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It was never promising when your boss called you late at night. At least, not in my case. I looked at the phone dubiously and answered it with severe misgivings. “Hello?”

“Mack,” Sylvia started out quite brusquely. “I’ve got two requests for you and a new destination I need you to be at tomorrow night.”

“Two? Oh boy, where and what?” I looked around, intending to signal my partner, but Brandon was somewhere else in the house. Jon caught me looking for him and pointed upstairs. I gave him a nod of thanks and headed for the second story, keeping the phone to my ear as I went.

“Here’s the fun part. One of the requests is in your hometown. Opelousas.”

I stumbled on the step. “Wha—why there?”

In Mach 2 seconds, Brandon appeared at the top of the stairs, looking down at me in concern. He’d changed out of his sweater for some reason and was in a clinging t-shirt that showed the muscular definition of his arms and shoulders in loving detail. He must have just changed, as his short-cropped black hair stuck out at interesting angles. Hadn’t he mentioned going for a shower earlier? He’d heard me even from the bathroom? I swear to you, the man has radar. An alarm. Something that goes off if I take a wrong step. He’s scarily good at appearing just as I lose my balance.

Sylvia still spoke, and I put the phone on speaker so Brandon could hear, waving him down. “—know that any request from family members of the FBI take top priority?”

“Uh, I did not know that, actually.” I shifted on the stairs so Brandon could stand facing me, both of us braced against opposite walls of the stairwell as we listened. In the mellow lighting of the stairwell, his copper skin glowed richly. I had a hard time not ogling him and actually paying attention to the conversation.

“It’s one of those courtesy things we do as an agency. Typically, if you’re related, we don’t send you in personally. Conflict of interest and all of that. However, we have leeway in our department because there’re so few of us. If we don’t have enough people on hand, or it’s time sensitive, we can justify sending you in. This will be one of those cases as everyone else is tied up at the moment. Your cousin Edmée DeVilliers put in an urgent request for a medium. According to the report synopsis I read, she’s got something in the house messing with her daughter at night.”

Grimness twisted my gut. “Cali’s four.”

“So you know this cousin?”

“Yeah, she’s one of the few relatives I like. Shit. I checked her house before I left, wanting her to have peace of mind. Cali’s birth was rough on everyone involved. Did she move?”

“As of two months ago.”

I had no idea why she would, but I could ask when I talked to Edmée. And I’d definitely be talking to her. I looked to Brandon and I knew why she hadn’t called me directly. My cousin no doubt had heard from my mother that my partner was still in training. Well, he had been until Friday. He’d passed all the tests. “Brandon, I need to go.”

“We do,” he agreed with a nod, as if this was a foregone conclusion. “Sylvia, you get me an address and we’ll pack up tonight, hit the road early in the morning.”

“There’s more than this one problem. I’ve got another one as well.”

“Of course you do.” Brandon’s smile was a touch too delighted. But then, he was a bit touched sometimes when it came to anything supernatural. “Same area?”

“Same area. I’ll email you both the file on it. You can read it on the way down. For my knowledge, are you driving or flying?”

“Driving,” I said. “It’ll take us a bit longer to get there, but I don’t want to cram everything I need into two suitcases and a carry-on.”

“I don’t blame you. Alright. Have you picked up the company SUV yet?”

“Uh, not yet?”

“Get that now. I’ll have someone meet you at the car lot. Brandon, if this vehicle doesn’t fit your legs, tell me. I’ll arrange for something else at the dealership.”

“What did you get us?” he asked, canting his head.

“Chevy Tahoe.”

“Oooh. No, I fit fine in those.”

“Good! I hate wasted effort. Get going, boys. Oh and Mack, I don’t want you to think you have to do this on your own. The second case I’m sending you on is…well, it has the potential to be a hotbed of trouble. If you feel like you need backup, please use the good sense God gave you and call me.”

That command worried me. Just what was the second case? “Yes, ma’am.”

“Keep me posted, gentlemen, and safe travels.” The phone clicked as she ended the call.

I expected Brandon to be excited, and he was, I could see it in those gorgeous golden-brown eyes of his. But overriding that was concern. He said quietly, “You don’t look excited about going home. Problem?”

“I’ll tell you on the way to the dealership,” I promised him.

“Okay. Let me get Don.”

I rolled my eyes. “I can drive.”

He leaned in and kissed me softly. “You can do anything. But please don’t drive. It scares the ever-living shit out of me.”

“When you put it like that, it’s really hard to argue with you.”

He kissed me again, quick and chaste, then bounded back upstairs and called for his brother as he went. I chose to go down, as my shoes were near the back door, and I nearly collided with Jon as I rounded the bottom stair.

Jon’s reflexes were better than mine, and he caught us both before we could take a tumble. “Sorry.”

He waved this off and asked in concern, “How bad is this, that you’re getting called in?”

“Not good,” I admitted. “FBI mediums are dispatched when it meets one of three criteria: One, it impacts a child. Two, physical harm has been dealt. Three, structural damage has occurred to the property. I’m really hoping it’s just because a toddler is involved that I’m being called in. But I know my cousin, and she doesn’t spook easily.”

“So if she put in a formal request, then this is more than sounds bumping in the night.” Jon nodded, his mouth firming in an unhappy line. “That’s why you’re so worried.”

After several weeks of living with him, I’d gotten used to him reading my emotions and didn’t deny it. “Yeah. I’ll give her a call in a minute and get the facts straight from her.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Can you pack us some sandwiches and snacks for the road?” I asked hopefully. Jon was a good cook and truthfully, fast food was death to me. Most of it had dairy. Or corn. Sometimes dairy and corn. Either way, not good for yours truly.

“Sure. Anything else?”

“Any of my specialty foods, please. As long as its non-perishable. It’s basically a ten-hour drive from here.”

“Ah. Yes, too long for anything perishable.” He patted me on the shoulder, promising, “I’ll be careful in my selections. Do you have laundry?”

“Dammit!” I’d clean forgotten the wash I had in the machine. “I’ll change that out before I go.”

Don and Brandon joined us at that point, both of them with jackets on. Then again, it was the end of March and we still had our bitterly cold days.

I considered anything under fifty degrees to be bitterly cold, thank you very much.

“I’ll drive them to the dealership,” Donovan informed Jon. “Be back in a bit.”

“Actually, can you stop by the post office? We’ve got bills to mail out.”

“Oh, sure.”

Brandon held out my jacket, and I slid my arms in, huddling in close to my personal space heater as we headed for the car. What with the limited parking space back there, I had chosen to park my Accord at his parents’ house, and between Brandon’s truck, Don’s pickup, and Jon’s Humvee, it was a tight squeeze getting into Don’s king-sized truck.

Only once we were on the road did I find the right moment to explain to Brandon from the backseat, “I’ll call Edmée in a second and get the low-down. As for problems…I’m not sure how to explain. Or start.”

“What’s your hometown like?” Brandon inquired, helpfully prompting me.

“Opelousas is not what you would call a prosperous place. It’s the parish seat, and I think there’s about twenty thousand people living in about seven and a half square miles.”

“Wow, that’s a pretty dense population,” Don remarked, his eyes flicking up to meet mine in the rear-view mirror. “What’s the atmosphere like?”

“Very heavily Catholic and poor.” Remembering what life had been like in my childhood, I grimaced. “My mother’s never made more than twenty-five thousand in a year, and she’s considered better off than some of my relatives.”

Both of them whistled low, shaking their heads in disbelief.

Brandon knew more of my history than Don, and he turned in the passenger seat to give me a look of incredulity. “And she raised seven kids on that?”

“It was…tight. We always kept a house garden, which helped. Anyway, superstitions run pretty thick down there. Edmée’s not one to jump at shadows, which concerns me. Her moving concerns me, as there’s not a lot of good places to move into.”

My partner gave me a knowing look. “How haunted is Opelousas?”

“About on par with Eureka Springs,” I confided, referencing the place we’d met and worked our first case together.

Don, never a fan of ghosts, groaned in horror. “That sounds horrible.”

It had been, as a child. A very sensitive child who had no safe place to run. Even now, as a fully trained medium, I shuddered on some level at the thought of going back down there. If it wasn’t family calling for me, I’d have passed this on to someone else.

Warm fingers grasped mine and squeezed them gently, reassuring. I looked up to Brandon and saw his eyes on me with concern and affection. Brandon was about as sensitive to the supernatural as a drowned log, but I still found comfort in him. His unwavering support had been eye-opening over the past thirteen weeks. If he told me we were going to move a mountain, I’d believe we could do it, just because he said so.

I still didn’t want to go. Looking at him, though, I believed I’d be fine. And that made all the difference in the world.

So I took a breath and squeezed his hand back, giving him a smile. “Really glad you’re armed now, mon cher.”

“Yeah, me too,” he responded cheerfully.

Although I was worried about him being armed for a different reason. Most of my relatives preferred to give me grief when I saw them. I expected some brand of trouble while we were down there.

Of course, he read that worry off my face.

“Does that mean I can shoot your relatives?”

“Now, cher, play nice.” I grinned wider as I knew he was kidding. (Mostly.)

“I will if they will.” Brandon’s smile was not at all kind.

It was probably wrong of me, but I looked forward to the moment I could introduce my big-as-a-mountain boyfriend to my family. Some of them wouldn’t take it well. It would be like two banty roosters meeting in a hen yard—the fight was inevitable. I didn’t imagine they’d come out on top.

Donovan stopped for a red light and gave his brother a suspicious look. “Armed? What kind of weaponry would they issue you, Brandon?”

“I’ve got a modified shotgun and Glock that can fire rock-salt rounds,” he reported, still happy as a clam with the new toys he’d been issued after passing the tests. “Plus a very heavy-duty water pistol that shoots holy water. Oh, and a regular Glock for the non-ghosts who need shooting.”

Donovan looked impressed but also dubious. “How are you supposed to shoot something you can’t see?”

“They gave me thermal goggles too. I can at least see the shapes of them.”

Only on my deathbed would I admit that when he put on the goggles, had the shotgun in hand, and wore the tactical vest with all of those weapons and gear strapped to him, he looked like a hero stepping out of a steampunk novel.

As they got to talking guns and such, I called up my cousin. Edmée and I only talked about twice a year, on her birthday and mine, but still I considered her to be one of my closest cousins. She’d always been sweet to me, and I’d move heaven and earth for her if she asked me to.

The phone rang twice before her husky alto came over the phone. “Mack, funny timing. I was just talking to your maman.”

“Were you?” I responded, glad to hear it. My mother knew the basics of how to keep ghosts at bay. “How’s your grandmaman and them?”

“We’re doing alright. I don’t know if you heard, but I got me a new place.” The fear started to edge into her voice.

“I know, I heard. Edmée, I’m the FBI medium coming to your rescue.”

She sucked in a sharp, rattling breath. “You are?”

“My partner got cleared for full duty Friday. They put high priority on your case because you’ve got a child and you’re my relative. My boss gave me first chance, and I took it. We’ll be in Opelousas tomorrow night.”

Edmée let out a sharp sob, quickly muffled. “Oh God, oh God, Mack, you’ve no idea how relieved I am to hear it.”

“Shame on you for not calling me earlier,” I scolded. “You know I’d have come.”

“I didn’t want to bother you in the training. Your maman, she said to do it, but you’ve got such a good start on life. I didn’t want to ruin that for you.”

“Pfft, who’s ruining anything? Now, you tell me what’s going on.”

“Mack, I don’t know what to do, I really don’t. Cali’s got scratches on her almost nightly. She wakes up screaming, telling me there’s a bad man trying to drag her out of the bed. I put salt around her bedroom and the sills and such, and it’s not helping. I did it around my room too, and she’s been sleeping with me, and that’s helped. Whatever it is, it can’t seem to get into my room.”

Now that was interesting. “Think carefully. Are there any antiques or anything in her room?”

Edmée fell silent for a long moment. “No. No, not that I can think of. Most of it’s new, or new enough. We had to buy her a few things from the thrift store when I moved, but none of it’s over twenty years old, I don’t think.”

“Okay. Sometimes ghosts attach themselves to objects. If barricading her room isn’t helping, then whatever the problem is likely originates in that room.”

“Oh hell. Hell, Mack, I didn’t think of that. I just thought I hadn’t done it proper.”

“Could be that’s the case, but if you did it correctly in your room, and it’s working? And you did it the same way on both rooms?”

She made an assenting noise.

“Yeah, odds are something in that room is bad juju. We’ll figure it out when we get down there. Can you text me your address? We’ll come straight to you.”

“I’ll text you now.”

There was another muffled sob, and I knew she was scared then as she never had been, because the Edmée I knew didn’t cry easily. I wanted to say something to help her. I just didn’t know what else I could add that I hadn’t already said. “You breathe easy, cuz. Between me and Brandon, we’ll sort it out.”

“I’ll cook jambalaya for you, have it ready for when you get here.”

I was glad to hear her rallying. “Aww, how’d you know I was craving that? Just make a lot. Brandon eats like a bear coming out of hibernation.”

She giggled, and it sounded watery, but there was mirth in it. “I’ve heard tales of him. We’re all dying to meet him, you know. I don’t have a lot of room in the new place, but I can open up a spot in the living room for you to bed down.”

“We’ll bring sleeping bags, sort ourselves,” I promised her. “You don’t worry about that. We’ll be there before you know it. And if something happens, at any time, you call me. I’ll walk you through what to do.”

“Okay. Bless you and that man of yours, Mack. I was beside myself with worry. You drive safe, text me as you get close.”

“Will do. Re-salt the room before you sleep tonight, okay?”

“I will. See you soon.”

I hung up and swore roundly, wanting to punch something.

Brandon turned in his seat again, mouth flat in anger. “I overheard parts of that. Something’s scratching the little girl?”

“Caliste,” I answered, giving her proper name. “We all call her Cali. Yeah, nightly scratches and her screaming in terror because, in her own words, a bad man was trying to drag her out of the bed.”

Donovan twitched in a full body shudder. “God, that’s horrifying even for an adult, much less a child.”

I nodded grimly. “Yeah, not too happy about that. Edmée says she’s got her room blocked off good, and Cali’s okay while sleeping with her. They’re going to re-salt the room tonight before sleeping. Brandon, cher, we got to get there quick. If this thing is strong enough and mad enough to be scratching someone nightly? I can’t let it get hold.”

He nodded, expression a match for mine. “We’ll speed the whole way. Let’s stop by a sports store on the way back, buy sleeping bags.”

“You can just use mine and Jon’s,” Donovan offered. “We’re not going camping in this weather, and it’s all stuffed in a closet. Mine will fit you, Brandon.”

“Yeah? That’ll save us time. Thanks, we’ll do that.”

I thought of the implications of Jon in a campground. “Does Jon like camping?”

“Adores it. Favorite vacation for him.” Donovan chuckled, low and long. “We do it as a stress reliever in good weather. I think he’d go hermit if he didn’t have to earn a living. Anyway, too cold to do it right now. You might as well use them.”

We pulled into the Chevrolet dealer’s lot and Don let us out at that point. I belatedly remembered the thing I hadn’t done and popped my head back in. “Don, I forgot that I have a load in the wash.”

Understanding dawned. “I’ll transfer it for you.”

“Merci.” I really did like him. He had the patience of Job, that one. How had I ever been afraid of or intimidated by him?

The dealership was on the verge of closing but Sylvia had done all the right paperwork for us in advance. We’d planned to get the SUV tomorrow, but needs must. The keys and such were handed over to us, and we drove away in the 2020 model with that lovely new car smell.

Brandon, of course, had it adjusted so he could fit comfortably, and he did look well situated. Finally, a vehicle big enough that he didn’t look like a giant trying to squeeze into a Mini. The seats were nice and plush and I appreciated that fact, as we’d be stuck in them for at least ten hours tomorrow.

“Mack, you’ve told me stories and stuff about home,” my boyfriend started with a wary glance at me. “Anything else you need to tell me about before we get down there?”

“It’s only fair to warn you,” I admitted with a grimace. “Most of the city won’t be hospitable, for one of three reasons. One, we ain’t straight.”

That got a snort.

“Two, we dabble in something that’s not God’s business. They’re mighty superstitious down there and anything to do with spirits is in voodoo territory. Not many are going to take me being a medium well.”

“Really starting to understand why you don’t want to go home,” he remarked, a sort of rhetorical statement. “Alright, what’s three?”

“Some history on three. Not many remember this outside of the South, but the government got it in their heads to eradicate the Cajun culture. From about 1930 to 1990 they did their best to destroy it. From about 1980 to 1995, they actively took Cajun kids and put them in foster care, adopting them into different families.”

Brandon had a mite of a temper, and I saw it flare now as his hands tightened around the steering wheel, hard enough to make the leather creak in protest. “Are you fucking serious?”

“It wasn’t good, cher. Even if you were half Cajun, you were taken. The parents had a real fight to get them back. Some of them never managed it. So the sight of Feds down there isn’t looked upon with any kindness.”

“That is completely and totally understandable, and in their shoes, I’d not be happy about it either. Damn, that’s only twenty years or so ago. Did this affect your family at all?”

“A branch of it, yes. It’s partially why Mama was so…slow, I think, to get me tested.”

“Ah. Okay, I’ll try to keep the Fed thing low-key.”

“Lay low with the fidgets, we should be fine,” I advised. “We’re only there for two jobs, we might be able to get in and out quick.”

Brandon shot me a look of horror. “Don’t jinx us that way!”

I crossed my fingers to ward off the bad luck. “Now, whether or not you can avoid meeting my family is the question.”

“I don’t actually mind meeting them,” he said with a benign smile I didn’t trust for one second. “I’m just going to have a little chat with anyone who isn’t kind to you.”

I knew him well enough at this point to ask him pointedly, “And will they survive this little chat?”

“That’s totally on them.”

My goodness lordie, what was I to do with this man?
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We got on the road at barely five in the morning, for more than one reason. First of all, if you wanted to escape the early morning commute, you had to get out of Nashville early. Before six o’clock, as that was when the madness started. Second, Mack was very anxious to get to our destination as quickly as he could. In fact, he was so anxious that if I hadn’t hidden the keys, he might have left without me.

You always learn a lot about someone on a road trip. The road trip from Eureka Springs to Nashville had been great fun as I traded stories with Mack and learned more about him. I didn’t expect this ride to be as fun, as he was seriously stressed. For good reason, grant you.

I’d learned a lot about Mack over the past thirteen weeks of us living together. I’d learned he loved to read, would choose that over television every time. He was fascinated by gaming systems, having never tried one before he met me, and loved to play games with me whenever we got the chance. I’d learned other things, too, things that bothered me. Mack was very, very careful with what he had. Everything was always put in the right place, and handled so that it would last. Even when I’d ripped an old shirt, his first thought was to mend it, while I hadn’t hesitated to throw it out.

After so many years on the police force, I could always pick up the signs of a child who hadn’t grown up with enough. They ate carefully. Whatever was put in front of them, they finished and they were quick to catch any escaped crumb. I had to watch Mack because if someone put food into his hands that wasn’t safe to eat, he was likely to eat it anyway, partially out of manners, but mostly out of sheer habit. My cute Creole’s childhood had been rough in more ways than one.

With that thought in mind, I pondered what I was likely walking into. I didn’t want to be a burden to his family—and we would be, if they assumed the task of feeding us. Plus, Mack required special foods, things not found in most grocery stores. As we passed Murfreesboro, I asked him, “Should we pick up groceries on the way in?”

“Cher, that’s not a bad plan. We’ll pass through Baton Rouge on the way; that’s got a Whole Foods in it. Lafayette’s closer, but it means going the wrong way for a bit before turning around.”

“How far is Baton Rouge from Opelousas?”

“About an hour.”

“So any perishables we buy should be fine, as long as we put them in cold bags.” I nodded, as that decided it for me. “We’ll stop there.”

He eyed me sideways as he said, “I’d like to buy more than just what we’ll need.”

“That’s fine. Big vehicle, it can take it.” I’d half-expected him to do so. Mack had casually mentioned to me once that he was glad the FBI paid so well. It let him help his mother. Mediums started out making $60,000 a year. I made the same as him, as I functioned as his ‘anchor.’ I knew part of his paycheck had gone to his mom at some point, although I didn’t know all the finer details.

When he didn’t get an argument or any questions, Mack relaxed into his seat. “You expected that.”

“I know you’re worried about your mom. And everything you’ve told me said she’s not living a plush life. So yeah, I expect you’ll help her as much as you can while we’re in town.”

He leaned over in his seat, putting his forehead to my shoulder. “You are a blessing to me, Brandon Havili.”

“You can’t tell me stuff like that while I’m driving,” I informed him, mostly kidding. “It makes me want to jump you.”

At that, he laughed, finally lifting his head to grin at me. Mack’s got the most infectious smile. I was never sure if I wanted to kiss him or just smile helplessly back.

Driving. I’m driving. Can’t do either. Dammit.

Eyes back on the road, I tried to redirect us to practical matters. “Did you text everyone that we’re on our way?”

“Ah, let me do that now.” He pulled out his phone and started tapping away.

“Is there anything else you want to pick up in Baton Rouge?”

He pondered for a moment, thinking hard. “No, I can’t think of anything. I wish I could get a new water heater for my mom’s house. She said it’s kicking on and off, not always heating up properly.”

“Ouch, cold showers? It’s alright, we can do that.”

Mack blinked at me as if I’d said something strange. “We can? Cher, I don’t know how to fix that.”

“Yeah, it’s okay, I do. They’ve got hardware stores in Opelousas, right? It’s not much effort to switch them out. As long as it’s really the water heater that’s acting up and not something else.”

“The casual way you say that makes me wonder. Just how comfortable are you with tools?”

“Pretty comfortable. Don and I broke a lot while growing up—part us figuring out our own strength, part wrestling in places we shouldn’t have been. We got to fix whatever we broke. And Dad’s always been the type to buy a fixer upper for cheap, then do the fixing up himself. We learned with him. Don told you how he renovated our grandmother’s house, right? I did the same to my place in Colorado.”

Shaking his head in wonder, Mack teased, “A man of many talents.” He hesitated strongly. “But this isn’t your responsibility to fix.”

I’d expected resistance on this and sure enough, bam, here it was. This was the other thing I’d learned about him. Mack was truly uncomfortable asking for help. It had been drilled into his head that he was a burden, that he shouldn’t be such an imposition. Those notions were hard for him to let go of. Part of the reason why he’d believed he’d never have an anchor was because of that. I think he wouldn’t have accepted me so easily if it weren’t for the fact he’s strongly attracted to me.

And he only accepts my help because I like him, because of our relationship. Trust me, I was very grateful he allowed it. And still very mad anyone taught this amazing man he was ‘too much effort’ and thereby undesirable. When I found the people who’d told him that, I’d break their jaws so they couldn’t say anything else stupid.

My mom had advised patience on this. It would take time and consistent love and support to get it through to Mack that he was always worth the trouble. And that I didn’t think anything he did was troublesome.

Before I responded to him, I took a breath and phrased the words in my mind. “Sweetheart, I really, truly don’t mind.”

“But that’s a lot of work, isn’t it?”

Be patient, be patient, be patient. “You know, I’m fond of your mom, too, even though we haven’t met in person yet. I don’t like the idea of her having to suffer through cold showers on a regular basis. I swear to you, it really should only take a few hours, as long as it’s a simple swap. I’d rather do it and know it’s been done right. Okay?”

My logic seemed to sell him as nothing else I could say would. He understood me at least on this point, that I liked to have things done right. His unease died down, and he gave me that sweet smile of his. “Alright. If we have time, I’ll mention it to Mama.”

“Good.” I offered not only to give his mind some ease but also with the hopes I’d get in good with Mama Lafayette. So far she’d sounded happy Mack had found a reliable work partner/boyfriend. But sometimes it was also easier to like things when they were at a distance. When faced with the reality, she might change her mind.

He must have read the thought off my face, as Mack assured me, “She’ll like you.”

“You sound very sure of that.”

“She already likes you,” he pointed out, amused now. “You’re protecting her precious son, polite to her on the phone, and text her pictures of me. All of that has landed you in her good books.”

Getting her phone number had been a flash of genius on my part.

“The rest of my family will be a harder sell, but most of them don’t even like me, so….” He trailed off with a shrug. “It’s fine. We do need to be careful what to say around her, though. She has a habit of misconstruing things to mean something other than what the speaker intended.”

“I’ve noticed she does that with you.”

Mack sighed, sounding done in already. “I’m not sure if it’s wishful thinking overpowering her ears, or what. But she only hears what she wants to until you put it so plainly she can’t take it any other way. I don’t expect much trouble, as we won’t be there long enough to stir up any. We’ll be in and out in a few days.”

“You say that, but we still haven’t looked at the other case.”

“Ah. Good point.” He pulled out his phone again, downloading the attached brief and looking it over with a sour grunt. “I stand corrected.”

“That doesn’t sound good. On a scale of one to ten?”

“Probably a six. I see now why Sylvia said to call in for backup if we need it. University of Louisiana at Lafayette has a ghost causing trouble in one of their dorms. It used to be friendly, the sort to just say hi and pull innocent pranks, but things have taken a wrong turn. One of the students was pushed down the stairs.”

“Uh oh. How bad?”

“Fortunately, not very. Sprained wrist, bruises, a light concussion. But still, it could have been very bad.”

I hummed, thinking it through. “Does that normally happen? Ghosts going from mischievous to bad?”

“No, that’s strange,” he said, still reading the case file. “When that happens, it means the ghost has taken a dislike to someone, or something’s radically changed. But it’s very rare, cher. Most of the time they stay true to their personalities.”

“So what’s your theory?”

“Something else has moved in.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It should. Never a good thing when it happens. Now, I say it’s probably going to be difficult for two reasons. First, we’re likely not dealing with just one ghost here, but two or more. Second, the dorm is three stories and it’s a big building.”

“Ouch. That’s a lot of ground to cover with just the two of us. Is there an area the ghost prefers to hang out?”

“Unfortunately not. I’m checking now, but witness statements place the ghost all around the building.”

“Yeah, no. I can tell straightaway that’s not going to work. Why don’t we do a preemptive strike and tell Sylvia right now we want backup on this one. Especially since people are getting hurt, we want someone on top of this sooner rather than later.”

Mack looked uncertain, biting at his lower lip. “You think we should?”

“Honey, she told us point blank to ask for help if we thought we needed it. And you don’t want to put the girls in danger by trying to do this on our own, right? Let’s use that good common sense Sylvia trusts we have and give her a head’s up we’d like support on this one.”

“Put like that…yeah.” He took in a breath and asked uncertainly, “You really don’t think they’ll mind?”

“I really, really don’t,” I assured him patiently. “And this is our first case out the gate. If we err on the side of caution, no one’s going to smack our wrist for it. But really, I don’t think two of us can handle a three-story building.”

“Yeah. No, you’re right. Okay, let me call Sylvia.”

I’d taken a second to connect both our phones to the car last night, so as the call rang, it came through the car speakers. She picked up in a single ring.

“I have literally a minute before I walk into a meeting, so make this quick.”

“Sylvia, we just read through the case file for the campus haunting,” I said, making this as concise as possible. “We both think it a bad idea to tackle a three-story building on our own.”

“I admit I had that concern. I was willing to let you try if you wanted, but I think another pair of agents should be in there at the very least.”

“Yeah, it’s too much ground to cover for just us. Can you request them?”

“I will, but I don’t know who I can immediately send there. You tackle the family case first. I’ll send you an update when I know who’ll meet you there.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Keep me updated.” Click.

Mack let out a low breath. “You’re right, she really expected us to call in backup.”

“She’s got good sense, our boss. Fortunately.”

The phone rang again, and this time Mack looked at the phone with a sort of resigned smile. “Of course she’s calling. Hi, Maman.”

“Mack!” Mama Lafayette sounded thrilled down to her toes. “You’re coming! You naughty child, you should have told me so!”

“We literally got the call last night. We’ve been so busy getting on the road, I haven’t had a chance. I assume you heard from Edmée?”

“Yes, she just texted me. You’ll stay here?”

“No, likely not,” Mack said gently. “I have to stay at Edmée’s until I can figure out where that evil ghost is coming from. And after that, we need to work the next case. There’s another case at the university campus in Lafayette we’ll be working too. Mostly at night, but we can visit with you some during the day.”

“That’ll do. Of course, you’ll need to help Edmée and Cali first. Brandon’s coming?”

“Of course,” I assured her, finally finding a good spot to jump in. “It’ll be fun finally meeting you in person.”

“Oh, Brandon, I wasn’t aware you were listening in. Good, I’m so glad we can finally sit and have a proper chat with each other.”

“Yes ma’am, looking forward to it.”

Mack cleared his throat. “Mama, don’t you worry about buying me groceries. I’ll pick up things on the way in. I’ll be stopping at Whole Foods, so if there’s something you need, you text it to me and I’ll grab it along with everything else.”

“Bless you, mon angé, I was short on a few things but I haven’t had the time to get over there. You going to the Baton Rouge or the Lafayette one?”

“Baton Rouge.”

“Oh good. I’ll text you, but get me more of those gummies, I love those. And that yummy spaghetti sauce.”

“Sure.”

There was a distant call on her side of the phone. “Oh, my break’s over. I’ll get back to work. You come by and at least hug your mama, alright?”

“I wouldn’t dare do anything else,” Mack assured her with a smile on his face. “Bye, Mama.”

“You both drive safe now, you hear?” A blown kiss, then she hung up.

Part of this conversation confused me. “Is there a difference between the stores?”

“Baton Rouge is much larger and has things the other Whole Foods doesn’t. We always choose Baton Rouge’s if we have the time to go over there.”

“Gotcha. I take it you usually went grocery shopping with her?”

“Yeah. So I know more or less what to get even if she doesn’t send me a list.”

“They sell sugar or salt in bulk? Because I’m pretty sure we’ll need a lot.”

“No, but I’m not planning on barricading this entity,” Mack informed me flatly. “I’m just taking him out.”

“Now that plan I like. Can I shoot it?”

He gave me a feral smile. “Only if I don’t get to it first, cher.”
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Opelousas hadn’t changed at all in the nine months or so I’d been gone. All the streets were still cracked and badly patched. The old ’60s storefronts were the same. The businesses lining the main street were unchanged, ranging from Mexican restaurants to Avon stores. Now that I had other places to compare it to, I realized my hometown was definitely the poorer relation. At least everything was clean and kept up.

Brandon studied it with interest. He didn’t say much, but his eyes kept sweeping either side of the street, taking it in. I had mixed feelings about him seeing the place. On the one hand, I wanted to take pride in my hometown. But truth was, even I didn’t like it much, and I wanted his opinion to match mine. As we passed the various stores, I saw ghosts wandering the sidewalk, only their manner of dress and slight transparency separating them from the living souls. A fine shudder raced over my skin, and I thanked heaven Brandon was driving. The ghost population had gotten worse, I’d swear on that.

I’d walked these streets often while growing up. With only one vehicle, and seven people, my mother hadn’t always been able to get her kids to the right place at the same time. Most of us ended up walking somewhere, or biking the few times we’d managed to lay hands on a bike. I hadn’t walked so much as run along these streets, trying to avoid the things I couldn’t understand. Or worse, the ones I did and needed to avoid at all costs. Driving along the main strip was like a tour of all the battles I’d survived in my childhood.

Yeah, couldn’t say that I missed the place at all.

“Your mom said to swing by and hug her first? Where’s she?”

“She works as a cashier at JB Sandoz. Hardware store on Main Street. Go straight, straight” —I indicated with two chops of my hand— “then turn straight at the light.”

“Honey.” Brandon blew out a breath, amused and patient. “Can you translate that for us non-Southerners?”

“Oh.” Right, people outside of Louisiana didn’t understand our directions. I’d learned that with Beau. “I meant, go straight through the next two lights then take a right at the third.”

“This is going to be fun, I see it now,” Brandon muttered, easing up on the brake as traffic started moving again. “People are going to be giving me interesting directions the entire time I’m down here. I take it that hand motion was supposed to tell me how many lights I go through?”

“Yeah,” I said, abashed. But then he grinned at me, amber eyes crinkling up in silent laughter, and I realized he was teasing. “You have to count how many straights someone tells you. That’ll also indicate how many lights or stop signs.”

“Yup, really interesting directions,” he said, already resigned. “Thank god for GPS.”

“Fortunately, we have addresses for most of where we need to go.”

JB Sandoz had been around for many, many years. It’d taken over an old factory, which was obvious at first glance. The orange brick building stretched out low to the ground, huge picture windows dominating the lower half of the building. There wasn’t much parking in front, just a long, narrow strip. Brandon parked near the front doors with the tailgate sticking out near the edge of the road.

We stepped out, and I was very grateful to escape the SUV for a few minutes. Shopping at Whole Foods had worked some of the kinks out of my thighs, but I still wasn’t looking forward to spending any more time in that car.

I stepped through the front door, the chime ringing above my head, and looked for my mother. She stood behind her cashier counter, and when her head came up, a smile lit up her face. Her tawny skin highlighted her smile, and she’d made some effort to look nice. Her curly dark hair was normally in a loose ponytail but today she’d tamed it into some sort of up-do bun. Trying to impress Brandon, perhaps?

“You’re finally here!”

She came around the edge of the white Formica counter and threw her arms around my waist, hugging me in tight. My mother was a petite wisp of a woman, and she tucked right in under my chin. I frowned a little as I hugged her back, as it felt like she’d lost weight. Maybe twenty pounds or so. I could feel the definition of her shoulder blades and ribs even through the t-shirt and store vest she wore. My mother hadn’t had twenty pounds to lose to begin with.

Dammit.

Pulling back, she gave me a wide smile. “You look good, mon bébé. This handsome man must be Brandon.”

I turned, my arm still tucked around her shoulders, and introduced the two of them. “Indeed he is. Brandon, meet Adélaide Lafayette.”

“Adelle,” she corrected, as she always did, and went up on tiptoes in order to hug Brandon hello. Brandon bent in half to meet her, and it looked awkward from my view just because of the height difference, but they both wore smiles stretching ear to ear.

“It’s enchanting to meet you,” Brandon told her, straightening.

“Likewise, chile, likewise. Mercy, Mack wasn’t joking, you’re a giant. What did your maman feed you growing up?”

Brandon grinned at her. “Everything.”

“I believe it!” She turned to me and said seriously, “You made good time, and I’m glad for it, mon bébé. It’s been bad at Edmée’s. Bed bugs infested her house and we couldn’t get them out for love or money. That lousy landlord of hers refused to do anything about it. I helped her move out quick, but it’s been a real ordeal. She lost most of her furniture in the move.”

I winced. “No wonder she moved, then. How’s Cali?”

“Scared and clingy, and we don’t blame her. I got you two bags of road salt here behind the counter. Dylan’s donated it to the cause. Road salt’s okay for this, isn’t it?”

“Any salt’s good for it,” I assured her. “And thank Dylan for me. We only popped in to say hello. I’ll swing by the house first, put groceries away. Then we’ll be at Edmée’s.”

“Don’t put anything in the freezer,” she requested.

Oh god. She still hadn’t replaced the fridge? But I’d sent her money for it…no, I bet I knew where the money had gone. “Still, huh? Alright. Anything frozen we’ll leave at Edmée’s for now.” I hugged her again and promised, “We’ll spend proper time with you later.”

“You don’t worry about me, you go save that baby and your cousin.” Pulling back, she touched Brandon’s arm lightly. “You both be safe, alright? I’ll cook dinner for you tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it,” Brandon promised her.

We fetched the twenty-pound bags of road salt—just what did my mother think I was going to do, exorcise a whole graveyard?—and loaded back in.

As Brandon backed out of the space, he asked, “What’s wrong with the freezer?”

“It’s little better than a cupboard now, stopped freezing things several months ago. Fridge part of it still works.” I rubbed at my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “I sent her money last month to replace it with.”

“And she didn’t. So where did the money go?”

“One of those things I’ll have to find out.” And if my oldest, lazy brother was behind it, I’d skin him alive.

I gave him directions to my mother’s house. I took in his expression anxiously as he pulled into the gravel driveway.

The little white house had a Victorian flair, with the sunburst woodwork near the crest of the roof peak, and the decorative trim work along the porch’s roofline. It was quaint, only a three bedroom, and had never been large enough to fit all of us kids into. My mother had bought it for twenty-six thousand when she and my father were first married. They’d fixed things as they broke, but never did the upkeep and repairs the house really needed. It unfortunately showed in the peeling white paint, faded green shutters, and the warped front porch boards. The haint blue ceiling of the porch was so faded it looked grey now.

I’d seen how the Havilis took pride in their houses. Nothing was out of place, it was all in good repair and updated. Jon’s place was much the same. My mother’s house looked shabby in comparison, and I winced internally at the comparison.

Brandon’s face gave no indication how he felt about the house. “Let’s get the groceries unloaded,” was all he said. “We’ll worry about her fridge and water heater later, when we have time for it.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know what else to say. And now that the reality was sinking in, I wasn’t sure how I felt about him taking on something that wasn’t his to shoulder.

I’d kept my mother’s section of the groceries in the back seat, separate from what I’d take to Edmée’s, so they were easy to grab between the two of us. I still had the key to the house on my key ring, and I unlocked the side kitchen door for us. Stepping in, I took an anxious look around, trying to eyeball the situation. It didn’t look good.

The mold-stained walls were the same as always, the white cabinets in need of sanding and painting, the linoleum discolored with age. Nothing had changed in that sense but there were telltale signs something was amiss.

My mother was a good baker, and growing up, she’d always had a loaf of bread made up and sitting in a towel on the kitchen table. It had been the cheapest and easiest way to keep her children’s bellies full, and it was habit even now. I didn’t see any bread on the table or any signs she’d made some recently. Opening the cupboards, I found rice, condiments, and precious little else. The fridge held a half pint of milk and a slab of butter. The vegetables in the drawer came from her box gardens out back. I knew the source of those.

Anger overtook me, and I slammed a fist into the side of the fridge. Dammit, Georgie, damn your black rotten soul.

“Honey,” Brandon said in a mild rumble that sounded like an earthquake was imminent. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

I sighed low, trying to get my temper under control. “My eldest brother Georgie is a leech. He can’t make a living, constantly getting fired or walking out of jobs when he shouldn’t. Mama’s forever bailing him out when she don’t have two silver dimes to rub together herself. If there’s such little food in the house, and she didn’t use the money I gave her for a new fridge, odds are it went to Georgie somehow.”

“Ah. And you’re blaming yourself for this.”

Strangely, I was. I wasn’t sure why. I kept my eyes on the fridge as I answered him, as I couldn’t look up just then. “I didn’t want to come back here. I was happy to escape this place. But my mama, Brandon—I love that woman to pieces. I should have thought more of her.”

“Mack,” he sighed, and two arms wrapped around my shoulders, hugging me into that broad, warm chest of his. “You call her two or three times a week, text her constantly, keep track of her. You sent her money to help. You’re being a good son. It’s not your fault your older brother is a douchebag.”

I turned and burrowed into him. The clean, citrusy smell of his bodywash tickled my nose and it was somehow comforting. I wanted to believe him. Rationally, I did. It was just… “She’s about twenty pounds lighter than she was.”

“Shit. I thought she was rail thin. But some people are naturally that way, I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Alright, honey, you breathe. We will work out a way to fix this. And I will help with the fridge and water heater and whatever else is broken, okay? We’ll take an extra day or two down here if we need to. Don’t stress about this.”

I nodded against his chest, taking comfort in him like I rarely had in anyone else. Brandon always followed through on whatever he’d promised. I had faith this time wouldn’t be any different. Although the fridge and water heater were mine to deal with, not his.

“Come on, let’s put all this away. We’ll order a pizza or something for her tonight so she doesn’t have to cook.”

We did have to get to Edmée’s. “That’s a grand thought. Let’s do that, she rarely gets pizza.”

The groceries were put away in a minute and then back in the car we went. I had to look up Edmée’s address, but it turned out she lived barely three streets over in one of the small Monopoly houses. It looked a sight better than my mother’s, but Edmée also made a better living. She’d inherited a small amount from her grandmother about ten years back and went to trade school with it. Edmée was a plumber now and made decent money.

I’d texted her when we hit city limits, so she knew we were coming in soon, and she popped out the door with Cali in her arms as we parked in the driveway. The smile on her face looked dim with worry. My cousin had always been from the prettier side of the family, her dusky amber skin clear and a perfect complement to her soft black hair. She’d chopped her hair short since I’d seen her, but the style suited her, framing her heart-shaped face.

Cali was very much her mother’s child except she had apple-green eyes where Edmée’s were dark brown. I saw those eyes go wide with delight as she recognized me. She held out both arms towards me in demand. “Boo!”

“Did she just say boo?” Brandon asked in amusement.

“That’s what she calls me. No idea why. Hey, Cali. Come give me a hug.”

The toddler came directly into my arms without hesitation, snuggling in with a sigh of satisfaction, although she kept her eyes on Brandon, studying this new person with curiosity.

Edmée hugged me despite the toddler in my arms and breathed out a shaky sigh of relief. “Merci, mon angé.”

“None of that,” I chided with a smile. “Edmée, my boyfriend and partner, Brandon Havili. Brandon, this is Edmée and Cali.”

“Pleasure,” he said in his deep voice.

Edmée had to crane her neck up to see his face properly—she was about as tall as my mother; height did not run in my family—and I could tell she was both taken in and intimidated by him. “Enchanté, Brandon. Thank you so much for coming. I’m sure you’re both anxious to eat something and get settled. Come in, come in.”

The inside of the little square house was clean but disorganized, and I could see the influence of her recent, hectic move in the boxes stacked in the corners and along the walls. The house held a faint hint of smoke, something she was trying to bury under air fresheners. There was a couch, TV, and a coffee table in the living room and not much else. The little round table in the kitchen nearly swallowed the room. But the place was in good repair, just in need of a fresh coat of paint.

I kept Cali close and safe while we brought in groceries, sleeping bags, and luggage. She didn’t say much to me and that worried me as my little cousin was generally a chatterbox. I wished I’d had a chance to get something for her, a toy of some sort, but we’d not had time.

“I brought you strawberries,” I told her, hoping to get a smile back on that little face.

She lit up and startled wriggling. “Where? Berries, where?”

“You’re such a fruit bat,” her mother laughed. “I’m sure they’re in one of these brown bags. You hand me stuff to put in the fridge and we’ll find them together.”

Brandon took an exaggerated breath inwards. “God, I don’t know what that smell is, but it’s killing me.”

Amused, I answered, “That, cher, is jambalaya.”

He looked down at me doubtfully. “I’ve had jambalaya before. It didn’t smell that way.”

“That’s because we haven’t lost the recipe down here,” Edmée assured him dryly.

“Berries!” Cali exclaimed in triumph, seizing the box.

“Well, I know what you’re having for dinner,” Edmée drawled. “Here, food’s put up. Everyone grab bowls, get settled. What’ll you have to drink?”

“Water, please,” I requested. “I feel dehydrated after so long in that car.”

“It sure is a fine one,” she told me in admiration. “The FBI pays good, I see.”

“Well, it does, but that’s a company vehicle.” I ladled up a bowl, passed it to Brandon, then fixed myself some. Food and drinks were dispensed, all of us easing around each other in the galley kitchen.

We said grace around the table, Cali vibrating with the need to eat her strawberries, then dug in.

Brandon moaned in bliss around the spoonful in his mouth. Swallowing, he demanded of me, “You know how to make this?”

“Of course I do,” I answered, laughing. “Eat, cher. I promise to make some for you later.”

Edmée beamed at him, pleased he enjoyed her cooking so much. “Well. Seems jambalaya was a good choice. Have plenty, Brandon, I made a stew pot full.”

“I will,” he promised her gravely.

“Mack, you be careful while you’re down here not to get your maman’s hopes up,” Edmée cautioned suddenly. “She’s awful excited you’re here.”

I grimaced, despair rising in me. “Why? I’ve told her repeatedly I don’t want to move back down here.”

“Well, she didn’t take it seriously. She’s of the mind that with you back, you’ll realize you’ve missed the place. Not that you have much reason to.” Edmée looked at Brandon pointedly. “And I don’t think you two would be well received down here. Brandon can’t keep his hands off you and people won’t react well to that.”

“I know,” I grumbled, trying to not let this affect my appetite. Everyone around me could clearly see the situation for what it was. A Federal Agent, gay man, medium, and on top of that dating someone of a different culture? That would not go over well at all with the more prejudiced members of this community. Hell no. But my mother, of course, only saw that she had her baby boy in reach again. “I’ll make it clear. Again.”

“I’ll reinforce it.”

“Thanks,” I said with a crooked smile at her. Conversation flowed into what had been going on with friends and other family, until Edmée’s curiosity couldn’t take it anymore.

“But how did the two of you meet?”

“Spookem,” I answered with a laugh. “Brandon went through Arkansas on vacation, same town I was training in with Beau. He bought a snow globe for a friend for Christmas, and it turned out to be haunted. They called up the FBI to figure out what to do with it, then brought it up to Arkansas for me to handle.”

Edmée had a knowing look on her face. “And you two met and that was it?”

“More or less,” Brandon agreed between spoonfuls. “I took one look at him and absolutely knew I had to try for him. Then I realized he was the medium I was supposed to work with, and he went from attractive to downright sexy.”

Seeing Edmée’s doubt on that, I assured her dryly, “He truly loves anything supernatural. He’s not pulling your leg. But yes, after working the case together, we wanted to really give it a try. So I stayed with him as he finished up the training. It’s been a busy thirteen weeks, to say the least. But sounds like you were just as busy down here. Bed bugs, cousin, really? Were they that hard to get rid of?”

“Oh don’t get me started,” Edmée moaned, pulling a face. She started in on the disastrous situation in a joking manner, but it was clear it had been a nightmare to move out of the infested rental house and into this one, forcing her to lose most of her furniture in the process.

The conversation turned to other things, a happier note. It remained all light and easy until we had dinner eaten, dishes washed, and such.

Then Edmée turned to her daughter and said, “Time for PJs, mon trésor.”

Cali balked, her face turning both mutinous and scared. She shook her head firmly no, arms crossing over her chest.

Edmée looked up at me helplessly, hands splayed.

I couldn’t say I blamed the child. I wouldn’t want to go to bed either.

Brandon turned in his chair, leaning towards Cali with a serious face. “Cali, have you seen Ghostbusters?”

She tentatively nodded.

“Well, Mack and me, we’re real-life Ghostbusters. That’s what we’re here for. We’re going to find that mean ghost that’s scaring you and take care of him. I’ve got a special gun that can shoot him. You want to see it?”

Intrigued, she nodded again. Brandon scooped her up in one arm and carried her to the living room. As I watched from the doorway, he opened up one of the holsters, unsnapping it and showing her the Glock. “See? Looks dangerous, huh.”

Cali nodded again, touching the gun lightly with her fingers. “Shoot bad ghost?”

“I sure will. If Mack gives me a chance. He’s plenty mad, you know, said he wants to get rid of the ghost himself. So tonight, you’ve got protection. If that ghost comes to you again, you can scream, and we’ll come shoot it.”

Vicious satisfaction crossed Cali’s face. “Okay.”

“Okay? Good.” Turning his head, he informed Edmée, “I’ve got another pistol with holy water in it. I’ll let you have that for the time being, just in case.”

Edmée turned to me and said, “I can use it?”

“Sure. Anyone can. It’s the holy water doing the job.”

“Mama shoot it?” Cali liked this idea too, bouncing a little in Brandon’s arms.

“I’d certainly like the chance to try,” Edmée growled. “Brandon, thank you kindly. I’ll take it.”

Brandon handed it over butt first with a grin. “Had a feeling. You both stay in your room tonight, as you have been. We’ll be roaming the house and trying to find the source of this thing.”

“To that end,” I said, “let’s sit down and you tell me everything it’s been doing. The more I know, the better chance we have of hunting this thing.”
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The house lay very still and quiet in the darkness. It neared ten o’clock, and it had taken a while for Cali to settle. The little girl was very excited and anxious for me to shoot the ghost, and getting her to fall asleep had been a real trick. Edmée looked done in, too, dark circles under her eyes.

We stood in Cali’s bedroom now, and Mack went through everything with a fine-tooth comb. Not much in there—a wooden box holding some toys, a child’s bed, a small dresser. I had my thermal goggles on and a Glock in hand, watching his back as he worked. I admit the little boy in me was really hoping to shoot something too.

Mack finally stood, a look of disgruntlement pulling his mouth down at the corners. “I don’t see anything with energy attached. And I can feel him watching, but he doesn’t seem at all inclined to come out right now.”

“What do you want to do? Try provoking?”

“Not just yet, cher. Most spirits need a day or two before they’re bold enough to come out and harass strangers in their territory. Let’s give this one some space.”

Mack was playing things cautiously because he didn’t want to provoke the ghost and cause further damage to Cali. I was of the same mind. “Alright. Where do you want to settle? Here?”

“Living room for a while. If we give him space, maybe he’ll come out.”

“Worth a shot.” I backed out of the room. This house felt uncomfortable to me. I wasn’t sure if it was the close quarters—I barely had head clearance in the house—or if it was the bad atmosphere the ghost had caused. Could be both. I retreated to the couch, and Mack came to snuggle in next to me. He normally cuddled if he could, and I encouraged this, but tonight he didn’t seem settled. Unnerved might be the word for it. He was ever-so-slightly tense while leaning against me.

“Edmée seems cool,” I offered.

“Always has been. I came out to her first, y’know. She hugged me and told me that it was alright, it didn’t change anything for her. And she’d always believed me about the ghosts, too.” There was a smile in his voice.

“I can see why you said she was a favorite cousin, then.”

“Part of the reason, yeah.”

“What about Cali’s father?”

“Well, about the time Edmée hit eighteen, her mama died. She took it real hard, as they were two peas in a pod. About that time, she met him—he seduced her, basically. Edmée was in trade school at the time, and they met on a construction job. We all tried to get her to ditch him, but he could be sweet if he was of a mind to. Not that the mood struck him often. He was always drunk and verbally abusive. When Edmée got pregnant, he kicked her out, and that was the last we saw of him. She stayed with my mama while she was pregnant with Cali, as the pregnancy was rough.”

“Wow. Nice guy.”

“He ain’t winning any prizes, that’s for sure.”

I pondered that and really, as hard as it was to be a single mother, it sounded like Edmée and Cali both were well shed of him.

A quiet click sounded in the darkness and my head snapped around as I tracked it.

“What?” Mack whispered urgently, also sitting up.

“Just heard a door open.”

The padding of feet was soft on the carpet and I had a hunch who it was. Cali’s head popped into view, and she stared at us uncertainly.

“Can’t sleep, kiddo?” I asked her.

Cali nodded and took my question as permission to come in closer. Or maybe she wasn’t waiting for permission. She crawled right up into my lap as if she owned it, tugging her baby blanket up with her, a very well-loved stuffed frog in her hands. I put an arm around her as her head pillowed on my chest. Complicated emotions of sympathy and anger twirled in me. The cuddling was cute, but I hated that she was so scared she came out for protection.

“Did you see something?” Mack asked her, a thread of hardness in his tone.

She shook her head, burrowing into me harder. “Want Brandon.”

“I share the feeling, mon angé,” Mack drawled.

“Awww. I feel loved.” I grinned down at the top of her head then at the cute brunette tucked in on my other side. I would not be able to respond quickly if some threat did pop up, but at the moment, giving them attention seemed a higher priority.

Mack looked up at me, eyebrows lifted slightly in question. “Do children normally just climb on you?”

“It’s about fifty-fifty odds. Kids do this to Don too. They’re either terrified of us because of our height, or they look at us like an organic jungle gym. I don’t get much of a middle-ground response.”

“You don’t seem to mind it much.”

“Naw. Kids are cute and if they’re climbing me, I figure they’re safe.” I looked down at the little heater curled up in my lap. Cali looked gravely back up at me. Her eyes were drooping, and she was clearly tired but stubbornly staying awake. “Cali, the bad ghost who’s trying to drag you out of bed. Did he say anything to you?”

She nodded, voice barely more than a whisper. “Said his house and go away.”

Mack went taut. “You tell your mama that?”

“No,” she said, curling tighter into a ball.

I figured, or Edmée would have passed that on. “Cali, that’s a good clue for us. Helps us find the ghost. Thanks for telling us.”

She uncurled and gave me that serious look again. “Okay?”

“Anything you tell us helps,” Mack assured her gently. “Because you’ve seen him. I haven’t. I don’t know what to look for. Make sense?”

Cali nodded but didn’t add anything else, snuggling her face further into her blanket and my chest. I really didn’t know how she was breathing in that position.

I exchanged a look with Mack. Now this was an interesting turn. The situation might not be what we’d assumed. “If he’s saying it’s his house….”

“Odds are he’s not attached to something they picked up and brought in,” Mack finished, staring around the living room with new eyes. “He’s been here all along, and them moving in got him riled up.”

“But why her room and not her mother’s?”

“Now that, cher, is a good question. I don’t have an answer for it. My first thought is he’s somehow connected to the house itself, which is why salting the window and doors didn’t do any good. But that doesn’t explain Edmée’s room. And there’s nothing different in Edmée’s room.”

We’d searched her room first, and Mack had beefed up the defenses before Edmée and Cali gone to bed. It had been a normal woman’s bedroom, although disorganized with the hasty move in. Literally nothing in there to guard against ghosts except the salt. It really didn’t make any sense.

“Only thing I can think of is that he’s tied to something particular,” Mack mused. “A particular feature of the house, or something buried in the walls. I’ve seen that play out a time or two.”

“Something that’s actually in the walls? Or under the floor of the room? It sounds plausible but it’d mean demoing the room to prove it one way or another.”

Mack made an agreeing noise, brows still furrowed as he thought hard. “Not my first choice, cher, I do admit. This is a rental. We don’t want to cause damage if we don’t have to. It does mean this might turn into a bit of a waiting game.”

“Yeah, that’s okay. As long as we can keep them safe in the meantime, I think that’s fine. We don’t have a deadline here.”

“True enough. Although we do have that other case to tackle as well.”

“Juggling it is going to be fun. But maybe if we get that other team in here, they can help us figure out the cause here too.”

“Depends on how fast they can get in. Still haven’t heard from Sylvia and that’s not a good sign.”

I grimaced. Yeah, that wasn’t a good sign at all.

There weren’t many people in the Paranormal Activity Division. Part of it was skill—not many mediums could pass their tests. Part of it was the insane hours the FBI agents worked on a regular basis. Not many people chose a fifty- or sixty-hour work week. Agents didn’t keep bankers’ hours. Those two factors cut a lot of people out of the running.

There were a little over a hundred people in the department. That included anchors and supervisors. Because we were so small, we didn’t really have a central office or city we were all based out of. Instead, mediums and their anchors were spread out all over the US in whatever city the FBI either had an office in, or a vested interest in. It had its pros and cons, and one of the cons was that you didn’t always have help nearby. Traveling was part of the game.

Odds were that whoever Sylvia wanted to pull in to help us had something to finish off first before coming. I didn’t expect to see anyone in the foreseeable future.

A soft snore drew my eyes back down. Cali had her head tipped back, mouth wide open, and she was out like a light. It always amazed me how children could fall asleep sitting upright. And be truly, deeply asleep. When did I lose that ability? I sure couldn’t do it as an adult. In fact, I think I want that talent back. That would be super useful.

Edmée came into view, and she took in the sight of her sleeping daughter draped over my lap with exasperation. “I didn’t even hear her leave, that scamp. She kept asking where you and Mack were. I expected this.”

I found it interesting she’d gravitated to me so quickly. Children were funny that way. They either liked you or they didn’t. “Want to take her?”

The young mother came forward and, with practiced skill, transferred the sleeping toddler into her own arms. She stood for a moment, watching Cali sleep, before asking softly, “Anything yet?”

“No,” Mack answered in a gentle tone. “But I expected as much. Ghosts rarely want to play the first night. This might take a few days.”

Nodding, Edmée assured him, “It’s alright. You’re always welcome. If there’s nothing happening tonight, go to bed.”

“We’ll stay up a bit longer and then we will,” he answered.

Satisfied, she retreated back to her bedroom, the door softly closing behind her.

“Why don’t I get the air mattress blown up and everything situated while we’re waiting?” I offered. Mack looked done in too, not that I was about to say so. He took pride in being able to work and work hard—staying awake and sharp was part of that. I’d learned that one the hard way.

Nodding, he encouraged me to go, then stood in such a way that he could face the hallway and both bedroom doors. He stared intently, head canted slightly to the side, as if listening for something.

The mattress had one of those hand pumps—nothing electronic in Jon’s camping gear, that was for sure—so I set about blowing it up. It took a while, as was expected, then I zipped the two sleeping bags together. No sense in staying individual, and I liked it when Mack tucked himself in against me.

Of course, he asked, “You think we’ll have enough room with them zipped together like that?”

I shot him a lecherous grin over my shoulder. “We don’t need much space, right?”

His lips compressed, like he was fighting a smile, then he turned to look at the hallway again before responding. “That’s a point, cher. I suppose I don’t have to worry about explaining anything to the girls.”

“Edmée’s old enough to know, and Cali’s at the age where falling asleep next to someone is natural.” Finished, I tossed the sleeping bags on and then rustled up two pillows. I returned to his side and peered over his head. “Anything?”

“No.” Mack blew out a breath. “He’s not stirring as long as I’m up. Not tonight, leastways. Let’s go to bed, cher.”

So that’s what we did. We both changed into comfy basketball shorts and t-shirts first, as we were heartily sick of being in jeans. I ran hot so I normally didn’t wear anything heavy to bed. Sharing a bed with Mack only encouraged this habit.

I climbed in first and Mack slid in next to me. He pillowed his head on my outstretched arm, his free hand resting on my waist. With a deep breath out, he settled, and I could feel the tensions of the day leave him. Not completely, but he relaxed some.

My heart ached sometimes for Mack. We were only thirteen weeks into dating, so I couldn’t claim I knew everything about him, but the pattern of his flinches was quite telling. He fought me hard sometimes about accepting my help. He had this line separating what was acceptable and unacceptable. Work-related help was acceptable. Anything outside of that, it was like I hit a brick wall. He honestly didn’t know how to accept it.

People who had been forced to give and give and give, they lost the ability to take. I had a feeling that was what had happened with Mack. He didn’t know how to take anymore. Little things, like me helping him into a jacket, or fixing him a coffee, even that bewildered him. He could accept the little things more easily than the bigger things, though. What worried me was that I saw some pretty big problems looming, and I wasn’t sure if he’d let me help him with any of it.

I wanted to wrap this man up in my arms and take the weight of the world off his shoulders. I knew if I tried, he’d ream me out. He was far too independent for that. And, I think, embarrassed he needed that kind of help. How did I get it through his head that needing help wasn’t something to be ashamed of? That me taking some of the burden didn’t indicate a weakness on his part? I honestly didn’t know.

Maybe if I eased him into this? It didn’t hurt to try. I pitched my voice to the tone of whispers and night-time conversations. “Mack?”

“Mm?”

“I’m really worried about your mom.”

He sighed, a hot gust of air blowing across my throat. “Me too, cher.”

“We’re not going to have much to do during the day. Let’s go to the house and see if we can tackle things. I’d like to help her as much as I can while I’m down here.”

Mack tensed, as I expected him to. There was a long beat and then he said, “The water heater, you mean.”

“That’s a good start, sure.” I also held my breath, waiting for an argument.

“The fridge, I’ll replace that.” There was a defensive tone in his voice.

“Okay.” Yeah, not going to fight that battle. That wasn’t the point of this anyway.

He was tense again, waiting, for several long seconds. “You’ll not argue?”

“Honey, you make good money. And it’s your money. You want to buy your mom a fridge—and probably a new water heater—you go ahead. Just let me help install and fix what’s broken, that’s all I’m asking. Your mom’s my friend too, remember.”

That magically seemed the right thing to say. Mack relaxed again. “That and you want to get in good with her.”

“Well, yeah. Duh.”

Something that might have been a snicker escaped him. “She already likes you plenty.”

“Good to hear. Still want to help.”

“You’re mighty stubborn, Brandon Havili.” The words were a complaint but the tone was affectionate.

“Think of it like a family tradition.” Did I dare think that I’d won this round? It looked that way. I snuggled him a little tighter, kissing his forehead.

Yeah. This was definitely a work in progress.
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I’d lain in the circle of Brandon’s arms many a time and it was interesting, the way I reacted to it. The first time I’d done it, we’d been half-naked and coming off the high of good sex. I’d felt connected to this man, a connection I’d never felt before, and reveled in it.

I felt that connection now. Lying in his arms, both of us fully clothed, no sex in the past forty-eight hours, and I still felt it. In fact, after thirteen weeks of being with him, I felt it more strongly than before. I lay pressed close to him, basking in the solid heat of his body, my breath matching his in pace, and I couldn’t have been more in sync with another human being if I’d tried.

Everything Brandon did and said told me I was his top priority. Training together at Quantico had taught us how to move as a unit while on the job, and people had complimented Brandon on being so natural at watching my back. I’d found it amusing when they failed to realize he did it all the time. I wasn’t a job to him—Brandon made that clear. And the way the man looked at me—god, it was like I hung the moon and stars for him. It rattled me, sometimes. I couldn’t possibly be everything he thought I was. I was terrified of disappointing him, of proving myself a burden. I was equally terrified my emotions would fail to match his.

I didn’t always handle it well, that fear. Sometimes he got impatient with me. Sometimes he would sigh, long and loud, and give me that speaking look suggesting I’d said something stupid. I was trying hard to be a good boyfriend to him, but it was a struggle some days.

It was why moments like this were so precious and heartening for me. Right now, in this moment, the fears were at bay. I could relax in Brandon’s embrace and enjoy having him. I closed my eyes and settled again, slipping into a doze.

A hyperactive four-year-old woke us up by bouncing on the air mattress. I played with Cali and helped get her ready as we all pitched in to clear the sleeping bags, eat breakfast, and all of that. Edmée had three jobs lined up to tackle, so she was out the door rather quickly, taking Cali to her sister’s to be watched.

I poked around the house some more but even in the daylight I wasn’t able to pinpoint where that no-account ghost lurked. I suspected demolition was in our future.

“Cher, it don’t seem to me that waiting here is going to do us much good,” I finally announced. “Whatever’s in this house is lying low with the fidgets right now. How about we step out and do something else?”

“Sure,” he agreed equably. “We can take a look at your mother’s water heater.”

He had promised he’d do so. I was still of two minds on it, but I had agreed. “Let’s do that.”

So that’s what we did. We loaded up and drove the short distance to my mother’s house. My mother’s quaint little white house had no cars in the driveway as we drove up, nor did I expect to see any, not at this time of the day. Mama was at work or should be.

The water heater had its own closet in the screened porch out back. We stepped around to the small enclosed porch and Brandon bent to it, taking a multi tool from his pocket and opening things up, looking the water heater over from top to bottom. It didn’t take long for a hiss to escape him.

“Well, shit,” he said, straightening. “This thing’s corroded.”

“Pretend I know nothing about water heaters,” I requested.

Extending an arm, he drew me in closer and pointed. From the bottom of the water heater, he’d pulled out a pan that, even to my eyes, looked like it had leprosy. “That looks mighty rusty.”

“That thing’s supposed to be a shiny pan. And the lines here, and here” —he pointed towards the top to the two lines going into the wall— “both of those are rusting too. I don’t know what’s caused this, but it’s clear to me this thing’s shot. Thermocouple, pilot, hot and cold returns, all of it needs replacing. And that’s just what I can see.”

“Better to replace the whole unit?” I asked, frowning at it.

“Yeah. Probably cheaper in the long run. Definitely easier. This way I can just pick up a new unit and swap them out instead of dismantling it and trying to troubleshoot every problem.” He eyed me sideways for a moment. “I think we should go through the house, make sure everything else is working.”

I eyed him back. “You think Mama wouldn’t have told me?”

“I think she’s as hesitant to ask for help as you are.”

“Ouch. Am I that bad?” I threw up a hand, forestalling him. “Don’t answer that.”

He grinned and kissed me quick on the forehead. “What else in the house is broken?”

I remembered that late night conversation. Brandon had this compulsive need to be useful to other people. I wasn’t sure why. I just knew most of our arguments centered around him wanting to help and me not needing it. I think he expected an argument here—he looked braced for it—but in truth, I didn’t want to argue. He was right. My mother was his friend, too, and we were both worried about her. If he wanted to help her, far be it for me to argue. It still grated my pride a mite that his help was needed, though. Because of that I grudgingly answered, “Mama’s bedroom ceiling fan is hanging by the wires. You know about the fridge. Her kitchen sink has leaked since the day she bought the place.”

Brandon kept looking at me steadily with those amber-gold eyes of his. “That it?”

“Those are the major ones you can do in a few hours or a few days, yeah. Really, the whole house needs re-painting and new carpet put in. But we don’t have that kind of time.”

“True. Alright, let’s tackle what we can.”

He moved into the house proper. I fetched him a tape measure from the small tool box Mama kept tucked away, and he used that to measure things. His phone came out as he took notes of what to buy. I kept looking at his expression, trying to read what he felt or thought about all of this extra work. He never once looked troubled or exasperated with the requests. I didn’t know what to make of it.

Most of the men in my family and acquaintance would’ve had more than a choice word to say about being handed projects like this. My father, before he died, would bellow if you asked him to help open a jar. My brothers are much like him. I knew the Havilis didn’t look at the world in the same way, I’d been around them enough to see that, but still. Didn’t it rankle on some level that I was asking him to help people who weren’t even family to him?

He stopped tapping notes into his phone and regarded me the same way I was regarding him. “You forget to mention something?”

I didn’t hear or see annoyance. I didn’t see aggravation. He wasn’t hiding those emotions from me—his face was open and readable—I just didn’t see the emotions I was looking for. “Isn’t this too much work, cher?”

Catching my waist, he pulled me in and kissed me gently, soothingly. I hummed into the kiss, leaning up on tiptoes to reach him better. It was always lovely kissing Brandon. I felt his affection through every touch.

“You are never too much work,” he breathed over my mouth. “Your mother, your family, they’re not too much work either. I want to fix this, Mack. All of it, everything that’s wrong. I want to do that for you and your mom because I don’t want you worrying about her. I don’t want her stressed. I want peace of mind for both of you.”

“I must have saved a nation in a previous life to deserve you,” I whispered, my eyes burning with unshed tears.

He snorted, amused. “Other way around, honey. Now, is there something else needing to be fixed?”

“We probably don’t have the time for it.” Despite what he said, I really felt like a burden at the moment, and the feeling rankled. He was already doing so much.

“Okay. What is it?”’

Not letting me off the hook, was he. I eyed him but he held his ground, meeting my gaze steadily. I knew he wouldn’t let it go until he had an answer. “Mama wants to repaint some of the rooms. We had black mold in the house when she first bought it. We got rid of the mold, but the stains remained.”

“Then let’s pick up paint while we’re out. Even if we don’t get to it, she’ll have the supplies to do it herself.”

I felt that was a good compromise. After all, I’d be paying for all of this. I nodded in acceptance. “Can we surprise her?”

“We can sure try. She’s got, what, another six hours before she gets home? If we move quick, I can get the water heater and kitchen sink fixed.”

I blinked, surprised by this estimate. “You think? What’s wrong with the kitchen sink, then?”

“Faucet’s just old. It’s lost its seals.” He kissed me again, quick and light, then urged me toward the door. “Let’s shop quick. You think you can guess what colors she wants the different rooms painted?”

I owed this man kinky sex later. I didn’t know when or where I’d find the necessary privacy to do that, but he definitely deserved it. I shook my head and got my mind back to the present. “I don’t need to guess. She’s been talking about it for years, daydreaming about colors.”

“Good. I know better than to try to guess a woman’s taste in either decorations or perfumes.”

I laughed. “You are wise.”

We stepped back out and into the car. As we moved, my phone rang and I pulled it free to see the screen. Oh good. “Hi, Sylvia.”

“Mack. How are things going?”

“I can sense the ghost but it’s not coming out so far. Cali—that’s my young cousin—she said the ghost told her it’s his house and she was to get out.”

“Oh-ho. That’s good intel. What else?”

“I have a bad suspicion he’s attached to something in the house, or something buried in the walls of the house. House is at least sixty years old by the look of it. Boss, we might have to tear into it.”

“I’ll put in an expected expense report ahead of time. We can fix what you have to break.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief even as I buckled in. “We can do that?”

“You’re new to the PADs division of the FBI, so you probably don’t know this yet. But we break a lot of stuff.”

She was so deadpan I busted out laughing. “Do tell.”

“Next time, when we have time to swap stories. Alright, take pictures of the area for me. That’ll help me write up the expense report. I actually called to not only check in but tell you I’ve got a team heading your direction. They’re wrapping up a case now, but I expect them to be at the campus in about three or four days. I’ll give you a better ETA when they leave.”

“That sounds mighty fine, Sylvia, merci. This expense report, does it cover us buying tools down here to work with?”

“It most certainly does as long as you give me the receipt.”

“We’re on our way to a hardware store. I’ll shoot you a picture of the receipt shortly.” I had an idea in mind that we could possibly do some less invasive investigation. If nothing else, possibly rattle the ghost enough it chose to come out and face me.

“How are you and Brandon doing down there?” Sylvia sounded honestly worried.

“So far, so good. No trouble to report.”

A soft sigh of relief. “Good. Let me know if that changes. I don’t think anyone sane would get in Brandon’s face, but you never know.”

“Truly,” I agreed fervently. It would be like tackling a sumo wrestler. Took a special brand of crazy to do that.

“I’ll let you go. Report in regularly so I know what’s going on.”

“Roger that.” I hung up and said to my partner, “There’s another hardware store in town, cher. How do you want to play this?”

“I don’t want to buy the fridge, fan, or water heater from your mom’s hardware store. Let’s surprise her. But we can buy a few diagnostic tools from hers and give us a chance to see her.”

“Not to mention some business. Alright, let’s do that.” And perhaps I could sound her out a touch on where that money I’d sent her had gone.
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I had to buy more than the elements to replace things with, of course. I had no tools on me so we had to buy those as well. It came out to a pretty penny but Mack paid it without a flinch. I had a feeling he’d been saving up to do this very thing. He might not have intended for me to do the work, but he’d always intended for the work to be done.

As we pulled into the driveway, I saw the side door leading into the kitchen propped open, which was strange. We’d locked up before leaving for the store, so why...?

Mack didn’t look all that surprised. Growling, he snapped the belt off and got out of the car before I could even put it fully into park. That wasn’t a good sign either and foreboding rolled in my stomach as I quickly followed him inside.

I heard them before I could get eyes on the situation. Mack sounded like a kettle going off.

“Georgie, I just knew it was you. You will not steal the food out of our mother’s mouth. Put that back in the fridge immediately.”

Oh hell. I cleared the two steps up into the kitchen in a single bound and stopped there, getting my bearings.

The resemblance was there, if you looked closely enough. Same-colored eyes, same curly dark hair. Georgie was stouter with a beer belly, patchy beard, and stained clothes that had definitely seen better days. He glared at Mack as if my boyfriend was evil incarnate and something vile he’d just peeled off his boot. I more or less hated him instantly.

“I can eat at my mother’s house!” Georgie snapped, sounding like a smoker with raw vocal chords.

“You can’t eat at her house when she’s barely managing to feed herself!” Mack fired back, putting himself directly in Georgie’s face. It made my hands twitch, as I didn’t like him being that close. “You can’t keep stealing from her when she’s already become skin and bones trying to support you and her. You’re the eldest son, Georgie. Fucking act like it!”

“Oh, so now you’ve become a federal agent and all y’all think you’re better than me?” Georgie sneered. “I ain’t the one begging for it. What’d you have to do to get him, get on your hands and knees and—”

I wasn’t about to let him finish that sentence. No brother should ever speak to another sibling that way. I darted from the doorway and grabbed him by the throat. I had to restrict his airway before he said something truly unforgiveable and I was forced to really hurt him. I slammed Georgie back and up onto the wall. Not hard enough to dent the sheetrock, but close enough. He gasped on impact, true fear in his eyes, his hands scrambling at my wrist, feet for the floor. It was like a child trying to pry me off. He had no strength. Did this piece of shit just mouth off and drink all day?

Actually, that was probably the case.

“You apologize and behave, Georgie, and I’ll let you go.”

Meanness flashed in his eyes. “I’m not going to apologize to that—guh.”

It’d been a mistake to let off his airway. “Georgie, let me explain this a different way. I handle the living. Mack handles the dead. Which would you rather be, living or dead?”

Now he got it. I could see it in the way the white of his eyes shone. Easing my grip so he could breathe, and speak, I asked again. “Are you going to behave and all that entails, or do I throw your ass out?”

“I’ll leave,” Georgie gasped out, the words barely audible.

“Probably the smartest choice. Give me your keys. You’re not driving this drunk.”

“Ain’t got any,” he responded sullenly as I let his toes touch the ground again. “Truck’s totaled.”

“Oh Georgie, not again.” Mack sounded more fed up than disappointed.

Georgie cast one more hateful glance at Mack before slinking out the door. It was a near thing, but I didn’t put a boot in the ass to aid his departure.

Two arms wrapped around my waist and squeezed. I patted Mack’s hands before gripping them softly. “I wasn’t going to kill him.”

“This is a thank you hug for shutting him down,” Mack corrected me.

“Oh. Then you’re welcome.” I understood now his concern about Georgie. If the man had the balls to literally show up at his mother’s house while she was at work, and take whatever he wanted out of it, then he was too far gone. Adelle wouldn’t stop him, clearly. But that enabling method of hers wasn’t making her son grow up, either.

Nothing could get messier than family. I didn’t know the solution here but something had to be done.

“Come on, cher, we’ve got a lot to do and not much time to do it in. Leave Georgie be for now.”

Blowing out a breath, I shrugged. “Yeah. I’ll do the water heater first.”

It really didn’t take me long to switch out the water heater. It was definitely a workout, as those things aren’t exactly light, but it was simple enough to accomplish. Once I had it installed, I tackled the kitchen sink next. There was more than a little water damage under the sink, and a plastic tub full of water that caught the drips. The makeshift fix protected the cabinet but certainly didn’t address the problem. The seal around the kitchen faucet on top was nothing more than dust in the wind. Caulking honestly would have fixed most of the problem but I wanted this done right.

Mack got music playing on his phone, the music this area of the world was famous for: Zydeco. It was good work music as it had an infectious, up-swing beat. The cheerful music flowed through the house as he painted the bathroom, priming the walls.

I’d seen that bathroom. Even primer on the walls would be a vast improvement over the water-stained sheetrock.

It was fun doing this, both of us working on the house together. It reminded me of my childhood, really, working alongside my parents and siblings.

I put the final sealant around the base of the faucet, then gave it a good test and let it flow for several minutes. I didn’t see any further leaks, although I tightened and re-siliconed a joint that looked iffy to me. I tested the hot water while I was at it, pleased that the tank had heated up enough to give me some warmth already. Good.

That done, I moved to the next project. As I passed through the very wide main hallway, I stuck my head into the bathroom to see how Mack was doing. He’d thrown a rag of a shirt on, but there wasn’t a spot of paint anywhere to be found on him. He was bent over to reach a section near the baseboard, his jeans nicely shaping his ass, and I stopped for a moment to admire the view. To my surprise, he had most of the primer up already. Granted, it wasn’t that big of a bathroom, but still.

He twisted and looked over his shoulder, paintbrush hovering along the wall. “Something wrong, cher?”

“No, just got done with the kitchen faucet. Thought I’d stick my head in and see how you’re doing before going for the fan.” I looked around and whistled low. “It’s looking better already. Damn, you paint fast.”

Mack shrugged. “Worked as a painter from the time I was fifteen. Good money to be had, although the work wasn’t steady.”

“I learn something new about you every day. No wonder you’re fast. Do you like it?”

“What, painting? Yeah, it’s soothing.” His light-brown eyes looked around the room and he nodded. “Think I’ll prime the kitchen next. Whatever I get done is something less for Mama to do.”

One of the reasons why I found Mack so attractive was his dedication to his family. He really did all he could to look out for them. I think it was part of the reason why I wanted to be family to him, too. The more time I spent with him, the more that idea took hold.

But now wasn’t the moment for that. So I smiled and said, “Yell if you need me.”

“I might for those top corners,” he informed me, pointing to the top of the wall. “Even with the stepladder, not sure if I can reach that.”

“Yeah, sure. Just reach what you can, I’ll cover the rest.” I retreated to give him room to work and went across the hall to the master bedroom.

Mama Lafayette was much like her son. What she had was kept very carefully and her room was tidy. In contrast to that, the bedroom walls looked faded and the light fixture hanging from the wires made it look shabby. I could not wait to yank that thing down. It was an offense to the eyes.

I opened up the new fan and started assembling the pieces, getting the wires prepped first. I belatedly remembered that I hadn’t turned off the breaker, so went back out and found the panel on the back screened-in porch. Yelling inside, I warned, “Turning off the breaker!”

“Go ahead!”

That safely off, I returned to the fan. Swapping out light fixtures wasn’t tricky if the new one was a match for the old one in size, which was the case here. The room wasn’t all that big, so buying a larger fan hadn’t made any sense. I got the old one down, replaced the box, then screwed in the new bracket. I had the motor up, wires connected, and was mid-way through attaching the blades on when I heard the side kitchen door open.

“You in here, sha?” Adelle called out.

“Cahbin!” Mack called back to her. “Come see!”

I heard her light tread as she crossed the house, following those instructions, but I didn’t hop off the ladder. I wanted to get this done as much as possible before showing her.

“Oh merci, mon angé!” Adelle exclaimed. “I’ve wanted to paint this bathroom for so long.”

“I’m not sure if I can finish the job,” Mack warned her. “Not with the cases we’re working down here. But I’ve bought all the paint and supplies and you can finish it up at any time.”

“Bless you, bless you. I can’t believe how much better it looks!”

“Mama, turn on the faucet,” Mack urged her, mischief in his voice. “Hot water tap.”

“You know, I don’t trust you with that look on your face.”

“You’ll like this surprise.”

There was a long moment of hesitation in the bathroom before I heard the water turn on. About five seconds later, she gasped. “Hot! Cher, what did you do?”

“Not a damn thing. Brandon fixed that. Turns out my boyfriend’s a bit of a handyman.”

“Brandon did?” Adelle spluttered in astonishment. “Where is he, then?”

“Replacing your bedroom fan.”

I still had a fan blade to go, but apparently was out of time. I stepped down a rung just as Adelle burst through the door. Her wide, dark eyes met mine before jerking up to the ceiling fan. Her mouth dropped open and I swear to god, she started crying instantly.

“I didn’t think it was that ugly,” I protested, teasing her.

“It’s gorgeous and you know it. Get off that ladder so I can hug you proper.”

“I’m sweaty,” I warned her.

“It’s good sweat as you were helping me. Come here.”

You don’t argue with a mother when she uses that tone. I got down and had an armful of happy woman in Mach 2 seconds. I hugged her tight, feeling once again how skeletally thin she was, and mentally swearing I’d do more to help her too. No one should be this thin and worn.

She looked up at me, tears still filling her eyes, but that smile. I knew that happy smile.  Her son wore the same when he was perfectly, incandescently joyous.

“Your kitchen faucet’s fixed too,” I told her, partially to keep that smile on her face.

“Thank you so much.” The words came out hoarse. “I hope you didn’t pay for all this?”

“Naw, Mack paid for it. I’m just labor.”

Adelle smacked me lightly on the chest. “You are not ‘just’ anything, Brandon Havili.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said mildly. Really, she was so much like her son, it was cute.

“I’ll cook you dinner tonight,” she promised me. “Mack, you too! I’m so proud of you both, I’m about to burst with it.”

“I will not turn that invitation down,” I promised her. “If you want to start cooking, I’m almost finished here. I can clean up and help you.”

“You’ll do no such thing, you’ve done enough today.” She smiled to soften the refusal. “Let me help you finish and clean up first.”

“Alright.” Again, I was smart enough not to argue. I went back up the ladder and slotted the next fan blade in. As I screwed it into the base, I asked, “Is this one okay? Mack said he thought a white-on-white fan would look best in here.”

“It’s lovely,” she assured me, looking it over and nearly bouncing, she was so giddy. “How’d you learn how to do all this?”

“My father, mostly. He taught all of us kids how to fix things. Mom’s the one who taught me how to lay tile, though.”

“I wish I’d picked out a better father for my children,” Adelle said sadly. “I got swept off my feet right after I graduated from high school. Too young then to really understand what I was getting myself into. But he wasn’t a good husband, a worse father, and it was almost a relief when he was gone.”

In the time I’d known Mack, I’d never heard him mention a father. “Gone as in left, or…?”

“Drunk driving. Fortunately, he didn’t take someone else with him. Hit a telephone pole and was dead on impact. Mack was too young then, just turned six, so he barely remembers anything of the man. My older children don’t have much kind to say about him. He’d never have done what you’re doing now, helping fix up someone else’s home.”

And that partially explained why Mack resisted me helping. Not used to the men in his life doing that, apparently. “As I explained to your son, I want you both to have peace of mind. And if fixing a water heater, and a sink, and a ceiling fan on the verge of collapse does that? Then I’m happy to do it.”

She patted my leg, her smile a little sad. “Your parents did good raising you. I wish all my sons were the same.”

Mack came in, sans paintbrush, so I had to assume he was waiting for the primer to dry. He gave his mother a stern look. “You’re not letting Georgie take advantage of you again, are you?”

Adelle’s expression faltered. “No, cher, it wasn’t that.”

“Mama, I sent you a thousand dollars last month to help with things. But I didn’t see a speck of food in your kitchen that wasn’t out of the garden, the old fridge is still here, so where did that money go?”

“Water pump in the car went,” she admitted, eyes falling to the floor. “I had to fix it.”

Mack looked at her steadily. “Just the water pump, Maman?”

“Well, there were a few other expenses too.”

Probably her replacing things Georgie had taken. From what I’d seen today, it was a real possibility.

Different problem for a different day. I put the bulbs in, attached the glass globe, and hopped down. “Alright, I’m going to turn the breaker back on. You hit the light switch.”

Adelle seemed glad for the change of subject. “I’ll turn the breaker back on.” She darted from the room.

I leaned in and asked, “Do I need to break Georgie’s legs?”

“Don’t fucking tempt me,” Mack ground out between clenched teeth. “My mother’s been eating veggies and rice again. She does that when money gets tight, as the vegetables come from the garden, and rice is cheap to buy. If I find out my brother’s milking her dry again, I’ll put a curse on his head.”

“I didn’t know mediums could curse people?”

“I can use a voodoo doll with the best of them,” he assured me flatly.

“You’re really scary when you’re pissed off.” I wasn’t kidding. I was one hundred percent certain he’d curse his brother, he was that mad.

Mack harrumphed.

I heard the back door open again as Adelle reentered the house. I waited until Adelle skipped back into her room before hitting the light switch. Her eyes lit up with it, staring like I’d hung the moon there.

“Now, you’ve got a remote with this fan,” I instructed her, handing her the small white remote. “Six speeds, and the remote’s the only way to change them, so don’t lose it. There’s a bracket it can sit in. Where do you want me to put that?”

“Next to the light switch,” she instructed, still mesmerized by the fan. “Listen, oh listen. It’s so silent. I don’t hear more than a whisper.”

“Good fans you don’t hear.” The last one was probably like Bob Marley—all it did was shake, rattle, and moan.

She hugged me again, suddenly, arms threatening to cut off all circulation around my waist. “Merci, Brandon, merci.”

“You’re welcome.” I honestly wished I had time to do more. To fix every issue in this house. This beautiful, wonderful woman deserved that. I might be able to squeeze in something else, but I hesitated to tackle the bigger projects for fear of leaving it half-done and burdening her with it.

She turned and hugged Mack just as hard. “You spent too much money on me, mon angé.”

He harrumphed again, arms tight around her shoulders. “No such thing, Maman.” Meeting my eyes over her head, he mouthed, Merci, cher.

I winked at him. “I’ll clean the trash out and get things back in order here. Mama Adelle, how about we celebrate by eating out?”

“No such thing, I’ll cook for you.” She pulled back, looking at the fan again in wonder. “Thirty years I was looking at that eyesore and now it’s gone. Gets me in a renovating mood, it really does. What do you boys want for dinner?”

“Yes,” I told her firmly.

Mack laughed outright. “Don’t ask him that question. He’s never helpful with the answer. Come on, Mama, I bought a lot of groceries to work with. How about shrimp?”

I watched them go, linking arms and chatting happily about the possibilities. Mack was right. She was too thin. And I didn’t like that she had a car that wanted to break down on her.

Mack and I would need to step in, it seemed, and take better care of her.
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The ghost at Edmée’s house wasn’t willing to say boo to me. No matter what kind of lure I tried, or how much space I gave it, it would only linger just out of sight. I could see the trails of energy it left behind, I knew that it was here, but I couldn’t lay hands on it. We spent the whole night in a waiting game that proved useless.

I didn’t have the time or patience to wait on it to come out on its own. It was time to go in after it. I went with the easier way to start matters and looked through the attic, but didn’t see anything other than insulation and mice droppings. If I couldn’t find a clue above, I’d have to go below.

I’d bought some painter’s coveralls to wear over my good clothes, so I slipped into them and grabbed a flashlight. Edmée’s house sat up on bricks, giving it a very narrow crawlspace underneath. I wanted to take a look under the house, and into the ducts a bit, see if something had been stashed in there.

Brandon didn’t like this plan one iota and hovered near the access door, shining a light inside. He was on his knees, heedless of the damp grass against his cargo pants, hunched over like he was two seconds from ready to follow me in. “I really think I need to go in there.”

“Listen, Mr. Shoulders,” I retorted, grunting as I army crawled along the dirt, “you won’t fit. I barely fit. And I’m better equipped to deal with it if the ghost finally does make an appearance.”

He grunted sourly. “I really hate being so big sometimes. Damn inconvenient in cases like this.”

“Don’t you be huffing about your height. I like you big.” I paused to give him a saucy grin over my shoulder. “Especially when you’re pinning me in the shower and giving me a good seeing to.”

As expected, he grinned back, teeth flashing white in the fading light. “I do enjoy doing that, true. Anything yet?”

“Bunch of cobwebs.” I dragged myself further along, trying to estimate where Cali’s room would be overhead. When you were underneath like this, there was nothing to be used as a landmark. So far all I saw were pipes, framing, and traces of black tarp. It was musky and damp, especially damp after the rainfall last night. I smelled mildew and was in a hurry to get out of here before I breathed too much in.

I searched as carefully as I could, using the flashlight to see from every angle, but there was nothing under this house that shouldn’t be there. I finally gave up, as I’d covered the area thoroughly and nothing had pinged on my senses. “No, cher, it’s not underneath.”

“Alright, come out, then. We already checked the attic space, maybe ducts next?”

“Yeah, let’s do that. We might get lucky.” I had a suspicion the mysterious object was in the walls themselves, though. Or right under the floorboards somehow. Not that I knew precisely what I was looking for. It was more of a hunch. A hunch based on experience.

I started army crawling back out.  

Something like glass shattered above my head and twin female screams rang out. Brandon was off like a shot—seriously, I didn’t know a man that big could move that fast—and it left me struggling to quickly get free of the crawlspace. A bad feeling twisted and churned in my gut, and haste made me clumsy as I fought my way out from underneath the house.

By the time I’d made it out of the crawlspace, both Edmée and Cali stood out front, my young cousin sobbing and burrowing into her mother’s arms. Edmée just looked grim. Spooked, but grim. Catching my eye, she pointed inside. “He went in.”

“Merci.” I darted through the open door after my partner. I barely had my head in when I heard two shots ring out.

“Damn you, come out,” Brandon snarled. “It’s easy enough to frighten a child, but not me, eh? MACK!”

“I’m here, I’m here,” I assured him, running for the hallway. I looked around anxiously, trying to catch any hint, and there was a trail of spectral energy already dissipating. Brandon stood planted in the middle of the hallway, gun still held at the ready. I couldn’t see the area he’d shot at. “Did you see him?”

“More like I saw the trace of him,” Brandon explained, nodding toward the floor.

I saw what he meant in an instant. One of the flower pots had been broken in multiple pieces, dirt now strewn along the floor. A neat set of footprints tracked through it. No wonder he’d had an idea of where to shoot.

I don’t know how the rest of the world perceives ghosts, but a medium’s eyes have a different spectrum. I’ve never seen pure light and darkness. I see the twilight in between. Especially then, when I focused on the spectral energy trailing through the hallway. I followed the trace of wispy, white ethereal fog drifting through the area. The ghost had retreated from the hallway and back into Cali’s room, and he’d been agitated doing it. Like a whirling dervish, he’d torn through her bedroom, upsetting everything and turning it upside down, before puffing out of the visible spectrum. I tracked him straight into a wall and then stopped in sheer frustration.

Brandon followed me in, staring over my shoulder. “Here?”

“Energy’s strongest here,” I explained, lifting both hands to frame it like a picture. “I think this is where he went to ground, but the whole room is pretty lit up to my eyes. I can’t swear to it, cher.”

“It’s fine,” Brandon assured me darkly. “I’ll tear the whole damn room apart if I have to.”

I looked up at him askance. The set to his jaw was hard enough to build a skyscraper on, and his eye visibly ticked. It appeared the ghost had just tapped into the Havili protective instinct. Poor life decision for the ghost. Or would that be an after-life decision? “Just leave the house standing, cher.”

He gave a grunt that could, possibly, be interpreted as agreement.

“I don’t think they should be here tonight, or possibly at all until we’ve got this sorted,” I decided, still glaring at the wall. My feelings matched Brandon’s precisely. I hated that this entity thought he could scare my family just because he felt territorial. “Let’s get it cleared to move them to a hotel.”

“Great idea. I’ll help them pack, you call Sylvia.”

I nodded, already pulling my phone out. But I did need more info to report than the bit I’d seen. I followed on his heels as he retreated back outside.

“Did you get him?” Edmée asked anxiously.

Shaking my head, I said, “He took refuge in the wall. Looks like we’ll have to do some demo. Cuz, tell me what happened.”

“I was just pulling out the ingredients for lunch and I heard Cali squeak and run for me. I turned and saw it, this” —fear hovered in her eyes and turned her pale— “it looked like a lump of black coal dust, if that makes sense. Towering, and it blocked the light, but I could see through it, too. And it reached for the nearest flower pot—just touched it—and the thing exploded and sent dirt and flowers everywhere. I screamed, grabbed Cali, and hoofed it out here.”

I ran a hand over my face. Intimidation tactics, eh. “Alright. I’m going to call my boss. I think I can get it cleared for you to stay at a hotel on the FBI’s silver dime until we get this sorted. Either way, you’re not staying here until I get this thing rooted.”

Edmée nodded in relief. “Yes, please.”

Cali remained buried in her mother’s arms, crying those hiccupping sobs children do when they’re crying too hard to draw proper breath. Heart breaking, I soothed a palm along her back as I called up my boss. Cali was shaking, fine tremors under my hand, and for the first time in my life, I felt murderous.

Sylvia answered with her usual promptness. “Speak.”

“I need approval to put Edmée and Cali in a hotel for the next few nights,” I said bluntly. “I also need approval to break some walls. That damn thing just manifested in front of them, exploded a flower pot, then upturned Cali’s room before disappearing into a wall.”

Sylvia blew out a whistle, sounding impressed. “Manifestation, moving objects, and all, huh. You’ve got quite the first case on your hands there, newbie.”

“Tell me about it,” I ground out between clenched teeth.

“Both requests granted. Type me up a quick report—narrative’s fine—and email it to me. Just something I can put on the form so we can follow it later. You’ve got an expense card on you, correct?”

“No, didn’t have time to get one.”

“Dammit. Alright, use your card for now. I’ll get reimbursements to you fast as I can. And mail you a card overnight, so be on the lookout for it. How’s Brandon handling things?”

“Madder than a sick alligator with a sore tooth,” I informed her, grinning now. Brandon stood nearby like a bouncer, just daring something to come near us. “If the house is still standing at the end of this, I’ll be surprised. He’s gotten fond of Cali, and he’s not taking it well that the ghost keeps scaring the daylights out of her.”

“Try to rein him in,” Sylvia said dryly. “Alright, go. Keep me posted.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I hung up and assured everyone listening, “We’re approved. Brandon, Sylvia requests you leave the house standing.”

“Fat chance,” he told me, but he was mostly kidding. I could tell from the glint in his eyes and the way his mouth kicked up on one side.

Brandon and I served as a guard as my cousins packed up. It meant putting Cali’s room to semi-rights to find clothes and toys, and she stayed firmly in her mother’s arms during this process. Then we drove over to the Hampton Inn to get them situated. There weren’t many choices of hotels in Opelousas, and as far as I knew, this was one of the nicer ones. Hopefully they saw it as a little mini vacation.

With them settled, we headed back to my mother’s house to get the tools, then back to Edmée’s. You know the cat who ate the canary? It had nothing on Brandon in that moment. “Cher, you’re looking forward to this.”

“I love breaking stuff,” he admitted, a grin stretched from ear to ear. “Best part of being SWAT, really, breaking in doors. The paperwork afterwards was no fun, but breaking into houses was worth it. Really glad this new job comes with demolition too.”

Lord preserve us.

Growing serious for a moment, he stopped at a stop sign and turned his head to meet my eyes. “What do you expect to find? What can ghosts attach to?”

“Practically anything,” I answered with a splay of hands. “Hairbrushes, chairs, rings, mirrors, anything the person held a strong attachment to in life. It’s why flea markets and auctions horrify me. People can so easily buy something and bring it home and have no idea what’s attached to it.”

“So we could find practically anything in the wall.” He eased the car into motion again as the light turned green. “What’s your guess?”

“Something small, obviously. He’s so attached to the house, I have to wonder if it’s a deed or something along those lines.”

“In a wall?” Brandon asked dubiously.

“Wall safes were all the rage at one time,” I explained. “My uncle had one installed in his house and bragged to everyone about it.”

“Huh. So maybe someone renovated the house and sheetrocked over it?”

“It’s a possibility.”

We pulled into the driveway. A tingle of anticipation danced along my nerves as I considered what we’d do next. Brandon wasn’t the only one looking forward to breaking something. I unloaded and grabbed a crowbar and hammer from the back, leaving the sledgehammer and saw to Brandon.

But as I turned toward the house, my anticipation fell flat. A cold chill seized me as I took in the energy all around the house. It had never been welcoming, but now? It looked malevolent. The ghost had been agitated before.

Now it was enraged.
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One look at Mack’s face, the way he stopped dead in his tracks, and I knew something had changed. I couldn’t sense any difference. The little Monopoly house looked the same as always: the grass in need of a cut, the red brick a little green along the bottom edges, white blinds down in the windows. But clearly something had changed as Mack looked torn between bolting and girding up for battle.

Leaning in, I asked quietly, “Honey? Something up?”

“Energy around the house has changed,” he reported, studying the house warily. “Looks eerie, like a Category Five hurricane right before it hits.”

“Ouch. Ghost that pissed off, huh?”

“It wasn’t like that as we drove in,” he said. “It became like that when I took the tools out.”

“Ah. Doesn’t like the idea of us messing with the house.” Either that or he’d figured out we were coming after him. “I’ll put goggles on so I can see him. Glock’s loaded and on me. What else can I do?”

“Keep a sharp eye out at all times. And if I say duck, drop.”

“Can do.” He still looked a little nervous, but he wasn’t used to this. Growing up, situations like this would have terrified him, as he’d had no idea how to handle it and no backup if something went wrong. Now, with nearly nine months of training under his belt, he knew what to do. He wasn’t confident in it yet. That would take more time.

Hoping to jostle him out of his nerves a bit, I offered, “Kiss for luck?”

He blinked up at me, then a smile tentatively took hold, the barest lift at the corners of his mouth and eyes. A hint of color grazed his cheeks, from nerves and agitation. Popping up on tiptoes, he leaned into me and kissed me sweet and slow. With both of our hands full, I couldn’t hold him like I wanted, so I lingered over the kiss a bit instead to make up for it. I could feel his nerves as I kissed him.

Pulling back, I murmured against his mouth, “I’ve got your back.”

“I know you do.” He sucked in a huge breath, then let it out again, and determination seeped into his expression. “Come on, cher. We’ve got some ghost butt to kick.”

“That’s the spirit. Pun not intended.”

Mack rolled his eyes at me. But he was back in motion, heading into the house. “Don’t joke.”

“Should we obey horror movie rules? I can rush in alone and leave you here defenseless.”

I got another eyeroll for that. “Shouldn’t that be the other way around?”

“I do wonder some days who’s protecting who. I’m armed, but you’re deadly. And cute. All in a fun, bite-sized package.”

Mack swatted me on the ass. “I’ll take care of you and your sass later.”

I was proud of myself for jostling him out of his fear for a second. He looked steadier now as we waded in. My mother always said that if you could laugh at something, anything, it made the fear abate. Made it more manageable. It worked in this case.

I opened the door and came to a stop myself. “Well, damn.”

Mack ducked under my arm to get his own view of the living room and then swore roundly and in such a thick fly of Creole I couldn’t begin to decipher it. Didn’t need to. I felt the same way.

The ghost had been busy while we were gone. Nothing was intact—the couch lay upside down and shredded, the sleeping bags and air mattress no longer tucked into a corner but turned into nothing more than confetti, the blinds hung half ripped off—it looked like World War III had hit. I was fiercely glad in that moment we’d moved the girls out before going for tools. They would have been injured for sure if we’d left them here.

“Cher, let’s get this done,” Mack encouraged as he slipped past me. One look at his face and I knew his fear lay well buried under anger now. My cute Creole could get pissed, and heaven help the world when he did, because he didn’t have many fucks to give when he got to this point.

I followed him with a tight grin. This was going to be quite the show.

He stalked through the halls like a predator cat searching out its prey, the crowbar in his hands like a katana. I didn’t doubt that if he hit a ghost with it, he’d do damage. He had to hop over something barring the doorway to Cali’s room—the bed. It had been moved and flipped once again. It didn’t stop either of us from entering.

Mack didn’t even take in a breath. He just slammed the pointy end of the crowbar into the wall with both hands and started ripping into it.

I set the saw down at my feet, putting a foot on it just in case, then slammed the sledgehammer into the sheetrock. It made a very satisfying hole and I felt like whistling as I continued to rip into the wall.

The ghost didn’t like that, of course. He lifted some of Cali’s toys and tried to chuck them at us. I ducked one, threw an arm out toward the other to prevent it from hitting Mack. It struck hard—the wooden block couldn’t do more than bruise, but it did smart.

Mack was one hundred percent focused on getting into that wall, and I fell into a defensive posture at his back, blocking the attacks with my own body. I couldn’t see even with the goggles on where the ghost was—it was all streaks of yellow energy emanating from the objects it chucked at me.

A grunt sounded then Mack hissed in victory. “Found it!”

I dared a glance over my shoulder, moving forward a half-foot so he had room to maneuver. Mack stood and in his hands was something shiny, something that looked like a silver pocket watch.

Watching Mack’s medium powers come into play was always fascinating through the goggles. You could literally see the energy pouring out and around him. The goggles registered it as heat—flashes of purples, blues, reds, and yellows—but of course it wasn’t heat. It was energy on a level I couldn’t perceive any other way. His power flowed and ebbed around him as he lifted the watch in his hand, and he forced that power into the watch. I wasn’t sure what he was doing for a second.

And then the ghost became visible to me for the first time.

I popped the goggles up to rest on my forehead so I could see him properly instead of as a bundle of energy. He was distinct in appearance, not more than two feet away. His skin was swarthy, black hair curly and tight around his head, nose a little crooked and too large for his thin face. He stared at us with hate—and at Mack with fear.

“What are you?” the ghost demanded of Mack, the words hissing like water on hot stone.

“A medium. A pissed-off medium, in fact, as it’s my cousins you’ve been terrorizing the past month or more,” Mack answered flatly. The hand holding the watch shone white around the knuckles, he held it so hard. I suspected he wanted to chuck it at the ghost’s head. “Why are you trying to force them out?”

“MY HOUSE!” the ghost roared, his mouth gaping open unnaturally wide.

Chills ran up my spine. I palmed my gun and slid it from the holster, raising it to point center mass. If that thing even twitched, I’d shoot it. I slipped the glasses back on with one hand, just in case he tried to pull another quick disappearing act.

The ghost eyed me, and the gun I held, sideways. “I won’t be bullied off. This is my land.”

“It was your land,” Mack corrected. “You’re dead. Time to move on. You can do that peacefully or I can forcefully exorcise you. I warn you, if you force my hand, it means I scatter what’s left of you to the winds. There will be nothing of you left.”

The ghost looked unnerved. “You can’t do that.”

“Done it before,” Mack drawled, accent deepening. “Not much you can do to stop me. Which is it to be, sir?”

The ghost started to shake his head, refusing, his energy building in wide arcs I could see through the glasses.

Mack moved.

I had no other way to describe it. He reached out, past all the clutter and toys, and clamped a hand around the ghost’s neck, wrenching him off-balance and forcefully closer. The ghost found himself face to face, nearly nose to nose, with a pissed-off medium who had hit the end of his patience. The built-up energy spluttered and died, and the ghost stared at Mack like he couldn’t believe it.

“How are you touching me?” he whispered, shocked.

“Medium, remember?” Mack reminded him, sounding bored. “You’re like flesh and blood to me, spirit. In fact—”

Mack slid his left hand right into the ghost’s chest and the ghost heaved around it. I imagined it felt like a living hand squeezing around a man’s heart and my own chest clenched in sympathetic reaction. The ghost writhed, and he would have been crying tears if he could.

“—it’s worse for you. I have no barriers where anything spectral is concerned.” Mack’s smile spoke of chains and lye and torture racks. “Well? Which is it to be?”

The ghost was still half curled over the arm in his chest, heaving and gurgling, and he nodded, then shook his head, eyes pleading. Mack withdrew his hand, and the ghost was finally able to get full words out.

“I’ll go, I’ll go peacefully, don’t kill me—”

Mack grunted in agreement, but I think part of him still wanted a little revenge. “Cher, you got a light?”

“For you, always.” I handed him the high-powered mag flashlight I carried on me. It had been one of the things drilled into me during training. When you were a medium’s anchor, always, always carry at least one light source with you. The brighter, the better.

Mack flicked it on, pointing it to the opposite corner of the room. Despite the overhead light, it overpowered the room, and a straight beam of light hit the wall in an expanding circle. “Move along the light.”

The ghost hesitated in obeying, looking longingly around at the house. “I wanted to stay. I just wanted to stay.”

“You could have, as long as you weren’t terrorizing the living.” Mack had no sympathy for him. He pointed ahead. “Move.”

The ghost moved reluctantly, one foot in front of the other. The thermals didn’t show anything different, but he started to dissipate as he moved along the light. By the time he reached the opposite wall, he was gone entirely from my view. I slipped the goggles down to my neck, out of the way.

Mack left the light on another few seconds, then snapped it off. He let the flashlight hang at his side and turned to me with a victorious expression. In that moment, he looked the conquering hero. He was confidence, elation, and satisfaction. His chin was up, shoulders back, and he oozed charisma like a superhero. He was so sexy I vibrated with the need to get my hands on him.

“Good job, cher.”

I couldn’t help myself. I reached out with my free hand and snagged him up and into me, leaning in to kiss him. My lips caught his on a huff of surprise, and I kissed him and kissed him, and it wasn’t enough. I couldn’t be satisfied with a kiss, I wanted more of him. A more intimate, deeper connection with him. Pulling back, I panted over his parted lips, “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Do me. Right now.”

He laughed outright, head thrown back and brown eyes sparkling. “How could that possibly be sexy?”

“Excuse you, you were like some ancient king, demanding obedience and getting it. I got shivers up my spine because of you.” I looked around in frustration. Nowhere in the house was conducive to sex. His mom’s house was straight out. It would take too long to get a hotel room. Car it was. I hauled him out of the room. “Come on. Car sex, right now.”

Mack didn’t fight the hold but he did protest. “Now? Shouldn’t we tell people we got the ghost? And I’ve never had car sex.”

I stopped in my tracks and looked at him, surprised. “Really? Not even once? Definitely car sex, then. Good thing the Tahoe’s windows are tinted. Text them later, honey. I need you now.”

He looked intrigued and antsy and didn’t protest as we headed outside again. I put the tools down inside the living room—we’d likely need them later—and freed up my hands. Mentally, I planned the approach. I had a condom and packet of lube in my wallet, we were good there. If we laid down the second- and third-row seats, we should have enough room to maneuver too. Maybe.

I went ahead of Mack and started folding down seats. As soon as I was towards the back of the vehicle, he climbed in after me, closing the door. At this time of day, everyone was at work and school in the neighborhood, and I was thankful for it. I really had no patience right now. I snagged Mack by the waist and reeled him in.

He came with a smile, one hand braced so he could comfortably kiss me without craning his neck or back to do it. My focus was getting his pants undone. There wasn’t going to be a lot of foreplay on this go-round.

It was a little muggy in the car, the southern humidity thick as always, and yet it was a relief when Mack wrestled me out of my own shirt. I felt entirely too hot. My arms hit the roof of the vehicle in the process, so it wasn’t an elegant movement, but he didn’t do any better a second later, as his elbow hit the glass.

He rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Remind me again why this is a good idea, cher?”

“The challenge of adapting to a confined space and still getting your game on is part of the fun,” I told him.

“What’s the real reason?”

“It would take too fucking long to get a hotel room.”

Snickering, he levered his hips up so I could get his pants and boxers partway down, then he sighed in pleasure as I got my hand around his cock. Some part of my brain liked the contrast of my darker skin against his fair. His eyes fell to half-mast as he rocked into my grip. He grew hard in my hand and I liked it, putting that expression of pleasure on his face.

Mack got my pants open and returned the favor. He knew exactly how to find the sensitive spot on the underside and stroke me good, and I finished hardening in seconds. It was tempting to just get off like this, but I still wanted a better connection with him.

He must have sensed that, as he pulled back and then awkwardly turned to put his ass into my hands. It was a little hard to maneuver with us both back here. My height alone made it awkward as I didn’t really fit in this space and even with Mack being shorter and slimmer, it didn’t help that two of us were back here.

I retrieved condom and lube packet from my wallet before dropping it carelessly elsewhere. Because my higher thought processes were shutting down pretty fast, and my hands were getting a little sweaty from the heat in here, I snapped the condom on first. I was afraid I’d lose my grip on it if I tried later. Then I squeezed lube onto my fingers and pressed one against Mack’s hole, sliding it in.

Mack wiggled a little, arching into it, and gave a grunt of pleasure.

“Good, honey?”

“It would be better if you had two fingers in me.”

“Yes, sir,” I chuckled and obeyed orders. I slid two in, thrusting in and out, warming and stretching his channel. His neck was bare and too tempting. I blamed the faint row of freckles dancing along his fair skin and the light sheen of sweat taunting me. I leaned in, sucking lightly on it, scraping my teeth against his skin.

Mack shuddered, breath stuttering. “God, cher—get in me.”

He sounded as fully desperate as I felt. I didn’t like the restriction of his pants and pulled them off completely, his flipflops coming off too, then flipped him onto his back. I used whatever lube was left in the packet, hoping it was enough, but Mack wasn’t patient about me trying to squeeze out a bit more. He tugged at my arms, then grimaced in frustration. His legs were twisted off to the side, too long to comfortably move in this tight space.

I lifted off and up, straightening his legs out, and he promptly rolled his hips up and towards me, like an offering. I was so turned on I could barely see straight at this point. I pushed the head of my cock into him, and after that, I could only really focus on the tight warmth and wild pleasure coursing through me.

A bit of a hiss sounded on Mack’s exhale, and that cut through the haze. I looked at him sharply, stilling my hips. “Mack?”

“Don’t stop,” he whined, wrapping both legs around my waist and lifting up and into me. “I like a little burn.”

I wasn’t entirely sure I could believe him, but I chose to do so for the moment. I slid all the way in, and Mack gasped as my cock slid over his prostate. Loving that sound, I pulled back, then did it again. And again. I braced myself, my forearms on either side of his head, getting better leverage, as I couldn’t comfortably raise up. My knees were a little crooked and folded under me as it was. But this, this was good. Mack panted as I thrust into him, sweat dampening the curls along his forehead and starting to bead along my spine. The sound of flesh slapping into flesh filled the confines of the cabin and it was an echo that urged me on.

Mack slid on the leather seats some, and I kept drawing him back in. It felt so good, Mack gasping like he couldn’t quite catch his breath. We were both so close—

“Ow!”

I stopped abruptly as Mack rolled partway up, rubbing at his head.

“Shit,” I said in realization. “Did I just—”

“Drive me up against the side of the window?” he asked, fortunately snickering. “Yes, yes you did.”

“Well shit,” I repeated, frustrated but also amused. Oops. “I knew you were sliding, but I thought I’d gotten you back in place.”

“Not quite enough, it seems. Okay, change of position.” Mack pushed at my chest with a palm.

I felt bad about knocking my boyfriend’s head against the window. But I also didn’t want to move, as my body craved release. It took me a few seconds to comply and even then it was hard. Mack moved about to the side, then pointed to where he’d just lain.

“On your back, cher.”

“I do love it when you’re on top.” I obeyed—I might have slammed my knee up against the window in the process—and wiggled until I had my hips in between the seatbelts. Mack threw a leg over my hips, then carefully lowered himself back onto my cock. He gave a hum, mouth quirked up in a satisfied manner as he reseated himself.

I took in the sight of him, stretched over me like this, his dick upright and hard against his belly. I reached out and gave it a little love, stroking him as he got situated. Mack balanced himself, two hot hands against my chest, and started undulating. It was always so hot, seeing him taking pleasure like this, knowing he was enjoying this as much as I was. Mack could be so openly, gloriously sensual in his pleasure that it blew my mind sometimes.

All too soon, I felt my balls tighten against his pert ass. I got both hands on Mack’s hips, slamming him down so that I was deeply seated in him as my nerves exploded with pleasure, my cock convulsing deep inside of my lover.

The sound of flesh sliding against flesh was counterpoint to the stars exploding behind my eyes. I felt Mack come a second later, hot semen landing in streams against my chest.

Afterglow flooded my system and I just breathed for a moment. It was always so good with him—even when things started out fumbling and awkward. Like now. Blinking back into focus, I looked down at the curly head pillowed on my chest. My body wasn’t really cooling down, and I knew we’d be miserable in here if we didn’t move soon, but I let him be, as I wanted to enjoy the moment.

With a hum, he finally stirred, lifting himself up by a few inches.

I couldn’t help but tease. “So, how’s your first session of car sex?”

“Awkward,” he stated firmly, grinning back at me. “And fun. And sexy as hell. But you can make anything sexy. I think that has less to do with the car and more to do with you.”

“I accept the compliment.” I brought him in for a brief kiss. “Clean up, then call people to say the job is done?”

Mack sighed. “We probably should go back to being responsible adults.”

“Sucks, I agree. We’ll find a way to have more car sex later.”

“Only if I’m on top.”

“Honey, you’ll get no argument from me.” I paused and ruminated on if this was the right time to say this. It felt like it. “Mack. I want to try it at some point.”

Mack paused midway through lifting himself free. “Try what, cher?”

“Bottoming.”

He canted his head to the side, studying my face. “You do?”

“Yeah. I have no idea if I’ll like it or not, it’s just…I’m really curious. You love it.”

“I do,” he admitted frankly. “And if you want to try, I’m certainly game. But not in a car. We’ll definitely need more room to maneuver with you.”

“Fair enough.” I had a feeling I’d get teased for a while about how I’d fucked him into a window.

We grabbed tissues, got cleaned up, and put our clothes back on. As I put the seats back into position, Mack called Edmée to tell her the ghost was gone. I got the privilege of calling Sylvia.

“Speak,” my boss answered brusquely. It sounded choppy, like she was using a car’s Bluetooth connection.

“Ghost is gone. It did a hell of a lot of damage before it went, though. I think most of the furniture in the house is trashed. We did have to take apart a wall to get to it, but nothing else structural.”

“I can expense up to four thousand for this job, but not more.”

That relieved me. I still wasn’t entirely sure how they expensed things in the Bureau. “I think four thousand will about cover it. Thanks, Sylvia.”

“Is this a repair you can do yourself? I understand you’re handy with tools.”

“I’m fair, but I’m not a sheetrocker. It would be better to get a pro in here.”

“Okay, we’ll do that. How’s Mack?”

“Smug, I think is the right word. He didn’t have to exert a lot of power on this. Intimidation tactics worked.”

“So he’s good to tackle the next case without rest?”

“That’s my take on it. I’ll double check with him and tell you if I’m wrong.”

“Do that. You sound smug yourself, Brandon. No injuries for either of you?”

“Nah. Some bruises, nothing serious. And you bet I’m smug. It’s a pleasure watching him take ghosts head on like that. Not to mention we don’t have to worry about anyone getting hurt here.”

She sounded relieved. “Good. This sounds like it was a good first case for you two. I’ve gotten an update on the other team: Ken and Falisa Tate. They’ve got a proby with them, so you’re getting three for the price of two. They’re driving in tomorrow. You’ve got today to help straighten out the mess, and tomorrow night you can do a preliminary sweep. If it’s too much for even two teams, call me.”

“I’m sensing a little frustration, boss.”

“I’ve got another team who will remain nameless for the time being who stupidly bit off more than they could chew. They’re now in the hospital for the next two weeks. Two months’ recovery time, minimum. Use the good sense you were given and don’t follow in their footsteps.”

Ah. So it wasn’t that we’d done something. Good. “Yes, boss.”

She huffed out a breath. “Get someone to repair that sheetrock. You’ll have an easier time finding a pro. Anything else?”

She clearly wanted off the phone so I said, “No, ma’am.”

“Keep me updated.” Click.

I turned to look at the house. One day to clean up, huh? Ouch. I did not think that was enough time, but hopefully there was enough family willing to pitch in that Edmée wouldn’t be stuck with it all on her own.
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We were tired but mostly victorious by the time we went to my mother’s that night for dinner. Edmée, Mama, Brandon, and I had all pitched in to clean the place up, with Edmée’s friend dropping in for a spell and watching Cali so we could work. The cleanup at the house had gone fairly quickly with so many hands. The hardest part had been seeing Cali’s crumpled face as she realized most of her clothes and toys had been shredded. I’d promised her a shopping trip, and that helped, but seeing her devastation over well-loved toys destroyed brought a pang to the heart.

I personally was just as glad it’d been toys and not her.

Mama had quite the spread of dishes out on the table and the smell was intoxicating as I stepped through the door. I breathed deep in pleasure as I entered the kitchen. “Mama, it smells divine.”

“It should, I’ve been slaving over the stove,” she joked. There was a smile on her mouth but a tightness around her eyes speaking of worry. “How’s everything?”

Edmée answered, carrying Cali in with her. “I’ll have to replace Cali’s bed, the couch, and most of our clothes. But the FBI promised four thousand to help with all of that.”

Mama’s eyes widened incredulously. “Four thousand?!”

“As it was explained to me,” Brandon pitched in, moving about so people had room to close the door, “we break a lot of stuff. So there’s a budget for replacing and repairing in situations like this.”

I was so glad for it, too. Edmée as a plumber made better money than most of my family, but still. She was a single mother and the cost of replacing everything would have been a burden on her. Especially as she’d already had to replace furniture to escape the bed bug infestation at her last place. It was too much to ask her to do it again two months later.

“Well, wash your hands,” Mama encouraged. “Let’s eat before it gets cold. Edmée, you tell me how I can help while we’re eating.”

We did as told, and I let the women talk the logistics out as I ate. Really, I was a little tired. Nothing that a good night’s sleep wouldn’t fix, but forcing a ghost to manifest against its will was draining. Forcing it to pass on also took a toll. I’d done both in the space of ten minutes. Then I’d had a good round of sex and spent five hours cleaning up a house. I was too tired to really focus much on the conversation, and they didn’t need my input anyway.

A warm hand landed on my forehead and I blinked up at Brandon’s concerned face. He really did have radar, didn’t he? “I’m fine.”

“You look spacey,” he told me, still frowning although he took back his hand. “Are you coming down with something?”

“Just a little tired,” I assured him, smiling. He really did pay attention, this man.

“I know manifestation and passing takes a bit out of you, but I thought you were okay,” he fretted. “You were acting fine up until now.”

“Mother hen, stop,” I commanded, growing a little exasperated. Jon was correct about the Havili overprotectiveness. They could take the Olympic gold in it. “I’m alright. Just tired.”

The women were looking at me now, and I groaned. I reiterated, “I’m alright. I just need twelve hours of sleep and I’ll be right as rain.”

My mother, of course, wasn’t satisfied by that. “I thought all that training made it easier on you.”

“Sure. Easier. Doesn’t mean it’s effortless.” I shrugged and went back to eating. I realized it was only six o’clock, but god, I wanted a nap. Maybe I could excuse myself and find a bed somewhere. I could feel my energy levels dropping steadily, the exhaustion settling into my body at bone level. I zoned out so badly it wasn’t until people got up and started clearing the table I realized they were done eating.

Actually, come to think of it, where were we going to sleep?

Brandon must have had the same thought since he asked me, “Same hotel as the girls?”

“Guess so,” I agreed. The original plan had been to stay with Edmée until the job was done, then move down to Lafayette and get a hotel room there. Something close to campus. But the sleeping bags and air mattress were confetti. Come to think of it, I’d have to buy new ones for Donovan and Jon.

My mother immediately protested. “Can’t you stay here—oh.” She stopped abruptly and looked Brandon up and down doubtfully. “Mon cher, don’t take this wrong, but I don’t think there’s a bed in this house that’ll fit you. All I’ve got left is two twin beds and a bunk bed. When you move in, we’ll get you two a proper bed.”

I looked at her, feeling my eyes cross. Granted, I was tired, but surely not that tired. “Mama. What about us moving in?”

She gave me the same confused look, a mirror image of my own expression. “Well, you are moving in, right?”

Mama had done so well this trip not jumping to conclusions that I’d honestly thought we were communicating for once. Alas, it was not to be. I groaned, rubbing at my forehead. “What in the wide green world did we say to make you think that?”

“But you’ve fixed up the house!” she protested, brows furrowing even deeper.

Ah-ha, so it wasn’t what I’d said, but my actions that had been misconstrued. Lovely.  

“Adelle,” Brandon corrected gently, “we fixed up the house because we’re worried about you and don’t want you living with problems.”

“But you don’t have a place of your own anyway, you’ve been staying with your brother,” she kept protesting, voice rising. “You can stay here instead.”

“Maman.” I struggled to hold onto my temper. I hated repeating myself, and I was very, very tired of this argument. Exhaustion might’ve been making me crankier, but I was tired enough I didn’t care. “No. We’re not moving here.”

“I don’t understand why you’re so against coming home!”

“Because I didn’t grow up here, I survived it!” I snapped back at her.

She flinched as if I’d slapped her, anger spotting red in her cheeks.

Edmée made a sound, trying to diffuse us. “Now, let’s all take a breath. We’re all tired.”

“No, I want to know what he means by that,” Mama demanded, voice hurt.

“You know exactly what I mean by that.” I had no patience left in me for this conversation. I ignored Edmée and Brandon both as they tried to ease me down, ready to have this out with my mother once and for all. “This place is so haunted I can’t turn a street corner without seeing something. I spent my entire childhood running from ghosts or battling it out with them. Only three people ever believed me as a child and even then, they couldn’t help me. So along with fighting the ghosts, I was bullied by my own fucking siblings. And still, still, you put keeping me with you as the priority. You knew for years what I must have been. You knew you could send me to Beau and Hannah and you didn’t do it. Dammit, why?! I was tortured most of my childhood down here! Why didn’t you send me to safety?”

Tears stood in her eyes. “Send you off? My precious baby, to a relative I barely knew? No way in hell I could do that. The Feds already took our children from us once. If they knew what you were, I’d never get you back.”

“So seeing me tortured, bullied, and chased daily, at my wit’s end, was preferable?” I laughed, and there was no humor in the sound. I’d known deep down, but hearing her say that, acting as if what I suggested was impossible, hurt more than it should have. “I’m far kinder to you than you are to me.”

“How is a mother wanting to keep her child with her wrong?!” she demanded, slamming both hands against the table.

“Okay, time out.” Brandon stood and pulled me out of the chair. “You’re both exhausted and on the verge of saying things you don’t really mean. We’re stopping here. Adelle, we’ll see you later. Come on, love.”

Brandon gave me no option but to move as he basically carried me outside and bundled me into the Tahoe. It was warm in the vehicle, the Southern night muggy but not unbearable. Crickets sang, and I heard a few birds chirp at each other through the window. It was lovely but didn’t help quell my mood any.

“I wanted to battle it out with her once and for all,” I informed my boyfriend crossly.

“I think you got your point across. Anything else would have just been mean.”

I glared at him. “You’re taking her side.”

“Naw, I’m taking yours. She really should have sent you to Beau and Hannah earlier. She knew exactly what you were—it’s why she believed you after a while, that you could see ghosts. But she’s not perfect, Mack. That woman’s lost too much, and she didn’t have a lot to begin with. And she won’t say as much, but I get the feeling you’re her favorite child. Hell, I’d find it hard to give you up too.”

I knew losing children to the government still scared many people down here. The memory was alive and well. That had probably stayed my mother’s hand more than anything else. But still, I had a lot of emotional scars from my childhood that I shouldn’t have. And that’s what she refused to acknowledge, and in turn what made me so mad at her for not understanding that this place was hell to me.

The anger burned away steadily as we drove away from my mother’s house. I was too tired to hang on to it properly and found myself listing sideways, eyes almost closed as I let the soothing vibrations of the car lull me to a more peaceful state of mind.

Brandon commented as he drove, “You are really out for the count, honey. Maybe we shouldn’t have had victory car sex.”

“Car sex was fun,” I said sleepily. “And I really like it, you know. That I’m so irresistible to you.”

“You are certainly that. Nap if you want to, I’ll wake you when we get a room.”

“Mmm,” I agreed. I didn’t remember much after that.

In fact, the rest of the night was something of a blur. I felt the sensation of being carried out of the car, of cool sheets hitting my back. Someone tugged my pants and shirt off me, covered me with blankets. Brandon’s warmth came in to snuggle against my back. I felt the impressions, but nothing penetrated the fog I was under.

It wasn’t until a grating alarm went off that I properly woke up. I’d flopped onto my back at some point. Brandon lay on his side nearby, one hand tucked under his pillow, utterly relaxed. His eyes were open and a hint of concern tightened the corners of his mouth. “How you feeling this morning?”

I rolled into him and snuggled. “If I said sleepy, can we just stay in bed?”

A subterranean chuckle rolled through him. “Now, that’s appealing. Edmée promised to feed us breakfast. You awake enough for that to be tempting?”

I paused in my snuggling. “What is she making?”

“French toast with sausages, she said.”

Damn. Edmée’s French toast had, in fact, won cookoff awards. Local competitions, but still. My stomach developed an immediate envie for it and growled in support. “Looks like my snuggling attempt was thwarted. Alright, let’s get up.”

Brandon gave me a quick kiss on the forehead and rolled free. I admired the sight of his long, muscled back as it flexed. God sure did know what he was doing when he put this man together.

Of course, he caught my admiring look and winked at me over his shoulder. “Quickie in the shower?”

“Mon cher, you sure do know how to tempt a man.” The sheets, being in league with demons, tried to tangle up my feet. I was not to be defeated and fought them off. I had a man and hot water available. Such an opportunity was not to be missed.
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I was feeling far more relaxed and charitable with life as Brandon drove us to Edmée’s. I thought about protesting, as I knew the roads down here far better than he did, but I’d not won the driving argument yet. Mostly because the one time I was behind the wheel, I’d slammed on the brakes and nearly taken off a fender on a mailbox. In my defense, the ghost had looked very much alive.

Brandon had not let me have the keys since.

As we drove, I thought about that. Thought about how I never drove anywhere these days, and how my Accord was sitting at his parents’ house. It was a newer model, a 2016 I’d bought for myself when I’d signed up with the FBI. Partially as a reward to myself for making it in, partially because my old car hadn’t been seaworthy enough to make the trip to Arkansas. It seemed a waste to leave it sitting there.

I thought too about my mother, a woman who had no education and a true fear of living outside of her comfort zone. A woman who had done her best to raise seven children without any support from a deadbeat husband. As angry as I felt about not being given the right help during my childhood, I couldn’t dismiss all the times she’d sat with me, talked with me, comforted my fears as best she knew how. You could love someone to pieces and still not understand their choices. I did love my mother. And because of that, I wanted to take care of her.

It was a mixed bag of feelings, especially after the argument last night, but that was my relationship with most of my family. In the end, love won out, and a plan stirred in my mind, taking form. “Cher.”

“Yeah, honey?”

“The thought occurs to me we now have three vehicles, what with the Tahoe given to us. I don’t imagine I’ll need my Accord much.”

“Or at all,” he agreed, slowing to take a turn. He didn’t look at me, but I could feel that I had his attention. “If we don’t take the Tahoe for whatever reason, we still have my truck to use. Are you thinking about giving the Accord to your mom?”

I loved how he talked and planned with me as if it was a foregone conclusion we’d be together in the future. It made my heart happy. It also told me that my insecurities about our relationship weren’t something he shared. To Brandon, it was obvious we’d be together in the future. And wasn’t that food for thought?

I shook my head and went back to the topic at hand. “Yeah. It’s just sitting in your parents’ driveway and that’s a shame. It’s a good vehicle. The only thing my maman’s car reliably does is break down on her.”

“I think it’s a great idea. I’m not sure how to get it down to her.”

“Now, that is the question. Do they have delivery services for vehicles?”

“Not sure. But we can maybe just fly her up to Nashville. She can meet everyone that way, then we can help her drive the car back down.”

“That plan I like. You’re a smart one, aren’t you?”

With false modesty, he batted his eyes at me. “I do try.”

I snickered because he looked perfectly ridiculous doing that. “Alright. I’ll try to find a good moment to talk to her about it.”

“She’s supposed to be joining us at Edmée’s for breakfast, so you might find a chance this morning.”

This was news to me. “When did it get decided we’d all have breakfast together?”

“This morning I got a text,” he drawled with a knowing glance at me. “You were really out of it, honey. You slept through a whole conversation.”

“I believe it.” This was another reason why I was heartily glad I had him as support. Most of my childhood, I’d tried not to use my sight. I’d viewed it more as a curse than a gift. It was a last-ditch effort, every time. Not until Beau started training me did I really get constant, consistent practice using my talent. I was still grasping my strengths and limitations even after he’d fully trained me. I didn’t know how to quit when I was ahead. I didn’t have a good handle on that yet.

Brandon had ended up manhandling me into a bed more than once. I continually expected my collapsing to annoy him, for him to scold me for not knowing my limits, but he seemed to understand I was still getting an idea of what my limits were. If I shut down, he just scooped me up and took me to a safer place to rest and recover.

I wasn’t sure if it was a matter of maturity or not. At thirty-two, Brandon had eleven years on me. It no doubt made him more mature. I definitely reaped the benefits of it.

My mother’s car was in the driveway, which relieved me. Whatever she’d fixed on the car this last time was still working. I wasn’t sure how to face her this morning, however. I routinely disagreed with her on many things, vocally, but we’d never truly fought like that before. I normally avoided confrontation, as I always felt guilty as hell about it afterwards.

I loved my mother, I did. I didn’t agree with how she’d handled things. I didn’t understand her priorities. But I didn’t want to cut ties with her just because I didn’t understand her.

As I came into the house through the kitchen door, I saw Edmée and Mama mixing up batter and laughing as they cooked. The table and chairs had survived the ghost’s rampage, and Cali sat in one, munching happily on strawberries. Really, I was surprised there were any left, the way she was eating through that box.

“There they are,” Mama greeted as we came in. Her hands were full of cracked eggs, so she leaned in and bussed me on either cheek. “You look better this morning, mon angé.”

“I’m awake, certainly,” I admitted wryly, which got her and Edmée laughing. The easy way she greeted me reassured me. Whatever I’d said last night, she apparently wouldn’t hold it against me. I was, in a word, relieved. A little timidly, I hugged her around the shoulders, and another wave of relief swamped me as she leaned into the hold. It was a silent way to ask for forgiveness, but I apparently had it.

I realized belatedly she wasn’t in the black pants and white shirt she normally wore for work. “You’re not going in this morning?”

“No, I took the day off to help Edmée,” she answered. “Don’t worry, my boss encouraged me to do that. We’ve all been worried about what was going on here.”

“Ah. Good, it’s more fun with a shopping buddy. Wait, you have the card already?”

“It was overnighted,” Edmée confirmed, then tossed sausages into a pan to sizzle. It made a delicious aroma float in the galley kitchen. “That boss of yours is a kind one. Give me her address later, so I can send a thank you note.”

“I’ll do that.” Sylvia would be surprised by the gesture, as she rarely got thanked for her service. I thought she’d appreciate it.

“Ours came too, honey,” Brandon piped in. “I picked it up at the front desk this morning.” Brandon’s phone rang, and he picked it up with a grunt. “Don’s calling me. I’ll be back in a minute.” So saying, he stepped back outside.

Mama shoved the batter at Edmée before taking me by the arm and drawing me toward the table. I sensed a Talk coming up and braced myself for it as we settled into two chairs facing each other.

Mama lay her hand on top of mine, and there was concern in her dark eyes. She’d often looked at me this way while I was growing up. There was uncertainty in her expression too. “Mon angé, how are you?”

So we were going to talk about last night after all. “A little tired, Mama, to be honest. But good, overall.”

“I figured you must be tired, you’re not the type to yell unless you’re strung out. Was the ghost that hard?”

“It wasn’t easy. But being back here isn’t easy either.”

Her expression fell, as did her eyes, trailing to somewhere along the floor. “So you meant what you said last night.”

“I regret the tone but not the words,” I answered honestly. “Being here means pain and frustration and heartbreak. I love you. I love my cousins and Izora. I can’t say I miss anything else about this place.”

“But this is home,” she protested.

This poor woman. She’d never seen the outside world. Because of that she didn’t realize there were much better places to live. I knew it would take a lot of hard work to get her to even visit, and she’d never leave her roots. To her, my decision to go away must seem the strangest thing. But this place had never been good to me. “It’s your home. I won’t sully it. But it’s never been mine.”

She sat there for a long moment, looking older than her years. “I suppose I can’t fault you for thinking that. Just the day to day was so hard for you. I remember holding you many a night so you’d fall asleep, and you flinching from things I couldn’t even sense. I was just so afraid that if I sent you off into the world, you’d never come back. And it looks like my fear is true.”

“Mama, you’re acting like I’m dying. Just because I don’t live here doesn’t mean we’ll never see each other again.”

Her head came up and she studied me intensely, penetratingly. “You really prefer being constantly on the run, no home of your own? Is it really that much better?”

I smiled back at her. For the first time ever, I meant the words from the bottom of my heart. “Life is good, Mama. I can’t imagine life being better. I know I worried you a little yesterday. I’m still learning my limits. But I’ve got amazing backup when I overdo it. And for me? Home is where Brandon is.”

“That man of yours, he’s a sweet one,” Mama allowed. “A good, salt-of-the-earth man. And the way he looks at you, like the sun rises just to shine on your face. I couldn’t be happier that you’re with him, truly. It’s just….”

I waited silently.

“I suppose I shouldn’t fuss. I didn’t realize how hard it was for you, to be down here, until I listened to you last night. I thought long and hard about what you’d said. Maybe I should have gotten you tested earlier. I just miss you when you’re gone. And I’m worried about you out there in the world. There’s no family out there to turn to if something goes wrong.”

“I have a great many excellent colleagues out there that I work with. And trust me, I’m not limited on family. The Havilis have taken me in like I’m one of their own. I’ve been assured by Mama Havili that if something goes wrong, and I don’t call her? My neck’s on the line.”

Her eyes came back up to mine and she looked at me steadily, curiously. “They really like you?”

“They really do. It’s mutual. I like them just as much. Mama Havili learned how to adapt her recipes so she could cook for me. I’ve never been to her house without being fed something.”

That cleared the doubt from her expression. A Southerner understood that if you go into a woman’s house and she feeds you, she likes you. If there’s no food offered, get out and get out fast, as she hates your guts.

“And Brandon’s not about to let anything happen to me,” I promised her, again meaning every word. “It kills him if he thinks he’s failed to protect me.”

“That’s clear,” she agreed without hesitation. Then she sighed, a lifetime’s worth of sighs rolled into one. “I suppose the world outside of your home has been kinder to you than here. No wonder you’re adamant about not returning. But I will see you as often as you can make it here, alright? You promise me that.”

I dearly wished I could give her exact dates and promises. But the job wouldn’t allow me that. “I promise I’ll try and try hard. We travel a lot, and if I’m nearby, I will stop in even if it’s just for a night.”

“Good.”

“And I hope to see you sooner rather than later.” This seemed the right time to ask, and she’d given me a good segue. I wanted to offer a good olive branch and this might be the right tactic. “How about you fly up to Nashville for a weekend sometime soon?”

She squinted at me with narrowed eyes. “What are you plotting?”

The woman did know me well. “Here’s the thing. My Accord is sitting parked at the Havilis’. I haven’t needed it at all. Brandon always drives, and now, because the FBI gave us the Tahoe, we have three vehicles. It just doesn’t make sense to let a good vehicle sit there.”

“You want to give it to me to drive? But you’re making payments on that, aren’t you? Why not just sell it?”

I’d expected this argument and thought of a counter argument. “Remember how much trouble we had for me to buy it to begin with, because I had no credit history? I can’t renege on the first thing I’ve bought; I’ll be screwed.”

Her mouth opened in an O. “I didn’t think of that.”

“Better keep it, pay it off,” Edmée encouraged, still at the stove cooking. “And Aunt Adelle, he’s right. It makes no sense for the car to sit there, especially with yours giving you all that trouble. If you feel bad about it, sell your car. Use the money to help pay off his.”

Bless Edmée. I could’ve kissed her. “And when you fly up to get the car, you can meet everyone. It’ll be great fun, I promise you.”

That sweetened the deal for her, I could tell. “Well. Let me think about it, but I don’t think it’s a bad idea.”

Ha. I’d won even if she hadn’t admitted it yet.
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“Don.” I headed outside as I answered, as it was too crowded inside the little house to easily hear him.  

“Hey, little brother.”

“You know I hate it when you call me that.”

“Of course. It’s why I do it. How are things going down there?”

Blowing out a breath, I ran a hand through my hair. It had gotten much longer than the short buzz I preferred. I made a mental note to get it cut. “Good and bad. Good news, we found the ghost and Mack forced it to pass on. It did a lot of damage before we managed that, though, so we’ve got sheetrock and furniture to repair.”

“Ouch. I’m afraid to ask about the air mattress and sleeping bags.”

“Total write-off, bro. Send me links to things you like and I’ll buy you the replacements.”

“That bad, huh. Okay, I’ll do that. But you’re both fine?”

“Meh, a few bruises for me. Mack’s fine.”

“If you’re both fine, then what else is going on?”

“Mack’s mom isn’t doing real good—there’s a full story behind it, but short version is Mack sent her a thousand dollars to buy a new fridge with. There’s no new fridge, money’s gone, and his mom’s lost twenty pounds. At least. There was barely any food in the house. And to top that off, every time I offer to do something, it either starts an argument with Mack or he gives me these eyes, like he can’t figure out why I’m offering. Or maybe he can’t believe I’m sincerely willing to do something for a person I barely know.”

“Ah. That look. Yeah, it’s hell, isn’t it? Being on the receiving end of that.”

The understanding in his voice was perfectly sympathetic. My ears perked. “Does Jon do this?”

“Less often, now. It’s this weird juxtaposition with him. He knows he needs help on a regular basis, he’s perfectly frank on his shortcomings. But if you offer to help, he doesn’t know how to gracefully accept it. His initial, knee-jerk reaction is to be suspicious of why you’re offering. Or to feel like a burden. Usually both.”

He could have been describing Mack. “Shit. That’s Mack all over. Why they hell are they so alike on this?”

“My guess is because they’ve unfortunately got too much in common. They both grew up with abilities no one around them understood. They had to rough it out themselves, figure it out, and they didn’t have reliable help in that process. It’s left them with some mental and emotional hang-ups because of it.”

I let my head fall back, eyes slipping closed. “God, Don. The thought of my sweetheart going through hell like that…makes me want to kill someone.”

“Yup. Felt the same way many a time. Want me to tell you what worked with Jon?”

“I’m all ears.”

“Patience. Patiently keep repeating the offers. Follow through on them consistently. Words don’t have much of an effect on them—they’ve heard pretty promises before to no good end. But do tell him, when the moment seems right, that he’s not a burden to you. That he’s your top priority. Took about six months with Jon before it really sank in. And that’s with his eyes.”

“Which see everything. Damn. I might have more of an uphill battle with mine.”

“Maybe. I hope for your sake not, but yeah. Odds are good. You do have one thing going for you. Mack isn’t convinced being around you twenty-four/seven will break your relationship.”

“Ah. Yeah, I remember you telling me about that argument.” I was heartened by this observation. It was true, Mack didn’t try to discourage me from staying at his side. He actively kept me close. I didn’t believe that got me any closer to winning the war. I just had one less battle to wage. “Patience, huh?”

“I know that’s not your strong suit. But try hard, okay? Seriously, it’s the only method that will work.”

“What if I accidentally lose my temper from time to time and punch someone who deserves it?”

Don laughed outright. “You seriously never change. When are you going to grow up?”

“Tomorrow.”

My brother snorted. “Keep me updated on how things go, okay? And don’t give me any details on the ghosts, just when you manage to exorcise them.”

“You seriously can’t even handle hearing about it secondhand?”

“I don’t want to know. Seriously. Nope. Uh-uh.”

I rolled my eyes. “And you say I never change. Yeah, fine. We’ve got a second case we’re gearing up for tonight. Should be a doozy, as it’s on a college campus. We’re meeting up with another team to work with, which should be fun too.”

“You’ve never worked with another team, right?”

“We have in training, sure. This is our first lead, though. So, like I said, should be interesting.” 

The side door opened and an energetic toddler bounced out, waving at me commandingly. “Brandon, Brandon!”

“I’m being summoned,” I informed my brother dryly. “Talk to you later.”

“I can hear her. Okay, stay safe and kick some ghost ass.”

“Trust me, I’ll do my best.” I hung up and slid the phone into a pocket as the demanding princess ran up to me. I caught her up in an arm, and she lifted into the air with a satisfied smile. “Hey, little one. What’s up?”

“Breaky,” she informed me seriously.

For that matter, I took it seriously. “Breaky sounds great. Let’s go in and eat it.”

I took two steps before my phone rang again, this time with a number I didn’t know. I answered it, because in this business, you had no idea who was calling you. “This is Brandon Havili.”

“Hello,” a smoky, female voice answered in return. “I’m Falisa Tate. I wanted to touch base with you before we got in later this afternoon. How are you, Mr. Havili?”

“Brandon, please. We’re good. My medium’s rested, and we’re both ready to go. Thanks for coming in so quick like this. I understand you’re coming off a case?”

“We are, but it wasn’t a strong ghost. Just a pesky one that took some time to deal with. We’re rather rested ourselves. Have you been on campus yet?”

“We haven’t. Our plan is to drive in after breakfast and get the lay of the land, try to get things set up for when you arrive.”

“That would be excellent. Get us two hotel rooms, too, wherever it is you choose to stay.”

“Will do.”

“Looking forward to meeting your partner and you, Brandon. It’s always nice to have fresh faces in the field. We’ll get to know each other better over dinner.”

“Sounds great,” I answered honestly. “I’ll see you later and I’ll call when I have a better idea of what we’re walking into.”

“Thanks. See you soon.” Click.

“Well, Cali,” I noted to her, her apple-green eyes fixed on me. “Looks like things are going to get interesting sooner rather than later.”
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University of Louisiana at Lafayette was quite the campus. I’d been on larger, certainly, and it wasn’t really the size that seemed intimidating at first glance. It was the architecture more than anything. All of the buildings were at least three stories, red brick with black roofs, white-trimmed doors and windows. It looked too uniform for my taste. The campus grounds had a lot of mini courtyards and trimmed trees, everything pruned to within an inch of its life. We passed football fields, agriculture buildings, and hundreds of students, all while looking for the administration building.

Mack took it in, head turning this way and that as we drove slowly along the asphalt. It wasn’t until this moment that I really thought about it, but Mack was twenty-one. Technically, college graduate age. But I knew he hadn’t gone. Had he even wanted to?

Clearing my throat, I ventured, “Ever thought about going to school, Mack?”

“Nah. What would I even study? And frankly, getting through high school was a nightmare. Think about it. In a classroom environment, I can’t react if something approaches me. I can’t just get up and deal with it. I have to sit there and pretend to study.” Mack shuddered, and it wasn’t all exaggeration. “No, thanks. I’m done with school. Shit, Brandon!”

I saw him scrabble for a brake on the passenger floorboard and said calmly, “Ghost, honey.”

“Damn, he looked real.”

They always did. I was used to such interruptions and carried on the conversation from before. “That’s fair. About not going to college, I mean. And really, in your line of work, a college degree isn’t going to do much. I just wondered if you’d ever wanted to go.”

“Not really.” Light-brown eyes looked at me, studying me with interest. “But you’re a college graduate.”

“Yeah, I chose to get a Criminal Justice degree before I went into the police academy. And I took extra courses in order to become SWAT. In fact, Don’s the only one who didn’t go to school. He went Army, which turned out well for him, in the end.” I spotted the administration building and pulled into the first parking spot that I saw. “Double checking, who are we supposed to see again?”

“Ms. Constance Narcine. She’s the executive secretary for the president’s office.” Mack frowned at the phone in his hands. “That’s weird. Shouldn’t we be talking to the president of the school or the dean or something?”

“That would have been my first thought.” I exchanged a speaking look with him. “Something smells.”

“And it ain’t fried chicken,” he agreed, finally unbuckling. “Alright, well, let’s go in for a looksee.”

There wasn’t anything else to do, so we unloaded and went for the front doors. The humidity was like a slap in the face in contrast to the air conditioning of the Tahoe. I really was looking forward to leaving the Deep South so that I could breathe pure air. Instead of, you know, feeling like I was drinking water with every breath.

We got some funny looks from the students as we walked in. Granted, we didn’t look like anything in particular. I was in a button-down white shirt and khaki cargo pants, Mack was wearing dark-wash jeans and a green button-down that offset his curly brown hair in a flattering way. He could pass for a young college student, but I sure didn’t look the part. We both had FBI badges on us, in pockets, but they weren’t something we wanted to flash here.  

Mack flinched a few times, hanging onto me, his head swiveling as he spotted something, or something approached him. I knew what was happening, that we were passing ghosts as we went, but he didn’t react other than that. I assumed they were the friendly variety or at least were willing to ignore him. He did the same.

We referenced a directory right inside of the doors, then followed the directions up to the appropriate office. The president’s outer office door was open, so we stepped in. Two secretarial desks flanked another door leading into a second room. That door was closed. The two women sitting at the desks looked up as we stepped in.

“May I help you gentlemen?” the woman on the left asked me. I glanced at the nameplate, but she wasn’t who I needed, so I gave her a smile.

“No ma’am, but it looks like your coworker is who I need to see.”

“Indeed she is.” Mack noted with a smile of greeting to the other secretary. “Ms. Constance Narcine? I’m Mackenzie Lafayette from the FBI Paranormal Activity Division. This is my partner, Brandon Havili.”

The woman looked both relieved and agitated as she rose quickly from her desk, scurrying around it on her high heels. She pushed back her bobbed black hair as she moved, speaking in a low tone. “I’m glad you gentlemen have come. Y’all are more prompt than I expected, which is even better. Things have been escalating, but here ain’t the right place to talk about it—”

In an abrupt movement, the president’s office door jerked open and a trim man who looked to be in his sixties stepped smartly out. He was straightening his red tie, a question or statement clearly on the tip of his tongue, but he paused when he saw us. “Who’s this, a prospective student?”

“No,” the other secretary, still seated, said in resignation. “Connie, you might as well tell him. Cat’s out of the bag.”

“Well it is now,” Constance responded in exasperation. She gave us a pause sign with her hand, then straightened her shoulders before turning to face her boss. It looked like she was gearing up for a throw down. “Sir. These gentlemen are from the Paranormal Activity Division of the FBI.”

The president rolled his eyes to the ceiling in a clear bid for patience—or maybe he was praying for strength—then glared at his secretary. “There’s no such thing as ghosts! I can’t believe you called them because a student tripped on the stairs—”

“She was pushed down the stairs, the security camera clearly shows that motion, and there was no one behind her,” Constance argued in a rising tone that indicated she’d said this more than once already. “And that ain’t the only case! We’ve now had multiple students stuck in an elevator, two others pushed on the stairs, three of them have woken up with mysterious scratches, and that’s just from the ones brave enough to report it to me! Y’can’t keep burying your head in the sand. Something is wrong.”

Whoa. That was quite the laundry list of injuries. Certainly more than our initial report indicated. I shared a glance with Mack and found my medium’s mouth set in a grim line. Yeah, this sounded like bad news. I was very glad now we’d called the extra team in.

“This is a prestigious school, and we’re not going to teach our students that occultism is something viable!” the president shouted back.

I internally groaned. The disbelievers could be a pain in the ass.

Mack took two steps forward, placing himself next to Constance and clearly putting himself on her side. “I am Special Agent Mackenzie Lafayette. Sir, quite frankly, it doesn’t matter if you believe in the supernatural or not. A possible apparition has been reported on these grounds, and that apparition has been accused of assaulting multiple students. If that is not the case, we will prove it and deal with whatever is truly going on here. If that is the case, then I will deal with it personally. Either way, this is no longer in your jurisdiction. It’s in mine.”

He sure was sexy when he was mad, my cute Creole. Or maybe I just enjoyed seeing him whittle grown men down to size.

The president spluttered, flabbergasted someone would have the gall to tell him he couldn’t do something on his own turf.

“I,” he said with great importance, “have not given anyone leave to investigate any trumped-up charges on these grounds.”

“I,” Mack repeated sarcastically in the same tone, “do not need your permission. The FBI is above you, sir. Now, we have reports of multiple students being hurt on this campus, all in the same dormitory building. I will investigate until I am satisfied the issue has been dealt with, whatever that is. If you interfere with my investigation, I will have you brought in on charges of interfering with a federal case. Is that clear enough for you?”

The president was red in the face, and seriously in danger of bursting a blood vessel, but he managed a mutinous nod.

“Good. In the meantime, I’m borrowing your secretary so she can grant me all the access I’ll need. I’ll give her back when I’m done with her.” Mack extended an elbow to the secretary with a tight smile. “Ms. Narcine, if you’d be so kind.”

Constance looked ready to hug him for putting her boss in place. She promptly took his arm, and the two of them led the way out of the office. I followed, mentally making a note to report all of this to Sylvia later. Just in case an official complaint came in.

“Thank you so much, Agent,” Constance said to Mack as we walked, her heels clicking on the tile floor. “I swear to you, he’s a good man and a good boss, but there are times I just want to shake him. He’s strongly against anything occult and does the adult version of drumming his heels against the floor when it’s brought up. He threatened to expel the first student for spreading ‘salacious rumors’ when she first came in to report it.”

“I hate stubborn men like him,” Mack said flatly. “They make my life hell some days, so I was glad to shut him down. Now, if you don’t mind telling us in more detail about what’s going on?”

“I’d be pleased to. But let’s go to the building in question, that way I can show you exactly where everything’s happened.”

“We’d appreciate that,” I assured her. “And we’ll do a conference call while we’re there. We have another team coming in to help.”

Constance glanced back at me, brows raised hopefully. “It ain’t just the two of y’all?”

“No, ma’am. We’ve got three more people who will arrive later this afternoon.”

“Oh good. It’s such a large building, and things seem to be happening on two of the floors. I wondered how you’d manage.”

We stepped outside, back out into the humidity, and Constance dropped Mack’s arm to look at both of us equally. The wide smile on her face spoke of relief. “Thank you so much for coming. Truly. The students are so scared in that dorm. They’re literally sleeping anywhere else to avoid coming back to it.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of it,” Mack promised her firmly. “I’m not leaving until we do.”


11

[image: ]

I fumed as we walked out. I didn’t like the attitude of that man one iota, but I could admit to myself that I might have lost my temper just because he’d struck an ugly, dark part in my mind. A place of pitch-black pain existed in me because of adults just like him who had made my childhood hell. I could feel my adrenaline kick up a notch, the fight-or-flight instinct rearing its head, although I was all fight at the moment. I was not about to be bullied, not as an adult. Not when I knew that I was right. I hoped being an FBI agent would afford me some protection here and keep the president from trying anything.

Hoped. Prejudices ran deep here. I couldn’t afford to be complacent.

“Y’all call me Connie, everyone does,” the secretary informed us. She smiled at us in delight, and her attitude drew me a little out of my funk. At least someone was glad to see us. “And can you clarify for me, are you both mediums?”

“No, ma’am,” Brandon responded, eyes crinkling up in the corners with amusement. “I’m about as sensitive as a brick. Mack’s the medium. I handle the living world; he handles the dead.”

“That is a very good way to put it, cher,” I noted to him. I matched his smile for a moment. My phone rang in my pocket and I answered it promptly. “Hello?”

“Hey, this is Ken. Wanted to tell you, we’re making pretty good time. Should be there in about an hour and a half or so. How about we meet you on campus?”

I was eager to get started, so readily replied, “Sure. We’ve met with the president of the school and he’s a non-believer, so expect some trouble there.”

A gusty sigh. “Of course he is. Okay, I’ll pass that on. You been to the dorm building yet?”

“Not yet. We’re on our way to it. The situation’s escalated since the initial report. There’ve been more students hurt.”

A female voice spoke in the background, then Ken relayed, “Falisa says to hold off on entering, then. Wait for us to get there.”

I was a bit relieved to hear that. “Okay. We’ll get hotel rooms set up, then, while we’re waiting.”

“Sounds good. See you soon.”

“They requested we wait until they get here,” I shared. “Connie, can you round up the students who were hurt? If I could speak to them, I can get a better idea of what’s happened.”

“Sure, of course,” she assured me. “What else?”

“Give us a key to the building and full access.” I thought about it, but there really wasn’t much else to do. “Other than that, I’m not sure.”

Brandon handed her a business card. “That’s both of our numbers, just in case. We’ll be back in about an hour. We’re going to get hotel rooms set up for all of us.”

Connie took the card in a firm grip. “I understand. I’ll have at least a few students for y’all to talk to when you return.”

After that came a lot of logistics. We chose the Juliet Hotel, as it sat relatively nearby and had a slightly better rating than some of the other hotels. The rooms were nice, it came with a spa that we would likely need at some point, to destress, and it was ghost-free. Okay, no, it had the one who was nodding off in the hotel lobby, but he and I exchanged a nod, and he seemed quite content to just sit there and people watch. If he would mind his business, I’d mind mine.

It took an hour to get checked in, and get our bags into the room, and I took advantage of the hotel Wi-Fi to send Sylvia a quick email to update her on the situation. If the president tried to go over our heads, best to give my boss a head’s up now.

Then we returned to campus. This time, Brandon parked in the dorm building’s lot nearby to make it easier on us. We still had a lot of tools and things in the back of the SUV. I really hoped we wouldn’t have to break those out. The president would hit the roof if we had to demo his precious building.

As we unloaded, a trio of road-weary people climbed out of their SUV. A glance showed it also had government plates on it, and my hope rose sharply. Was this them?

Brandon must have spotted the same plate, as he gave a wave before approaching. “Hey. I’m Brandon Havili, Paranormal Activity Division. You our other team?”

“That’s us.” A woman with mahogany skin and a multitude of colorful tiny braids wrapped around her head approached with a hand outstretched. She wore comfortable looking yoga pants and a shirt-dress thing over the top that emphasized her pear-shaped build. “I’m Falisa Tate. This is my husband-slash-partner, Ken, and our proby, Delaney.”

I liked her smile, the vibe of her, and the aura she carried. Beau possessed a similar one. She was clearly a medium and a good one, as her aura was strong and confident.

Brandon shook hands, then gestured towards me. “This is my medium, Mackenzie Lafayette.”

“Enchanté,” I greeted, closing my hand over hers.

“Nice t’meet ya,” Falisa responded, clearly getting the measure of me.

Ken blinked at me. He was as pale as his wife was dark, a sharp juxtaposition, and he seemed the affable sort. Or at least, the nose too large for his face and the sleepy brown eyes leant that impression. Or maybe it was the ginger beard halfway down his chest that made him seem more laidback. He was lean and lanky, the spiky ginger hairstyle making him seem even taller.  “You sound like you’re from here, Mackenzie?”

“Mack,” I encouraged him with a smile. “And yes, born and bred thirty minutes north of here. Part of the reason why I was called in. Delaney, nice to meet you.”

Delaney’s aura wasn’t quite as strong or confident, and I had the feeling he was barely into his training. As a first impression, I wasn’t sure what to make of him. His overall appearance was black on black, the multiple piercings and inky dyed black hair giving him a severe look. He almost looked goth, but not, at the same time. It was like he’d aimed for a specific style and missed. He gave me a handshake and smile, seeming both eager and curious as he analyzed the situation. “Thanks, good to be here. This is quite the first case for me.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Brandon agreed. “Alright, well, we met with the executive secretary—her name is Connie; she’s the one who called us in. She’s giving us full access to the building and is arranging for the victimized students to come in for interviews.”

“You did some good prep, there, thanks.” Falisa sounded straight from the Bronx. I had to wonder how she and Ken had met, as he didn’t. “Alright, let’s see if we can head in, get a feel for the place.”

We trooped towards the front doors. I didn’t see any signs of life near the building—a distinct contrast to the rest of campus, which was bustling with students. But as we approached the doors, a lone girl walked through the foyer. She spotted us and came forward, opening the door, pulling an earbud out as she did so.

“Hi?” she greeted uncertainly, pushing blonde hair out of her face.

Falisa flipped a badge open and gave her a smile. “Special Agent Falisa Tate, FBI Paranormal Activity Division. We’re here to investigate claims of a ghost. Can we come in?”

“Oh my god, please do,” the student said, immediately shoving the door open wider. “It’s getting really bad in here. I wouldn’t be in here at all if I didn’t have laundry to do. Come in, come in. I’m Jessica.”

I took two steps inside the door before I came to an abrupt stop. I could hear Ken talking to the girl, but the words were just background noise to me. The atmosphere of the place captured my full attention.

There’s a certain look to the sky right before a hurricane comes in. It’s green and aquamarine and grey, a strange wash of colors you never see at any other time. It was near impossible to describe and equally impossible to miss. I’d told Brandon at Edmée’s the atmosphere there was bad, like a Category Five hurricane about to tear through. This was worse by a factor of ten.

Spectral energy flooded the place, some of it icy cool in color, like icicles. Another line was a darker, sickly grey, sometimes edging on black, and it darted through the halls and what I presumed to be up the stairs, too.

Falisa came to stand at my side. “Mack, you see it too?”

“Bad energy in here,” I answered uneasily. Agitation tightened in my gut. A year ago, even, I’d have taken one look at this place and run. “That white, that could be the original ghost haunting the place. The black, though, that’s something different. Something rotten for sure.”

She nodded, not disagreeing, then pointed dead ahead. “You see the trail of that yellow? Kinda looks sickly.”

I squinted, followed where her finger was pointing. “Yeah. Yeah, I see that. It’s all mixed in with the black in places. What is that?”

Falisa waved Delaney in closer. “See it too?”

Delaney squinted as well. “Yeah. You know what that is?”

“Not surprised it don’t look familiar to you,” she said. “That, boys, is a malevolent. I see it far too often. Sometimes they’re summoned, sometimes they wander in on their own, looking for a place to dig into.”

“Someone summoned this thing, whatever it is?” Delaney looked dismayed now. “Shit. So what is it?”

“Hmm, can’t tell just by looking. We’ll have to hunt it down. I wouldn’t put it past some stupid punk to have summoned it, though.”

Disgusted, I threw both of my hands into the air. “You know how many cases I see because people do stupid things? I’m constantly telling people not to mess with spirits. Don’t do Ouija boards, don’t talk to no dead people, don’t fuck with demons, don’t summon anything, don’t mess around in abandoned buildings. If you’re considering a thing, ask yourself, ‘Would a white person in a horror movie do this thing?’ If the answer is yes, then for the love of heaven, don’t do it.”

Falisa gave me a high five. “Preach it, Mack.”  

“Know anyone messing around with a Ouija board?” Brandon asked Jessica.

The student vehemently shook her head. “In this building? You’d have to be certifiable.”

“Fair.” Brandon turned to me. “Honey, what do you want to do? From what you’re saying, it’s really not safe in here right now.”

“Place gives me the willies, no mistake,” I agreed, thinking hard. “Jessica, how many students are in here? Right now?”

“No one’s staying here right now,” Jessica answered with spread hands. “This is the dorm everyone on campus avoids, and after this shit-fest with the ghost? Everyone who was here has found somewhere else to sleep for a while.”

“How many would you say live here, though?”

“Um, maybe seventy-five live here altogether? Less than a hundred. I’m not sleeping here, I’m only here for laundry.”

“We’ll guard you until the laundry’s done, then stay clear until we’ve dealt with this.” Falisa waved a hand to indicate the mess of the situation as a whole. “Jessica, anything happen to you?”

“Yeah, I got stuck in an elevator for about two hours last week. Haven’t dared use it since.” She cast an uneasy glance towards the stairs. “Although the stairs aren’t any safer, what with people getting pushed down them.”

“What else has happened?” Brandon encouraged.

“Well, we’ve had more than a few go down the stairs, like I said. Rachel twisted her knee so bad she’s off it entirely, went to stay with her parents. Um, more than a few have woken up with really bad scratches on their backs. We’ve come in with our rooms totally rearranged, stuff thrown into the hallways. I think the worst was Kevin. His arm was broken because a bookend got thrown at him.”

That was not a good tally and I glanced at Falisa, seeing the same grimness I felt reflected back at me. “Is that all?”

“All that comes to mind, yeah.”

“When did it start?”

“Well, the friendly ghost has been here since…like, the ’70s I think. But this new one, the one that’s hurting us, came in about three weeks or so ago, I think. At least, people started getting hurt then.”

Three weeks. That gave us a timeline to work with.

Ken offered kindly, “Let us help you with that laundry and get you back out of here, okay?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Jessica responded in overt relief. “Laundry’s down in the basement. I can walk you guys around, if you like?”

“We might take you up on that. Delaney, go with her.”

With a shrug, Delaney followed Jessica down the stairs.

Falisa took another look around, her mouth pulling down sharply at the corners. “Yeah, I don’t like this whatsoever. Mack, you ever worked with another team before?”

“Only in training,” I answered honestly. “I have worked buildings this big before, though.”

“So you’ve got some experience, good. I might shuffle Delaney between us so he gets experience working with someone other than me.”

I nodded, as I didn’t have a problem with that. “Want to set up bases?”

“It’s a good thought. You have enough salt on hand for that?”

“Yeah, about twenty pounds of it left over from my last case.” I waved a hand towards Brandon, who stood by and listened intently. “We can handle that, if you’d like.”

“If you don’t mind. Take Delaney with you. We’ll get the walkie-talkies out and all tuned to the same channel. This is definitely a case where we need to stay in contact. I don’t know what the hell this is, yet.”

And that was the problem, alright. Until we figured this out, we wouldn’t be able to do much. Blindly trying to exorcise something did not work.

Brandon, always quick on the uptake, went quickly out to fetch the road salt and probably three hundred other things, as the man believed in being over prepared. It was, as far as I could tell, a Havili creed.

As he ducked out, Falisa leaned in to ask in a lower tone, “How long have you two been partners?”

“Almost fourteen weeks,” I answered, not taking offense at the question. “Brandon was in training to be an anchor before he met me, so he’s good on that. He’s still catching up with the spectral end of the job. He loves spookems, though, and he’s hard to rattle, no worries there. He was SWAT before he came to me.”

Falisa relaxed a hair, smiling at me. “Good, I was a little worried. Newbies on the job don’t always handle surprises well. If he was SWAT, I have to assume he’s got better nerves than most.”

“The man’s a rock. Not much can get past Brandon.”

“I assume he’s fully equipped?”

“And then some.” On that point I was confident. “We’ve got demolition tools in the SUV too, if we need those.”

Falisa grinned, the expression a trifle shark-like. “Good to know.”

Brandon came back in with the bag of salt casually slung over one shoulder, and in his other hand he held four blocky LED lights. I looked at those and felt like smacking my head for being an idiot. Extra lights were always a good precaution, mostly because spirits liked to drain batteries.

“Good thought,” I said. “I’d forgotten you picked those up.”

“Portable lights, good call,” Ken agreed, joining us. “Let’s stick one of those in each circle of salt. Three stories…hm, maybe one circle in each hallway? Something we can run into and take refuge if shit hits the fan.”

Sounded like a plan to me. “Let’s do it.” I was all set to ask a question when a piece of paper caught my eye. I turned to get a better look and my jaw just about fell off. Above the front door was a slim piece of paper taped to the molding, white on white, which was why it hadn’t caught my attention before. One glance at the design and I had a feeling I knew where the bad ghost had come from. “Futain.”

Brandon immediately whirled to look where I did and he squinted a little. “That’s a talisman. Wait, is that drawn right?”

“More or less.” Falisa marched up closer and stared hard, hands planted on her hips. “But it probably looks wrong to you because it’s hung upside down.”

“Uh…if memory serves, hanging a talisman upside down is a bad idea.”

“You’re correct, cher,” I said grimly. “A properly drawn talisman hung upright will ward off evil spirits. A talisman hung upside down will do the opposite and open the four corners, invite them in. Whoever did this had no clue what they were doing.”

Falisa groaned, loud and long, sounding utterly done. “Damn it all to hell and back. Well, we know how that thing got in. Let’s get this off and keep an eye open for more of them. We absolutely do not want to invite anyone else into this party.”

I agreed heartily. “Cher, can I get a lift?”

“Always.” With no discernable effort on his part, he lifted me up to sit on his right shoulder, balancing me there so that I could grab the talisman and yank it down.

“Merci. Falisa, want to burn this?”

“Sure. Let’s clear this building first, burn them all at once. I have a bad feeling this talisman isn’t the only one.”

We couldn’t very well split up to set up bases, not with only one bag of salt. We trooped through the hallways, getting a feel for the place and figuring out the best spots to put the salt circles. I kept a sharp eye out for talismans as we went and found another at the top of the stairs, above the elevator. It was a bad sign that there were indeed multiples lurking throughout the building.

The hall was an interesting mix of old and new. The tiles looked old and worn in, and I was unclear if the off-white color was intentional or a testament to time. The walls either had faux-marble paneling or white beadboard, the painted section above it either grey or creamy white. The floors stayed tiled until we got to the second story, and then became a gold-brown wood. The university seemed to make an effort to keep the place up, as the trim and doors had all been recently painted grey, the floors clean. Their efforts were utterly ruined by the inky, sticky aura that pervaded the place like a dark mist.

Brandon’s warm hand settled on the small of my back, and he leaned in to murmur, “What’s wrong?”

“Place has a bad vibe, cher,” I answered, still staring uneasily about us. “It’s like swimming in a dark pond.”

Falisa, ahead of us, turned and gave me a grimace. “I couldn’t have described it better myself. Ken, you got that popgun of yours out?”

“Always. Figured I needed to, what with Brandon having his hands full.”

“I appreciate it,” Brandon responded, sounding more polite than sincere. “Ken, if you don’t mind my asking, what’s your background?”

“Sharpshooter with the Army up until I met this one.” He nodded his head toward Falisa. “I was about twenty-six then. Switched careers to stay with her. I understand you were SWAT?”

“Yeah. I was scouted before I ever met Mack, though.” Brandon seemed to settle with the answer, and I could only assume he’d not been easy until he understood what Ken was capable of. “We need to talk guns after this.”

Ken perked up visibly. “Okay.”

“Boys,” Falisa grumbled with an audible roll of the eyes. “How about here?”

The entire dorm floor was laid out in a giant rectangle, as far as I could tell. The hallways connected to form a circular path, one that led back to the stairs and hallway. Falisa wanted to put one near the intersection of two hallways. I agreed it was a good place, but I couldn’t help but put out my own opinion. “Maybe not precisely in the juncture? A little out from it?”

Falisa nodded absently, already pacing the area off. “We don’t want to get tangled up in an etheric flow.”

Seeing the blank expression on Brandon’s face, I filled him in. “Buildings like this, that have a circular floor plan, they’re easy for ghosts to wander and get lost in. They just keep going in circles. It’s part of the reason why this is getting worse, I think. Because it’s like a rat trap in here. The junctures are especially dangerous, as you can’t see around the bend.”

“So we put a safe place close, but not on top of it, to give ourselves time to react.” His expression cleared up. “Makes sense. Mack, if you’ll take the lights? I’ll pour salt.”

And that’s what we did, all three floors, using half the bag to do it with. I was glad for that other half, as I had a feeling we’d need to barricade something else before our time here was done. We found three other talismans in the process, all of them over the doors. One was upright, one was upside down, and one was sideways. I winced at the sideways one. I didn’t even want to contemplate what that had done.

As we worked, I could sense something watching us. I hoped it was the kind ghost, the one who was just mischievous and not harmful. Knowing my luck? It wasn’t the kind ghost.

Yeah. This was going to go so poorly.
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Clearing the building took almost three hours, enough time for Connie to pull some of the students together for a quick interview. Falisa and Ken wanted to keep hunting for talismans, so we left them to it with Delaney. Mack and I headed for the quad, hopefully to meet with the students and get some answers.

Connie sat at the outdoor tables along with four other students, all of them eating a spread of hot dogs, hamburgers, and two baskets of fries. Connie, it seemed, was not above bribes to get things rolling. It was a shaded bench, pretty and picturesque and didn’t match the strained atmosphere of the group sitting around the table.

I flashed her a thankful smile and slowed my approach at the table. For this crowd, I felt like it was a good idea, so I pulled my badge and flashed it. “Special Agent Brandon Havili, Paranormal Activity Division. This is my partner, Special Agent Mackenzie Lafayette. Hiya, folks.”

Connie left her seat and bustled around it to stand near me. “I told them y’all were coming, Brandon, Mack. Here, sit, they’re ready to tell you the story. This is Tommy—”

A disheveled blond wearing a worn-in sweater and shorts gave me a nod hello, looking shy and overwhelmed.

“—Jill,” Connie indicated a young woman with tightly braided black hair and a heart-shaped face, “Damica, she’s the RA of the building.”

Damica gave a friendly hello and a wave. She looked a little older than college age, cute with her upturned nose and freckles, but her expression was serious as she met my eyes.

“And this is Kit, her twin.”

Kit did indeed look it, sharing the freckles, oval-shaped face and dark hair. He was hunched in on himself and obviously uneasy with meeting two Federal agents. I couldn’t say I blamed him.

“Nice to meet all of you,” I said with my best smile. “I can promise you we’ll sort out this problem soon. If I could get just a little more information from you, that’ll help.”

“Can you really get rid of whatever it is that’s hurting us?” Damica asked uncertainly.

I put a hand on Mack’s shoulder. “He can. He’s a medium.”

“I’ve got another team in with me, other mediums,” Mack added, turning a particularly charming smile on her. I could practically see Damica melt a little under it. “So in fact you’ve three mediums on this case. We’re not going to quit until we’ve made this safe again, I promise you. Can we ask a few questions?”

Jill’s sweet featured hardened. “If you can get that thing out, I’ll tell you anything I can. What do you need to know?”

I took the last open bench and sat, Mack settling in next to me. “First, tell me what you know about the friendly ghost. The one that was here before this shit storm hit.”

“Oh, her?” All of them exchanged uncertain looks but it was Jill that answered. “We really don’t know much. She’s been here for decades, like maybe the ’70s. No one knows her name or anything. There’s stories that she was a student here, but no one knows how she died, either. Some people said she’d committed suicide. Others swear it was just bad health, and she died suddenly here. Some rumors say it was an accidental overdose.”

“I have attempted to look this up before,” Connie inputted as she regained her seat. “But we have no records of a female student dying in that dormitory.”

“So if she did die here, she wasn’t a student here.” I frowned as that made her a little harder to track down. Assuming she’d died here at all in recent memory. It could well be that she predated the college campus altogether, which would make it even harder to figure out her identity.

Kit asked suspiciously of Mack, “If you’re a medium, can’t you just ask her?”

“I can if she’d come out to speak with me. She’s as spooked by what’s in your dorm as the rest of you. She’s constantly hiding from it. I’d hoped that if I had a name for her, I might be able to call her out and get her out of the line of fire.” Mack’s mouth went flat with aggravation. “Alright, second question. We found a great many talismans hanging over the doors. Who put those up?”

“Uh, not us,” Tommy denied with a shake of the head, sending his hair out in all directions. “That was Rachel, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, the ghost—the friendly one—spooked her right out,” Damica replied with a grimace. “No one was really comfortable with the ghost there, but it wasn’t like she did anything more than play pranks. We kept telling Rachel that. But she was seriously scared and she couldn’t transfer out to a different dorm. No one wants to be in ours and they weren’t willing to trade with her. So she was stuck. She copied the talismans out of a book and slapped them up over the doors.”

“Rachel was the first one to be seriously injured,” Connie put in for our benefit. “She’s at home resting with a wrenched knee now.”

Mack rubbed a hand wearily over his face. “I’ll need to speak to her. What she did was actually counterproductive.”

Damica hissed in a shocked breath. “Did she do this?!”

“Quite unwittingly, I’m sure,” I said with a stay-down gesture of my hands. “But she happened to use legit talisman designs. She didn’t copy them correctly, but the design’s solid.”

“Worse, she hung them either upside down or sideways,” Mack added, still exhausted by all of this. “Doing that doesn’t close off a building, but opens it. She invited anything to come in and play.”

Tommy flopped dramatically over the table. “Are you shitting me?”

“Wish we were,” I said sympathetically. “When we first saw the talismans, we all just about had a heart attack. They’re down now—at least we hope we found all of them—but yeah. Don’t do that without training. Don’t let anyone else do it, either. You call the PAD hotline and get one of us to come out, okay? We’re happy to help.”

“I’ll need to speak with her,” Mack told Connie again, determined on this point. “I don’t want to accidentally miss one.”

“Of course, I’ll call her immediately after this and arrange a conversation.”

“Thanks. Alright, guys, I need you to stay completely clear of the place until we’re done with it. That might take a few days at the rate this is going. What’s in there is bad news and unfortunately rather hard to lay hands on. So, whatever it is in there you need, try to do without it.”

I reached into a pocket and pulled out a card holder. “If you do need something, you give me a call and I’ll escort you through. Absolutely do not go in there without one of us, okay?”

They each took a card, looking reassured by this.

Jill was the one brave enough to ask, “Are you sensitive too?”

“What, a medium? Nah, nothing like that. But I can shoot them.”

That brought a smile to her face. “I’m okay with you shooting them.”

“Yup, me too. Okay, anything else you want to tell us?”

There was a few glances around the table and a lot of head shakes. I didn’t think they could tell us anything more. The crowd dispersed from there, only Connie staying long enough to speak with us. She had a phone in hand, and she offered it to Mack as she switched seats to sit closer. “I’ve looked up her number.”

I’d prefer calling her over traipsing across town. “Thanks, let’s see if she answers.” Mack dialed it in on his own phone, then put it on speaker and set it on the table so we could all participate in the conversation.

On the third ring, a groggy voice answered, “Hello?”

Mack leaned his forearms over the table to speak more directly into the phone. “Hi. I’m Special Agent Mackenzie Lafayette with the Paranormal Activity Division. Am I speaking with Rachel?”

Clear trepidation hovered in her voice as she answered shakily, “Yeah, that’s me.”

“I’m here to investigate and deal with the ghost in your dorm building.”

“Oh thank god,” Rachel blurted out. “That thing is seriously bad news. What can I do to help?”

“We can start with some information. You put up several talismans around the building, correct?”

“Uh, yeah?”

“I’m sorry to say, those weren’t helpful. In fact, they opened your dorm building to the malevolent that stormed through.”

Rachel’s voice went faint. “Are you serious.”

“Unfortunately, yeah. I’ll give you proper talismans to use in the future so that you can block ghosts out, so please, please don’t copy anything else out of a book. Okay? And you now have my number and are free to call me directly if something else like this happens.”

“Oh god, did I do this? The ghost in there, was that my doing?”

“Yes and no. You didn’t create it, but by putting the talismans on the walls as you did, you opened up a path for it to come in.”

There was a muffled gasp that sounded like panic.

“Miss Rachel, you’re absolutely not in trouble for that. As I said, you didn’t create him. It would have settled in a place eventually and someone would have been forced to deal with it. But I need to know precisely where you put all the talismans and remove them. If I don’t seal the building off, it will invite other things in and give the malevolent an escape route. Do you understand?”

She still sounded a little panicked and beyond remorseful. “Oh god, I’m so sorry!”

“Shh, don’t worry about this. We’ll handle it. And I understand your fears, okay? My partner’s brother is terrified of ghosts, does unreasonable things sometimes to get away from them. Fears are fears. Just help me fix this mess.”

Rachel sucked in a breath, then another. “You can really undo this? Get rid of it?”

“Yes. I’m not alone, I have other mediums helping me. But help me, okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. Um, first one was above the front door.”

“That one we found. And the one above the elevator. Where else?”

She was rattled, upset, perhaps crying, but Rachel walked us through each one. Mack didn’t blame her and as he steadily walked her through the building, I could hear her nerves settling. As it turned out, we’d missed two of them. I sat beside Mack, making notes of them all to double check.

Ignorance really could bring about a world of trouble.
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We went back to the dorm building armed with the list and found the remaining talismans. Falisa burned them all before scattering the ashes, thoroughly putting that possible pitfall to rest. It was a relief in a way, but it didn’t really solve the problem.

None of us were particularly rested, so we left campus for dinner, caught a catnap, then returned. Hopefully with the nap and enough coffee we’d be alert enough to face tonight. As I drove us back to the dorm, I caught the expression on Mack’s face. He did not look thrilled, to say the least. “You don’t expect things to go well, do you.”

“I’m waiting for the fuckening.”

I’d not heard the term before but could guess what it meant. “Sort of like, the day is going too well, you don’t trust it, and you’re waiting for shit to finally go down?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly the feeling.” His nose crinkled up, hands tightening around each other. “I call it the fuckening. I wish I could really describe to you what that building looks like to me.”

“It’s not pretty, you’ve told me that much. And that’s all I really need to know.” I thought about not saying anything, but what kind of partner would I be if I let him walk into a situation blind? “Mack, one thing.”

He gave me a look that said, oh god now what?

“Delaney’s…uneasy around me. You somewhat, me especially. Or that was the vibe I got from him. I don’t know why. He was okay with us up until I called you honey, and then it was like a switch went off.”

“He’s not comfortable with us because we’re obviously together?”

I shrugged, as I honestly wasn’t sure. “Maybe. I can’t pinpoint it, as he’s not being obvious right now. But something’s bugging him, that’s for sure.”

Mack pursed his lips, clearly thinking. “I’ve never been out like this with a boyfriend. I guess I didn’t pick up on it.”

“You were distracted hunting for a ghost.” I found this news interesting, though. Mack still had a lot of background history he hadn’t filled me in on. For good reason—we’d been so busy training it hadn’t left us a lot of downtime. They’d passed me on a lot of things at Quantico automatically because of my SWAT background, so it wasn’t like I had to go over basic firearms training or anything like that again. But still, there was a lot of information to learn when you switched careers. I had multiple classes about ghosts, demons, basic first aid for supernaturally inflicted wounds, how to aid mediums and exorcists, etcetera. With that much information to cram into my brain in a matter of weeks, it hadn’t given me the time to focus on Mack like I’d wanted to. “You really never dated someone openly before me?”

Mack shrugged, and I didn’t think it was my imagination he couldn’t seem to meet my eyes. “I had a friend I messed around with in high school. One of the painters I worked with when I was nineteen, he and I sort of hooked up. Both experiences burned me bad about hooking up. I was invested. They weren’t.”

My heart ached even as my hands twitched, wishing for a throat to squeeze. I could look them up, right? I was in the right area to have a little chat with them.

His hand found mine, and he smiled at me, that shy smile speaking of affection. It made my heart twang again, in a different way, as that smile hit home. “It’s why I was really glad, that first night we were together, when you asked just what we were doing. You didn’t want to leave any confusion, you wanted to know. I appreciated that beyond words. It’s why I asked to date. I thought I had a good chance of having that with you.”

I tangled my fingers with his, and even though I was driving, shot him a quick smile. “I didn’t want to do some wishy-washy shit and lose the chance with you. I’ve made that mistake before. I was really happy you asked outright to date.”

“Didn’t think I’d have you as a work partner, too,” he admitted, still shyly.

Yeah, okay, that seemed a good segue. Even if we only had five more minutes before we reached the dorm, which potentially would bring trouble on our heads, I still wanted to get this out there. “Mack, I really like being your anchor. I don’t know if you need more time to decide, or if you want to give us a little longer, but I’m ready to make that official.”

His hand spasmed in mine. “Pull over.”

Okay, so we’re definitely talking about this now. I pulled over to the first spot I saw, which was an emergency fire lane, but it was fine for now. I put the car into park and turned to look at him. Mack’s eyes were so wide they consumed his face. I didn’t think what I’d said was that shocking. Surely he knew by now I adored him and didn’t want to separate?

Mack’s mouth moved, but no sound emerged. Finally, he croaked out, “You’re serious.”

I didn’t know how to take his reaction. He was stunned but didn’t look pleased. Was he not on the same page? Worry cramped my stomach and dried my mouth out. “You don’t want to?”

In a flurry, he was over the divide between the seats, landing sideways on my lap. I gave a soft grunt at the impact, hands reaching out to steady him. Mack caught my head with both hands and peppered kisses all over my face, making me laugh.

“You gorgeous man, of course I want you!” he said in between kisses. One of them finally landed on my mouth and I kissed him deeply, our tongues tangling in a hot glide. Pulling back three inches, Mack panted for breath, eyes searching mine. “You really mean it?”

Here There Be Insecurities. I reacted accordingly. “I really do. Mack, there’s never been anyone I’ve wanted as strongly as I want you. But more than that, I’ve never had someone I’ve enjoyed as much as you. You’re this amazing gestalt of the best friend I’ve ever had, an amazing colleague, and this sexy honey I’m constantly hot for. I’d be insane to not keep you. But I don’t want to push you into something you’re not ready for, either. If you want to give us more time, we can wait. I really do not mind.”

His eyes fell to my collarbones. Mack’s voice was barely a whisper as he spoke. “I do want to. But I feel like I’m a burden to you. I’m too much sometimes.”

Yeah, after this, I’m just going to go beat his whole family. He shouldn’t feel like this, not after I’d made it very clear how I felt about him. “Burden me, Mack. Depend on me. Ask too much of me.”

Mack’s eyes shot up to mine, expression incredulous.

“Otherwise,” I continued, sincerity ringing with every word, “I feel like you don’t need me. And it breaks my heart.”

“I do need you. I didn’t realize until recently just how much I do.” Mack’s mouth twisted up in a wry smile. “I guess I don’t understand why you need me. But I can accept that you do, that you want me, and maybe that’s all I really need to know. I really want you to be my anchor, cher. Are you one hundred percent sure of that decision?”

“Yes,” I said without any qualms whatsoever.

“Then after this case, let’s do it.”

Even if he’d offered me the moon, I couldn’t have been happier. I hugged him tight, relief coursing through me. I’d always felt one step off from Mack, him holding back even as I dragged us forward. It was the hesitancy that did it, his insecurities acting like a boat anchor. But in this moment, we were perfectly in sync, and I felt giddy with it. “We can’t do it right now?”

“I refuse to do a rush job on this,” he denied firmly. “And I’ll need at least a few days after we’re properly bonded to get used to it. So no, not this case. After it.”

“Yeah, okay,” I sighed, a little disappointed. “That’s fair. But no other delays.”

He snuggled in, kissing me on the side of the neck. “Ma moitié. You are a constant surprise to me.”

“Good or bad?”

Mack snickered. “Both. I didn’t expect you to ask me that, here and now.”

“I was too impatient,” I admitted. “I’ve wanted to ask you for days now, but couldn’t find the right time. And you gave me a good opening.”

“I’m happy but annoyed,” he informed me with a long sigh. “Because now I really don’t want to go back to that dorm hall and stay up all night. I’d much rather find a bed and drag you into it.”

“Well damn, when you put it that way….” Now I was annoyed myself. “Later. We’ll properly celebrate this later. Let’s go figure out what that damn thing is, put it quickly down, and then we’ll have time.”

Groaning, he pulled himself out of my lap and back into the other seat. “I don’t think it will be quick.”

“You really have no idea at all what this is?” I asked as I got the SUV back in motion.

“No, I do. That’s the problem. I’ve never seen one, but I’ve heard stories growing up.” Mack radiated unease. “When a bad person dies, and doesn’t pass, he lingers and becomes a malevolent spirit. Something worse than what we exorcised at Edmée’s. But if you give that spirit time, say a hundred years or so, it becomes much, much worse. Some people call them demons.”

“Yikes! Uh, not what I expected you to say. A demon?”

Mack shook his head. “No, it’s not that level yet. Trust me, you can’t mistake a demon for anything else. The destruction and havoc it wreaks is incredible. I’ve seen the aftermath of one and just that was too close for my comfort. But this thing, I think it’s evolving to that state. It’s why the aura is so pitch black and why it’s taking such pleasure in hurting others. It’s only managed minor damage so far, but with each successive attack, it’ll grow worse. Stronger. Right now it’s more a malevolent level.”

I remembered part of a lecture I’d sat in on. “Wait, I heard about this. It’s why the FBI’s so quick to send us out when there’re reports of the ghost hurting someone. Because it’ll become worse and uncontrollable if not quickly stopped.”

“Correct, cher.” Mack passed a hand over the bottom half of his face. “Which is why I’m super glad we called in that other team, now. I wouldn’t have been equipped to face it alone. Falisa especially is a godsend. She’s got more experience than I do.”

“You got a good vibe from her too, huh?”

“She and Ken together make a solid partnership. I’m glad to work with them.” Mack looked up at the building as I put the Tahoe into park. “Delaney, I guess we’ll see.”

I was of the same opinion.

We both hauled in more flashlights with us, as light was always a good thing and we couldn’t trust that the lights we had in there would have good batteries throughout the night. I still rode the high of him agreeing to properly bond, so I caught his hand as we headed for the front doors. Mack laced our fingers together, and his expression was everything in that moment. All the happiness, the relief, the security. I really didn’t know how I’d manage to focus on anything but him for the rest of the night. I felt a little giddy.

Falisa, Ken, and Delaney were waiting on us in the main common room downstairs. The square-shaped room was filled with worn-in couches, tables, and a coffee bar along one side. The few decorations along the wall were out of date by years, and it was clear from the fine layer of dust that no one used this room at all. Falisa gave us a wave as we came in. Delaney looked at our linked hands and his expression went sour, like he’d bitten into a rotten lemon. Oh yeah, we’d have trouble from him at some point. I’d have no trouble squashing his homophobic ass when we got to that point, either.

“We had two come in for quick interviews while you were gone,” Falisa informed us. “More or less what Connie relayed. One of the girls could show us the scratches, and it looked human, and bright red. She said they itch something fierce and she keeps a cold patch on them to keep it from burning. I splashed a little holy water on them and that helped.”

I blinked. “Holy water, really? That helps?”

“Sure. Purifies the wound of any bad energy, which is what’s making it burn. It should clear up in a day or so now.” Falisa cocked her head at me. “You do carry holy water on you, correct?”

“Well, yeah. I’ve got a bottle here” —I patted my right front pocket— “and of course I have a pistol fully loaded with it. I just didn’t know you could use it for treatment purposes too.”

Falisa’s eyes narrowed in a suspicious manner. “They rushed your training, didn’t they.”

She hadn’t said it as a question, but I answered it like one anyway. “Probably. Mack was already an agent by the time I met him. They wanted me caught up as quickly as possible. I’m still on a learning curve with this stuff.”

“I’ll try to fill in some of the gaps,” Falisa promised. “We’ve got a long few nights ahead of us. I’ve got the distinct impression all the spirits in this building are laying low until they can figure out what we’re doing here.”

Since that seemed pretty par for the course, I shrugged. I also looked forward to having the time to pick this woman’s brain. Not to mention Ken’s.

Waggling the walkie-talkie back and forth, Ken offered, “We’ll start out on third floor. You want to stay here or go to the basement level?”

I looked to Mack.

Mack didn’t hesitate. “This floor. I’ve got the walkie-talkie. Delaney, you with us or with them?”

Falisa beat Delaney to the answer. “Go with them to start off with, Delaney. You’ve worked with us plenty, get some experience in.”

His pinched face turned even more sour. “Yeah, okay.”

I got the distinct impression Delaney and I would have a chat at some point tonight. But I’d give him the benefit of the doubt. He might be smart enough to keep his opinion to himself, who knew?

Armed with light, walkie-talkies, holy water, and salt, we split up at the base of the stairs. Mack walked steadily, his head swiveling back and forth as he looked. We had a janitor’s key that opened all the rooms, and he opened the ones that weren’t already open for us, poking his head in. Delaney had the other key ring and did the same on the other side of the hallway. I stayed in the middle, thermal glasses on, watching both their backs. I didn’t think we’d missed any talismans, as we had matched everything on Rachel’s list, and it stood to reason that if we couldn’t readily enter a room, she shouldn’t be able to. Still, she was a rattled and nervous young woman and anxious people didn’t have good recall. I wanted to stay on my toes just in case.

The glasses told me a more illustrated story than Mack and Falisa had. With them on, I could see it for myself, and I understood better why Mack was so unnerved by this place. It really did look wicked bad. And the miasma was thick—so much so I felt like someone could slice it up and serve it. No wonder they weren’t sure how many ghosts were in here—this stuff covered any sort of track left behind. Until something popped out of the woodwork, we could only hazard a guess.

We were halfway through the hallway when Mack visibly jumped. I was at his side in a second, gun poised, although I didn’t see anything to shoot. “What, honey?”

Mack stayed in the doorway, pressed up against my side, his eyes glued on something straight ahead. “I caught the tail end of something. Something white and bright, that’s all I can say. Maybe the friendly ghost in residence, maybe not. Went straight through the wall.”

“Not going to chase it?”

He shook his head firmly. “Not the right atmosphere for that, cher. There’s already too much pressure in here from the malevolent spirit. Let’s wait for it to come to us.”

“Okay.” I backed away to give him room.

The phone rang in my pocket and I shifted the gun to my other hand to answer it, putting it on speaker. “Hey, Sylvia. You’re on speaker with Mack and Delaney.”

“Good, I need a sitrep. What’s going on?”

Mack leaned in to answer her. “Bad juju down here, boss. The miasma’s so thick I can’t get a good read on anything else. I just caught the tail end of a spirit but I don’t think it’s the troublemaker. It might take us a few days to figure this out and get a solution hammered down.”

“So no possibility this is just a prank?”

“No way in hell,” Delaney said firmly. “If you could see this place, you’d understand. It’s really godawful in here. Makes my skin crawl. It’s no wonder the students don’t want to be in here. Even someone who isn’t sensitive would pick up on it.”

True. I picked up on it, and I sensed nothing on a pretty reliable basis.

“Boss, we’ve got multiple accounts of students being hurt here,” Mack added. “Falisa actually applied holy water to one of them. This thing, whatever it is, is going bad really fast. We have to nip this in the bud, otherwise it’ll be a disaster later.”

Sylvia groaned. “I was afraid you’d say that. Well, the president of the college called me screaming, and I basically told him I’d call him back and hung up. It sounds like you’re well within jurisdictional rights to investigate. I’ve got your backs, boys. Just do your job.”

And this was why I loved my boss. “Sure thing. Sorry you have to deal with his screaming.”

“Part and parcel of the job. Now, listen, if this takes a turn for the worse, pull out and give me a chance to send another team in to help. I do not want injuries, am I clear on that?”

“For that matter, we don’t want injuries. Trust me, if things go to hell, I’ll pull everyone out.”

“Good. Keep me updated.” Click.

We trudged on, checking rooms as we went. It took three hours to do a full sweep, often with Mack and Delaney pausing and cocking their heads like dogs listening hard for something. Whatever it was, both men usually grunted sourly and pressed on, as if their minds were playing tricks on them.

The full circle led us back to the common room, the only place in the building we’d fully salted, so we had a place to rest if we needed it. One look at Mack and I could tell he was flagging. This homecoming of his had been very stressful in all the wrong ways, and I wasn’t sure if he could survive an all-nighter without a pick-me-up. I leaned in a little to him and asked in a low voice, “Want me to fetch you a Coke?”

“Cher, bless you, I could use the caffeine hit,” Mack responded gratefully.

“Okay, I’ll fetch us both one. Two minutes, don’t leave this room.”

He lifted his arm, hand splayed as if taking an oath. “Promise.”
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I stretched my arms over my head, trying to get the blood flowing some more. I could feel the tension building in my shoulders and was trying to head that off as much as possible. I cracked my neck to either side as well and felt marginally better for it.  

Delaney cleared his throat, an attention-getting sound. “Look, I’m not homophobic—”

I groaned, as nothing good ever followed those words.

“—but can you not do that in front of me?”

Dropping my hands, I looked at him sideways. I had a feeling this would go south very quickly. Fortunately, the walkie-talkie was in my hand. I hit the talk button subtly and turned to face him. Two years ago, even a year ago, I would have apologized and ducked away from this confrontation. But being in the outside world from my hometown had taught me a lot. I liked to think I’d grown from it. I wasn’t going to let him treat my relationship with Brandon like it was something disgraceful. “Not do what in front of you, Delaney? Hold hands with my anchor? Call him endearments? You’re acting like I’ve done something wrong. I haven’t.”

Delaney’s boyish face screwed up in anger. “You’re unprofessional on a job—”

“Back that horse right up. There’s not a medium in the world who isn’t affectionate with their anchor, even if they’re siblings. Nothing in the rules say we have to be perfectly professional on a job. Try a different excuse, sir.”

The red in his cheeks could have been mistaken for embarrassment, but it wasn’t. It was anger, pure and self-righteous. “Fine. Fine, I don’t like looking at it. I can’t believe they let you pick some guy as an anchor and just roll with it. Although he’s not really your anchor, is he? Just your fucktoy.”

I saw red, my hand tightening around the walkie-talkie to the point I heard the plastic creak. “He will be after this case. And that’s something else that isn’t your call. You’re not homophobic? Bullshit. You can’t even stand the thought that I’m with him.”

“And he’s too much of a coward to confront me about it,” Brandon stated angrily from the doorway. You know those depictions of angry Buddha? That was Brandon at this moment. I’d never seen him so red in the face before. My lover stalked toward me, his motion graceful and smooth like a giant cat on the prowl. He glared at Delaney as he moved, hand twitching as if he either wanted to strangle or shoot him.

I personally was for shooting him.

Facing Delaney, Brandon stared him down. The other medium looked unnerved by his expression, as he should be. Brandon’s temper visibly hovered on the edge of cracking wide open. “Delaney. Let me make this perfectly clear. The FBI doesn’t give a rat’s ass what your opinion is, they don’t subscribe to this bullshit homophobia. They don’t care if you’re gay, asexual, trans, whatever. It’s all good in their books. Part of the reason why I joined them. We are here to do a job. We are here to protect people who need it. You can take your asinine opinion and shove it up your ass.”

Delaney couldn’t quite meet Brandon’s eyes but he had no trouble glaring at me. “What I’m asking is that you just put a lid on it—”

“Delaney.” Falisa’s voice cracked through the air like a whip. She strode into the room, shoulders back like a warrior queen about to descend on some stupid subject. Delaney actually flinched, whipping around as she stalked inside.

Before she could even get a word out, apologies tumbled out of his mouth in a tide. “I’m sorry, okay, I’m sorry, I meant what I said earlier, I just wanted them to stop—”

The look on her face stopped him cold. Falisa spoke carefully, cement boots and watery graves in her voice. “I made it clear earlier. There is nothing wrong with their relationship. You cannot complain about it unless they’re sneaking away to have sex or do something equally outrageous. Your opinion has no room here. If you cannot keep hold of your tongue, then you can leave the FBI right now. We have no room for bigots like you.”

Delaney huffed, arm thrown out to indicate Mack. “You don’t even know what he said to me! He was yelling and cussing me out, threatening me!”

“And now you’re lying to me?” Falisa’s anger grew colder, her Bronx accent thickening.

I could have told him from experience that when a woman’s anger burned cold instead of hot, a wise man begged for mercy.

“I’m not lying!”

“I warned you what would happen if you lied to me again. You’re on my last nerve, Delaney. Apologize now, and I might forgive you for it.”

Growing louder, Delaney denied again, “I’m not lying!”

Shaking my head, I lifted the walkie-talkie and waved it illustratively. “They heard the whole thing, Delaney. Every word.”

He stared at the walkie-talkie for a moment as if he couldn’t recognize what it was. Then his face went chalk white and he dropped his eyes to the floor, not able to look at any of us.

Ken came to stand at Falisa’s side, putting a supportive hand on her shoulder. “Delaney, we talked about this earlier. You said it wasn’t a problem. You said you could ignore it. So that’s twice you’ve lied to us in the past three hours. If we can’t trust what you say, then we can’t have you on this case. It’s dangerous as it is. I don’t know if we can depend on you.”

“Go back to the hotel,” Falisa ordered, sounding tired now. “We’re going to submit a report about this and let the higher-ups decide what to do. Frankly, I’m not interested in training you anymore.”

He stayed rooted to the spot for several seconds more. Then he shuffled away, still not looking at anyone. More interested in escaping at this point, probably.

I stared after him and felt like I’d entered Act IV of some drama. “Am I missing something?”

“Delaney,” Ken said on a long sigh, “is one of those problem children the FBI takes a chance on. He barely meets the threshold of power for a medium, to be honest. I’m sure you saw that yourself.”

I nodded.

“But worse, he’s very opinionated, as you’ve also seen. He was raised by one of those super conservative, religious families. Delaney spent most of his life lying about his ability to cover it up.”

“And it’s a habit he can’t seem to break,” Falisa pitched in, pulling her phone free of a pocket. “We’ve had trouble with him reporting that he’d taken care of some ghost, only to find he’d done no such thing. Or he reports seeing something that isn’t even there. You aren’t the only one he’s had beef with, either. Six months this kid has been with me, and he’s ruffled more feathers than I care to count. He’s extremely homophobic and won’t admit to it, won’t even try to keep his mouth in check. No matter how many times I’ve talked to him about it, it doesn’t seem to sink in. I really thought I’d gotten through to him this time, though. Once I figured out you guys were together, I gave him a stern talking to. He assured me it was fine.”

It obviously had not been. “It’s why he waited to get me alone, isn’t it? So he could shut me down without tipping his hand.”

“Like that ever works,” Brandon said in disgust. “But are you really kicking him out for this, Falisa?”

“Not really my call. But that’s going to be my recommendation. He’s a mediocre medium who can’t be trusted. Why keep him?”

It sounded harsh, but that was the reality. And really, if he was that unreliable, then bringing him into cases like this one just invited trouble. It was dangerous to have someone like that watching your back.

Falisa called someone and lifted the phone to her ear. Her mouth was a flat, grim line as she said, “Hey, Davis. You can tell from my tone, can’t you? Yeah, he screwed up again. Well, this time he was pressuring the other team to not be so openly affectionate. Yeah, gay couple. No, there was no grounds for that. They’re acting fine, it’s just him being homophobic. Sure, hang on.” She handed the phone to me. “He needs your report on this.”

Oh boy. I accepted the phone with misgivings. “This is Mackenzie Lafayette.”

A gruff, growly voice answered me. “I’m Davis, Falisa’s boss. Talk to me, Lafayette. What exactly did he say?”

I repeated it, not verbatim, but more or less the gist of what we’d both said. Davis heard me out with only the occasional grunt, and a lot of typing sounds coming from his end.

“And you’re work partners and in a relationship with Brandon Havili, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Are you—” the call abruptly dropped.

I pulled the phone from my face to see what was going on, only to find a dark screen. Uh. I wasn’t Jon. Why did the phone just die? “Falisa, was your battery low?”

“Uh, no? Why, did it just die on you?” She came over to my side to see. In tandem, we shot each other looks.

This could be good or bad, depending on which ghost had just drawn energy from the battery in order to manifest. I handed the phone back to her even as I looked around us uneasily. I really had no idea what might pop up next.

Brandon and Ken both slid goggles over their eyes, also looking around. Brandon shifted to stand at my back, which I appreciated. It meant one less thing for me to worry about. I hated being ambushed from behind.

It felt like an earthquake at first. The whole building shook, items on the tables in the room rattling, the pictures on the walls skittering sideways on their hooks. I breathed out a curse even as I frantically looked around for the source. This wasn’t good. This kind of energy, enough to shake a building of this size, was enormous.

In a second, every window in the room shattered at once, glass spraying everywhere. The sound was almost deafening, my ears popped from the change in pressure, and adrenaline shot up my spine. I threw up my arms automatically to protect my face. Ice-cold wind blew past me, carrying shards of glass through the air. Warm arms wrapped around me and I was tucked in against Brandon’s chest before I could properly register what he was doing. I clung to him, hiding my face against his torso, even as I worried what would happen to him, acting as my shield. He took us down to the ground, his body covering mine.

As fast as the attack had started, it ended. The lights flickered once, then came back on with a brighter glow by degrees, the miasma in the air clearing so that it was barely visible. I unfurled a little from Brandon’s chest, looking up at him with my heart in my throat. Blood streamed from somewhere, coming down his cheek.

“God, cher, how bad are you hurt?”

“Something stings, but not bad,” he assured me, gingerly pulling us back up to our feet. “Stray piece of glass got me. You okay?”

“Nothing hit me.” I reached into his left pocket, the one that always had a small med-kit, and wrenched it free. “Show me where, let me clean that up. Falisa, what the hell?”

“Took the words right outta my mouth,” she said, standing with Ken’s aid. “I did not expect that. It must’ve taken a lot outta the entity, as the miasma’s clearing, but the fact it did it at all scares the living shit out of me. This is bad, Mack. We need more than two mediums; we need an exorcist.”

I looked at the split skin along Brandon’s temple, creasing right into the hairline. I hated he’d been hurt protecting me. The thought that he might get hurt again, all because of this entity, scared me down to my core. The cut might not need stitches, but this could have been so much worse with all of that glass flying around.

Even as I dabbed an alcohol swab against the wound, I answered her. “Then let’s get an exorcist in here. We’ll need to report this and get the place cleaned up, too. There’s no working in here until that’s done.”

“And it’s not like the entity will have the power to manifest later so we can catch him, anyway,” Ken groaned in realization. “Not after using up so much power tonight. It might take days. Dammit.”

“It’s alright,” Falisa assured him, still sounding pissed. “It’ll take us days to get ready to tackle this again, I think. Shit. I’m really starting to hate this case.”

As I dabbed ointment onto Brandon’s head wound, I felt my fear slip into anger. Seeing him hurt made me want to kill something. If it wasn’t already dead, I would have. “I already do.”
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I sat sideways in the Tahoe, watching Brandon converse with both the college president and Connie. He gestured a little with one hand as he spoke, his tone a low rumble, although he was too far away for me to make out individual words. I didn’t need to, anyway. I knew he was explaining to them what had gone down. Both people looked like they had thrown on the first clothes on hand, as Connie was in sweatpants, the president in jeans and a pullover sweater with the university’s logo on it. Neither of them looked happy. Connie was mad, maybe scared. The president had no color in his face whatsoever.

As Brandon handled them, I updated Sylvia. I really did not envy her job, to be up at all hours and woken up with one emergency after the other. She answered promptly enough, but it was clear from her raspy voice she’d been dead asleep when I called.

Still, she listened to my report, and only swore once. “Mack. Have you and Falisa talked about this at all?”

“Yeah. We both agree we need an exorcist.” A medium was capable of exorcising a ghost, if the medium was powerful enough. Most mediums could only see, hear, and touch entities. I was strong enough to do it, although it took quite a bit out of me. But when something became this powerful, this malevolent, it was too much for me to handle. Even Falisa and I combined might not be enough to do this thing in. Exorcists, on the other hand, had serious mojo. In the supernatural world, they were the power-hitters. I had met precisely two in the agency, both while passing them in the halls during orientation, and just standing next to them had given me goosebumps.

“That bad? Right, well, I’m not sure how fast I can get one to you. I agree that if it’s blowing out every window in a three-story building, this thing’s too powerful for three mediums especially one still in training—”

“Uh, two mediums. We’re a medium down.”

Sylvia paused. It wasn’t a good pause. It was pregnant with potential. Her next words were flat. “What happened?”

“Turns out the medium in training is very, very homophobic. He’s also a habitual liar. He started in on me, and it was apparently the last straw with Falisa, as he’s done this too many times before. She kicked him back to the hotel. Honestly, we can’t trust him to have our backs on this one.”

“Shit. Well, this case is going well.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Mack, you and Brandon pull back for now. Put up signs around the building that no one should enter without FBI approval. Escort students through if they absolutely have to fetch something. If they can’t find another place to stay, get them a hotel room and put it on the card. I don’t want anyone in that building until I can get an exorcist there.”

Relieved, I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Both of you really aren’t hurt?”

“I’m fine. Pissed, but fine. Brandon’s got a deep cut on his head that may or may not need stitches. I’ll drag him to urgent care after this to take a look. Brandon shielded me so he got the brunt of it.”

“And the other team?”

“Falisa’s got a scratch, I think Ken does too. But it’s all minor stuff.”

“Thank God for that.”

“Truly. And, um, Sylvia.” I wasn’t sure if this was the right timing, but even with all the crap going down tonight, I was too excited to keep this to myself much longer. I wanted to crow and tell the world. Sylvia was one of the many people who would be happy for both of us. “Brandon asked that we make it official. After this case, I’ll bond to him.”

Sylvia blew out a breath that sounded like a laugh. “Mack, that’s great! I’m honestly happy and relieved. You two are good together. Although I’m confused why you’re waiting until after the case?”

“I—” I stopped when I realized we would likely have several days of waiting until the exorcist arrived. My plan from before didn’t make sense now. “Well, my initial thought was that I wanted a few days with him to settle properly. After the case was resolved seemed the best timing for that.”

“Mack, if you’re still okay with that, that’s fine. I’m not rushing you. But I think you’d both do better getting through this case if you’re properly bonded.”

“You’re not wrong. But I would like three days at least to get used to this. I’ve heard the stories from Beau, and it took him a while to adjust to it.”

“Not every medium-and-anchor pairing just bounces back to work afterwards, I grant you. I think you’re being sensible about this. Alright, let me confer with Falisa, Ken, and their super and see what they say about giving you time to bond. I think it’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Sit tight. And for the love of God, don’t tempt fate by going into that building again until you’ve got proper backup.”

I looked up at the building in question, saw the broken glass still sprayed out over the ground and hanging from the tops of the window frames, and answered truthfully, “I’m not even remotely tempted, trust me.”

Hanging up, I let the phone rest in my lap and went back to watching Brandon. Without any other immediate distraction, my mind instantly leapt to what it really wanted to think about: him. Brandon and his amazing offer.

I’d honestly thought being down here, seeing where I was from, would change his mind. I had more than a bit of baggage to carry with me, and it had turned more than one man off. It also meant more work than he’d initially signed up for. It would make anyone think twice.

After nearly three months together, I knew that Brandon wouldn’t abandon me mid-case, he had too much integrity for that. He just wasn’t that kind of man. But part of me had feared that when the cases were done, he’d ask to separate. A part of me was always afraid of that, because who wanted this much work and demand on them? Instead, he’d done the exact opposite—given me firm evidence that he wanted a future together.

Was I giddy? Euphoric, even. And nervous, and determined, and a few hundred other emotions. This man had seen me and my roots and still found me desirable. I was not stupid enough to turn him down just because I had lingering insecurities trying to rear their heads.

But the question of it all was, how did I bind him to me?
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It took many, many phone calls to get things settled enough for us to be able to quit for the night. Absolutely no one was happy about tonight’s events. Falisa and Ken handled talking to people while I went to urgent care and got the cut looked at. It hadn’t needed stitches, but they did pull a tiny glass shard out and bandage it up for me. It was very late by the time we got things sorted enough to retreat to the hotel. Or I should say, very early. I might have heard birdsong as we tumbled into the bed. Exhausted by the day’s events, I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

I woke up because the sun hit me directly in the face. Squinting, I rolled over, hand automatically searching for Mack and coming up empty. Was he up already? I opened my eyes properly, looking about the room for him. With only the en suite bathroom attached, and the single room not all that big, it wasn’t hard to find him.

He sat at the end of the bed, legs tucked up in front of him, chin on his knees. A slight furrow dug between his eyes and his focus was intense, as if he were puzzling something out, only it didn’t quite add up for him. Even after he realized I was looking back at him, that expression didn’t waver as he looked at me, but I had no idea why.

“Mack?”

“All this time, I don’t think I understood my own heart,” he said without any segue, as if I’d know what he meant automatically. “I was worried about a lot of things, but I realized last night those things were camouflage. They weren’t what I was really worried about.”

I had a feeling I needed caffeine for this conversation. Still, I sat up and rubbed the grit from my eyes, trying to get my head in the game. I suspected he hadn’t really slept, too wrapped up in his own head. “Honey, back up. Walk me through this from the beginning.”

“It’s something I’ve gradually realized over the past several days. You asking me to bond with you yesterday just cemented it for me. I’ve never had a man want me on my own merits before,” he whispered, staring at the bunched-up sheets. “To my father, I was an annoyance. Even with Beau, I was an obligation.”

Beau loved him like a son, I knew that, but I had a feeling Mack was leading up to something. I kept my mouth shut and listened.

“My brothers were never comfortable with me. It got worse when I realized I was gay. Even with the two lovers I had before you, I wasn’t what they wanted. I’ve always had to prove I was enough. I’ve had to earn that affection. But I didn’t with you.” Mack’s head came up, his expression bewildered. “Not for a second did I have to do that. It’s why it doesn’t feel real to me, I think.”

Pieces started to fall into place. The reason why Mack didn’t want help from me? Because he was trying to prove he could pull his own weight. To prove himself as my equal. The confused looks I sometimes got from him, the way he’d stop and study me sometimes, as if he didn’t understand me at all—the root of all of that was this. He honestly believed he had to do something to deserve me.

“Mack, you’re the world to me.” I didn’t know how to else to phrase it, how to get him to believe me.

“I know.” A small smile graced his mouth, lightening his expression. “When you asked me to properly bond yesterday, I understood it then. I still don’t get why. I still don’t know what I did to earn you.”

“You walked into the room. It’s all you needed to do.”

His smile grew, joy lighting him up from within like a second sun rising. “I’ve been up most of the night, staring at you and trying to figure it out. But really, I don’t need to. All you say and do tells me everything I am to you. Which is, in a word, everything. Part of me was afraid I’d never be able to match your emotions, to return what you’ve given me. But what I realized last night is it was the fear keeping me back. Really, I’ve known for a while how I feel about you. Brandon Havili, I love you.”

For a second, I was sure I hadn’t understood him. When it sank in, that he had said the words I had been dying to hear, I scrambled the two feet separating us and snatched him up, hugging him hard. He embraced me just as fiercely.

“God, Mack, I love you. I’ve been dying to say it and afraid of pushing you.”

“Say it,” he encouraged me, the words muffled against my shoulder. “Say it often. I plan to. And Brandon, one more thing.”

I felt like he was on a good roll so I said, “What, love?”

“Oooh, definitely call me that more often. But don’t sidetrack me. I want to bond to you today.”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation, without even needing to think about it.

Mack laughed, squeezing me for a moment. “I didn’t expect any other answer. Go shower, then let’s do it.”

I wasn’t entirely convinced I was free of glass shards, despite my hasty cleanup last night, so a shower was probably a good idea. But the way he’d said it made me think he had a naughty game plan in mind. Especially since his hair was a little damp, obviously freshly washed. “You’ve already planned out exactly how to do this, haven’t you?”

“Well of course, mon cher,” he purred at me. “So shower quick.”

I swear in the course of my life, I’d never showered quicker. I was in and out in three minutes flat, barely dry and in loose shorts as I came out. Mack had straightened out the bed sheets while I was in there, and he gave me an approving nod as I exited the bathroom.

“Good. Now, strip those clothes back off and get in the middle of the bed.”

I eyed Mack sideways. “You want me to get naked and sit in the middle of the bed. How is this part of the bonding experience? Because I’m fairly sure the siblings who bond with each other don’t do this.”

He lifted his chin in an extravagant way, haughty, but his dancing brown eyes gave the game away. “Bonding is an intensely personal experience and varies wildly from pair to pair. And I like you naked. Hop to it.”

“Sir, yes sir,” I answered with a smart salute. My cute medium apparently had a plan. I was game for it even if I didn’t understand what he intended to do with us both naked. Donovan had told me about his bonding to Jon, and they hadn’t even realized the bond had rooted itself. I didn’t think this would take anything elaborate. Still, I was far from the expert in the room.

I stripped, not a bit self-conscious. Mack lined the door and window with rock salt, I assumed to make sure we had absolutely no interruptions. Climbing into the middle of the bed, I got comfortable, my legs stretched out in front of me.

Once Mack was satisfied, he took off his boxers and strode toward the bed. I always enjoyed the view when he walked around in front of me like this. Mack was a little self-conscious about his stomach, as his abs hid under a few layers of padding. He made comments sometimes about wishing he could avoid cheese better, and perhaps going to the gym, but the truth was I liked him this way. Soft and cuddly.

Mack climbed up, right into my lap and straddled my thighs. He arranged it so his legs were half wrapped around my hips, the two of us facing each other. My arms automatically folded around him to hold him in place and I stole a kiss, which he returned.

“Don’t distract me,” he scolded, the frown ruined by the smile threatening to take over. “Now, sync your breathing with mine.”

I held my breath for a second to do that, then fell in a rhythm with him. Mack coaxed my head down so our foreheads touched and I sat there, breathing with him, feeling the solid heat of him in my arms. It was incredibly intimate. We should definitely do this more often.

It distracted me from asking what he would do next. How did a medium bond, anyway?

“Oh,” he murmured, lips curling up in a pleased way. “Oh, that is nice. I feel you.”

“Really?” I didn’t feel a damn thing. Other than horny. He’d done something already?

“Yes. You’re very distinct to me now.” Mack lifted his head and peered at me thoughtfully. “Interesting. You look clearer too.”

I didn’t think he was talking about the need for glasses. “Clear how?”

“It’s like you’re…brighter? More solid? I don’t know how to describe the difference. I see you with much more clarity than before.” This delighted Mack. He was smugger than the Cheshire Cat. “Beau said it would be like this once we bonded. It’s lovely. We should have done this so much sooner.”

“Agreed.” I would have, if I’d even suspected he’d go for it. But I had a feeling coming down here had been necessary for him to sort out his feelings enough to trust what he felt for me. I just had one pet peeve. “I really can’t feel you in return, though. Dammit.”

“Did you expect to?” he asked, amused.

“Well, no.” I’d been told by several people it wouldn’t happen. Didn’t mean I didn’t wish for it.

“But you wanted to,” Mack said knowingly. “It’s alright, ma moitié. You’ve got radar for me anyway, it’s not like you need it.”

I snorted, as I didn’t have radar. I just kept an eye and ear trained on him at all times. “What does that mean? You’ve called me that twice now.”

“My other half,” he translated with a crooked smile. “Now. Ready for stage two of my grand plan?”

“Sex?” I asked hopefully. The nakedness had to be for a reason.

“Certainly, mon cher. But my thought was this. We have a bed, privacy, and time. Do you want to try bottoming?”

So he was just going for a morning of firsts all around. I was game for it, if a little nervous. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d like this, even though I’d played around a bit with both fingers and a dildo, trying it out. It had felt nice, but odd. I didn’t want a good morning to go in a bad direction.

Some of this trepidation must have shown on my face as he said, “We’ll try in stages. If at any point, it doesn’t sit well with you, it’s fine. We’ll just switch. You’re always welcome to take me.”

“Yeah, okay.” I blew out a breath, trying to dismiss my nerves. “Let’s try.”

Mack kissed me, sweet and gentle. I could feel the distant stirring of passion lifting its head, but this morning wasn’t really about that. It was about connection, about a new level of intimacy we’d started. I think he was also anxious to make this good for me, and I appreciated the effort.

The kiss deepened as we explored each other’s mouths. My hands roved over his back and hips, tracing along smooth skin I knew very well. We took our time this morning, lingering over places we knew the other enjoyed being touched.

Mack shifted off my lap, coaxing me onto my hands and knees, and I went. I folded my arms, head touching the mattress, getting comfortable. Nerves still skittered, but most of me lit up with anticipation. I heard more than saw him pull condoms and a tube of lube closer. He’d set them on the nightstand at some point. Then his hands were back on my ass, massaging and gently pulling the cheeks apart. I tensed up instinctively, then scolded myself mentally for it. I knew better than that. It would make things harder if I didn’t relax.

The hot puff of air was the only warning I had before his tongue found my entrance and gave it a good swipe. Startled, I clenched my hands into the sheets. That felt potentially nice. It was there and gone so quick—his tongue came again, lingering, tracing, and a shudder of pleasure shot up my spine, surprising me. Fuck, that felt good. I didn’t expect it to feel that good.

“Have to rim you more often,” I gasped out, nerves alight from what he was doing to me. “God, I had no idea it felt this good.”

Mack chuckled but didn’t respond. His tongue jabbed into me, fucking me. Shivers of pleasure shot up my spine, and I trembled a little under it. Seriously, this felt far too amazing. Even if I found out later I didn’t like being fucked, I’d still ask him to do this to me again.

He pulled back, and I nearly whined in protest. I was not ready for him to stop. Maybe next year sometime.

The cap popped, and I had an idea of what he would do next. I bit my tongue to still the protest, waiting to see what his fingers would feel like. Mack had these lovely pianist fingers, slim and long. The first one entered and stroked, and that wasn’t bad. Kinda felt nice. Still a little odd, but I liked it.

When Mack didn’t get any sort of protest, he pushed a second one in, and while it burned, I’d expected it. It still only felt nice. I wasn’t sure why people were so fixated on anal sex or why Mack enjoyed it so much. The penetration wasn’t doing much for me.  

Then he crooked those fingers, and on the next thrust in, my whole body spasmed in pleasure as he stroked over my prostate. I literally saw stars for a second. I made a sound I swear I hadn’t made before, vibrating under his hands.

“Oh, you do like it,” Mack purred, sounding entirely too smug. “Want a third finger, mon cher?”

I nodded frantically, words beyond me. The third finger burned too, but I was past caring. Mack stroked my prostate like he was playing a musical instrument. I wanted nothing more than for him to keep doing it, but I was also hard as a rock and aching. I had to put a hand to myself, stroking a little just to get some relief.

The crackle of the condom wrapper made a dim impression on me. The removal of Mack’s fingers was more my immediate concern. Was he—?

Mack’s hands grabbed my thighs, pulling me out a little and down, and I realized even kneeling, we didn’t line up right. Came with having long legs. I adjusted down, tilting my torso so it lay almost flat against the bed, and that apparently gave him the right angle. I felt the blunt tip of his dick touch me and stay there.

“Still okay?”

I turned my head so I wasn’t speaking into the mattress. “Come on.”

With a grunt, he pushed in about an inch. Okay, that burned more than I’d expected, but my body was still wild with need. I pushed back into him, urging him silently on. He sank in slowly with a sigh, as if he was just as relieved to be moving. He’d used a lot of lube, I could feel that, as he slid in smoothly. Mack gave us both a few seconds to adjust, then he pulled back, thrusting again with a bit more force. He didn’t hit the sweet spot, but I could feel him adjust, searching for the right angle.

On the third thrust he found it. I threw my head back, eyes slipping closed so I could focus on just the sensation of him fucking into me. My hips moved of their own accord, my body craving that amazing pleasure. Mack’s hands landed on my hips, and we found a good rhythm. He gave a soft grunt, almost a gasp, with each thrust, and I could tell he loved every second of this. As much as I did. I fell into the physical feeling of it, where it was all heat and motion and sensation.

Mack’s hips abruptly sped up, slamming into me. He had to be close. I certainly was, and aching for completion. Lifting up an inch, I wrangled a hand under me, and despite the awkward angle, started jerking myself off. I loved what Mack was doing, but I needed a hand on my cock to get me off.

My climax ripped through me like a tidal wave gone rogue, catching me by surprise. I let out a garbled shout as I came, vision going black. I felt so lightheaded with it, my head spun in a lazy turn. Mack’s warm weight sprawled across my back and he abruptly stopped thrusting. I was so lost in the aftershock of my own climax it took me a second to realize he’d come too.

Mmm. That was nice, that he’d liked this role reversal so well.

I lay flat in the puddle of my own cum for who knew how long before the stickiness got to me. Mack was still sprawled on top of me and made no signs of wanting to move soon. “Mack?”

“Hmm.” He sounded blissed out for a second. Then he startled. “Shit, I spaced out. You okay? Let me pull out.”

“I’m far better than okay,” I assured him wryly. As he pulled free, I winced a little. Ow. Yeah, okay, I’d feel that later. It was minor, though, like a bruise you only realized later you’d gotten from somewhere. As he moved away, I rolled onto my side and gave him a (probably sappy) smile. “I now understand why you like it.”

Mack smiled back, happy and clearly relieved. “Yeah? I could tell you were enjoying yourself, but enough to do it again?”

“I really think we should take turns,” I informed him and yeah, I was teasing. Also serious. That had been mind-blowing in the best sense and I definitely wanted a repeat. “Every other time, you top. I seriously did not know what I was missing.”

Tossing the condom into the wastebasket, he climbed back onto the bed and snuggled into me. “Every other time, huh? Okay, I’m down for that. I’m really glad you loved it.”

Something about the way he said that made me study him more carefully. “Were you nervous about it too?”

“Well, yeah. I’ve never topped before.”

My eyes nearly fell out of my head. Spluttering, I demanded, “Seriously?!”

Mack lifted a shoulder in a shrug, looking a little shy, a hint of a blush on his cheeks. “Every lover I’ve ever had wanted to top. Were dominant tops, at that. You’re the first to ever invite me to take him.”

The only response my mouth could come up with was, “Wow, this really is a morning for firsts.”

Giggling, Mack snuggled his head into the crook of my shoulder. “It really is. Mwen renmen’w, ma moitié.”

I snuggled him in even closer. Sometimes, I felt like buying a Creole phrase dictionary, but in this case, I didn’t need it. His tone told me everything. “Love you too.”

My stomach, having impeccable timing as always, chose that moment to grumble petulantly.

Mack snickered. “Will you love me more if I feed you?”

“Food is love,” I agreed mock-seriously. “And aren’t you famous for breakfast down here?”

“We certainly are. Shower, food, then we announce to the world that you’re mine?”

I kissed the smirk off his mouth. “So smug.”

“I,” he informed me grandly, “have every reason to be.”
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We probably should have been more responsible adults, but Sylvia had green-lighted two days off for both of us, and today especially I wanted it to be just me and Brandon. After we got breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, we went back up to our room and made love some more. In fact, that was the pattern of the day. Go out for food, come back to the room to have sex. Repeat. Eventually, sometime around the wee hours of the morning, we fell into an exhausted slumber amongst the messed-up sheets.

I woke up to his voice, speaking cheerfully into the phone. “—well, unlike you two, we did it on purpose. Yeah, we’re both pretty over the moon with it. Our boss knows, we haven’t told anyone else. We took a day just for us.”

Brandon sat on the edge of the bed and I reached out, caught his free hand, and tangled our fingers together. He returned the loose grip and smiled down at me. His bedhead ruffled his black hair, making him goofy and touchable. How had I not realized before I loved this man to pieces? Every time I saw him, I smiled. Shouldn’t that have been my first clue?

Whoever was on the other end of the phone said something, and he was pulled back into the conversation with a frown. “Really? You’re accusing me of rushing? And I can hear Jon laughing in the background, he clearly agrees with me on this. Oh, that’s what you meant. Yeah, well, the rest of the world can go hang.”

Ah, he must be talking to Donovan. I decided to leave him to it and sauntered into the bathroom for a shower. I was a little sore and sticky after yesterday’s antics and a shower was definitely called for. Today I wanted to take the time to tell my family properly about Brandon and me. And some experimentation was called for. I’d passed the ghost in the foyer several times yesterday and that had been illuminating. The ghost had looked more like a transparent image than something living and breathing. And Brandon looked more solid to me, a weighty presence in comparison. It was an interesting distinction. Before, I’d had to really look to tell the difference. Now, it didn’t take more than a two-second glance on my part.  

What was it about being anchored to him that changed my sight so? Beau had told me the living and the dead would be more distinct after I was anchored, but I hadn’t been sure of what he meant. That single ghost gave me a good indication. But I wanted to see more, get it settled in my mind that this was how I’d see the spectral world now.

Wrapping my towel around my waist, I lathered up to shave. Not that I ever got much of a beard—barely scruff. I scarcely had the right side shaved when Brandon stuck his arm in, my phone in hand. My ringing phone. I took it, and he retreated to continue his conversation with Don.

Of course, it was my mother calling. I swiped to answer and greeted, “Maman, good morning.”

“Well, you’re chipper,” she responded. “I called to see how things were going down there.”

“Something of a disaster.”

“And you’re happy about that?”

“God, no. I’ll tell you the details later on that. No, what I’m happy about is that I bonded to Brandon yesterday. He’s officially my anchor.”

Mom let out a cheer. “Mon angé, I’m so happy to hear it! I could just tell that you two are over the moon for each other. I wasn’t sure what was holding you back.”

“Me,” I answered truthfully. “I needed the time to see it all properly, I think.”

“I’m glad you did. Brandon’s good to you, which is more than I can say about those other boys you tried to date.”

“Amen to that.” I continued chatting with her as I finished shaving. I told her a little about how my sight had changed, what that meant for me as a medium to have an anchor, filling her in on the basics. I had to put her on speaker so I could finish dressing, then switched out with Brandon so he could have the bathroom and shower.

The hotel menu was nice but limited. I was just contemplating breakfast (lunch? It was rather late in the day) when my phone rang again. This time with a number I didn’t recognize. “Hello?”

“Hello, this is Special Agent Eliana Forsythe. Am I speaking with Agent Mackenzie Lafayette?”

“You are, ma’am,” I answered politely. I had no idea who this woman was or why she was calling me.

“Oh good. I’m your exorcist.”

My confusion abruptly got shoved to the side by excitement. “I’m relieved you’re calling. I don’t mind saying this one’s a bit too much for me to chew.”

“A malevolent strong enough to break all the windows in a three-story building? I’d be surprised if any medium wanted to take that on. You’re smart to call me in. Thanks for that. Sylvia becomes an absolute bitch when one of her ducklings gets injured.”

The way she spoke of her made me ask, “Ah, you know my boss?”

“I’d say. We’re sisters.”

“Well, hell,” popped out of my mouth unchecked.

Eliana laughed, a throaty sound that reminded me of a panther’s purr. “Don’t hold it against me, okay? So, I’m hopping on a plane in the next six hours, we’ll be there by tomorrow. I’ve spoken to Falisa Tate already and gotten her opinion. I want yours. What did it look like to you?”

“I’ve never seen pitch darkness before, not in an energy reading.” I paused, not sure how to describe what I’d seen and felt. “I’ve run across bad spirits before, no mistake. But this thing, it was like it started off bad and was doing its best to become thoroughly evil. It’s injured multiple students, I think it’s chasing the friendly ghost that’s in the dorm building, and its miasma was so thick I felt like I was walking through sludge. Even Brandon could feel it, and he’s not at all sensitive. Ah, sorry, Brandon’s my anchor.”

“I figured. What you’re saying more or less lines up with Falisa’s report. She made the observation that this thing was trying to drive you out more than hurt you, though.”

I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest. I’d been too wrapped up in Brandon. But now that she said it, it sort of made sense. “We were in a room surrounded by chairs and tables and such. If it wanted to hurt us, surely throwing something at us would have been more effective. And it’s been hurting students, sure, but it was all low-grade energy stuff. Scratches and pushes. I think it’s trying hard to be something it’s not. Or not yet. If there hadn’t been inverted talismans inviting it in, I’m not sure if would have gotten into the dorm building to begin with.”

“That’s my take on it. It’s trying very hard to be more badass than it is right now. Getting you out of the building was the first step to clearing the area, buying more time. Alright, I think I have a better feel for what I’m walking into.”

“Ma’am, I don’t know how much help I’ll be, but I’ll do what I can as support.”

“Ah, you’re sweet. I now understand why Sylvia likes you. I’ll take what help I can get. We might have to chase this sucker down. First off, I’ll text you my flight itinerary. Can you fetch us from the airport?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks bunches. Get a me room at whatever hotel you’re staying at too. Single room, king-sized bed.”

“That I can definitely do. Anything else?”

“I’ll text you a list of supplies, get those if you can. Tell me what you can’t get. We’re going to trap this thing so I can get hold of it. Oh, and Mack—can I call you that?”

“Please do.”

“Thanks. Call me Eli, okay? I understand you’re very newly bonded.”

“As of yesterday.” I was still a little giddy about that.

“Congrats on that.” Her tone was sincere. “Do us all a favor and walk around some today, get used to your new sight, okay?”

“I’d planned to,” I promised her.

“Really? Because when I was newly bonded, all I planned to do was have hot monkey sex.”

I snickered. I had a feeling I’d come to love this woman. “That was yesterday.”

Eli cackled. “Man after my own heart. Now, one more thing to clarify. The other medium Falisa’s training—what was his name?”

“Delaney.”

“Yeah, him. My anchor’s been calling him the Douchebag. We heard about what went down, how he tried to whittle you and your anchor to size. First off, you’re not going to get that issue with us, okay?”

I was relieved she’d expressly said so. “Thanks.”

“When you see me with mine, you’ll understand,” she promised somewhat cryptically. “But I want your take on this too. How bad is Delaney? Is he a total write-off, I can’t use him at all?”

“I don’t have the same history with him as Falisa does,” I cautioned, weighing my words carefully. “To me, he just came off as a jerk and a liar. I wouldn’t trust his word on anything, that’s for sure. He’s also still unstable with his ability.”

“Hmm. His boss is strongly urging me to give this guy another chance. I know why, we’re more short-staffed than usual, and we as a division can’t lose a potential candidate. But I’m not getting good vibes about this guy from either you or Falisa. And homophobia in general pisses me right off. If I give him a chance, it’ll be under very close supervision.”

“That’s fair,” I allowed. I was personally of the opinion that Delaney had realized he’d really screwed up this time. If it was a matter of him losing the ability to work for the FBI altogether, he might have decided he really should straighten his act up. Maybe. I didn’t know him well enough to judge, and that was part of the problem. “Just don’t put him with us if you can help it. Brandon’s ready to flatten him.”

“Seems to me he needs a bit of flattening. But we’ll work out logistics when I get there and can see with my own eyes the layout of the building. A lot depends on that. Well. Mack, you’ve been very helpful and candid. Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow. And enjoy more hot monkey sex, okay?”

I laughed, delighted at the teasing. “Ma’am, yes ma’am!”

Brandon popped his head out of the bathroom. “Who were you talking to?”

“Our exorcist. Get dressed, cher, then we’ll find breakfast. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

[image: ]

One of the things Eli had requested was salt, and a lot of it. Falisa and Ken offered to go and buy some, as we technically still had the day off, and we left them to it.

Mama wanted to have lunch with us, so we headed up towards Opelousas but not directly there. I guided Brandon to one of the many graveyards in the city. I wanted practice with my sight, and this was the easiest place to go. Saint Charles Borromeo Cemetery was right off the beaten path coming up from Lafayette, and the most sensible place to stop. It was a peaceful place, with wide open fields on all sides and mature trees shadowing the gravestones. On this slightly chilly day, I didn’t appreciate the shade, but I did prefer the privacy.

We bypassed the large white church sitting on the grounds, heading towards the cemetery itself. Parts of it were blocked off by a low fence—probably a family plot—and another was secreted into the side of a hill. It was a funny sort of place in that aspect, as little of it was perfectly lined up. Showed its age that way, I supposed.

Brandon’s hand found mine as we slowly strolled through the grounds. He felt warm even in this chill. The person who’d thought up the adage ‘cold hands, warm heart’ had never met Brandon Havili.

This graveyard didn’t hold unpleasant memories for me, per se, as I’d only been to it a few times in my life. But graveyards in general sat uneasily with me. My brothers had thought it marvelous fun to drag me into such places and then abandon me there. If Brandon wasn’t with me now, I wouldn’t be so nonchalant about walking these grounds.

It didn’t take a minute of us being there before I saw a spirit. She sat on her gravestone, just looking out over the fields. I stopped where I was and looked at her for the longest time.

“How is it?” Brandon asked quietly.

“Different,” I answered, not sure how to describe the change. “She’s more transparent to me. More…distinctly otherworldly. I don’t know how else to put it. Before, spirits to me were just like flesh and blood. I couldn’t separate them out without truly looking at them head-on. Now, I feel like if I passed her, I might initially make the mistake. But all it would take would be a moment, and I’d see the difference.”

“So a glance might still confuse you, but nothing else?”

“That’s what it feels like. She’s so obviously a ghost to me, even in that first second of looking.” That satisfied me immeasurably. Maybe I wouldn’t be such a road hazard now.

We walked a bit more, and I stopped at the base of a tree to look over at the gentleman who sat on one of the stone mausoleum. Again, it only took me a moment. It might have been excused away because I was in a graveyard—of course there were ghosts at every turn. But still, I didn’t mistake him as anything else. I took immense heart in that.

More ghosts popped up as we walked about, but they seemed content to stay where they were, and I wasn’t interested in hassling them.

After twenty minutes of tooling about, I tugged Brandon toward the car. “Okay, that’s enough. I’ve seen what I need to.”

Brandon went willingly, shortening his stride to match mine. His head canted, he studied me curiously. “You don’t like the atmosphere here?”

“It’s not that, cher. The place is pretty and well-kept. I just have a bad history with cemeteries.” A few choice memories popped to mind, and I grimaced. “It got to the point that, after about age seven, Mama would leave me home and not let me near any funerals. These grounds are like a battlefield to me. I never know if I’ll meet friend or foe, and they don’t wear uniforms to tell me the difference.”

“Fair enough.” Brandon, bless him, didn’t ask another question after that.

Loading back up into the SUV, we traveled the rest of the distance to the hardware store in companionable silence. I still held his hand. People joked about ‘bonding behavior’ and how bonded couples especially were touchy-feely. I no doubt would get some teasing because of my behavior, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. If anyone had spent as many years as I had on their own, only to be handed this amazing man to be a partner and protector? They’d be a bit over the moon about it too.

We swung by to pick up lunch, then went to my mother’s workplace. She only had a half-hour lunch break, which didn’t give her a lot of time. But I knew her favorites and picked up a barbecue sandwich with her preferred fixings.

We came through the front door of the store and Mama immediately came around the cashier counter, giving us both a hug that threatened my air supply. I knew she was happy for me, but seeing her face now, I saw that relief overwhelmed the happiness. Most of my life, she’d struggled with how to help me. First in believing what I could do, what I saw, and then supporting me as I struggled to figure it out.

I’d not realized how much she trusted Brandon up until this moment. She smiled up at him, and there wasn’t a trace of shadow in that expression. But then, he’d earned that trust, too.

“We will celebrate later,” I promised her and wished I’d taken a picture of that hug. “Let’s eat lunch before it gets any colder.” 

She led us straight through the store, to the back area where a breakroom sat. It was a simple picnic table with a mini fridge, microwave, and coffee maker standing by. We spread out over the picnic table and dug in, all of us hungry.

I wanted to talk to her about something but figured I’d start out easy first. “We’ve got a limited amount of time here. An exorcist is coming in tomorrow, and we’ll really have to buckle down then, so today’s the only free time we have until we win the battle.”

Nodding, she swallowed what was in her mouth. “Let’s do a family dinner tonight to celebrate, then.”

Annnnd here we go. “Mama, most of my siblings won’t be happy about this.”

Her mouth tightened. “So you don’t want me to invite them?”

“I think it would be better if you only invite the people who will be happy for me. Otherwise you’re asking for drama.”

“People do grow up, you know.” Mama looked defensive on the part of her children.

Brandon shot me a look that plainly asked if we should tell her about Georgie. I was of two minds on the whole thing, frankly, and wasn’t sure which was the better tactic. Not that I wanted to do my brother any favors, but I didn’t want to break my mother’s heart, either.

She caught the look, and her eyes darted between us. “What? What are you not telling me?”

Brandon sighed gustily. “Adelle, that day we were fixing up the house? We found Georgie raiding your fridge.”

She winced.

“We got into a fight, and Brandon ended up throwing him out of the house,” I added, also wincing. “He’s changed, but I don’t think for the better.”

“He’s just…not a happy person.” Her hands lowered, and she stared at her half-eaten lunch as if it held the answers to the universe. “I stopped helping him last month. I was about to lose the house if I didn’t. That’s when I realized he was raiding the fridge. What was I supposed to do, let my child go hungry? I didn’t say anything about it.”

“Mama, you realize he’s spending what money he has on alcohol and using you to feed himself. You know that.”

“I do,” she said in a tired way. “He’s too much like his father. Alright, I won’t invite Georgie. But I’m inviting everyone else. It’s time they realized you’re a man in your own right, and I want them to meet Brandon.”

I still felt that was a bad plan, but at least she had the good sense to leave Georgie out of this. I didn’t want to get into an argument about Georgie at this moment so I let it go. “What time do you want us there?”

“Six or so, I think. That should give us time to cook.” Her expression lightened a little as she switched topics. “Mon angé, I’ve thought about your offer on the car. I think I’ll do that. We’ve got a three-day holiday coming up next month, I’ll book a flight for then.”

I was so relieved she’d agreed. “Excellent. I can’t wait for you to meet the Havilis. And Jon. Jon’s a kick in the pants, that one.”

She nodded, smiling. “I’m looking forward to it, too. But tell me about your sight. You mentioned this morning you wanted to test it. I’m too curious to wait for tonight. You said it changed?”

“It’s sort of a subtle difference, but yes, it has. Brandon and I took a walk through a graveyard earlier so I could practice a little. In a nutshell, my sight’s sharper. Living and spectral energy have more definition to me now. At a glance, I’ll probably still be fooled. Which probably means driving is still out. But if I’m paying proper attention, I can tell the difference more readily now.”

“That’s excellent!” she enthused. “Is that the only difference?”

“For my talent, yes, that seems to be it. Although honestly, I feel more stable now than I ever have before.” I gave my lover a teasing wink. “Have you ever had a dream come true you’d never even allowed yourself to wish for?”

Mama’s smile turned soft and gentle. “In this case, mon angé, I did the wishing for you.”

“Oh, is that what happened?” I grinned back at her. “Well, excellent job, then.”

“Why thank you.”

Brandon snorted, shaking his head. “I accept the compliment.”

Mama patted my hand. “I’m running out of time. We’ll talk more tonight at dinner. You’re not going back to work after that, are you?”

“Can’t. Exorcist arrives tomorrow. We’ve got time until then. For tonight, is there anything I should pick up at the store? Or set out to thaw for you?”

“No, you just relax. You and Brandon have both been scurrying about ever since you came in.”

There was truth. I wouldn’t be able to rest idly about, though. Maybe I’d tackle finishing that bathroom. I had about four hours to kill, that should be enough for the first coat of paint, at least. Wisely, I decided to not tell her that. Let it be a surprise.
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Mack had the bathroom completely painted and a primer coat up in the hallway by the time that Adelle made it into the house. She hugged us both again for helping her, and it really made me wonder—was Mack the only child she had who routinely helped her? It might’ve been part of the reason why she was so anxious that he would no longer live near her.

Since I was not a painter, I chose to help Adelle cook instead. With so many people potentially coming, there was a lot of cooking to do. I’d learned at my mother’s knee how to be a good kitchen assistant and fell to it.

Adelle handed me an apron with a pleased smile. “Bless you, cher, it was a bit much for just me to do. If you’ll scrub the mirlitons and cut them in half, I’ll get started on the stuffing.”

I looked at the kitchen table, where she’d laid out the ingredients, and didn’t have a clue what she meant. “The what?”

“The pear-shaped squashes,” she directed, pointing toward the green things piled up in a bowl. They really did look like pears, only the wrong color. They were too green and wrinkly to be mistaken for pears. “Have you not had stuffed mirlitons before?”

“Uh, no. This one’s new to me.” This had to be a truly Louisianan dish.

“Oh? They don’t sell these up north?”

It was funny to think of Tennessee as ‘up north’ but from here I supposed it was. “Uh, not that I’m aware of.”

“Then you’re in for a treat,” she informed me, as proud as if she’d made up the recipe herself. “We stuff these with bread crumbs, shrimp, ham, scallions, garlic, and celery. Makes a fine meal, and it’s filling, a good thing to feed a lot of people with.”

I hauled the pear-things over to the sink and started washing them. “Yeah? I’m looking forward to it, then. Do we make anything else to go with it?”

“I’ll get some bread baking in a minute. It’s rather a meal in itself.”

“I can see that.”

We got to chopping and mixing and cooking. It felt, strangely, as if I’d reverted a little back to childhood and was helping my mother in the kitchen. But it didn’t, at the same time. Probably because I was making something I’d never seen before with a woman who didn’t really believe in measuring ingredients. It was a strange nostalgia I chose to enjoy rather than question. As we cooked, Adelle tentatively asked me questions about my family, my history. I knew she’d probably only heard what little Mack had told her, and she was worried about her son being out in the wide world. It wasn’t always a friendly place. I answered every question she put to me as honestly and thoroughly as I could. I hoped the answers relaxed her. They certainly seemed to, as her body language lost a great deal of its tension as I spoke.

Mack washed up and joined us, going through the motions so smoothly I could only assume he’d made this recipe with his mother many, many times before. We had things in the oven, and the table was set by the time the first sibling came.

The woman who came through the door had to be related to Mack. She had the same eyes, the same curly dark hair, although her skin tone was more of a tawny color. She had a round figure, as if she’d had two or three kids and not lost all the baby weight along the way. I couldn’t quite peg which sister this was—either the eldest or second eldest was my guess.

“Izora,” Mack greeted with a wide smile.

Ah, this was the sister he liked the best. I watched them hug each other. It wasn’t a quick in and out, but an embrace that lingered with them rocking back and forth subtly for a second before letting go. I liked her already just from the happy way she greeted my Mack.

“Come, meet my Brandon,” Mack encouraged, drawing her further into the room.

I stood under those weighing eyes and realized that I might have a good impression of her, but Izora wasn’t sure what to make of me yet. Which was fair—she’d likely only heard things about me secondhand.

Holding out a hand, I offered a smile. “Pleasure, Izora.”

She took the hand, her eyes still steady on mine. “Brandon. I’m glad I finally get to meet you in person. Sit for a while, tell me about your adventures with my brother.”

Oh yeah, she definitely wasn’t sure of what to make of me yet. I was amenable to changing her mind, if I could.

We sat at the kitchen table, which was safe to do as things were still in the oven. Mack lingered near my shoulder, not leaving me alone with a woman who may choose to stab me in the liver, which I appreciated about him.

“I told you about how we met, didn’t I?” Mack inquired, settling on my knee.

I made room for him, wrapping an arm around his waist. He’d gotten so much more confident with public displays of affection since our bonding. It was weird. I loved it.

Izora’s eyebrows rose at our cuddling but she answered steadily. “Yes, you did. A very brief version, I think, as I suspect there’s many a detail in there not suitable for all audiences.”

Mack blushed and couldn’t seem to meet her eyes. “Well—”

“Uh-huh, I thought so. But that’s not what I’m asking, I want to know—”

The kitchen door opened again but this time with a bit of a slam. I looked up sharply. The latest arrival was a person who had most definitely not been invited. Or at least, he wasn’t supposed to have been.

“Georgie,” Adelle said sharply in warning. “Don’t start. You’re here to celebrate with him and apologize for earlier.”

Ah, so he’d wormed an invitation out of his mother somehow.

“I’m here for the food,” Georgie retorted.

Mama Adelle said something sharply again in Creole—I’ve got to start studying this language—but some tones were universal. This one was an admonishment to behave.

Georgie looked straight at me and Mack and his lip curled up in a sneer. “Think you’re some bigshot now, huh, little brother. FBI and shit. Fait putain.”

Both women gasped, horrified. Mack flinched, angry at the slur, but hurt by it too.

Again, I had no way of knowing what he’d said. I didn’t need to. I shifted Mack carefully off my lap and stood.

Georgie looked up and up at me, and the first dredges of concern filtered through his sneer. Finally remembering how our first meeting went down, was he? His expression turned into outright apprehension as I approached.

“What?” he taunted, because drunk, stupid men couldn’t seem to help themselves. “You didn’t understand—”

He’d already been warned once to behave, and frankly I had no patience for anyone who hurt my Mack. I hauled off and hit him square in the jaw. Georgie snapped backwards, landing hard against the door behind him, a hand instinctively flying to his face. He sat crumpled there for a moment, dazed.

“B-Brandon,” Adelle softly pleaded behind me.

I ignored her for the moment. “You apologize and behave, Georgie, and I’ll let you go.”

His head came up and meanness flashed in his eyes. “I’m not going to apologize to that—guh.”

It’d been a mistake to give him any leeway. I grabbed him by the throat and squeezed, feeling the tendons and muscles under my hand give under the pressure. He wriggled like a fish around my fist, feet kicking as he sought purchase, hands scrambling at my wrist. Georgie was first purple, then blue from the lack of oxygen, fighting hard for breath. I wanted him to just stay like that for a moment longer. Restrict his airway until he no longer needed air. I wanted to end his petty reign once and for all. I knew I couldn’t, that it would be crossing a line, but I wanted to do it anyway.

Warm hands touched my shoulders, came down over my arms in a light grip. “Brandon,” Mack pleaded with me softly. “I’m angry with him too but this isn’t the way.”

He was right. Dammit. I knew he was right, but it was still physically taxing to let go of my prey once I had him. I hauled the door open and threw Georgie out like the trash he was. He landed with a very satisfying thump as he hit the ground. His hands immediately went to his throat as he gasped for breath, almost retching. I slammed the door shut again to shut out the sight as, frankly, I didn’t care if he was alright or not. Well, no, I did care. I wanted him to be not alright.

Dead silence reigned behind me.

My temper pitched and roiled in me. I wanted to go out and beat Georgie, as I was sure that would make me feel better. But I liked Adelle too much to beat up one of her children, even if he did deserve it. I felt bad for my hostess. I turned my head towards Adelle and managed, “Sorry.”

“Don’t you apologize,” she returned stiffly. Tears hovered in her eyes, but I thought they were born more from anger than any other emotion. “Georgie needed a comeuppance. I’m sorry he’s ruined this dinner party, though.”

Izora came and put an arm around her mother’s shoulders, squeezing gently. “Nothing’s ruined, Mama. Although the food will be if we don’t get it out of the oven. Let’s set the table and eat, alright?”

Adelle wiped one cheek, nodded, and went for the oven. It took me another moment of standing there, my hands shaking. I had to breathe deep and steady to shove my anger down. The buzz of the adrenaline high slowly faded and only when I felt like I was in control of my temper again did I dare to move. I shifted to get out of their way, drawing Mack with me. As I moved, I studied him from the corner of my eye. I knew Mack was angry with Georgie, and didn’t think much of him, but still. If Don ever treated me that way, I’d be way more than hurt. I wasn’t sure if Mack still held any sibling love for a man who had routinely persecuted him growing up and treated him just as badly as an adult.

Some of this must have shown on my face, as Mack popped up on tiptoes to give me a quick, chaste kiss. “It’s okay. I was actually afraid of Georgie showing up and staying, so you did us all a favor by getting rid of him. We have a good chance of having a pleasant time tonight now.”

“Yeah? Then I’m glad.” Still ready to go outside and pummel Georgie, but if Mack was willing to let this go, I’d follow his lead.  

Hopefully the rest of the night would go much better.
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It didn’t. Not entirely. We’d had plenty of food and waited a good half hour but none of the rest had come. The remaining two sisters, Lani and Rafaela, had at least texted their mother and said they couldn’t come. The brothers, Atley, Fred, and Nyle had just flat not shown up. Edmée and Cali had, of course, made an appearance, and another cousin named Lastie who I’d gotten a good impression of. Mack had shrugged, as if this was to be expected, but I could see that it left a ding in his heart that his siblings couldn’t even be happy for him. Mama Adelle was ready to flay her children alive. I expected ears rung after we left. I was just as angry on Mack’s behalf because I didn’t like to see my lover hurt from this.

The people who loved him down here were sweet and supportive, but the silence from the rest of the family was very loud. It would be a long, long time before I was willing to come back down to this area of the country again. After we got Mama Adelle back down here with the car, I voted to steer clear of it altogether.

Mack had had about as much of this homecoming as he could stand, and wanted to leave. Sooner rather than later, and I didn’t blame him. Thankfully our exorcist arrived today.

The nearest airport was Baton Rouge, naturally, so we left early to fetch Eli and her anchor. I was very short on details when it came to just who we were picking up. I wasn’t even sure if the anchor was male, female, nonbinary, or what. Since neither of us knew who to look for, Mack had made up a quick sign just in case.

We stood in the waiting area just outside of Baggage Claim. Like most airports, the color scheme was monotonous – grey carpet, grey chairs, white square pillars and white tiled ceiling. I checked the monitors first thing, confirming their flight had landed. It had, and even a few minutes early. Good, they should be out soon.

People spilled through the doors, so Mack pulled out his sign and held it high up on his chest. I kept a look out for anyone who might be wearing an FBI jacket. Most of the time, our division didn’t. For the obvious reason that our acronym was PAD which, no. Really glad we’d gotten our vehicle on short notice and they hadn’t had a chance to put any of the FBI decals on it. I would put that off for as long as possible, too.

A woman with an interesting left arm caught my eye. It was metal from the elbow down, looking somewhat steampunk, matching the Renaissance-type red vest and dark pants she wore. Her hair was flaming red—I doubted it was natural—and pulled up in a twist. She looked fun, like a person who would get up to mischief with you. It might have been the pert, upturned nose giving me that impression.

She stopped dead in the middle of the hallway, tilted her head back, and called out strongly, “MACKENZIE LAFAYETTE!”

Mack jumped, startled for a split second. I saw mischief kick in a second later, and he responded in kind, “ELIANA FORSYTHE!”

“There you are!” She strode toward us, cutting through the throng. Oh yeah, she was quite the character. I understood most of our exorcists were.

What intrigued me was that not one, but two men followed her. Was she training someone as well? Both men looked late-thirties to me, of a similar age to Eliana. You couldn’t make any assumptions based on age and think youth meant trainee. I was a prime example of that.

Eliana came straight to Mack with her flesh hand outstretched. “Good to meet you, Mack.”

“Thanks, you as well. This is Brandon, my anchor.”

I shook hands with her, approving of her strong grip. I hated limp-fish handshakes.

Gesturing to the two men behind her, she introduced them with a wave. “My anchors and husbands: Booker and Quinn.”

Come again? I’d never heard of having two anchors. A triad, really? As startled as I was, I liked the idea she’d been able to do that. It proved our division really was that open minded. “Glad to meet you all. You’ve got luggage?”

“Just the carry-ons,” Booker said in a soft-spoken voice. He was lean but fit, with thick dark hair and taupe skin. He looked up at me with curiosity through black, square-framed glasses—Booker wasn’t exactly tall, barely hitting my collarbones—as if I wasn’t at all what he’d expected. The feeling was mutual.

“We’re parked in short-term,” Mack said, encouraging them to follow. “We figured it would be easier. You have a good flight?”

I fell into the rear with Quinn, holding out a hand and gesturing to one of the roller suitcases he was dragging. “I can take one?”

“Sure, thanks.” Quinn was not short, but he was so stocky he initially appeared that way. A powerlifter was my guess. The cords stood out on his hands and forearms, and while he had a small waist, his thighs were massive. There were small diamond studs in both of his ears, a gold chain around his neck that peeked out from beneath his white shirt, all of it a sharp contrast against his ebony skin. The man looked badass. I was abruptly glad he was on our side. He peered up at me with sharp eyes. “Not often I see another man of color in the ranks.”

I snorted. “Tell me about it. I think you and Booker are the first I’ve seen. We’re a bit whitewashed.”

“Yeah. Seen that for myself. I understand you and Mack are new?”

“This is my second official case. We’ve been working together for a little over three months, now. How long have you been at this?”

“About three years.” He pointed to his fellow anchor and exorcist ahead of us. “I was recruited three years ago to be an anchor. Got thrown in with those two to train with. Then they decided they liked me too much and wanted to keep me.”

Eli turned to give a saucy wink over her shoulder. Booker just chuckled.

“Got a bit of a stink about it,” Quinn said, rolling his eyes at the memory. “No one was really supportive at first. But Eli put her foot down, Booker threatened to quit altogether and take her with us, and they finally gave up and let us be.”

I had the feeling that was the oversimplified version of the story. “We didn’t have any trouble whatsoever. But Mack was pretty adamant when he first joined that finding an anchor for him was a pipe dream. When he met me, and changed his mind, our boss leapt on the chance to get him properly bonded.”

“I bet. Brandon, if you don’t mind the question, what were you before joining up?”

I didn’t mind, as I had the same question. “SWAT. You?”

“SEAL.” Gesturing ahead, Quinn indicated Booker. “He was a ghost hunter. Don’t let him fool you, though, the man spars with me regularly. He can take someone down when he’s of the mind to. We’ve basically divided it up so Booker is direct support for Eli. I watch their backs as they work.”

That made sense, as Eli was down to one good arm. I imagined she needed direct support. I appreciated Quinn reading me in like this and gave him a nod. “Good to know.”

The conversation stalled there while we loaded bags and people into the Tahoe. I was very glad it had a third-row seat, as we abruptly needed it with five adults. Mack sat in the middle with Eli, probably to swap notes with her, and that left Booker in the very back and Quinn sitting up front with me. I didn’t mind, as it was a great chance for me to pick another anchor’s brain. I’d meant to do it with Ken, but never got the chance, what with the situation hitting the fan.

We stopped for fast food to feed everyone’s bellies and then loaded back up to drive to Lafayette, an hour and a half away. We called Falisa on the way so she would know to meet us at the dorm building. Quinn and I swapped stories and pointers with each other as we drove, and I could hear a lively conversation going on in the back. It gave me warm, fuzzy feelings. I loved being part of a good team dynamic. It was one of the few things from SWAT I missed.

At Eli’s request, we went straight to campus so she could check out the dorm and come up with a plan. I pulled into what had become my usual spot right off to the side, and we piled out of the SUV. My guard was up as we approached the front door. Someone had already put boards up over all the windows, and it made the nice building look like something haunted and ready for demolition. Which wasn’t far off from the truth.

Eli sauntered up to the front door, Mack using our all-pass key to unlock it for her, and she barely had a foot inside when she stopped dead.

“God, it’s awful in here!” she exclaimed. “Mack, is this what it was like on day one?”

I couldn’t sense anything, not really, but an unnatural chill lingered in the air strong enough to raise goosebumps on my arms. It was something colder, damper than air conditioning could produce. I rubbed my bare arms to try and shake the feeling.

“No,” Mack said grimly. “It’s worse. By about a factor of ten I would say. Cher, you stick with me.”

I’d have no way of knowing something was coming down without him. I had no equipment on me just then. To reassure us both, I put a hand on his shoulder and kept it there.

Eli strode in to stand in the middle of the foyer. There was nothing hesitant about her stride. A queen walking into her own domain would have that kind of confidence. She turned her head, looking every direction as her anchors came to stand at either side, flanking her. “I don’t see it but I sure can see the evidence of it. They didn’t clean up in here.”

True. Glass shards were all over the place.

“We told them not to,” Mack explained. “It was too dangerous.”

“Smart call. We’ll want to clean up some, though, or risk getting cut to ribbons as we work.” She turned and met Mack’s eyes, giving him a serious nod. “It was a good call, stopping where you did and bringing me in. As it is, I think it’s going to take all of us to get this one done. It’s a lot of area, I can tell just from the outside of the building.”

I had a bad feeling about this. “By all of us, do you include Delaney?”

Eli grimaced. “We’ll need his eyes for this. Like I said, it’s a lot of ground. And we’ll have to move very quickly.”

“I’ll watch him,” Quinn promised me. “And squash him if he starts saying something he shouldn’t.”

I wasn’t all too happy about that. But it wasn’t my call, either. “Okay. What do you want us to do?”

“Help them haul the equipment to the front door. Don’t go inside just yet, though.” Eli turned to her anchors. “Someone want to pitch in and help them? I’m going to be setting up seals around the building to ward this place in.”

Quinn and Booker immediately turned to each other and did a quick game of roshambo. Booker won, and Quinn shrugged in resignation. “I’ll go with. Do not come back in here without me, you got it?”

Eli put her good hand on her hip, exasperated. “We’re not stupid, Q.”

Booker backed him up. “No, but you’re excitable. And you make interesting decisions when excited. I got her, Q.”

Grumbling something I probably didn’t want to hear, Eli glared at them for a second before addressing Mack and me. “You game to bust this place tonight?”

“Ready and willing,” Mack promised. “I’m ready to get out of here.”

“Then go get the stuff. I’ll start the prep.”
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It was a lot of salt, lights, and such to haul over. Nothing had been unpacked, so we took the time to get the oil lanterns prepped with oil in them and the wicks wet, tested the batteries in the flashlights, etcetera. We wanted to be ready to roll out as soon as Eli gave us the word. With that done, I went to check on her. Eli was down on her knees, a fat piece of chalk in her hand, scribbling something on the sidewalk. I had to squint a bit to make it out. We’d covered the basics in wards, suppressants, and barriers in basic training so I recognized it. I wouldn’t be able to duplicate it, but at least I knew what it was. The circle, with all of its squiggles, was meant to lock a spirit in. Unless something came along to wipe that circle out—like water—it would stay stable for ages.

Our exorcist was apparently not in the mood to fuck around. She wasn’t giving this malevolent spirit a chance to run. I whole-heartedly approved.

I turned in place, looking at the group sitting on the front steps, and gave Delaney a thorough once-over. He looked hangdog. His shoulders were pulled in and slumped, he couldn’t seem to look up past his own shoes, and he only moved when Falisa prodded him. Wow, not emotionally mature enough to take a scolding, was he?

If he pulled his head far enough out of his ass to actually be useful tonight, I’d be very surprised.

Falisa came around to stand next to me. “What’s the plan?”

Eli didn’t look up as she answered. “I want to corner this thing on the main level somewhere. Probably the open common room, so we’ve got room to maneuver. We’re hedging our bets, though. We’ll set up four possible places to trap it so we’re not caught short.”

I liked that, having multiple backup plans. “Where should we start?”

“Start on the third floor and work your way down. If a room is clear, salt it completely and block all access. Line the full room. I don’t want to give this bastard any room to maneuver. I’ll follow in behind and do sigils on all the floors so he can’t pass easily from one level to the next.”

Ken, behind me, commented sardonically, “I thought we were the Salters.”

I glanced back at him in question. I’d not heard the nickname before.

Eli shrugged at him, expression a touch wry. “It’s not that we don’t use salt. It’s just that we generally don’t need to. In this case, I’m not above using anything that will get this thing trapped into a single room. I’m not interested in chasing it about the building for several days.”

That seemed fair enough to me. “Ken, Falisa, if you want to take the right side of the stairs, Mack and I can take the left.”

“Delaney, Quinn, go with them. Work the other side of the hallway,” Eli requested, her attention already back on the circle she was drawing. “I’m done here. Let’s lock this down as quickly as possible.”

Nothing about this process would be fast, so I understood why she wanted all hands on deck. I just dreaded working with Delaney. He must have felt the same way about it as he was reluctant to move and only carried lights in his hands. Like he was already prepared to just drop everything and walk away. Yeah, I didn’t trust him at all.

Still, we had our marching orders. And the sooner we got this done, the sooner we could leave.
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Brandon didn’t seem to trust Delaney, and I didn’t blame him. I shared the feeling, in fact. Ken looked exasperated with him but didn’t choose to say anything. They fortunately took the other side of the hall from us so we didn’t have to work around him.

We didn’t interact that much as we went into each dorm room, salting along the interior walls. Whoever would have to clean this up later had my sympathies, as we were making a hell of a mess. And I had a feeling it would get worse before it got better.

Entering the fourth or fifth room—I’d honestly lost track—Brandon started on one side, me on the other, shaking salt directly out of the bag as carefully as we could to make a straight-ish line along the baseboards.

“Love. I’m just curious. The spirit you exorcised at Edmée’s. It was doing similar stuff to the one here. Breaking things, overturning furniture, hurting people. I know it was on a smaller scale, but still the same sort of antics. You think it would have gone malevolent eventually?”

“Eh, maybe. It had already become twisted because of its obsession with the house. If people had left the house alone, though, I think it would have eventually gone back to being a normal spirit. It wasn’t trying to be malevolent. This thing, whatever it is, is doing its best to become as bad as possible.”

“So that’s why you could exorcise the other one yourself, but not this one?”

I realized belatedly that in all the confusion, I’d never properly explained this to him. No wonder he was seeking clarification. “Yeah. Basically, it’s a power level difference. You’re aware that I’m one of about twenty mediums in the division who can exorcise?”

He gave me a proud smile. “Yeah, Beau told me.”

I preened a little under that pride. “Well, even though I can do it, I’m not always the strongest power in the room. And it does take something out of me. Escorting a cooperative spirit along is one thing. Even forcing one to manifest and pass doesn’t take much energy in comparison to exorcising something that’s fighting you. That has the power to fight back. So when we come into situations like this, I’d prefer not to. If I really was pushed, and had the time to set up a proper trap, I could probably manage. I’d have to take the following two days off and just sleep, but I could probably do it.”

“Ouch. If it would’ve been that brutal on you, I’m glad you called in Eli.”

“Yeah, she’s a much saner option.”

The walkie-talkie clipped on my belt crackled to life. “Hey, we’re tackling basement level,” Booker reported in his soft-spoken voice. “You guys okay up there?”

I put the salt bag down long enough to answer him. “Yeah, we’re about five rooms in. It’s quiet so far. I’m seeing traces of the friendly ghost here and there. What are we going to do about her?”

“Help her pass if we possibly can,” Falisa put in. “She’s probably ready to escape this crazy situation.”

“I’m with Falisa on this one,” Eli agreed promptly. “Whoever sees her, don’t hesitate. Just get her out of the line of fire.”

That was more or less what I’d expected.

I knew there to be two schools of thoughts when it came to spirits. Some people viewed them like you would a tall tale, or Bigfoot—something not really real. Even the people who believed in them didn’t really think of them as people. They were scary noises in the dark of the night, knocks and rapping, shadows. Nothing more. But then there were those who understood these were people. Without bodies, sure, but still people. I was glad to be working with mediums who understood that the ghosts were people.

A gunshot rang out, muted through the floors, but clearly audible.

Alarm shot through my spine, and I didn’t even glance at Brandon. I broke out into a sprint, heading down the stairs as quickly as I could, holding the half-empty bag of salt to my stomach as I moved.

The walkie-talkie crackled to life again. “I need a medium!”

Brandon answered, charging at my heels, “Mack’s on his way!”

I could hear the others running after us, but I didn’t look back, didn’t confer. Unease twisted my gut. Something bad had happened. I knew it to be true even if I didn’t have all the facts yet. The stairs wound down to the main floor, and I hit the tile so quickly I nearly slipped on it, my shoes not having enough tread to get traction. I grabbed the banister for balance and kept going. I almost lost my grip on the salt bag, but tenaciously clung to it with my fingers.

Even over the drumming of my heartbeat in my ears, I could hear noises from below. Two more shots rang out, then the spray of water and a screech—an ungodly sound that went high like a train whistle. Shit. They were battling that thing down there. What the hell had happened that had stopped Eli from taking care of it?

Rounding the last corner of the stairs, I took the situation in at a glance. Eli was down, her head on Booker’s shoulder, legs splayed out along the stairs in a boneless way that indicated she wasn’t conscious. Booker was hunched over her protectively even as Quinn stood over them both, firing away.

Firing at what, was the question, as the miasma was so thick down here it looked like a cave. It was pure darkness. I couldn’t make anything out ahead of me. Quinn had to be firing blind. Or maybe not, as he had goggles on.

I didn’t hesitate. This wasn’t a situation that called for calm planning. I threw myself forward, standing at Quinn’s elbow, and shook the salt out along the bottom step. “Brandon, fire water over my shoulder!”

Bless the man, he immediately did that, barely three seconds after the words tumbled free of my mouth. With that cover fire in place, I could bend and really create a solid line, giving us a barrier in the enclosed stairwell. Only with it in place did I whip out the chalk from my pocket and hastily scribbled two staying circles on either side of the wall. My fingers shook, a slight tremor, and haste made me clumsy. I forced myself to slow down enough to make the seal solid. We’d be screwed in all the wrong ways if I made a mistake here. As soon as it was in place, I activated the seal with my own power, a slap of the palm against it, then moved to the next.

Those in place, I almost called it good, but the force behind me wasn’t diminishing. If anything, the edges of the miasma seemed to seep across my salt line. That was not a good sign, to put it mildly.

I made a snap decision and turned towards Brandon. “Cher, give me a lift.”

“Hop on,” he said, patting his own back.

With the aid of the stair behind him, I did so, hopping onto his back and getting the extra two feet I needed to reach the ceiling. He put a single arm under my thighs to help hold me in position. It was awkward as hell drawing a circle overhead like this, but I managed it. As I worked, I heard Falisa and Ken conferring with Booker and Quinn.

“What the hell happened?” Falisa demanded.

“Damn thing threw a full bottle of detergent at her, hit her right in the temple,” Booker relayed, sounding both pissed and worried. “The miasma was so thick down here we were turning back, planning to lay a salt line down on the stairs and wait so all of us could tackle it. We had no sightlines. Eli didn’t have a chance before this thing ambushed her.”

I could see how it had happened. It was too damn dark to make anything out down here. “Is she alright?”

“Took a hard knock, other than that, I don’t know. She’s breathing, at least. I poured holy water on it, just in case. She’s got a split here on the temple that’s bleeding.” Booker was now more worried than pissed. “Where’s Delaney?”

“Out the front door, I booted him that direction.”

Slapping the seal active, I slid down Brandon’s back. “Merci, cher.” Turning, I took them in. Quinn was lifting Eli carefully into his arms, Booker arranging her head and supporting it as they moved. Yeah, we weren’t doing anything else tonight. “Let’s retreat for now. I’ve got this thing properly sealed. Let’s get her to the ER, call this in. Quinn, load her into the Tahoe. I know where the hospital is.”
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For once, Brandon let me drive. He did keep a sharp eye on me, though, all the way to the ER doors. Ken and Falisa stayed behind to lock the building down so no one else could accidently blunder into that mess. Delaney was probably still hiding in the car, but I wasn’t about to waste energy worrying about him. Eli started to come around just as we made it to the doors, which was a good sign. Quinn and Booker carried their wife in, and that left us the lovely job of finding a parking spot in a too-small parking lot and then the even greater privilege of calling our boss.

Since neither of us wanted to do it, we put her on speaker so we could both talk to her. I didn’t know how that was better, frankly.

Sylvia answered as usual on the second ring, sounding grumpy instead of foggy. So she’d still been awake? “What.”

“Bad news, boss,” Brandon said apologetically. “Ghost got the drop on your sister.”

There was silence for a full second. Then Sylvia gritted out, “How bad?”

“She’s getting x-rays now,” I said. “Probably a light concussion, as a bottle of detergent hit her temple. We’ll know more soon.”

“God. You’d think with two anchors, she wouldn’t get injured like this. Instead, it only seems to invite bigger problems for her to deal with. Alright, back up, tell me what the hell happened.”

Brandon did, with me pitching in and filling in details he couldn’t possibly know. It was unfortunately a short explanation that could be summed up in a general phrase: Shit hit the fan.

Sylvia let out a low, steady stream of air, a sure sign of stress. “Gentlemen, I do not like the sound of this. I’m really upset my sister was hurt. I want you to get in there and get me a better status report. Quinn and Booker both suck at doing that.”

I was a little glad for the marching orders, so I quickly left the Tahoe and let Brandon handle the phone for a few seconds. I could hear his deep voice as he spoke to her, as I met him at the tail end of the vehicle.

“Yeah. Yeah, it was bad enough that even I could see it. Mack put a line of salt down on the floor and drew barrier sigils on both walls and the ceiling. Eli had already drawn sigils on the floors to keep it from going through the ceiling, so it’s well and truly trapped downstairs. How we’re going to get back in there and deal with this thing is another question entirely.”

“With enough light, you should be able to. Or undo the seals and invite it up to play on the main level. It’ll be mad enough to burst free of the area you imprisoned it in, I bet.”

She was likely right. But then, for all that Sylvia was now an administrator, she’d started out in the field. She had experience to back her up. “I hope it will, at least. I’m not really anxious to beard the lion in its own den.”

“I don’t blame you for that. I’m saying this now, too. If you have to flood holy water throughout the whole basement in order to get this thing, I’m willing to pay for any water damage.”

“Don’t think that’s not tempting,” Brandon grumbled. His face was set, a tic in the corner of his jaw adequately saying he was pissed about this whole thing. I shared the sentiment perfectly. “Okay, we’re entering the hospital now.”

I saw Booker first, standing near the nurse’s station and filling out paperwork. Going to his side, I touched his arm gently to get his attention. “How is she?”

“Doctor says she’s okay,” Booker relayed with a relieved smile. “She’s got a doozy of a headache, and we’ll need to watch her tonight, but it’s not serious enough to be a concussion. Her hard head saved her.”

“I’ll tell her you said that,” Sylvia drawled.

Booker turned to find Brandon with phone in hand, then his eyes went to the screen and he saw who was on the line. “Oh, hey, Sylvia. I was going to call you in a minute.”

“Booker, the day you call me of your own initiative is the day I know Armageddon is upon us. How’s my crazy sister?”

“Cranky, livid, and she has a headache. She’s swearing she’s going to march right back in there tonight and deal with this thing.”

“You told her no, I hope.”

“I didn’t tell her a damn thing. She and Quinn are arguing it out. I know better than to get in the middle of that.”

“You are the smartest of the three. What’s your take?”

“She probably should rest, get her equilibrium back tonight. We can tackle this in daylight hours when this thing’s a little weaker.” Booker looked to me and Brandon as he spoke, judging our reactions. “If everyone else is game to go back in?”

I nodded agreement. “I can’t speak for everyone else, but I am.”

Brandon shrugged. “Where he goes, I go, so…Sylvia, I can check in with Falisa and Ken and get back to you on them. They were locking the place up behind us as we left.”

“Do that. And Booker, get my sister to call me. I want to hear how she is directly from the horse’s mouth.”

“Sure thing.”

I ran a hand through my hair, stressed myself. I had never in a million years suspected Eli would get hit so hard and fast like this. She apparently hadn’t either, as her guard hadn’t been up. Who would have thought that after blowing all the windows out a mere four days ago, the ghost would have enough power to strike again this soon? I may have underestimated it. We all had.

We’d not make that mistake again.
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I’ve got experience in situations like this one, where a loved one is down and hurting, and the frustration over being able to do nothing lives and breathes. I’d felt that way the entire time Donovan had been recuperating from the acid attack. I’d seen him as much as I could, skyped him often, trying to help. And it had never felt like I was doing enough for him. The memory would probably never leave me. It made me more sympathetic towards someone else who had a loved one hurt.

Eli’s injury was minor, and she’d been ordered to rest for a full forty-eight hours before attempting to work again, but she’d bounce back fairly quickly. The news relieved her husbands, but it also had to irritate them that they’d been right there and failed to protect her. It had to grate. In their shoes, I’d be one unhappy camper.

Because of that, Mack and I worked up a plan. I found a local gym we could pay a daily fee for, threw some workout clothes into a bag, and then headed across the hall to where their room was. Booker answered the door on the first knock.

I found Booker a little hard to read, honestly. He had a natural resting poker face. Even now, it was hard to read him. It was the tense, stiff way he held himself that indicated how upset he really was.

Oh yeah. Definitely needed to draw them out of this funk. “Hey. I wondered if you and Quinn wanted to hit the gym with me. Workout, maybe do some sparring.”

Quinn magically popped up behind him. “Now?”

“I mean, I can give you a few minutes to throw gear together,” I offered magnanimously.

Quinn’s upper lip lifted in a sneer at the teasing, but he also cast a worried glance behind him. I assumed he was worried about leaving Eli alone.

“Mack’s staying here,” I offered, which was also part of the plan. “He’ll be right across the hall the whole time. He’s got The Witcher to watch.”

“Damn right I do!” Mack called from our room.

I cast him a wry glance over my shoulder. I knew exactly which scenes he wanted to watch, too. “Should I be jealous?”

“Nah. You’re all yummy and built like he is.” Mack’s head popped into view. “I order you to go maintain those muscles.”

Snorting, I turned back to the listening men. “So there you have it. Want to go? Gym’s about a mile down the road.”

“Go!” Eli ordered strongly from somewhere inside the room. “I want a nap and can’t do that with you hovering.”

It wasn’t quite that simple, there was a bit of feet dragging, but Eli won and kicked them out. We headed out, me driving as I had the address, Booker riding shotgun with me.

“Thanks for this,” Booker said in his soft tenor voice. “We need to stay physically fit, but it’s hard with all the cases and weird hours.”

“Tell me about it. Even while training, we’d get called out sometimes to support someone else. Working out every day is a real challenge.” I enjoyed the simplicity of lifting weights, running. It gave me a nice break to just breathe. I also had the sense Mack wanted a little alone time too. It was one of those things I appreciated about him. He wasn’t one of those people who believed a couple had to do absolutely everything together. Mack respected that there were things I liked doing—like working out for a few hours—and didn’t insist I stop because he didn’t enjoy it. I’d broken up with someone once because they’d wanted to control what I did to match their own interests.

We didn’t really talk much on the way in, which was fine. I could tell they were still pretty tense. When we reached the gym, we basically headed to our own preferred stations first. I stretched, as I was feeling pretty locked up, and then hit the treadmill for a while. After five miles, I got off, then headed for weights. It wasn’t until I got to the benches that Quinn caught my eye.

“Spot me?” he requested.

“Sure.” I eyed the weights he already had on the bar and whistled soundlessly. Two hundred and forty pounds, huh? Damn, that was impressive.

Quinn hefted it up and started doing his reps. It was clear from the way he was lifting this wasn’t his max. It wasn’t often I met a man who could lift as much as I could.

“Brandon.”

“Yeah?”

He didn’t look at me, arms still moving steadily. “It made us all really happy, you know. The way you and Mack reacted to us. You just blinked and accepted it. We don’t get that very often.”

There were times I really wanted to punch people. My reaction shouldn’t have been so remarkable that he’d thank me for it. “I figured out I was bisexual not too long ago, and the people around me weren’t too accepting of it. It’s why I left SWAT. I’m not going to do that to someone else, man. If you and Booker and Eli are happy as you are, cool. I’m all for there being more love in the world.”

Quinn racked up the bar, I helped to situate it, then he sat up before giving me a wide smile. It crinkled up the corners of his eyes and emphasized the laugh lines in his face. “I like that attitude. But really, you left SWAT because of that?”

“Eh, and the FBI came by to recruit me. I felt like it was time for a change. And I love everything spooky, so when they hinted I could possibly go into this division? I jumped at the chance. Mack was an extra bonus I didn’t see coming.”

“How exactly did you two meet, anyway? We only got that a ghost was involved.”

I obligingly told him the story as we swapped places, him spotting me. Booker wandered over at some point, listening in and lifting barbells. He really was a quiet sort of man.

Since I was telling the story, I felt like it was a good opening to get more information about them too. “Booker, you seem a natural fit into the division, but I’ve never heard of a ghost hunter coming on board before.”

Booker shrugged, still lifting. “I’ve got a degree in Parapsychology. After graduating college, I worked with three different groups, trying to prove things, but it wasn’t working. I didn’t have the sight, and they didn’t have the right training or equipment to make things feasible. What with our different schedules, we couldn’t always meet and work, either. It was frustrating in the extreme. I approached the FBI just to see if they’d let me tag along on their investigations as a consultant.”

“That was about the same time Eli fell out with her work partner. And lost her arm.” Quinn’s face darkened, hands clenching at his sides. “She never has told us the full story. But the FBI promptly kicked him out, and he was blamed for the whole shitfest. If you ask her what happened, she’ll say something like she was in a bar fight gone wrong.”

I snorted.

“My personal favorite is that she was in New York when the Chituari landed.” Booker snickered. “And she doesn’t mind the arm as much, now.”

“Well, sure, not after you built her that steampunk thing that has all those pockets and stuff.” To me, Quinn explained, “The arm can hold three vials of holy water, salt packets, chalk, and a mini flashlight. She’s literally ‘armed’ with that thing. She can grasp and release objects, too.”

“I had wondered about it. It looked like it had compartments to open.” I found it interesting Booker had made it for her. The man was just full of surprises, wasn’t he? “So Booker, you met her first?”

“Yeah. Not by long. Maybe eight months or so? We’d gotten more or less settled with each other, were talking about bonding, when Quinn came along.” Booker shot his husband a sweet smile, a small upcurving of the lips. “Our missing piece.”

Quinn shared the smile. “It was a little alarming, I’ll be honest. These two don’t have a lot of patience when someone interests them, and there I was getting it on both sides. But I felt more at home with them than anywhere else, and I was sure of those feelings. Sure of them. It made the fight to stay together easier to weather.”

“Also helped that Sylvia was totally on board,” Booker pitched in, smile turning fond. “I think she accepted us at first because Eli clearly loved us both, and she supported her sister being happy. But when she really got to know us, she liked and trusted us, and that was important all around. We’re really glad you have Sylvia as your super. She’s good at taking care of her people.”

“I got that sense from the first time I spoke to her. I’m glad, too. A bad supervisor is the worst thing to have. Do you have a good one?”

“Ours is good, too. I think most of the supers in the PAD are good.”

I grimaced at the acronym. Sure, Paranormal Activity Division sounds good all spelled out, but really? The acronym sucked monkey balls.

Booker noticed my expression. “What?”

“I hate the acronym,” I admitted. “Sounds lame. Can’t we be called the Boogeymen or something?”

Quinn didn’t even hesitate. He threw his hand up in the air like someone calling for a vote. “Boogeymen, seconded!”

The man didn’t laugh externally, but Booker snickered on some level. “Thirded. I admit it does sound better.”

“Right? Maybe if we use it often enough, it’ll spread.” I sure as hell hoped so.

We switched up weights and did more reps. Booker finished first but stayed by, stretching and cooling down. I was feeling pretty loose and good with the workout but remained on task so Quinn could finish up. Not having a spotter was one of the stupider things you could do while lifting this much weight.

As Booker leaned over his leg, hand on his arch, he asked, “Brandon, did I understand it right that Mack can exorcise?”

“Yeah. It takes a lot out of him, but he can do it in a pinch. Why?”

Booker lifted his head, dark eyes studying me as if I possibly held an answer. “It’s not a common talent among mediums. We’ve been looking for a support team to go with us on the rougher cases, but most of the mediums who can exorcise either refuse adamantly to do it or they have their own…groove, I guess is the right word. They handle specific cases and not much else if they can help it.”

“We’re also rather impressed with Mack,” Quinn pitched in with a sigh as he set the weights down with a loud clank. “We’ve been on cases where shit hit the fan, and the other medium we were working with didn’t immediately come to help. They had to be told to, and even then sometimes told twice. Mack dropped everything and ran to Eli. He’s had her back ever since.”

I glanced at the two of them, not sure where they were going with this. “Surely that’s not so rare?”

“People are good at their jobs in the division, don’t mistake me. But not everyone has the same knee-jerk reflexes in dangerous situations.” Quinn sat up and eyed me the same way I was studying him. “You reacted just as quickly as he did. Best yet, you’re still helping us out. Like now, giving us a chance to breathe and regroup after last night’s shitshow. It’s not often we like people as much as we do you and Mack. I suppose what we’re asking is, if we have one of the rougher cases handed to us, can we call on you as support?”

This startled me, that we’d made such a positive impression on these two that they wanted to work with us again. But at the same time, I felt rather the same way about it. I liked them. I liked Ken and Falisa, too, but it wasn’t the same kind of feeling. “Sure. I think it’s fun to work with you three. I can only speak for myself, though.”

Both of them were super pleased at my answer, if their mile-wide grins were anything to go by. “Then let’s clean up and go ask your partner,” Quinn suggested.

We were done anyway, and a shower was definitely in order. “Yeah, sure.”
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I got back to the room to find it empty, but I heard a suspicious amount of giggling coming out of the room across the hall. Mack had apparently gone to visit Eli at some point. I took a shower, enjoying the heat, and dressed in what was probably my last clean outfit. Laundry was definitely in order.

Coming out of the room, I almost bumped right into Ken, who was heading out. “Hey, Ken.”

“Hey,” he greeted. “Falisa and I thought we’d find lunch in the next hour or so. You want to join us?”

“Sure,” I agreed easily. “Let me grab everyone else, too. We all need to eat.”

“That we do. You seen Eli yet this morning?”

“Not seen, no, but that’s her and Mack giggling.”

Ken shot the closed door a relieved look. “Then she’s feeling better. God, that scared me, seeing her down like that. I thought maybe after lunch we could buy some Super Soakers, get some water blessed by one of the local priests.”

“I like the way you think.” It would probably look stupid, grown ass men running around with Super Soakers, but I didn’t question things that worked. I found it interesting, too, he’d mentioned only Falisa and not Delaney. The guy was probably still sulking in his room.

Ken went on his way, and I knocked before sticking my head into the other room. “Hey, you all decent in there?”

“Well, we are,” Mack returned suggestively.

I rolled my eyes and came all the way in. Sure enough, he and Eli were snuggled up next to each other on the bed, the laptop straddling their thighs, and The Witcher audibly playing. “You’re re-watching the bath scene aren’t you.”

Eli beamed at me. “I hadn’t actually watched the show. We started at the beginning. Mack just jumped ahead a little to show me the delights of Geralt of Rivia.”

“Uh-huh,” I deadpanned. “Well, Ken’s invited us all out to lunch. We thought we’d do some shopping for Super Soakers and get some more holy water blessed afterwards. Eli, you up for that?”

“Sure, I’m feeling better. The painkillers are doing their job, too.”

She did look better. Less pale, and the pain lines around her mouth and eyes were easing up. Eli struck me as the resilient type. “Okay, then put the nice sexy man down.”

“He’s a complete and utter spoilsport,” Eli complained to Mack.

Mack waggled his eyebrows at me in a ridiculous way. “Not always.”

Well, these two were in a fine mood. I offered Mack a hand and hauled him off the bed. He took the laptop with him, and we stepped out of the room long enough for him to retreat to ours and find shoes. As he put sneakers on, I stole the moment of privacy to relay, “Quinn and Booker asked if we wanted to possibly team up with them more often.”

Mack lifted his head, blinking up at me. “You guys sure got into a serious discussion while getting sweaty.”

I shrugged, not denying it. “I think they were taking advantage of having me to themselves, yeah. But what do you think?”

“I’m surprised they’re asking one day into knowing us.”

“It’s a mix of things on their end. They were super happy we didn’t look at them sideways because they’re poly. They’re also very impressed with you. Apparently not every medium jumps to Eli’s rescue when something goes wrong. They don’t want to wade into the fray if even an exorcist is struggling. You immediately running to her last night really impressed them.”

Mack shook his head sadly. “I understand why mediums would hesitate. Exorcists are the big leagues, after all. If they can’t handle it, odds are it’s super dangerous. But still, to leave a colleague stranded in a bad situation without even trying to help extract her?”

“I was also a little horrified by what they were saying. So do you see now why they asked?”

“Because I’ve already proven to have her back. Their backs, I should say.” Mack finished tying his shoelace and stood up, his expression thoughtful. “I don’t mind working with them when they need a medium. I like them. Eli is a riot, I’d love to be friends with her.”

I personally thought having a medium friend other than Beau would be really good for Mack. He needed more friends who understood him. “Then let’s tell them yes.”

Mack nodded. “And go find a priest willing to bless Super Soakers. I feel like that latter’s going to be the challenge.”

Laughing, I shrugged. He was probably right.
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No one quite understood why ghosts were weaker during the day. If you listened to some, they claimed the moon and the witching hour gave them power. If you listened to others, it wasn’t that they were weaker in the day, it was just that there was less noise and light at night, so you saw them more easily. I really didn’t know which theory was correct, and it didn’t really matter. We (probably) had an advantage during daylight, so daylight it would be.

We all had a good night’s sleep, rendezvousing over breakfast in the hotel dining room. Since not all of us were awake—we were used to being night owls—there wasn’t much in the way of conversation.

In fact, it wasn’t until we arrived at the dorm’s parking lot that anyone really spoke. I had my head in the back of the Tahoe, helping unload the Super Soakers, when I heard Delaney clear as a bell.

“After we’ve got the third story blocked off, I’m coming back out. I’m not staying in the building when she goes in.”

The tone he used suggested he was trying to speak privately to someone, but he was a touch too loud. I turned and leaned out, staring around the side of the SUV to see him. Brandon stopped mid-motion too, craning backwards a few inches to look. Delaney had his back to me, facing Falisa, and the look on her face was priceless. Her jaw was in danger of hitting the ground, she was so speechless. And she looked ready to hit him.

“Delaney,” Ken said far more patiently than I would have, “you cannot just say no to a job. If we’re going to successfully trap this thing, we need all hands on deck. Splitting up was a mistake.”

Delaney’s voice slid into a whine. “I don’t want to deal with a ghost an exorcist can’t take out. And she’s weak, she lost to the ghost in two seconds.”

Now wait a minute. That was hardly fair. No one could completely defend themselves in pitch darkness. And Eli knew that, was pulling out when she’d been hit. It had been bad luck on her part more than anything.

Eli clearly heard him, and she stomped around the car to get right in his face. “First of all, I’m not a fucking ninja. No one is. I dare you to go into a pitch-black room and be able to fend off flying objects. Second, shit goes wrong on jobs like these. If you’re not willing to take the heat, then get out of the damn kitchen.”

“Delaney,” Falisa sighed and it was not a good sigh. It was an ‘I’m done with this idiot’ sigh. “Just go home. If you’re not willing to face any dangers, just go home.”

Delaney got that sour look on his face he always did when he was scolded and didn’t agree with it. “My fears are valid!”

“Kid.” Ken’s patience clearly had evaporated although he kept his voice level. “I’ve had easier jobs than this one. I’ve also had worse, when bad luck hit and everything that could possibly go wrong, did. You seem to think you can just walk away from this, hand it off to someone else. You’re forgetting. You’re the one they call when the situation’s fucked up and people need help. We’re the emergency response team. You can’t walk away from this. There’s no one else to call.”

Yes, that was exactly it. Ken couldn’t have put it more perfectly. We were the ones to fix the problem. We were the only ones who could. As a child, I’d have given my eye teeth to be able to call someone to help me. In fact, the division had existed back then—I just hadn’t known I could, in fact, call for help. Now, as an adult, I did know. And I was one of the people who chose to stand on the front line and battle.

Either someone hadn’t explained this well enough for Delaney to get it, or he’d not paid attention when he’d signed on. Maybe he thought the FBI would just show up and wave their hands, and the problem would magically solve itself without him having to crease his suit. Who the hell knew? But I knew this: I didn’t want him at my back. He didn’t have the grit or determination to get this job done.

Brandon apparently thought the same as he softly ordered, “Sit this out, Delaney. Go back to the hotel. We’ll get you a plane ticket home after we’re done here.”

Delaney turned on him so fast, I heard vertebrae pop. “You don’t get to fucking tell me what to do! Fine. Fine, I’ll do it.” Without another word, he stomped toward the front door. He looked remarkably like a toddler mid-tantrum, looking for something to break.

I watched him go with severe misgivings. I didn’t like the thought of such a bad-tempered adult in there with an already volatile malevolent. I wasn’t alone in that opinion, as everyone else looked to Falisa with the same expression of doubt.

“Look, I don’t like it either.” Falisa spread her hands in a helpless shrug. “But I’ve been ordered to let him work. Unless he does something inexcusable, he’s to work.”

“Who is he related to?” Eli asked suspiciously.

Quinn was just as suspicious. “Or does he have dirty pictures of someone’s wife?”

Falisa grimaced. “Could be either. I don’t know. I do know they’re giving him every chance. Trouble is, he’s not really interested in taking them. Anyway, let’s get in and get this done. Maybe all our plans will work this time, and we can get this settled.”

“Don’t jinx us like that,” I complained to her, ducking back into the vehicle. “Alright, two more Super Soakers, who wants them?”

I handed off the water guns—one of them even had a tank for the user to wear like a backpack—with Brandon and Quinn picking up multiple bags of salt. It amused me to no end that, even though Eli and I were a sure thing when it came to our men, they still felt this need to show off for us.

We walked through the front door to find that, while Delaney had entered, he’d not gone far. Or done anything useful. I wasn’t even surprised.

Yesterday, we’d done a lot of prepping and planning for this, so we all knew what to do. Falisa and Ken tackled the two hallways, blocking them off entirely with salt and seals on the walls. Eli and Booker did the same on the stairway going up, and the elevator. Brandon and I cleared the main room of glass, sweeping it all up and into a large trash can before laying out four circles of salt with a gas lantern in each to give us safe places to dart into, in case we needed them.

Brandon and I made several trips to the SUV, bringing back every light we had, from portable LEDs to flashlights to more gas lanterns. We attached them to the wall with duct tape, trying to cut down on the possibility of flying objects while at the same time flooding the room with light. We didn’t want a repeat of the basement in any form or fashion. We moved the tables and chairs out of the room as much as possible, stacking them in an out-of-the-way area in the foyer to cut down on obstacles. Delaney seemed most comfortable doing that, so we left him to it.  

Eventually, we were ready. I faced the entrance to the basement stairs with severe misgivings. Someone would have to go down there to erase the three seals and the salt line in order to give that thing a way to come up. Booker had volunteered to do it; he held a water gun with plain old tap water to easily erase everything.

“Yeah, I’m not comfortable with that,” Brandon announced out of the blue. “Booker, how about I come down and have your back, man?”

Booker shot him a smile, one of the first I’d ever seen on the normally poker-faced man. “I’d be honored. Need water?”

“Naw, you do water. I’ll take salt with me. Just in case that thing charges us.” Brandon turned to look at me, and I could read his expression well enough.

“I’ll stay parked next to Eli and Quinn,” I promised.

Relieved, he shot me a wink before hefting one of the half-filled bags of salt and heading down with Booker. Fully decked out in gear, they looked like they were trooping off to some steampunk battle. I almost couldn’t take it seriously.

We all waited with bated breath. I didn’t know what else we could do to prep for this. Even if it all went to shit again and we had to boogey, the front door was open to us, the building still sealed on the outside. We wouldn’t unwillingly unleash this thing on the world if we had to retreat. Again.

My nerves were tight, beating at my skin like a drum as I waited for Brandon to return. I didn’t like him out of my sight like this. It was completely irrational, the fear. He was with another experienced anchor, and armed with both water and salt. Brandon could handle himself. But did I like it, that he was near that thing without me? Not at all.

It felt like an eternity, but in about five minutes they were back, jogging their way up the stairs, Brandon coming up sideways so he could keep an eye out behind them. Booker and Brandon came straight to us, although they paused about two feet away, staring intently at the stairwell.

For that matter, we all did, holding our breath.

Nothing.

“Sweets, what did it look like down there?” Eli asked her husband.

“Pitch dark, like before. Barely had enough light to see by and that’s with the goggles. Had a sort of clammy, unearthly chill to it. We didn’t hear a sound, and I only got as close as I absolutely had to.” Booker pulled a face, like he’d bitten into a lemon. “Hard to aim a water gun. I need to work on that.”

Considering how cool Eli’s arm was, I had no doubt he could build something better than a mass-produced toy.

“I think it’s aware we’re up here laying down traps,” Brandon whispered to us. “Maybe we should give it some encouragement to come up and play.”

Delaney, of course, was the first to respond, his lip curled up in a sneer. “And what do you suggest, schoolyard taunts?”

I ignored him, as I had an idea of what Brandon was planning. Not that I’d ever seen it, but I’d heard his family talk about it once. “The Tongan war cry?”

Brandon looked at me over his shoulder, expression full of mischief. “I think a Sipi Tau will just about do the job, don’t you?”

Whether or not it did was moot to me. I selfishly wanted to see it. “Do it.”

Seeing how everyone else was confused, I hastily explained as Brandon handed the Super Soaker over to me for temporary safe keeping. Apparently, he wanted his hands free. “From what the Havilis explained to me, the war cry is what you do in order to rouse fighting spirit, but it also serves to rile up your opponent. A rallying cry, but also a show of force.”

“More or less.” Brandon cracked his neck to either side, then stepped closer to the stairs. He stood not four feet from the stairwell. That close, he should be clearly audible to the basement area.

Eli leaned into my side to ask confidentially, “Have you seen this before, then?”

“No, only heard about it.”

“Because I’ve seen something like this on YouTube once, and it was kinda terrifying. I’m having a hard time imagining Brandon as terrifying. He’s the sweetest man I’ve ever met.”

“Just wait,” I advised wryly. She’d not seen Brandon pissed off before. He was a sweet man, sure, but he did have a temper too if you pushed the wrong buttons.

Brandon got into horse stance, feet braced, and thumped a fist over his chest, loud enough to be heard. His voice rang thunderously, filling the room: “Teu to ki he tupe!”

I literally jumped, despite having an idea of what he would do. Alarm sent chills racing across my skin.

He raised both arms in challenge before slapping his hands against his thighs. “Ko e 'aho! Ko e 'aho mavava mo e tangi!”

In a quick motion, Brandon went down on one knee, then popped up again, turning sideways as he did so, punching the air back and forth in front of him as if daring an enemy to come out and face him. “Teu mate maa Tonga!”

Crossing both arms, he stomped one foot against the floor, the sound loud and echoing. “Tonga 'e! Ta ke hu ki ai!”

The cry wasn’t even aimed at me and my heart still raced, adrenaline spiking in my blood. I wanted to either run or lift a weapon in automatic defense. My hands automatically gripped the Super Soaker so tightly my knuckles shone white. It cramped my hands, and still, I couldn’t force myself to let go of it.

Probably not the right place or time, but I kinda found it a turn on. What was it about my flight-or-fight signals that were getting all screwed up and made me want to throw this man to the ground and have him?

Brandon abruptly stopped, peering ahead. “Yup, that did it. Battle stations!”

If he was seeing something through the thermal goggles, then it was probably bad. Those things weren’t exactly the most sensitive piece of equipment.

I thankfully handed him the Super Soaker as he rejoined me, and even though we only had a second, I took it. “Good job, cher. You were terrifying.”

He shot me a smug grin. “It’s always fun doing that.”

“Remind me to not have you and the rest of your family do that together. I like my heart in my chest.”

Snorting a laugh, he got the Super Soaker situated in his hands.

I heard it before I saw it. The screech came high and piercing, like a dying train whistle, painful to the inner ear. I winced and clamped a hand over my right ear in automatic defense. Eli and her anchors immediately took up a stance in front of me, ready to tackle this thing. Falisa, Ken, and Delaney flanked us on the right side, just in case it went that direction. They didn’t intend to battle it, though, rather throw water and salt at it to force it back towards Eli.

Me? I had every intention of grabbing it if I could. Holding it would be hard, but I wouldn’t try to exorcise it. Just keep it still long enough for Eli to work her magic.

The game plan seemed doable right up until the malevolent slapped energy onto either side of the wall and clawed its way out of the stairwell.

Holy shit. We might have underestimated this thing.

It was huge, to start with, a ball of inky black that rolled and pitched. A storm ready to unleash hell on earth might look like this, if you took all light out of it. It made me faintly nauseous just looking at it, and the idea of touching it made my skin crawl. This specimen of ghost was the Nope Ghost of the genus Fuckius Nopeus of the Hell No family, indigenous to the No Way José region of Lord Help Us All. And I frankly wanted nothing to do with it.

It seriously sucked some days, being the good guy.

The malevolent didn’t have a body or a shape, just a mostly-opaque mass. So, I shouldn’t have gotten the sense that it turned, or looked at us, as there was no head I could discern. But that’s exactly what it felt like as it stopped near the top of the stairwell, floating a good three feet off the ground, pausing there as if surveying the area.

“Quinn, get ready to launch,” Eli said. She looked grim, hunkered a little as if prepared to spring forward at any second.

In that eerie way, the malevolent screamed again and charged straight at us. Multiple people fired holy water at it all at the same time, hitting it dead on in most cases. It screeched with pain and writhed. I tried to find some way to reach it, but there was no way. It hovered near the ceiling now, out of my reach. I’d have to be taller than Brandon to manage a grab.

Just as the thought occurred, Eli flew past me. Literally flew, her body sailing through the air. I tracked her automatically, spluttering, even as her flesh arm stretched toward the black mass.

Quinn, get ready to launch, she’d said. Had Quinn actually thrown her?

I had no time to question it. Eli missed by a hair’s breadth, her fingers lightly scoring the mass even as it darted out of range. She landed spryly on her feet, rolling as she hit the ground like a martial artist, before popping back up.

“Shit! Missed. Quinn, again.”

Before I could check my mouth, I asked her, “Can I do it too? I can at least hold it still.”

An unholy grin bloomed over her face. “I knew I liked you for a reason. Brandon, you think you can throw him?”

Brandon scoffed. “He’s not even a hundred fifty soaking wet. I’ve picked up dogs bigger than him. Question is, do you know how to land, Mack?”

“We’re about to find out.” I was reasonably sure I could do this without breaking a leg. Or an arm. Or my head.

“Don’t get hurt,” he ordered me.

He lifted me into the air, my ass cradled in his hands like they were a chair. I felt more than a little ridiculous, to be honest. But I still had every intention of doing this. I wanted that thing caught and gone, and we wouldn’t manage it if it kept hovering up top, near the ceiling and out of reach.

Ken shot the malevolent with his Super Soaker, forcing it back into the common room area and out of the foyer. Eli shot up once again into the air, and I was glad Brandon didn’t immediately throw me up as well, as I’d have crashed into her from this angle.

It all happened in a split second. I saw the malevolent dodge her, Eli’s fingers once against just missing. It dodged my direction, and Brandon threw me up, angling me towards it. I flailed a little—this was seriously disorienting—but I kept my hands up and forward. Inky darkness bit arctic cold against my skin, and I felt more than saw that I had it. I closed my hands around it, using every bit of power I possessed to lock it down, to manifest it enough so I could drag it back down with me. The power was both draining and electrifying all at once. I gritted my teeth, riding that spark as it danced over my skin in an unpleasant tingle.

With all of that happening, I didn’t spare a bit of attention for landing, and I realized a second too late. Oh shit, I really was going to break a leg—

Hard arms caught me, a little off-center against a chest, and the air left my lungs as I made impact. It took me a second to realize Quinn had caught me, keeping me steady even as I scrambled to get my feet properly under me.

“Don’t let go!” Eli commanded, a touch frantic. “Don’t let go, Mack!”

“I’ve got it,” I choked out, still trying to get my breath back. The air around us grew colder and heavier. I felt like I was breathing water, and I wanted nothing more than to get rid of this thing.

She sprinted to us and in a second, thrust her hand into the middle of it. “Come here, you son of a bitch!”

The malevolent tried to escape, tearing at me to get free, but between the two of us, we had a firm grip on it.

Mediums have their own light, their own auras visible to other mediums. Eli didn’t register as a medium to my sight, never had. But I realized now that her general aura was worlds different from her power when she actively used it. She lit up like a beacon as her power unleashed and tore this thing to shreds.

The malevolent howled in pain, writhing and fighting, doing everything it could to get away from her. I held on with gritted teeth, leaning back as if I needed my body weight to help keep this thing rooted.

Light imploded from the center of it, billowing out and out and out, tearing it apart like a bomb in slow motion. Eli put more force into it, her expression wild, hair standing out from her head like a wicked witch.

“Let go,” Quinn said sharply, pulling me free. “We need to get clear.”

I let go, as I trusted him to know, and we both scampered back about five feet. In the process of moving, I almost missed it when the light overtook the inky darkness. The malevolent let out one last screech, this time almost sounding like a human scream of pain.

Gone.

I blinked, breathing hard and looking around the room, making sure it hadn’t somehow escaped again. But I knew it hadn’t even as I panned the room. The air was warming up steadily, back to a normal temperature. The lights were no longer fighting to keep the area illuminated. It was like a theater stage in here. It was gone.

Eli beamed at me. “Good catch!”

Laughing, I patted Quinn’s shoulder. “I could say the same to you. Thanks, Quinn.”

“First time throw is always a bit sticky with the landing,” he said, like it was quite normal for people to throw other people around the room.

Now, at least, I understood his drive to be a body builder. He’d need those muscles to throw his wife around.

Falisa and Ken moved towards us, relief on their faces.

“I can’t believe you guys!” Falisa exclaimed. “You bunch of nuts. Have to admit, it worked, though.”

“It’s not like we can move a ladder around in order to reach it,” Eli said reasonably. “We don’t do it often, fortunately for Quinn.”

I wasn’t about to say it aloud, but the feeling of flying through the air had been quite fun. I might have Brandon throw me again. Take the malevolent ghost out of the equation, see if I like it.

“Wait. Where’s Delaney?” Brandon looked around the room, then moved forward so he had line of sight into the foyer. “Did he duck out?”

“While you were chasing the malevolent around the room, he slipped through the front door,” Falisa confirmed darkly. She shot an irate look toward the door in question. “That’s what distracted me from helping you for a second. I cannot believe that kid. I’m so not giving him any more chances; I don’t care what the higher-ups say. He’s not reliable.”

Him running away from a ghost would pretty much seal his fate. There was no excusing that. But Delaney was no longer my problem. I stretched both arms over my head, getting the kinks out. I was so relieved this was over, words almost failed me. “How about we report in, clean up a little, then go for an early victory lunch?”

Ken sighed as he looked around the room. “And then come back and clean up some more? ’Cause this will take more than a few hours.”

That, I believed, qualified for understatement of the year.


20

[image: ]

‘Clean up a little’ turned into a lot of cleanup because we had made one hell of a mess.

I met everyone at the dorm building, where a small group of students gathered to hopefully get in long enough to extract some of their stuff. Mack was intent on going into the building and finding the good ghost, if she was still around. I leaned down and murmured near his ear, “You really okay with going in there with just Eli?”

“Yeah, we’ll be fine,” he said with a dismissive wave. “The aura here is so much better than it was. But the friendly ghost, if she’s still here, is likely still really spooked. Better if we just sit and talk for a while and let her come to us. No reason to make you sit through that when your time will be put to better use.”

Quinn and I were slotted to head back to Edmée’s in order to repair the sheetrock. We’d had no luck finding someone with an opening in their schedule to fix the damage, but Quinn knew how to hang sheetrock, and Mack was right that it was a better use of our time than hanging around for a ghost who may or may not show up.

It was the first time he was willing to work something without me, and I wasn’t sure if I felt proud of his growth or petulant because he wanted to play with someone else.

Mack must have read the pout on my face, as he leaned up to kiss me softly. “Really, I’m not convinced she’ll show. I’m just going to get to know Eli better and play with her a bit. We’ll probably join you in a few hours. Go fix a wall.”

“Well, when you put it like that, I don’t have a leg to stand on. Okay, but call me if something comes up, okay?”

“Of course, mon cher.”

I left the experts to it, snagged Quinn, and off we went to Opelousas. Of course, we had to stop and get the supplies first, but once we made it to Edmée’s house, she had the door open and ready for us. A bright smile stretched from ear to ear as she waved in greeting.

“Brandon! Thanks so much for coming back to help us with this. And this must be Quinn?”

“That’s me,” Quinn returned, one hand already full of tools.

Edmée took the free one and shook it firmly. “Enchanté, Quinn. Come in, come in. I made a big pot of chili, you stop and eat when you’re hungry. I’ll try to keep Cali out of your hair.”

Reminded, I reached back into the car and brought out the wooden stable I’d found at the hardware store. A local craftsman made toys for kids and apparently sold them all over the city. Before Cali’s room had become a mess, I’d noticed she’d mostly played with toy horses. I figured a stable was a better bet than a dollhouse.

Edmée’s eyes fell to the white stable in my hands with its painted green roof and stable doors and her jaw dropped. “Brandon, that’s gorgeous! But you didn’t have to buy her anything.”

“Nah, it’s fine. Think of me as an honorary uncle. I basically am one.”

Edmée didn’t get a chance for another word of protest before her four-year-old popped out of the doorway. Spying me, she lit up and ran to me as fast as her little legs could carry her. “Brandon, Brandon!”

“Hey, sweetie.” I ducked down onto my haunches so she could get a good look. “I got you a stable for your horses. What do you think?”

Her hands roved over it, her apple-green eyes wide with wonder. “Pretty.”

Seemed like I’d done a good job shopping. “Want me to carry it into the living room? You can play with it there while we fix your wall.”

Cali nodded, eyes still transfixed on the stable. “Horsies too?”

“Absolutely.” I wished I’d gotten a picture of her face. Mack was going to be sorry he’d missed this.

It took more than a few minutes to get the little girl settled with her stable and horses, and the room cleared enough and under a drop cloth so we didn’t get sheetrock dust over everything. Mack and I’d made such an irregular mess of the sheetrock we had to first cut the hole square so we could patch it.

“She’s adorable,” Quinn noted as we used chalk lines to square the area off.

“Who, Cali? Yeah, cute as a button. You can see why we were so angry when the ghost was terrifying her every night. She’s only four, for god’s sake.”

“Yeah, any case involving a kid is always rough on the feels. I’m glad our division’s policy is kids’ cases first but man, we take an emotional beating sometimes.” Quinn shot me a look before putting the chalk line back. “The hero worship afterwards is nice too.”

I laughed, as he wasn’t wrong.

We rigged up a temporary table between two buckets so Quinn could cut the sheetrock. Putting the saw down, he paused and gave me another look so masked I couldn’t begin to guess what he was thinking.

“Brandon. I know we’ve talked a little about you working cases steadily with us. After watching how you and Mack coordinated with us so well, I want to say this again: know we’re all very serious about it. Work with us?”

How many times had someone blithely assured him yes, working with him was fine, only to back out later? How many times had he been burned, that he’d be this insecure even after we’d both given him a yes? Too many times was the only possible answer.

I took in a breath, reining in my temper, before I answered him. “Quinn, Mack and I really enjoy working with you. I mean this with all sincerity: please call us. We’d love to work with you again.”

That was the right answer. He grinned and looked a second away from hugging me. “Okay. We definitely will.”

I wasn’t the sort to let almost-hugs happen. I hauled him in and gave him one of those manly, one-armed back-slap hugs. He was beyond pleased and grinned at me. Seriously, this man. He didn’t know it yet, but we were going to be good friends. “Let me in on what kind of cases you’ve handled,” I suggested. Not only because I rather needed to know what to brace for, but also because I wanted to show I truly was interested. “Mack said it’s the cases no one else can handle, but that doesn’t tell me much.”

“Well, Eli’s not really a demon hunter. That’s a different part of the division. She handles cases more like this one, with the malevolent. Things that are too powerful for a regular medium to handle. Sometimes it’s a case where there’s just too many ghosts for any one person, so she needs a second exorcist to help. Or a medium who can exorcise. Mack said he can, but it takes something out of him. How bad?”

“He’s really still learning his limits on that. It wasn’t until he went into training with the FBI that he even tried to exorcise. I mean, an exorcism, from what he tells me, is brute force. You’re literally scattering the ghost into atoms. Passing is so much easier because he’s guiding them through, not scattering them to bits. Most of the time he negotiates the ghost into passing on their own, and he guides it. The one time he forced a manifestation and then forced a passing, he was a zombie later that night. So, I’d say he could probably exorcise one or two before he’s done. And then need at least a day to recover.”

“That’s pretty amazing for a medium. Just that much will be a huge boon to Eli. Hell, if he can just hold a ghost long enough for her to get to it, that’ll be enough to help.”

I held the sheetrock in place as Quinn screwed it in, the two of us talking nuts and bolts the whole time. I learned more about exorcists in a half hour than I ever had during my training course. Turned out exorcists were more than just the power hitters in the division—they were brute force all around. They might technically know how to coax a ghost into passing, like a medium, but it was hard for them to hold the power steady for long intervals of time to make it achievable. Their power levels were too large. Exorcism was more of a wham-bam approach, quick and brutal.  A medium’s power was the opposite—perfect for finesse and long power projects, but not strong enough for exorcisms usually.

It was really nice, this camaraderie. Being able to talk shop with a colleague was something I sorely missed from the early days of being SWAT. It was nice to think I could have this again.

We had the room cleaned up, the mud drying—it would have to sit for twenty-four hours before we could sand and paint—and were heading for lunch when I heard the front door open again and Mack’s voice greeting the girls in the living room.

Stepping out of the hallway, I said, “Hey, love. Done already at the dorm?”

“We shouldn’t be,” Mack returned wryly. “But the students learned we’d exorcised the bad ghost and were willing to pitch in and clean up so they could reclaim their rooms. Eli and I found the good ghost and helped her pass on. She was more than ready after what had happened.”

“We’d have been back sooner, but I had to write a quick report of how useless Delaney is,” Eli pitched in. She was already cross-legged next to Cali and examining the stable. “This is way cool, Brandon. I understand you bought it?”

“Local carpenter makes them, sells them at hardware stores. I was just lucky enough to stumble across it.” I was glad to hear the students were willing to return to the dorm. I was under the impression the kids just wanted to get stuff out. “I haven’t seen Delaney since it all went down. Where did he go, anyway?”

“Got on the first plane out,” Eli reported, tone as dry as a martini. “And that makes him officially done. My super, your super, and his super are all absolutely fed up and have officially washed their hands of him.”

“Good. Guy wasn’t someone I wanted at my back.”

Quinn scooted past me to join in the conversation. “So does that mean you don’t need us back down there?”

“All that’s left is replacing the windows, and we can’t do anything about that.” Eli shrugged. “Might have to still smooth a few ruffled feathers with the president. He dropped by to see how things were going, and he’s still a little rattled.”

“Man looked like he was eligible for burial in twenty-four hours,” Mack pitched in, already in the kitchen. “He was that sheet white and shaky. But then, confronting something that overturns your beliefs will do that to a man.”

“Booker?” Quinn asked his wife.

“Taking advantage of having a bathtub to himself, so he’s at the hotel soaking.” Eli shook her head, amused. “And watching The Witcher, if you want to know the truth of it.”

Mack breathed in deep, like a bloodhound scenting the air. “Edmée, is that your famous chili I smell? Where is it?”

“In the crockpot,” Edmée answered in exasperation. “Some mighty hunter you are.”

“Hey, you say that, but hunters only notice if something moves,” he shot back. “It’s not moving, so thereby, I can’t see it.”

Eli cackled. “The logic is flawless! Explains a lot about you, Quinn.”

Quinn shot her an exasperated glare.

Edmée, perhaps wisely, decided not to trust Mack with putting lunch on the table. She went in and helped dish it all up, putting things out. I wrangled the four-year-old away from her new toy long enough to get her hands washed and her into her booster seat.

I ate through a bowl before I knew what had happened and had to go back for seconds just so I could properly appreciate the taste. Edmée seemed pleased we all enjoyed it. Not to mention she’d made a huge pot of it. Between Quinn and I, there wouldn’t be much left.

“Miss E.” Cali pointed to Eli’s mechanical arm, resting on the table. “Why’s your arm like that?”

Edmée looked appalled her daughter had asked.

Eli didn’t even blink. “I donated it for science. Got this instead. Cool, huh?”

Cali nodded agreement and went back to her chili.

It amused me that even though she didn’t understand half of that, Cali accepted the arm should be as it was, because Eli said so. Kids, man. I could see it embarrassed Edmée though so I changed subjects. “So with the friendly ghost already sent on her way, is there anything left for us to do?”

“No,” Eli said, sprinkling more cheese over her chili. “I think we’re pretty much done aside from writing the after-incident report. We can’t linger here for long, there’s other cases to handle. We don’t have a particular assignment yet, but I have no doubt by the time we fly home, another one will be in the works. Speaking of, can you two drive us back to the airport tomorrow? Flight’s at two.”

“Sure,” I agreed easily.

“This whole case has been a bit of a hot mess express,” Eli noted to Quinn. “But it’s been rather fun, too.”

“That it has,” Mack agreed. “So the next time you want to play, make sure to invite us, okay?”

A gamine grin crossed Eli’s face. “Sure, you betcha.”


Epilogue

[image: ]

The party was at full swing at Jon and Donovan’s house. It was ostensibly to celebrate me bonding with Mack—at least the banner over the front windows said as much. I think it also paired up with Jon’s mom’s divorce party, as that was finalized now. I understood they were still going to court to separate the finances and get that sorted, but of course her ex would make some part of this process hell. Lauren was just glad to not be married to him anymore.

With the weather its usual mercurial, rainy self, indoors was the perfect place to have a party. Food seemed to just keep coming from the kitchen, someone had Alexa playing music. For once, my sister Sammy had managed to get away from all of her commitments and join in.

Sammy brought me an ice-cold beer as she settled into the love seat next to me. “Ooh, thanks, sis.”

“This is my bribe so I can grill you,” she informed me. Of us all, Sam looked the most like dad. She had his nose, his eyes, and a more streamlined version of his bone structure. It made her look strong and elegant, like a predator cat, instead of pretty. Really, it suited her personality. My sister was not a delicate little flower.

I eyed her sideways as I sipped my beer. This was going to be good.

“You’re being careful during sex, right?”

“Sis, we’re both FBI,” I answered patiently. “We get routinely tested. Yes, we use condoms, but we don’t actually need to.” In fact, I was considering getting Mack to ditch those soon.

“That’s not what I meant, genius. I mean, you’re twice his size. Don’t break him.”

Mack snickered behind me, I could hear him. I had warned him my sister has no filter on her mouth whatsoever.

“Don’t worry, Sam,” he caroled brightly, coming over to join us. “He’s only knocked me into a window once.”

I gave him a forlorn look. “You’re never going to let me live that down.”

“Never,” he assured me cheerfully even as he made himself comfortable on my lap.

Sam was trying to keep a stern look on her face, but her eyes danced, giving the game away. “I just knew I should have warned you earlier. You’re such a lug.”

Being a mature adult, I stuck my tongue out at her.

Sam returned the gesture promptly.

“I love your family,” Mack snickered even as he stole some of my beer. “Fortunately, it seems my mom does too. She’s a lot more relaxed about us living up here now that she’s met all of you.”

That did seem to be true. Even at this moment, she was sitting next to my father and chatting amiably, her hands gesturing. It was cute to see her getting along with them so well. Mack had flown her up yesterday, and she’d stay through till Tuesday, when she’d drive back down. He’d also snuck some money to her so she could buy a few new clothes, I think. I knew better than to ask as money and obligations were still touchy subjects with him.

Sam paused with her own beer halfway to her lips. “You’re really going to live in Nashville?”

Shaking my head, I corrected, “Murfreesboro.”

“It’s a fine balance.” Mack pitched in on the explanation. “We need something close to an airport, if we have to fly out in a hurry. Our boss requested we stay towards the southern US, as most of the other mediums live either in New England or on the West Coast. We wanted to stay close enough to see family and have someone on hand to check mail, water plants, that kind of thing.”

“Nashville housing is insane,” I continued. “No way we can buy in this market. Murfreesboro hasn’t quite lost its head yet, and it’s only thirty minutes away, so we’re buying there.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose sharply. “You’re buying a house and moving in together? Who moved faster, you or Donovan?”

“He did,” I said promptly.

Donovan clearly heard me even in the kitchen as he called back, “DID NOT!”

“Did too!” I yelled. “You bonded with Jon in three weeks!”

“Oh and you waited a whole three months to move in together,” he snarked back.

Yeah, I kept getting flack about that. I looked at the man in my arms, this sweet, loveable man with his curly hair and light freckles kissing his nose, and saw all of the love and adoration I felt for him reflecting back at me. There was not a speck of doubt in my mind I’d chosen the right man to be with. “What can I say? When it’s right, it’s right.”

“True, ma moitié.” Mack leaned in and kissed me softly, lips lingering. “Very, very true.”

The phone of course chose that moment to ring. Mack leant sideways into me to give him the necessary leverage to pull it out of his pocket. His eyebrows arched a little as he saw who was calling and he swiped accept and put it on speaker before holding it between us.

Oh. Eli was calling. Well, this was going to be good.

“Hey, Mack!” Eli greeted cheerfully.

“Hey, Eli,” Mack returned in kind. “What trouble have you found now?”

“Oh, I’ve got a doozy. Thing is, I’m pretty sure that if I were to bite, I would not be able to chew, much less swallow. I could really use some backup on this one, and since you and Brandon are my favorite people….” She trailed off suggestively.

I shared a glance with Mack. If Eli was calling us, it would definitely not be an easy case. But those three were friends, and I didn’t want to leave them in the lurch. I gave Mack a nod, showing that I was game to go.

Mack nodded back at me. “Where are we going, Eli?”

“Scotland,” she purred.


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

Envie – Craving for something, usually food

Fait putain- Fuck off, mother fucker, fucking asshole

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, it’s Brandon.

Ma moitié – My other half

Maman - Mother

Mon angé- My angel

Mon bébé – My baby

Mon cher – My dear

Mon trésor – My treasure

Mwen renmen’w, ma moitié. – I love you, my other half.

Merci – Thanks

Sounds a way to pass a good time – More a Southern phrase but it means it’s a good way to party

Southernisims:

Lay low with the fidgets – To keep your head down until things pass

Monopoly houses – Row of houses that all look the same

Y’all – You all
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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 if it’s 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 in 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 information 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:  AJ’s Gentlemen!
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