace with him, not getting dragged along.”

“I do feel better hearing it. Mack, whether or not you stay at my house, I want you to come over regularly for dinner. I want a chance to really know you.”

I’d never been so frankly invited over to a boyfriend’s parents’ house before. It thrilled me as much as alarmed me, because what if she decided I wasn’t good enough for her son? Southern mothers had definite opinions about who their children dated. I should know, since I had one. Were Tongan mothers the same? “I anticipate we’ll be in Nashville in about four days or so. Should we plan to have dinner with you when we come in?”

“That will be good. Let’s do that.”

It took a bit longer for Brandon to wrap up the call, and I retreated to the table to finish my lunch. I thought about what it would be like to stay with his family while he finished up training. It had the potential to be awkward, no doubt on that. But I still strangely looked forward to it. I’d never been welcomed into another’s family home before. I’d never even slept over at someone else’s place prior to coming to stay with Hannah and Beau. I was nervous about things not going well, but I still really wanted to give it the chance to go right.

We finished lunch, then Beau walked us through the paperwork. I was glad, as it wasn’t easy to navigate. What was it about government forms that made them so needlessly complicated? Still, I didn’t utter a single word of complaint. If this was what it took to keep Brandon with me, then it was all well worth it.
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Not four hours later, my phone rang. I heard the Ghostbuster’s ringtone go off, muted through my coat pocket, and pulled it free as I walked through the hotel’s front doors. We were back here in anticipation of the last night of ghost hunting, although we still had about thirty minutes before the show started.

I looked at the screen and wasn’t sure how to feel about the caller’s timing. My supervisor was an…interesting woman. To say the least. I kept my other hand in Brandon’s, trusting him to guide me, and answered. “Hello, Sylvia.”

“Hello, my little protégé. You have a minute to talk?”

I took that as ‘make a minute to talk.’ “Sure. Let me find a quiet spot. I’m in a hotel lobby.”

Brandon cued in, indicating he was going up to his room, and I nodded and separated from him, heading to the quieter second floor lobby. I really did love this space. People hardly ever lingered here. It made for a good spot to have a conversation. “Alright, I’m set.”

“I saw your training certification go through yesterday, which I was pleased about. Congratulations.”

“Merci.”

“Now, what puzzles me is this request I have on my desk. Do you mean to tell me that within twelve hours, you found someone you like well enough to try partnering with?”

I heard the doubt. She had every reason to be skeptical, granted. “Yeah, it probably does look strange from your end. Allow me to lay things out in sequence.”

“I am all ears.”

Sylvia was a good listener. It was a nice trait in a supervisor, and I appreciated it now, as she listened to the streamline version of everything that had happened in the past three days. With me laying it out like this, though, I realized it really had been only three days. Damn, no wonder people looked at me sideways. I was acting like a Disney princess. Still, it wasn’t like I was swearing undying love and proposing marriage, here. Brandon and I were both being levelheaded about this.

“So, to summarize, it’s not that he’s anchored to you right now. It’s just that you two see good potential for that happening and want to work together and give a relationship a chance.”

“Right.”

“And since he’s still training with his brother and Jonathan Bane, you want to transfer over and help train him then officially partner up for a while after he’s certified.”

“Also correct.”

“Ah. I wish these damn forms had a space for explanations. It would save me from having mini ulcers. Alright, Mack, I’m on the same page. I still think you’re moving a touch fast, but I understand where you’re coming from, what your goal is. And if you think this guy will be a good anchor for you, I’m not dissuading you from trying. Frankly, out of all the mediums I have under me, I worry about you the most. Your situational awareness is shit.”

This was why I loved Sylvia. She had no problem with laying it all on the table. “Trust me, I know. I live with me.”

She snorted and chuckled, the sound like a big predator cat airing its amusement. That could be me projecting, though. Sylvia was one of the most dangerous women I’d ever seen. “I can’t wait to meet this guy. Before you started with Beau and Hannah, you were swearing up and down an anchor was a pipe dream. Three days with Brandon Havili, and you’re clinging like a koala bear. He must be something.”

“Oh trust me, he is.”

“Alright, I’ll approve this request. Keep me posted on how things are going. You need temporary housing budget too?”

“I shouldn’t. I’m staying with Brandon.”

“Oh are you? Wait, I’m curious now. What does this guy look like?” There was the clack of keys as she pulled up his info, and then Sylvia whistled low. “Hot damn. Yuuuum.”

“You now understand why I’m clinging, don’t you?” I asked dryly.

“Hell, I would too. He have any other brothers?”

“Only a sister, sorry.”

“Now that figures.” She sighed in mock regret. “Okay, Mack, you’re set. Let me know when you’re in Nashville. We might have you work some jobs since you’re in the area. Small ones, I promise. I know you’re still training Havili.”

“Sure, that’ll be fine. He’s already helped me do a few things here, and he’s taking to it like a duck to water. I think he’d leap at the chance to do some field work.”

“Good. I’ll keep my ear to the ground for some good cases, then. And Mack?”

“Yeah?”

“Good luck.”

“Merci, Sylvia.” I hung up and stared down at the screen. It was such a strange feeling, this sudden realization that my life really had changed this much in just three days. It gave me some emotional vertigo—in a good way, though. The future was so much more than what I’d thought it would be. Safer, for one. More fun. More hopeful.

“You ready to go, Mack?”

I looked up to the man standing near the staircase, so patiently waiting for me. I wasn’t ready to swear undying love, or demand he be my anchor, or anything like that. But I saw the possibility of it stretching out into the future, and I wanted it more than I wanted my next breath. I’d do whatever I could to make it happen.

With that resolution in mind, I stood and crossed to him. “Yeah, I’m ready. That was my supervisor. She’s approved the transfer requests. We’re clear to go to Nashville.”

“That’s great,” he responded, a bright smile breaking over his face.

“She said, too, there might be some small jobs to do while we’re in Nashville. Something we can both handle, help you learn the ropes.”

His smile went impossibly brighter. “Really? What kind of cases are we talking about?”

“Well, if they’re anything like the first cases I worked, it’ll be things like we’ve done here at the hotel.” I elaborated on past experience as we walked up to the fourth floor, holding hands as we went. This would be common in the future. Us talking about work, holding hands, walking together. The thought made me grin, a safety release for happiness overflow.

I could definitely look forward to that.


Glossary

Tongan phrases:

‘Alu ā ē – Goodbye (to the person going)

‘Io – Yes 

‘Io, Mālō e tau mo eni – Response to “thanks for coming”

‘Oku ikai te u ilo – I don’t know

Fakamolemole! – Forgive me!

Fanongo lelei – Listen carefully

Fanongo pē – Just listen!

Fēfē hake? – How are you?

Hū mai – Come in.

Kamata – Begin

Kātaki – Please, excuse me

Ke – You

Ko au – Response when someone calls for you

Ko e ha ē – What is that?

Ko ia! – That’s it!

Ku – I

Mahino – Understand

Mālō ‘aupito – Thanks very much.

Mālō e lava mai – Thanks for coming.

Mālō e lelei! – Hello (common greeting)

Mou nofo ā ē – Goodbye (to several people staying)

Mou ō ā ē – Goodbye (to several people going)

Na’a ke ha’u? – Did you come?

Na’a ke kai? – Did you eat?

Nofo ā ē – Goodbye (to the person staying)

Sai pē – Just fine!

Tali mai! – Answer me!

Toe ‘ai – Repeat that.

Tokotaha faikehe – You’re weird/strange.

Creole Phrases:

Allons – Let’s go.

Ça va – It’s fine/ things are going well.

Cher – honey, darling, basically an endearment

I had an envie – craving for something, usually food

Just storytelling – it’s not lying, but you’re editing the truth

Lagniappe – ‘the little extra in life.’ Generally speaking, this kicks in and covers the distance when you’re coming up short. Usually in a physical way. Or, in this case, its Brandon.

Merci – thanks

Sounds a way to pass a good time – more a Southern phrase but it means it’s a good way to party
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain it if 4 stars, honest.)

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write for the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She's only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she'll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind the scenes about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group here!
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