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      I had the same dream again. The one where Rexton had me up against the wall with my hands pinned above my head. His hard body pressed into me as his lips devoured mine. I should have wanted to stop the kiss, but I didn’t. I loved the way his lips felt. I loved the taste of his tongue in my mouth. I liked the feel of the evidence of his arousal pressed against me. I liked being completely at his mercy. Completely under his control. And that last part… That last detail was why the dream could never be more than a dream. I, Gabriella Palmer, never wanted to be controlled by anyone, let alone a sexy as sin incubus.
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      You would think after twenty-two years I would have been used to talking to ghosts. But I wasn’t. It’s not that it came as a shock to me that I could see them, or that we could converse. The surprise was long gone, but there was still something strange about it. Mostly it was the knowledge that it just wasn’t right. Wasn’t normal. Kind of like how perfectly good bread tastes stale once you notice you are a few days past the sell by date. The human mind is very good at rationalizing the irrational, but that doesn’t mean everything is smoothed over.

      “So… what do you want to talk about?” Stacy leaned back on her elbows. She was wearing the simple white and blue dress again. The only dress she ever wore.

      I used the wheel on my mouse to scroll down the document I was editing. “I’m working. I don’t have time to talk.”

      “There’s no one here.” She stretched her arms wide. She needed to have pointed out that I was the only living person in the antique shop I worked in—Lost & Found. Yes, I was the only one with a pulse. Stacy had been dead for years, but that didn’t make her any less talkative when it came to me. It meant she was more talkative because I was the only one who could listen.

      “I mean my school work. I do want to graduate eventually.”

      “You already graduated.”

      “With my master’s degree.” It wasn’t the first time we were having this conversation. We’d had it many times since I’d enrolled in the graduate history program.

      “Who needs a master’s degree?” She ran her hands over the intricate embroidered hem of her dress. I never worked up the nerve to ask her if the dress was the article of clothing she’d died in. Some questions seemed rude even when dealing with a ghost.

      “In my day, women didn’t even bother with school. We settled—”

      “Yes, I know. And this is not your day. Thankfully. And I like to stay educated.”

      “Still, you can take a break. A break won’t hurt anything.”

      “Fine.” I minimized the window and closed my book. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I already asked you what you wanted to talk about.”

      “There’s nothing specifically you want to discuss?” I tried to keep the frustration out of my voice, but I was overtired from an evening spent studying.

      “Well, you know I always love to talk about boys.” She winked, only she couldn’t do it with one eye, so it was more like blinking.

      “I am well aware.”

      “So, let’s talk about boys.” She sat up and turned so she was looking directly at me.

      “Ronny can’t leave the building.” I knew which boy she wanted to hear about. The ghost who had decided he wanted to be my unofficial roommate. She’d never met him, but as he had only died a few years before I was able to find plenty of pictures online for her to look at. Admittedly, he hadn’t been bad looking in life, but like most ghosts I’d come across, he was tied to one place, the place where he’d died.

      “You haven’t really tried too hard. Not the way you’ve tried with me. There could still be a chance.”

      “Trust me. We’ve tried.” That was one of the most frustrating things about being able to communicate with ghosts. They were experts in the whole ‘give them a hand and they want your whole arm’ thing. Most of them were also particularly bad at taking no for an answer. I guess they had little left to lose.

      “Okay then. How about we talk about your guy?”

      “I don’t have a guy.” I glanced at the door, willing it to open. I needed an escape from this conversation.

      “Oh yeah? What about the hottie from the ball?”

      “Who?” I, of course, knew exactly whom she was talking about. Rexton. The incubus who’d set my heart and body on fire when I met him at a supernatural ball a few months back. We’d only spent a few hours together, yet no matter how much time passed, I still couldn’t get him out of my mind.

      “Come on. Have you heard from Rexton?” She pressed.

      Even the sound of his name messed with me, bringing back memories and images from the few hours we’d shared. The taste of his tongue, his mouth. The feel of his arms around me. My eyes closed without me consciously realizing it.

      “Ohhh, someone's got it bad,” Stacy teased.

      That was all I needed to snap out of it. I opened my eyes. “I do not. I had something in my eye.”

      “You are such a bad liar.”

      “I haven’t heard from him. You happy?”

      “Of course I’m not happy. Why would that make me happy? I want you to have an exciting love life so I can live vicariously through you.”

      “I’m glad you care so much about my happiness and well-being.”

      “Well, that too.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      “So, he hasn’t called? Stopped by again?” She pressed a palm down on the desk and leaned in.

      “You really think I would have kept that from you?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do. I think you would have. You like to have your secrets.”

      “I wouldn’t have kept it from you because who else could I have told?” It wasn’t like I had lots of friends, especially not ones I could talk to about a supernatural party.

      “Ronny.”

      I sighed. “Why would I tell Ronny instead of you?”

      “Because he’s there. I’m here. I’m only your work friend.”

      “Well, we’ve been friends longer.” Was this really what my life had come to? Reassuring a ghost that I had a closer friendship with her than another ghost?

      “That’s true. We have been.”

      She needed more. I’d give it to her so she’d stop pouting. “And we’re closer. Okay? You don’t have to worry. I promise if I hear from Rexton, I’ll tell you before Ronny.”

      “What about before anyone else?”

      “Who else would I tell? Haven’t we been through this already?”

      “Just promise me.” Stacy’s nearly translucent blue eyes locked on mine. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” It wasn’t a hard promise to make. I couldn’t exactly tell my classmates that I was crushing on an incubus.

      “Good.” She smiled. “So why don’t you call him?”

      “Call him?” Was she crazy? Even if I was dying to talk to him. I told myself it was because he had revealed to me that he could also converse with ghosts. However, I knew that rationale was secondary to the way he made me feel. “Aren’t you the old-fashioned one?” I asked.

      “It’s modern times now. Don’t you always talk to me about women’s power and all that?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No but about it,” she interrupted. “Call him.”

      “I would if I could.”

      “Oh, come on.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a phony.”

      “I don’t have his number.”

      “I bet I know someone who does…” She twirled some of her blond hair around her finger. “A certain fashionable lady who works here.”

      “You mean who I work for.” She was talking about my boss, Harriet, who I’d just found out was a succubus. After years of carefully hiding—tying to hide—my gift, or curse, depending on how you looked at it, I’d found out she was even less normal than I was.

      “She would know how to reach him. You merely need to ask.”

      “No way,” I shook my head. “I’m not doing it.”

      “Then I will.”

      “She can’t hear you or see you.” For once I was grateful to be the only one who could talk to this ghost.

      “I have other ways.” Stacy got that mischievous smile, and I knew I was in trouble.

      “Fine, I’ll ask. Next time I see her.”

      “Was that so hard?” Stacy pursed her lips. “Sometimes I can’t understand you.”

      “For someone who wants to be my best friend, you sure are pushy.”

      “The squeaky wheel gets the grease.”

      “Really? You’re going to use that line on me?”

      “What? Isn’t that proverb still in use? And even if it is no longer current, you know exactly what I mean.”

      “Still, you can’t use it to discuss friendship.”

      “Is there a rule against that? Because if there is, no one has told me about it at all.”

      “And you know I can’t have many other friends, it’s not like you are competing with anyone.” Hiding my little quirk was nearly impossible once I got close to someone, and telling someone about it never went well. I learned that the hard way over and over again.

      “Tell me about the ball again.” She got that dreamy look in her eyes.

      I accepted her need to live through me vicariously, but that didn’t mean I liked it. “I’ve told you half a dozen times already.”

      “So? Is there a limit to how many times you can recount the romantic evening?”

      “I’m beginning to think I overplayed it a bit.” I thought back on the evening. I’d spent most it trying to help a ghost, pretty much the story of my life. When possible, I pretended I couldn’t see them, but sometimes I slipped up. Once you slipped up, there was no going back.

      “You didn’t. Keep talking.” She gestured with her hand.

      I knew she didn’t care about the crazy creatures, the music, the lighting. There was only one thing she cared about. Romance. “There was dancing, and kissing.”

      “Oh yes. The kissing. Let’s focus on that,” she said in a dreamy voice.

      “There is nothing more to say. We kissed.” By kissed I meant he ruined me for all other men. His taste, his feel. Everything about him was pure sex appeal.

      “A kiss is never just a kiss.”

      She had that right.

      The bell jingled above the door, and we both turned to watch a stunning woman in her sixties walk in atop a pair of golden 3-inch stilettos. “Good afternoon, Gabriella.”

      “Hi, Harriet,” I greeted my boss, rising to my feet out of habit even though she certainly didn’t require me to stand when she entered the room.

      “Were you gabbing about Rexton with your ghost friend again?” Her perfectly painted red lips quirked into a smile.

      “Wait, what?” Maybe the lack of sleep was catching up to me. Or not. The smile on her face said it all. “You know about that?” Horror and embarrassment mixed with just a little bit of relief washed over me.

      “Of course I do.” She stopped in front of the counter. “I know about everything. Didn’t Rexton tell you?”

      Considering I hadn’t talked to him in months, no. No, he hadn’t. I mean he’d explained Harriet was the reason he even knew who I was, but the part of her statement that stuck with me had everything to do with his name rather than the ghost part.

      “What’s her name?” Harriet looked in the general direction of Stacy. “It’s a girl, right? I can’t imagine you’d talk that way to a man, but maybe I’m wrong.”

      “Stacy. Her name is Stacy.” I wasn’t sure why I was so forthcoming. Maybe it was because I didn’t think I had much to lose.

      “Oh my, this is so exciting.” Stacy clapped her hands. “Tell her I said hi.”

      I delivered the message. “She says hello.”

      “Is she always here?” Harriet asked. “Oh, and do tell her I said hello back.”

      “She can hear you.” I didn’t particularly enjoy being the go-between for these two, but I wasn’t sure what other choice I had. “She’s always here.”

      “Interesting. And is she the only one?” Harriet set her sequined bag down on the counter. She was always dressed to the nines. In the beginning I chalked it up to being eccentric. Now I wondered if it had to do with luring people in.

      “The only one who is tied to this store. There are others tied to items, but when the items are sold—”

      “They go.” Harriet cut me off. “Fascinating.”

      “Sometimes. Depends on the ghost.” I was probably admitting too much, but it felt freeing to finally talk about things a bit more. Still, I didn’t understand why she’d chosen that day to ask questions.

      “I wouldn’t think you’d like working here then.”

      “Oh. I get used to it.” And it was fun sometimes.

      “But other jobs would bring you into contact with fewer ghosts.”

      “I guess I'm a glutton for punishment. Besides, until recently, I didn’t know that ghosts could be dangerous to me.”

      “Yes, I heard Rexton filled you in.” Harriet opened her purse and pulled out a gold chain. She clasped it around her neck.

      “Rexton.” Stacy scooted to the edge of the counter. “Use the opening. Get his number.”

      “Uh, do you know Rexton well?” I wasn’t diving right into asking for a number.

      “I’ve known him for years.” Harriet didn’t elaborate any further.

      The phone rang, and I immediately picked it up, grateful for the excuse to end the conversation. I couldn’t believe I was letting a ghost push me into getting a guy’s number.
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      Meeting Gabriella had been shitty timing, but what can you do? When life throws a sexy as hell ghost whisperer at you, you don’t complain about the timing. Even if it truly sucked.

      I was just busy. Far too busy to be distracted. And damn, she was distracting. Months later and I still couldn’t get the feel of her skin out of my head. The swell of her breasts. The way she moaned when my tongue entered her mouth. Even allowing myself a few seconds with those thoughts made me hard as a rock and ready to run over to see her. I was losing my battle. I had stayed away as long as necessary, but that didn’t mean I could forget about her. After one too many tortuous nights I had to give in.

      The bell jingled as I pushed open the door to Lost & Found. I’d been to the antique store on more than a few occasions, but this trip was for a whole different purpose.

      “Oh, Rexton.” Harriet sat on the front counter. “We were just talking about you.”

      “Were you?” I looked around, Harriet was sitting alone at the counter. Well, not fully alone. There was a ghost sitting there, a young female ghost looking at me like I was Santa Claus. But last time I checked Harriet couldn’t talk to ghosts. She couldn’t see them.

      “Yes.” She hopped off the counter.

      “Talking to yourself now?”

      Harriet grinned. “She’s in the back. We had a customer call looking for a chess set. You can find her in the toys and games section.”

      “Who says I'm here to see Gabriella?”

      The ghost laughed. “Who else would you be here to see?”

      I didn’t respond. It was better to ignore a ghost. You had a better chance of getting them to leave you alone.

      “Well, whether you are here to see her or not, I know she'd love to see you.” Harriet wrapped her hand around her neck. “Absolutely love to see you.”

      “Harriet!” The ghost gasped. “You are awful.”

      I bit back a smile. She was awful. But she was just being herself. Succubi weren’t known for being particularly sweet. “I’ll go find her then.” I headed to the back of the store.

      I didn’t know where the toys and games section was, but I did know Gabriella’s scent. It was sweet and intoxicating, and just a little bit naughty. If I had my way, that naughty side would get far more of a chance to shine.

      It didn’t take long to find her. There she was down on her knees searching through boxes. I tried not to let my mind go to other things she could be doing on her knees. My cool and collected image would be shattered quickly. I let myself enjoy watching her for a few moments before I knew I was crossing the socially acceptable point. “Need any help?”

      She visibly jumped at the sound of my voice and slowly turned around.

      I held out my hand, and she took it, moving to her feet. “Uh, hey. What are you doing here?”

      “I did tell you you’d see me again.” I held onto to her hand long after she stood up. It felt nice in my hand. Too nice.

      “Yes. But I didn’t expect you here. In the store.” She pulled her hand out of mine.

      “Oh. You wanted me to visit you at home?” I teased.

      “No.” A blush rose to her cheeks. It was so damn adorable.

      “You sure that’s not it?”

      “No. Not at all.” She tapped her foot.

      “If you say so.”

      “Can I help you with something?” She stopped tapping with that foot and started with the other. I was really making her nervous.

      “Oh, cold now?”

      “No. I’m not being cold. But I’m working.”

      “Maybe you were too distracted thinking about me visiting you at home, but I offered to help you first.” Seeing her for the first time in this crowded aisle wasn’t ideal, but I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity.

      “You can’t help me with this. Someone is asking for a pristine condition Staunton chess set. You don’t see too many of those, but Harriet said she remembered seeing one.”

      “You act like the name Staunton should mean something to me.” I wiped some dust off her cheek.

      She flinched as if I’d burned her. Did she hate my touch that much?

      “It does if you like chess.”

      “I’m a fan of the game. That doesn’t mean I know the history.”

      “Funny. You strike me as a man that likes to know history.”

      “I know the history of what’s important to me.” I cupped her chin. She didn’t flinch this time. “I know our history.”

      “Our history only goes back a few months.” She turned her head, trying to shake off my hand, but interestingly enough she didn’t push me away.

      “Is that your way of complaining that I’ve stayed away too long?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “You don’t have to pretend. You are allowed to want me.” I looked deep into her eyes. “I want you.”

      “Who said I want you?”

      “Do you remember our first kiss?” I sure as hell did. It had been hot. Intense. And I wanted another one. As soon as possible.

      “Not in any specific detail.”

      I laughed. “Oh. Is that so?” I released her chin before I did kiss her again. My restraint was wearing thin. All in good time.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I remember it.” I unbuttoned my sports coat. It was getting hot. Gabriella had a knack for making me warm. “I remember your taste. Sweet yet salty. And I remember the way you arched into me, the way you moaned. The way you opened up to me, wanting more. Needing more.”

      “Uh, well...” She stammered.

      “Left you speechless, did I?” I grinned.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” I stared at her lips when she ran her teeth over the bottom one. “To see you.”

      “To see me about anything in particular?” She put a hand to her chest.

      “You really are full of so many questions aren’t you?”

      “I’m working. I haven’t heard from you in months. I’m allowed to ask questions.”

      “I was right. You are annoyed at me for waiting so long.”

      “Come on. Tell me why you finally showed up.” She returned to tapping her foot. The right one again. That was clearly her nervous tick. I could think of worse ones.

      “Let me tell you over dinner.”

      “Dinner? You think you can show up here after all this time and I’d want to go to—”

      “She wants to go.” The ghost from the front floated over. “And she told me you can talk to ghosts, too. I know you see and hear me, so don’t pretend.”

      I chuckled. She had some gumption. I didn’t trust ghosts, but at least she was trying to help me out. “Then tell her to say yes. I get the whole playing hard to get thing, but it’s a little bit late for that.” She’d been very much interested at the ball.

      Gabriella gritted her teeth. “Would you two stop chatting as if I’m not here?”

      “Then agree to dinner.” It was a very simple answer.

      “I don’t remember you being this infuriating.”

      “Probably because you were focused on other things.” The ghost laughed. “I’m Stacy by the way.”

      “A pleasure.” I figured she already knew my name. I had to assume Gabriella talked about me if she was aware she’d want to go for dinner.

      “At least give me a clue as to what you want to talk about.”

      Okay, I was making progress. We were heading toward a yes. “Some business. Some pleasure.”

      “What business do you want me for?”

      I wanted her for many things that had nothing to do with business, but unfortunately, I needed her for something business related. “I don’t see why I should even bother answering your questions. You follow up each one with another.”

      “Fine.” She sighed. “I’ll go to dinner.”

      She was trying to sound disappointed, but the widening of her eyes suggested something else entirely. “Eight o’clock. I’ll pick you up.”

      “Wait? What night?”

      “Tonight.” I wasn’t wasting any more time.

      “Tonight? What makes you think I'm free?” She looked down. “I’m busy.”

      “Yes. Working. But Harriet already said you could have it off. I talked to her.” We’d spoken at length before I came by.

      “Of course you did.” She shook her head.

      “I’m nothing if not efficient.”

      “You are plenty of things other than efficient,” she mumbled.

      “I am well aware. I’ll get you at eight.”

      “Where are we eating?” She looked up.

      “You need to know that now?”

      “I need to know what to wear.”

      “Do you really think you have to worry about that with me?” She’d look gorgeous in anything. And in nothing.

      “I don’t love standing out more than I already do.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, babe, but you will always stand out. That comes with the territory of your gift.”

      “Curse.” She maintained eye contact as if challenging me to disagree.

      I would step up to that challenge. “Gift. I can’t believe you are back to that again.” I knelt down and pulled a box off the shelf. “By the way, isn’t this what you were looking for?”

      She took the box. “Wait. I thought you didn’t know what I was talking about?”

      I winked. “Who says I do? See you later, Gabriella. Nice to meet you, Stacy.” I headed back through the store. I wanted to do more than just say goodbye, but I couldn’t tip my hand. As much as I had pleasure on my mind, part of the reason for the dinner was indeed business. I hadn’t been making that up.

      “I like the girl.” Harriet caught my arm as I slipped toward the door. “Be nice to her.”

      “Would I ever be something other than nice?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re a demon.”

      “So are you.” I pointed out the obvious. We weren’t completely the same, but we both shared that trait. “The difference is I don’t pretend to be something other than what I am.”

      Her lips twisted into an unsettling smile—well, unsettling to anyone else. Nothing unsettled me. Aside from Gabriella. There was something about that girl that got under my skin. “I don’t pretend either, but sometimes it takes a while for someone to see another for who they truly are.” She could have been talking about humans and their propensity to act like chameleons, but in her case, she was talking more about what she was.

      “Thanks for letting her off tonight. And speaking of nice, pay her anyway. She could use the money.”

      “Worried about her finances now?” There was a twinkle in her eye.

      “Is there a problem if I am?”

      “No. Merely making a statement.”

      “I have work to do.” I pushed open the door.

      “It’s okay to have feelings for her.”

      “I don’t need your permission.” I walked out into the chilly afternoon. Not that I was cold. I didn’t get cold.

      I wasn’t lying, I did have work to do. I had a bar to run. I get how much of a cliché that is. The demon incubus who runs a bar? But really, there weren’t too many options for what I needed.

      I pushed opened the heavy silver door to Appeal. The door was new. There was nothing random about the choice of silver. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with vampires more than I had to. The name was also new. I tended to change it up based on the current trend. Before Appeal it was called O’Henry’s. Before that Glimmer. People tended to flock to what they viewed as new. As a bar owner it was my job to understand human nature.

      “Where have you been, boss?” Greer looked up from the newspaper he was reading behind the massive concrete bar that spanned an entire wall of the space.

      “Seeing to business.” I generally didn’t let my staff talk to me so informally, but I tended to give Greer a little longer leash. Plus, I wasn’t in the mood to reprimand anyone. Seeing Gabriella had put me in a good mood, albeit with quite a bit of frustration. There had been more than a few things I’d wanted to do with her in the darkened, cluttered aisle of the shop.

      “It was the girl, huh?” Greer grinned.

      I’d made a mistake telling him about Gabriella, but sometimes even an incubus needed to get things out and therapy was never my thing. “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to say it.” He put his feet up on the bar top. One glare from me told him everything he needed to know. He quickly removed them.

      “It was all business.”

      “Yeah?” He leaned back on the far counter of the bar. Maybe my glare had gotten to him. “Got it.”

      “What do you care?” I shouldn’t have even been humoring him, but I usually did a far better job hiding my interests and intentions.

      “Because I’ve waited years to have something to give you a hard time about.”

      “That’s your problem not mine.”

      “Okay, all that aside, is she going to help you with business?”

      “We will be discussing it tonight.” At least she’d agreed to dinner. I knew she wanted me as much as I wanted her, but she was stubborn when she wanted to be.

      “Tonight, eh? She coming here?” He straightened back up to standing.

      “No. I thought it prudent to keep that business separate.” I hadn’t mentioned my non-ghost business dealings with her yet. I wasn’t sure what she’d think, but that wasn’t why I didn’t want to bring her by. There was plenty of paranormal clientele I wanted to keep her away from. At least in the beginning.

      “You’re taking her out to dinner.” He wasn’t asking a question.

      “It’s a good public place to discuss things.”

      “Because you want to discuss things publicly. Right.”

      “I thought she might be more comfortable in a public place.” And I’d be forced to behave. I already knew the intensity of what flowed between us. We needed to talk business, and that wasn’t going to happen if we were completely alone.

      “In other words, you know you can’t control yourself.” Sometimes Greer got too close for comfort.

      “I have fantastic control.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I’d watch myself if I were you.” Even a loyal man like Greer could find himself on thin ice.

      “Or what? Going to get rid of me? Trust anyone else enough?”

      “No one is irreplaceable.” No one. Not even me. I knew that with complete certainty.

      “No. That is true. But some are harder to replace than others.”

      “And what’s your point exactly?” My patience would run out eventually.

      “My point?” He took down a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. “Do I have to have a point?”

      “My guess is you do have one.”

      “You need me around.” He filled both glasses and slid one across the bar top to me. “And part of that is because you know I won’t let you fuck things up too badly.”

      “I can take care of that myself.” I took a large swig of the whiskey.

      “Can you?” He sipped his whiskey. “Then tell me, Rexton. Why are you meeting the girl for dinner? If it’s business why not ask her back to your office? Offer her enough cash to get her to agree and you’re done. Why the charade of wining and dining her?”

      “Wining and dining? I’m taking her to Pete’s.”

      He chuckled. “Interesting choice for a date.”

      “And as I have established, this is not a date. Not in the slightest.” I picked up my glass again. I turned the glass and studied the liquid.

      “Okay. Interesting choice for business.”’

      “It’s loud and casual. Checks all the boxes.”

      “And there are burgers. That checks another of your boxes.”

      “Don’t you have some work to be doing?” I took another long sip.

      “In theory.”

      “In a whole lot more than theory. I do pay your salary.”

      “Yes, you do.” He set his glass down. “And about that.”

      I glared at him. The games were fine for a while, but eventually everyone needs to be put in their place.

      “Okay. I’ll get back to work. Enjoy your work meeting.” He went into the back, which was very wise.

      I polished off my drink and headed into my office.
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      Dinner. I’d agreed to dinner. I was crazy. Completely and utterly crazy. But then again, did I have another choice? Yes. I’d had the choice. All it would have taken was one word. No. But that word was harder to muster than it should have been when it came to Rexton. How could a man I’d met once before have such an effect on me? Because he was no mere man. He was an incubus, and even though I was no expert on the paranormal, I knew that meant he could affect me. But it was more than that, and I knew it. And it was that part. The part of him that was mere man that I feared the most.

      “Why are you making such an effort?” Ronny perched on the bathroom counter. The collar on his grey shirt was a little bit cockeyed. The way it always was.

      I shook my head. Not for the first time, I wished Stacy was the ghost at home and Ronny was at work. I wasn’t a fan of any roommates, let alone a male ghost one. But I didn’t have to worry about him forgetting to put the seat up, or trying to get me committed for being crazy. “I’m not making that much of an effort.”

      “You just put on eyeliner.” He pointed to my makeup bag. “You don’t wear eyeliner.”

      “And remind me why this is any of your business?” I ran a brush through my hair, regretting my decision to skip blow drying it.

      “I never said it was. But I was wondering why you cared so much. The guy left you hanging for months. He doesn’t deserve you putting in this effort.” He pulled his feet up as Bilbo and Fluffy walked into the small bathroom. It wasn’t like the cats could really touch him, so I didn’t see why he physically moved, but to each their own.

      “And I love getting advice from a dead frat guy.”

      “Come on. We’re friends, right?” He slipped his legs back down once the cats had come back out the way they came.

      “Uh, friends may be pushing it.”

      “We live together. That should count for something.”

      “You are crashing at my place. Or haunting it. Whatever you want to call it. And I’m not going out with him for any romantic reasons. But he knows a whole lot more about my talking to ghosts thing. Maybe he can help me, and in turn, you.”

      “And that’s why you are putting on eyeliner?” Ronny raised an eyebrow. “So he can tell you more about ghosts?”

      “No. I’m putting on makeup for myself. Not him. I’d never do something like that for a guy.”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s true.” When you looked good you were more confident. At least that’s how I’d always felt. It was amazing what a pair of heels or the right jeans could do for your confidence if it was done for you and not someone else.

      “We’d have never dated when I was alive, but that would have been my fault. You are the kind of girl I should have dated.”

      “Oh. You dated the wrong kind?” I set my brush down. This was the first time he had opened up about this side of himself. My life was insane. Was I really asking a dead guy about his dating life?

      “Yes. Always the wrong kind.”

      “Well, you were still pretty young when you died.” I’d researched him. His death. Everything I could find. Maybe that was a bit creepy, but I needed to know. He’d fallen from the balcony during a wild party. He’d died upon impact. At least that’s what the reports said. The lucky thing was I didn’t see the damage of death on a ghost. I didn’t see the blood, the bullet wounds, any of that. They looked normal to me. Too normal sometimes. More than a few times I’d made the mistake of talking to a ghost like they were a living person because they looked so real and alive.

      “Close to your age.” He put his arms behind his head showing off his muscular arms. I wouldn’t have wanted to date him when he was alive—I wasn’t into frat guys—but it wasn’t from a lack of attractiveness.

      “Well, I like to consider myself young.” Sometimes I felt too young, like I had too much life ahead of me.

      “You are, but does your age preclude you from knowing what’s best for you?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t really consider my answer until I spoke. “Yes, it does. Well, not completely. I just mean it’s normal to still make mistakes with that stuff.”

      “A lot of people are married by their early twenties.”

      “And a lot aren’t.” Statistically most weren’t.

      “True dat.”

      “True dat?” I chuckled. “That’s a new one for you.”

      “I’m playing around a bit. Trying to vary my speech.”

      “You’re a funny one.”

      “Says the girl who can speak to ghosts.” He stuck out his tongue.

      “And yet you are the ghost. So, I don’t think you can use that as an insult.”

      “I never said that was an insult.”

      “Fine. Does it look like I’m trying too hard?”  I glanced in the mirror again.

      “No, it doesn’t, but I know you are. He isn’t worth it.”

      “I already told you I’m not doing this for any romantic reason.” Just because I wanted him didn’t mean I was going to let that happen. I had self-preservation after all.

      “Oh, yes. You did tell me that.”

      “So, stop worrying about whether he’s worth it, even though you just met him for a few minutes.”

      “Which isn’t all that different from how long you knew the guy.”

      “May I remind you—”

      “Yes, you aren’t interested in sleeping with him.” Ronny cut me off. “You are just using him for information.”

      “I’m not using him.”

      “You are too uptight today.” He slid off the counter. Well, not actually slid as he wasn’t really on the counter, but that is the easiest way to describe the action.

      “Then you are free to leave. You aren’t tied to this apartment.”

      “You love the company.” He waited in the doorway to the small bathroom.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’d miss me if I were gone.”

      I thought about his words. “Maybe a little, but I’d get over it pretty quickly.”

      “Harsh.” He made a wounded face.

      “Honest.”

      “I’d miss you.” There was some real emotion in his voice, and that worried me. For some reason it didn’t freak me out that Stacy was attached, but now Ronny? And what if I got attached to him?

      “Because I’m the only one who’s been able to hear or see you in years.”

      “That’s not the only reason.”

      “Oh?” I tried to hide my worry. I didn’t want to seem sappy if I was misreading him. “This I have to hear.”

      “I think we have a lot in common. You are funny. Beautiful. Intelligent.”

      “I have no interest in dating someone dead.”

      “I never said we should date. I get there would be all sorts of issues.” He pressed his hand onto the doorframe.  “I’m merely explaining why I'd miss you. It’s more than your gift.”

      “My curse. People need to stop calling it a gift. I’m not normal.”

      “Normal is overrated.”

      “I bet you never said that when you were living.”

      “Stop trying to stereotype me. Just because I was in a frat doesn’t mean I was a braindead moron who treated women horribly. Some frat guys are intelligent and nice.”

      “Oh. And you were one of those?”

      “Some of the time,” he shrugged. “When I wasn’t wasted.”

      “Alcohol can do crazy things to you.” Like when it made you make out with an incubus. Or maybe I would have done that anyway.

      “Like have you make out with an incubus.” Ronny grinned. Had he read my mind?

      “I don’t think that was alcohol. I think that was his power over me.” Or I wanted it to be. I wanted an excuse for why I still fantasized about him. Why I still craved his kiss. His touch.

      “Oh, you liked it. ” I may think you are way too good for him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get it. Lust feels really good, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m not lusting after Rexton.” Yes. Yes, I was. I was definitely lusting after him. But I wasn’t going to admit it. Saying it aloud would make it much worse.

      “Maybe not now. But you were.”

      “Are you done?” I zipped up my small makeup bag.

      “You are going to start getting really pissed if I’m not.”

      “I need to learn more about this thing.” I walked toward the doorway hoping Ronny would move out of the way. Technically I could walk through him, but that was never a fun experience.

      “Why?” He stepped back. “I mean you made it this long without knowing.”

      I took the tiny bit of room he gave, ducked around him and back into the hall. “Because once you discover you aren’t alone, that there may be some answers out there, you have to seek them.”

      “That sounds deep. Heavy.”

      “It is, I guess… a little.” I made my way into the kitchen. I had no idea where we were going to eat, but I couldn’t wait. I grabbed a banana. It was always better to go into an evening with something in your stomach.

      “You don’t have to help me. I’m okay here.” He watched me as I ate.

      I always felt a little bit bad eating in front of a ghost because they couldn’t eat, but it’s not like there was anything I could do about it. “You mean you are scared.”

      “Wouldn’t you be?”

      “I’ve never really pictured myself as a ghost.” I made it to the halfway point of the banana and decided I was done. I debated saving the rest, but it always browned so I wrapped it in the peel and tossed it out. I hated wasting, but I didn’t see another choice.

      “Really?” He followed me over to the trash. “I don’t believe that.”

      “Why not?” I left the kitchen to head into the living room, and I knew he’d follow. “I guess I don’t like to focus on death.” I realized a moment too late how my words might be interpreted. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize for telling the truth.”

      “But I do get why you’re afraid. Change is always scary.”

      “You sound like my mom.”

      It was weird. Hearing him talk about his mom. It did something. It reminded me that some ghosts might still have family around. “What was she like?”

      “My mom?” He perched on the arm of the couch. It seemed to be his favorite spot in the room; I found him there a lot.

      “Yeah.”

      “A typical mom, I guess. She was great.”

      “Your death must have been hard on her.” I couldn’t imagine, but losing a kid must be the worst. Especially in that way. I mean you think you raise your child right, and then they get so drunk they fall off a balcony? I kept those thoughts to myself. There was no reason to turn the knife. I was sure he regretted things plenty.

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Oh.” Something occurred to me. “She never came here.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “But I don’t blame her. It’s not like she knew I was here… I mean as a ghost.”

      “I am going to find a way to help you.”

      “Even if I don’t want to be helped?”

      “You can’t stay here forever. What if they tear down these apartments and make it something else?”

      “What’s the alternative though? Not existing?”

      “I don’t know. Hence why I need to learn more.” I assumed there was something else. Some sort of afterlife, but obviously I couldn’t know. But maybe someone else could. Maybe an incubus.

      “But you are going for more reasons than that.”

      “My reasons for going are neither here nor there.” I made a flippant gesture with my hand. I glanced toward the window and studied my reflection.

      “You look pretty. Don’t worry.”

      “I wasn’t worried.”

      “Sure you weren’t.” He smiled.

      There was a knock on the door. I smoothed out my black dress and opened it.

      Rexton took my breath away as he seemed to always. His piercing dark green eyes, his dark hair. But he was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” He stepped inside even though I didn’t invite him. His lips curved into an amused smile.

      “Oh. Just you are so casual. I should change.”

      “Concerned we won’t match perfectly enough?” His eyes danced with amusement.

      “No. I’m concerned I’m going to look over dressed for where we are going.”

      “One can never be overdressed for dinner. Now for other things...” He winked.

      “This is a dinner to discuss business. Don’t forget.” I was reminding both of us. Dressing casually did nothing to diminish his effect on me.

      “Oh. I won’t forget.” Rexton rested his chin in his hand. “But after dinner…”

      Ronny cleared his throat. “She doesn’t want to sleep with you, buddy.”

      Rexton frowned in a bored way. “Oh. You know her inner-most thoughts now?”

      Ronny’s expression turned hard. Harder than I’d ever seen it. “I know her well.”

      “It’s fine.” I tried to ease the tension. “I can speak for myself.”

      “I’m well aware, but it can’t hurt to get some back up. That’s what friends do for each other.” Ronny stood beside me.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “That’s what friends do.” I knew that’s what he wanted to hear. Probably what he needed to hear.

      “Ready to go?” Rexton turned his attention solely on me.

      “Sure. See you later, Ronny.” I gave him a small wave before heading out the front door.

      “Be careful,” Ronny called just before I shut the door.

      Rexton glanced back in. “Don’t worry. She’s in good hands.”

      As if to emphasize his words Rexton put his hand on the small of my back. I tried to ignore the thrill that ran through me.

      This was a business dinner. I repeated the words over and over as we made our way down the stairs and out to the parking lot.
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      She looked so damn hot sitting in the passenger seat of my Maserati. Pretentious yes, but it got me to the places I needed to be as fast as I wanted. One has to treat themselves sometimes. At the moment, there was only one treat I wanted, and she was wearing a short black dress that revealed just enough of her thigh to have me struggling to keep my hands away.

      “Why am I not surprised this is what you drive?” She patted the leather seat just beside her achingly enticing leg.

      “I don’t know. Why aren’t you surprised?” Did she realize what she was doing to me? I was used to having this sort of effect on others, not having it done to me.

      “That was rhetorical.”

      “What’s the point of rhetorical? It does nothing for me.”

      “And everything has to do something for you?” She inclined her head to the side, revealing her soft, vulnerable neck. I longed to run my tongue down it.

      I pulled my eyes off of her. “Life’s too short to waste your time.”

      “Is it short?” She relaxed back against the seat.

      I let her question hang. No reason to get into life expectancy tonight. “So, you let the ghost stay around, huh? You didn’t take my advice?” I tried to keep any tinge of jealousy out of my voice. Not that I was jealous. He was a ghost. He couldn’t touch her. But he could see her. He could get to know her far too intimately.

      “And what advice was that?” She stretched out her long legs.

      “To be careful letting a ghost get too close.” My hands tightened on the wheel. “They can be dangerous.”

      “I notice you say this about Ronny. Not Stacy.”

      “Stacy doesn’t live with you.”

      “He doesn’t live with me.” She moved her legs over toward the door the smallest amount. “Well, not officially.”

      “Still. I wouldn’t want to sleep with a ghost there.” And I didn’t want her sleeping there with him.

      “I don’t really have a choice.”

      “Of course you have a choice. You always have a choice.”

      “He has nowhere else to go.” She looked down at her hands.

      “Where was he before you opened your home to him?”

      “I didn’t open my home to him, he came—” She stopped. “Never mind. He was around the complex.”

      “You had a choice. You let him stay.”

      “You make it sound easy. Like I could have just told him to leave.”

      “He seems pretty reasonable. I bet he would have.”

      “I’ll have to tell him you called him reasonable.” A small smile spread across her lips.

      “See that’s your problem, babe. You think things like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “That you want to tell him things. He’s a ghost. Not your friend.” She was lucky she hadn’t learned that the hard way yet.

      “I know he’s a ghost. I get that.”

      “But do you? Do you really get it? Do you really get that you shouldn’t be talking to him at all?” I didn’t want to lecture her, but clearly she wasn’t going to listen any other way.

      “Why not?” She turned her body slightly toward me. “Pretend I know nothing about any of this.”

      “Is it really pretending?” I shifted and hit the gas.

      She grabbed ahold of her seat. “Fine. I don’t know anything about this, so enlighten me.”

      “Gladly.” I reluctantly slowed down. I didn’t want to scare her too bad. “Ghosts are not alive.”

      “Really?” She fake gasped. “I had no idea.”

      “I wasn’t done.”

      “Okay. Continue.”

      “They are not alive. Notice I don’t say they are not human, because there are plenty of creatures that are not human that are fine to interact with.” I exited the interstate and turned onto a smaller highway. “Like me.”

      “Oh? You’re safe?”

      “I never said I was safe. I said I was fine to interact with.”

      “So, it’s okay to interact with dangerous creatures as long as they aren’t ghosts.”

      “Ghosts are dead.” I glanced in the rearview mirror. One could never be too safe.

      “So are vampires.”

      “And haven’t we also learned that vampires are dangerous?” I referred to a mess we’d dealt with the first night we met. Somehow in the midst of the chaos the two of us had shared more than a few incredible moments together.

      “Don’t patronize me,” she snapped.

      “I’m not.” I slowed down again. I wasn’t ready to pull into the parking lot and have to share her with others. “There are many things I’d love to do to you. Patronizing you is not one of them.”

      A blush rose to her cheeks. It was too damn hot. She didn’t need to tell me what she was thinking about. She was remembering just how good it felt when I did things to her. Hell, why was I trying to focus on business first?

      “I’ve been thinking about that night, too.”

      “I’m not thinking about anything.” She crossed her legs at the ankles. “Nothing.”

      “Oh. Your mind is completely blank?” I teased. “That flush on your face is from nothing?”

      “There’s no flush.”

      “Bullshit,” I called her out whether it was wise to do or not. “I can see it with my own eyes.”

      “I didn’t agree to this dinner so you could make me uncomfortable.” She looked out the window

      “I’m only making you uncomfortable because you want me.”

      “Nope. Not at all.”

      “Why are you lying to yourself? And me?” I glanced over. She had to tear her eyes from the window eventually. “It’s a total waste of your time.”

      She finally looked back over. “Tell me more about ghosts. You keep saying they are dangerous, but you aren’t giving me anything specific.”

      I’d drop the other conversation if it meant I got to see that gorgeous face of hers. “Okay. Some ghosts have the ability to hurt you. Hurt you in ways you may never recover from. How’s that for a reason?”

      “Which ghosts?” She wrapped her arms over her chest.

      “That’s the problem. It’s hard to know.” It was complicated and not something I could teach her in a twenty-minute car ride.

      “Yet you still take money to deal with them?”

      “Dealing with them in that way is different. You keep your emotions out of it.” Emotions were dangerous. Unbelievably dangerous.

      “Are you implying I don’t keep my emotions out of my dealings with ghosts?”

      “Of course you don’t. You are BFFs with one.” I wasn’t going to bullshit her. That wouldn’t help either of us.

      “BFF?” She chortled. “Are you serious?”

      “Are you going to deny it? You and that ghost at the store seem pretty tight.”

      “How can we not be? I’m there all the time. So is she.” She looked down at her lap.

      “You should help her move on. And if you aren’t going to do that, at least keep things professional. She doesn’t need to know your life story.” I could be more detached about Stacy than Ronny, but that didn’t mean I supported their friendship. Ghosts were unreliable. They never seemed to change, but they did. Just because Stacy was her friend now didn’t mean she’d stay that way.

      Gabriella tensed. “How would you know if she knew my life story?”

      “It’s a pretty safe assumption after watching you two interact today.” In some ways the friendship seemed sweet—but Stacy was a ghost. Nothing with ghosts was sweet.

      “Well, Stacy is an exception.”

      “Oh, and there is no emotion involved with your ghost roommate?” I struggled to keep my voice level.

      “Of course not. Ronny is just there.” She huffed.

      “He’s your friend. You made him your friend.” I’d even heard it with my own ears. She couldn’t seriously be trying to deny it.

      “It’s different. I agree with the Stacy thing. She is my friend.”

      “But that could be very dangerous.”

      “And keeping your feelings out of it, keeping them at arm's length, protects you even if it’s a dangerous ghost?”

      I pulled into the lot. “At least you stay alert and on your toes. Do you even question what Stacy is doing? She could be scheming to kill you and you’d never even know it.”

      “But isn’t that the truth with everyone? Alive or dead? They could always be scheming to kill you?” She unbuckled her seatbelt.

      “Have lots of enemies, huh?” I studied her, trying to find a joke on her face because I didn’t hear one in her words. “I wouldn’t have thought that.”

      “I don’t have a lot of enemies. But in theory anyone can kill you...or hurt you. Getting close to anyone is dangerous. That’s part of the everyday risks we take.”

      “That’s a very positive way of looking at the world.” It was good to be careful, but this sounded more than careful. She sounded sad.

      “First you tell me to be afraid of ghosts, and now you accuse me of being a pessimist.” She huffed. “Choose one.”

      “Be careful and hopefully optimistic.”

      “Is that what you are?” She brushed some hair behind her ear. I wished I could be the one doing it. “Careful and hopefully optimistic.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “But you should be.”

      “Why are you so concerned with my being careful?” She dropped the optimist part.

      “Because I happen to have a vested interest in you staying alive and well.”

      “Oh? And what vested interest is that?”

      “There are two reasons. First, there aren’t many like us. Your skills could be very useful to me in business.”

      “What’s the second one?”

      I rested a hand on her leg. “That I want you.”

      “Nope. None of that.” She didn’t move my hand or seem bothered by it in the slightest.

      “You asked. And you had to have expected that answer. Don’t deny it. This lying is getting old.”

      “Let’s go eat.” She reached for her door and opened it.

      I got out and hurried around to meet her on her side.

      “Oh.” She stared at the bright blue lettering on the side of Pete’s, the ultimate burger joint. “We’re eating here.”

      “That okay with you?” Maybe my decision to go casual had been a misfire.

      “It’s great, but I wish you’d have let me change.” She looked down at that sexy as hell black dress.

      “You couldn’t blend in if you tried.” I put my hand on her lower back and led us toward the entrance.

      “Hey, Rexton.” Alice greeted me with a warmer than usual smile when I walked in. Her eyes were on Gabriella rather than me.

      “Good evening, Alice. Is Pete in tonight?”

      “He is. Want me to get him?”

      “No rush.” I nodded before heading over to my usual booth way back in the corner.

      “They know you by first name here, huh?” Gabriella slid into one side of the booth. It didn’t bother me. My reason for always choosing this booth was that it gave a clear view of both the front through the large windows and into the kitchen.

      “I come here a lot.”

      “That big a fan of burgers?”

      “Something like that.” I did love the burgers, but like most things there were a variety of reasons.

      “Meaning it’s nothing like that.”

      “What gives you that idea?” I leaned back against the vinyl seat.

      “How about you just tell me why you come here.”

      “I like that about you. That you cut to the chase.”

      “Do you?” She brushed some of her brown hair behind her ear.

      “Yes.”

      “Does that mean you’ll answer me?”

      “What was the question again?”

      She sighed. “Really?”

      “Fine. I’m a friend of the owners.”

      “Pete?” She folded her hands on the table in front of her.

      “Yes. Although his name wasn’t Pete until he bought the place.”

      “Oh. What was it before?”

      “Antonio.” It had been something else before that, but it didn’t seem necessary to share any information even further back.

      “That wouldn’t be a bad name for a burger joint.”

      “People would have thought it was a pizza place.”

      “That’s kind of stereotyping names.”

      “Is it? Maybe. But Pete’s was already popular so he took the name.”

      “What is he?” She asked carefully. “Is he like you?”

      “An incubus?” I assumed that’s what she was getting at. “No.”

      She leaned in closer. “Is he like us?”

      “No. He doesn’t communicate with ghosts.” There were very few with the gift we had.

      “Oh.” Her brows knit together. “Is he human?”

      “Not by a long shot.”

      She nodded. “I figured that much.”

      “Look what the cat dragged in.” Pete set two glasses with ice water down in front of us. “Is this her?”

      “It is.”

      Gabriella’s eyes swept over Pete. All 6 feet 7 inches 230 pounds of him. “Who exactly?”

      “You.”

      “I know you mean me, but what have you heard about me?”

      “Is that a trick question?” Pete laughed. “Is she always this skeptical?”

      “Not always.” I took a sip of water.

      “I’m Gabriella.” She held out her hand. “And it’s quite possible that everything he’s said about me is a lie.”

      “Is that so?” Pete accepted the offered handshake.

      “Of course that depends on whether he said stuff that was good.”

      “Oh, it was good.” Pete grinned. “All very good.”

      “Yeah?” She gave me a side-eyed glance.

      “Yes. But you don’t want to know about that.” There were far more important things to discuss. “Do you?”

      Her stomach growled.

      “I think that’s my sign to get you both some burgers.”

      “With fries please.” Gabriella added.

      “But of course. Onion Rings as well?” Pete asked.

      She shook her head. “Not for me.”

      “He won’t touch them either.” Pete nodded toward me before walking away.

      “So. Care to fill me in?” Gabriella watched Pete’s retreating figure.

      “I don’t like onion rings. What’s there to say?”

      “Not about that.” She groaned. “Come on.”

      “What am I coming on about exactly?” It was fun to frustrate her.

      “Rexton.” Hell, my name sounded so damn good rolling off her tongue.

      “I may have mentioned I finally met Harriet’s ghost whisperer.”

      “Wait, other people know?” She put a hand to her chest. “Harriet’s been talking about me.”

      “Pete’s trustworthy.”

      “Or so you say.” She tilted her head to the side. She once again teased me with that sexy neck of hers. Did she realize what she was doing? How enticing she was?

      “He is,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t be messing around with your safety. Weren’t we just talking about my obsession with keeping you safe?”

      “Are you ready to tell me what he is yet?”

      “I’ll let him tell you later. After he brings our food.”

      “You like to put things off.” She wasn’t hiding her frustration.

      “I think it’s important to eat before you have an important conversation.”

      “Oh?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Is that so?”

      “Why do you sound skeptical?”

      “Because.”

      “Because what?” She was absolutely positively adorable, in the ‘I need to have her’ adorable sense.

      “Because you are an incubus who also takes money to help ghosts. That doesn’t jump out at me at the kind of person who worries about eating before serious discussions.”

      “Who said anything about serious?” I was hoping to keep things light, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t concerned about her eating. “This discussion need not be serious.”

      “Here you two are.” Pete returned with two baskets, a cheeseburger in each. A young woman set down a heaping plate of fries along with a second plate with various dipping sauces. “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks.”

      “How are you doing, Nancy?” I read her name from her name tag. Usually I was good with names, but she hadn’t been working at Pete’s for long.

      “Fine.” Nancy smiled. “I take it your company is off limits.”

      “Completely off limits.”

      “Off limits how?” Gabriella scooted further into the booth. Interesting. She’d also moved slightly away when I’d annoyed her in the car. That was clearly her stress response.

      “Oh, she’s so cute.” Nancy grazed her bottom lip with her teeth.

      “Nancy…” I didn’t want to have to start an argument, but she was going to freak out Gabriella even more, and that really wasn’t what we needed.

      Nancy smiled, revealing rows of incredibly sharp teeth.

      Gabriella shuddered.

      Nancy laughed. “Enjoy your meal.” She walked off.

      “Want me to take care of her or sit with you two?” Pete remained near our table.

      “Give us a few minutes, but then please join us.” I needed to see how Gabriella was doing and prepare her before we dove into much more.

      “Whatever you say, boss.” Pete did a mock salute before ambling away.

      “Boss? Why is he calling you boss?”

      “It’s not in the literal sense.”

      “Oh? It’s not, huh?”

      “No. I just run a number of businesses. That sort of thing.” I wasn’t ready to go into all the details yet.

      “That sort of thing.” She took a fry and studied the different dips. She finally dipped it into the ketchup. “Got it.” She took a bite of the fry, and something akin to pleasure crossed her face. I couldn’t wait for her to try the burger.

      “I know you are growing frustrated with me.” I picked up my burger. “And that is completely understandable. I’d be frustrated with me, too.”

      “Then stop it. Talk. I need to learn something.”

      “Try your burger first. It’s delicious.”

      “Could you try to stop telling me to eat?”

      “I will once you try the burger.”

      “Is it magic or something? Or poison?” She studied the burger as if looking for evidence of either suggestion.

      I choked back a laugh. “No. I assure you it’s not. It’s a regular burger, although it hardly tastes like a regular burger. It is superior to anything you’ve tried before, trust me.”

      She picked up the burger and took a bite.

      “Okay. This is really good.”

      “I told you.” It was rather satisfying to be proved right. There were plenty of good burgers out there, but this was a great one.

      “Does that mean you are ready to start talking and fill me in?”

      “You like to push, huh?”

      “It’s not being pushy. I agreed to dinner with you to discuss business, yet we can’t even get to discussing said business until you answer some other questions.”

      “Fine.” I took another bite of my burger and set it down. “You eat. I’ll talk. That work for you?”

      “Don’t you need to eat?”

      “You can’t have it both ways, doll. Either I talk or I eat.”

      “Well, I don't want to be the reason you don’t eat.”

      “You’re cute, you know that?” I watched her, enjoying the way she looked slightly nervously.

      “Cute?”

      “Hey. Don’t read that the wrong way. You are also smoking hot. But the way you are handling things is cute. There is no question about that.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, that is so.”

      “Fine. I’ll keep handling things this way if you keep talking. Or start talking. Or something.”

      “You are okay depriving me of food,” I teased.

      “Ah. Stop it. Okay?” She sighed. “This is infuriating. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.”

      “Okay.” I took another bite. “I’m good. Where should I start?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Rexton Lassing. But we’ve met before.”

      “I mean who are you really?” She swirled the straw around in her glass.

      “Ah, you want to know about my business.” I wouldn’t be able to walk around that part of myself forever.

      “You keep saying businesses. Meaning plural?” She wasn’t eating, but I’d let it go. She’d have time to eat later.

      “Yes. I run several. It’s always good to have a variety of things going. You never know what’s going to take off, and what’s going to blow up in your face.”

      “I’d think the ghost business often, eh, how did you put it? Blows up in your face.”

      “At times, but it’s not too bad most of the time. It’s all about being careful.” Very, very careful.

      “Have you always been able to talk to ghosts?”

      “Have you?” There was so much I had to learn about her. Research could only get you so far.

      “I asked first.”

      “Yes. I don’t think many of our kind suddenly develop it as an adult or anything like that.”

      “Oh. Well, you are the first I’ve met of this kind.” She picked up a fry and ate it plain.

      “Funny, isn’t it?”

      “Funny? I’m not sure I’d use that word.”

      I tried another. “Convenient?”

      “Can we stay on topic?”

      “I’m sorry. It’s so easy to get distracted when I’m with you.”

      “Then undistract yourself. We don’t have time for this.”

      “Or you don’t have time for this. I have all the time in the world.” I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to let her know that.

      “No, you don’t,” she called me out. “You have businesses to run.”

      “Touché. You know the supernatural world is large. It’s full of different types of creatures.”

      “I’m starting to get it.”

      “Understandably, it’s a lot to take in. I still think Harriet was wrong to shield you from it when you first started working for her.”

      “But that was only a few years ago. I can’t believe I never figured it out before that.”

      “So, you believed ghosts existed, that you could communicate with them, but didn’t think anything else existed? No vampires or shifters?”

      “Why would I have? It’s not like they came over to hang out or anything.”

      “Well, not as far as you knew.”

      She tensed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It just means you don’t really know.”

      “You’re trying to tell me I was friends with supernatural creatures without knowing?”

      “Listen.” I took her hand without really thinking about it. Touching her just came so naturally to me. “With your gift, you are a bit of a magnet for the supernatural.”

      “Wait. What?” She eyed me warily. “How do they even know?”

      “It’s kind of a vibe you give off. I guess that’s the easiest way to describe it.”

      “A vibe?”

      “Yes. A vibe. An invisible sign that you are something else.”

      “I have a vibe.” She picked up another fry and dipped it in cheese sauce. “Interesting.”

      “But we can work on ways of masking it if you want.”

      “Oh. This vibe can be masked?”

      “Yeah. But it’s going to take work.”

      “Work that you can help with?” She picked up her burger and took a bite. At least she was eating.

      “Yes. But we have other work to do first.”

      “Okay. About that.” She leaned forward on an elbow, still letting me hold her other hand. “What is it?

      “I’ve told you I help clients.”

      “People who want ghosts to move on?” she asked.

      “Yes. Something like that.”

      “What do you mean something like that? It either is or it isn’t.”

      “Sometimes a client isn’t concerned about the ghost moving on. Just that they leave them alone.”

      “Oh. So, you sometimes move them, too?” She narrowed her eyes. “How is that even possible?”

      “That’s a long story. Let’s start slow.”

      “Okay. In general, how do you help these clients?”

      “There are different ways.” Ways I’d be happy to show her on the job. If she agreed to help.

      “Like?”

      “We don’t need to go into detail now.”

      “Sure we do.” She pulled her hand from mine.

      I missed her touch immediately. “It will be easier to show you.”

      “Show me?”

      “We have our first meeting later.”

      “Wait, what? I never even agreed to help yet.”

      “Sure you did. You agreed to dinner. That says everything I need to know.” That wasn’t entirely true, but generally it is better to ask forgiveness than to ask permission.

      “Oh, come on. This dinner was for informational purposes.”

      Pete walked back out. “Is she ready?”

      “She is. Whether she knows it or not.”

      “Wait. What? He knows?” She put her head in her hands.

      “Yes. I didn’t think it needed to be kept a big secret.”

      “What are you?” She turned to Pete. “Rexton said I had to ask you myself.”

      “Is that so?” Pete grinned. “Come to the back with me.”

      “Wait. What?” She blanched. “Why?”

      “It’s okay. Trust me.” I patted her hand. I would get all the contact I could get. “I’ll even come.”

      “Fine.” She scooted out of the booth, and we made our way to the back. Pete walked over to the row of commercial stoves and turned toward us.

      He leaned over and blew fire straight from his mouth. The burners lit up with flames.

      “Wait. What?” Her eyes widened. “You’re a dragon shifter?”

      Pete bowed his head. “At your service.”

      “A dragon shifter named Pete.”

      “Yes.” I knew where she was going with this.

      She laughed. “Come on. You guys have to understand why that’s funny.”

      His expression remained serious. “Pete, the dragon. Yes, I understand.”

      “Okay… I take it you’ve heard it so many times it’s not funny anymore.” She flushed. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It would have been strange for you not to have said anything about it.”

      We walked back out of the kitchen. “We should probably get going to meet those clients. You want to finish your burger, babe?”

      She shook her head. “I’m good.”

      “I can pack you some to go,” Pete offered.

      “Maybe next time.” I nodded a goodbye and led Gabriella out into the parking lot.
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      I stopped short when we walked out into the parking lot.

      “Don’t worry. I see her too.”  He looked in the opposite direction of the girl dressed in an outfit straight out of the 1950s. Pink poodle skirt and saddle shoes and all that.

      “Do you think she’s figured out we can yet?” I kept my eyes straight ahead of me, trying not to look at her.

      “No. I’m here a lot, and she’s never approached me.” Rexton headed straight for his car.

      “I usually do pretty well, but sometimes I slip up. Like with Ronny.” Admittedly I’d been particularly distracted the night I messed up, but it had been a slip up either way.

      “And you see where slipping up got you.” Rexton opened my door.

      “Exactly. It’s not pretty.” I got in.

      “You are quite good though.” He looked in with his hand on the door. “To have made it so long.”

      “Made what so long?”

      He closed the door and went around to the driver’s side. “Alive.”

      “Alive? Should I be dead?” I shouldn’t have been so calm talking about my death.

      “No training with your gift? I’d say yes.” He started up the engine.

      I shivered. “Then train me.”

      “And why would I do that?” He put a hand behind my seat and backed out.

      “You don’t want me dead.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You ready?” He pulled out onto the dark highway.

      “What am I ready for exactly? What’s my role in this?”

      “I need an intern. You up for the challenge?”

      “An intern?” I crossed my leg over the other. “I already have a job.”

      “Harriet will give you less shifts. She knows this is important. Not to mention, what else do you do with your free time?”

      “Are you implying I have no social life?” Every time I thought Rexton was a decent guy he said stuff like that.

      “I’m more than implying it. Are you going to sit there looking sexy as fuck and pretend I’m wrong?”

      “My social life isn’t worth discussing.” I tried to ignore the warmth spreading through me from his words. He wanted me. And I liked that he wanted me.

      “I’d like to change that.”

      “With this internship?”

      “No. With myself.” He put his hand on the seat beside me.

      “Let’s not mix business and pleasure.”

      “Why? I happen to think business and pleasure mix very well together.”

      “I don’t.” I tried to cool myself off. He was an incubus. That wasn’t natural. I repeated the words over and over in my head hoping I’d start believing them. Incubus or not, the man was literal sex on a stick.

      “Do you have experience with it?”

      “No.” I admitted. “Do you?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe isn’t an answer.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “It’s not a clear answer. Now that’s something different. No answer vs. not clear is entirely different.”

      “Let's focus on the business. What will this internship involve?” I tried to focus. He was talking an opportunity to learn. I needed to think about that and not the heat between my legs.

      “Working closely with me.”

      “How close?” I shivered. I needed to calm down.

      “Close.”

      “Maybe I’ll pass.” I looked away.

      “Come on. Now. This is business. I promise.” His voice was so seductive; it dripped of sex and chocolate.

      “And what about tonight? Where are we meeting this client?”

      “My place.”

      “Wait. What?” My heart rate accelerated.

      “Is there a problem with that?”

      “Yes. Yes, there is a problem with you expecting me to go back to your place considering...”

      “Considering what exactly?”

      “Come on, you know. You’ve said as much.” I wasn’t being tricked into admitting anything.

      “Considering what’s passed between us.”

      “And what we want to have pass between us.”

      “I’m not agreeing to that. I don’t want to do anything with you again.” Nothing could have been further from the truth, but I didn’t care.

      “You don’t?” He put a hand on my leg.

      “I don’t.”

      His hand moved up my bare leg to my thigh. I took a deep breath. I should have pushed his hand away. I needed to push his hand away. But I didn’t want to. I wanted to feel his warm skin on mine. “Tell me to stop, and I’ll stop immediately. Just say the words. His hand slipped up even further. He reached my panty line and slipped a single finger under the band.

      “Well? I’m waiting to hear you.” I moaned as his hand moved down beneath the silky fabric of my panties.

      Without really thinking about it I opened my legs.

      His hand slipped down between my legs, and he slipped his fingers inside me.

      I moaned. Louder this time.

      “You are so wet.”

      Something about his words made me slip out of my daze. I pushed his hand away. “Are you doing that because you want me to stop, or because you think you should want me to stop?”

      “Does it matter?” I was frustrated. I wanted him. I needed him.

      “It matters a whole lot.” He slipped his hand back up. “Because I don’t want to do anything you don’t want, but baby, I want to give you what you need.”

      He stepped on the gas. He was going entirely too fast, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was the crazy build happening between my legs.

      I knew I might regret this later, but at the moment I couldn’t care. I needed this. I needed release. I knew it was akin to oxygen. I couldn’t stop now.

      He said nothing, and that was perfect. It was just the build and the purr of the engine.

      I couldn’t focus on anything else. My eyes closed, and I gave in. I let the pleasure take over, the intensity that wouldn’t stop. I was out of breath. I needed something to hold onto. How could he make me feel in a way that no one else could? I lost control. I saw the pleasure. I tasted it.

      He moved his hand. “Still want to keep things business?”

      “Fuck you.” I struggled to catch my breath.

      “Language.” He grinned.

      “You can’t do that to me and then say that.”

      “It’s a joke, babe.”

      “What was that?”

      “Uh, what do you mean?” He mocked innocence.

      “What was that? That wasn’t normal.”

      “That was me pleasuring you.”

      “But that. I’ve never felt that.” I closed my eyes, trying to remember the intensity. The heat. The fireworks.

      “You’ve never had an orgasm?”

      “I’ve had plenty of orgasms.” Okay. Plenty was pushing my luck, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. But that was different. It had to have been your incubus side.”

      “Babe… it wasn’t.” His hand settled on my leg.

      “It was.”

      “Either way. You liked it.”

      “Oh, come on. How would it be possible not to like that?” I sighed. “How would it be possible to not love that actually?”

      He squeezed my leg. “I like you all loosened up.”

      “I can’t believe you just did that.” Really, I couldn’t believe I’d let him do it.

      “I only did what you wanted.”

      “I hope you don’t think this means I owe you.”

      “Owe me?” He glanced over. “No. I got plenty of pleasure out of that myself. Not to say I wouldn’t want your hand or mouth on me.”

      “Let’s stick to business.” I looked away and out the window. I watched the trees as we passed by.

      He chuckled. “And they say men are selfish lovers.”

      “We aren’t lovers.”

      “Oh, but we are something all right.”

      “What’s going to happen when we get to your place?”

      He laughed. “Really? Want me to spoil all the fun?”

      I pushed his arm. “Not between us. Nothing is happening.”

      “Something just happened, babe. But I agree nothing can happen while our client is there. We need to stay very professional.”

      “Tell me what to expect.” I was finally coming down off the incredible high.

      “Generally, it’s going to go this way. We will get a client that needs a ghost taken care of. We will do what it takes.”

      “What do you mean exactly?”

      “I mean sometimes it isn’t straightforward, but that doesn’t mean we give up.”

      “We don’t have to hurt the ghosts, do we?” We? I was already acting like I was in even though I might not be. I had a job. I had school. I didn’t need to add more to my plate.

      “I mean helping the ghost move on. This arrangement is good for everyone.”

      “Even the ghost?” I didn’t hide my skepticism. “I’d assume not all of them want to leave.”

      “They don’t want to leave because they are scared of the unknown. That’s not a good reason.”

      “Is that really the only reason?” I thought about Ronny. Sure, he was scared, but maybe it was more.

      “No. There’s also a desire to get some sort of closure. And usually the best way to handle that is to find a way to give them closure. That also works with the fear. It all connects.”

      “How often do you do this?”

      “Often.” His hand slipped up my leg a little.

      “Come on!” I was starting to really lose my patience. “Can’t you give me a straight answer?”

      “Straight answers are boring.”

      “They are also incredibly helpful.” I pushed his hand away. As good as I knew that would feel, I needed to concentrate.

      He turned onto another street as we headed closer to downtown. “How about we discuss the clients you are about to meet?”

      “Clients? Plural? Are they coming about the same— the same ghost?”

      “Yes. Two brothers. They are trying to sell a family property, but it’s getting difficult.”

      “This sounds like the start to a horror movie.”

      “You and I both know there is a lot of fiction in those movies, but I hope you will believe me when I say there is some reality, too.”

      “What kind of ghost are the brothers having trouble with?” With his hand moved I could almost concentrate.

      “I don’t know exactly. That’s what this meeting is about.”

      “Oh. So, you are bringing me in on the initial client meeting?” That made things better somehow. I got to see the process.

      “Yes. I assume you have no problem with that.”

      “Oh. Yeah. No problem at all. At least this way I’ll get the full idea. Know what the case is about.”

      He turned into the entrance of a parking garage. “You’re excited about this.” He wove a fob, and a gate went up he drove through. “Admit it.”

      “I’m not sure excited is the right word. Curious.”

      “Whatever it is you want to call this, you are interested.”

      “Yes, I will admit to that.”

      “That’s hard for you to do.”

      “I don’t want to be interested.”

      “Because you are afraid of what your ghost friends will think?” He drove up and around.

      “No. Because I don’t want to be interested.”

      “But why not?” He pulled into a parking spot.

      “Because. Because I don’t even want to acknowledge I have the curse.”

      “The gift. I thought you’d at least accepted it’s a gift not a curse.”

      “No. Because a gift would make life easier not harder.”

      “What makes you think a gift would make things easier? When do gifts do that? Take for example the child who is gifted at music. Is his or her life made easier because of it? Perhaps, or perhaps it’s made harder. They now have to practice more. There is more pressure. They may even lose the chance at a normal childhood.”

      “That’s technically true.”

      “There’s no technical about it. It is.”

      “Either way, I don’t generally acknowledge it.”

      “Well, you need to tonight. The only reason they agreed to let you in was I explained you were also gifted. They were relieved I had backup. They seem to think this is going to be a challenge.”

      “And you like it.” I called him out on it. “The challenge.”

      “When it comes to work.”

      “When it comes to other things?” I had a feeling it went well beyond business for him.

      “When it comes to other things, there is no reason for things to be harder than they need to be.”

      We walked to an elevator. He used his fob again and the elevator started to move up.

      I watched as the light lit up until the top number was illuminated. The door opened up inside of a small hallway.

      “Make yourself at home.” He walked away. “I’ll be right back.”

      I followed behind him, and made my way into a large living room which was all one big space with a huge kitchen complete with stainless steel appliances and concrete countertops.

      In short, his place was exactly the way I expected. Modern and somewhat cold. It was nice. Nice in the way any penthouse apartment should be.

      Making myself at home was impossible as I was totally uncomfortable. Even if it hadn’t been for the episode in the car, I would have been nervous being alone with him in his place. Now it was even worse.

      I looked around. Things were spotless. Almost too spotless. Did he even use his kitchen? There were no pictures. Nothing to make it obvious this place was his.

      “Can I help you find something?” His voice came from right behind me.

      I turned to find him in a black suit. The man could wear a suit like few I’d met before. He took a step toward me and I backed up, smack into the cabinets. He put his hands on either side of me.

      “Uh, no. I was just looking around. You did tell me to make myself at home.”

      “Can I get you anything?” He ran his lips down my neck.

      “Hmm?” I couldn’t think straight.

      “Something to drink?” He nipped at my neck with his teeth.

      “You changed,” I somehow got the words out of my mouth.

      “We do have clients coming.”

      “Yes. Yes, we do.”  I pushed against him. I needed space. I needed air. I wouldn’t be alone in his apartment for long. And I was only there to meet these people. These brothers who wanted help dealing with a ghost. Dealing. I shivered. Ghosts didn’t scare me per se, but hurting a ghost—or trying to convince it to do what it didn’t want to do—did scare me quite a bit.

      “I’ll ask again. Can I get you something to drink?” There was annoyance in his voice. Was he mad I’d slipped away from him? Well, too bad. As he said, there were clients coming.

      “Oh. Water maybe.”

      “I have wine, too. Just about any liquor you can imagine. Beer.”

      “We shouldn’t drink before meeting with clients.” And we shouldn’t be doing whatever the hell was happening with his mouth on my neck.

      “Why not?”

      “Because. Because that’s not professional.”

      “And you are so concerned with being professional with ghost related clients?”

      “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “If you want.”

      “Listen, Rexton. I haven’t even decided if we should work together. Obviously, it’s hard for us to stay professional—”

      “You mean because of the way I made you feel in the car?”

      “That’s a big part of it.”

      “I made you feel really good though, didn’t I?”

      “Yes.” My body warmed just thinking about it. “But it can’t happen again.”

      His lips twisted into a smile. “Oh. Is that so? It can’t?”

      “No, it can’t.”

      “And why is that?” He pulled a bottle of wine from a built-in wine fridge.

      “Because it can’t. It’s not good for me to be that out of control.”

      “You mean you’re afraid to be that out of control.”

      “I never said that.” I stepped out of the kitchen. I needed some physical distance between us.

      “You didn’t have to say that.”

      “That wine isn’t for me, right? Water really is fine.”

      “Well, it can be for you, but it’s for our clients as well. I took the liberty of finding out their preference.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to offer coffee and tea or something like that?”

      “I have that, too.”

      “You like to blur lines.”

      “Not necessarily. But sometimes the lines aren’t as clear as you’d think they’d be.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. Sometimes lines are blurred by their very nature.”

      “To be clear, you and I are done blurring lines this evening.”

      “Only this evening?” His eyes widened.

      “Stop. Don’t even go there.”

      “Because you know what happened earlier will happen again.”

      “Then I’m never getting in your car again. I can walk home.”

      He laughed. “I don’t mean in that exact way. But there is no way I am going to be able to keep my hands off of you forever. And you don’t want that.”

      There was a buzz. He picked up his phone. “Yes. Okay, send them up. Thank you, Joe.”

      “Let me get you your water, and we will be ready for the clients.”

      “I’m fine. I can always get it later.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      The elevator dinged and two men walked off. They were both dressed in suits. One charcoal grey, the other navy pinstripe.

      Rexton greeted them in the hall. “Come in. Glad we could find a time to meet in person.”

      “Thank you for meeting us on such short notice,” the brother in the navy pinstripe replied. His brother nodded his agreement.

      “Of course.” Rexton led the way into the living room.

      I didn’t see much of a family resemblance aside from the way they walked. Their steps perfectly mirrored each other.

      Rexton stopped in front of the coffee table. “Can I interest either of you gentleman in a glass of wine?”

      “That would be great.” The navy-pinstripe suit wearing brother settled onto the couch. His brother sat down beside him.

      Rexton opened the bottle of wine and poured four glasses. He wordlessly handed them out, so I didn’t argue when he handed one of them to me.

      “Marist,” Rexton nodded toward the navy pinstripe suit wearing one. “Terrance,” he looked at the other.  “This is Gabriella Palmer. I mentioned I was taking on a new intern.”

      “Yes. Nice to meet you, Ms. Palmer,” Marist smiled. “I’ve heard there is no one better than your boss. You have chosen a good man to apprentice with.”

      Apprentice with? For some reason that sounded even worse than intern with. I forced a smile so I didn’t make anyone uncomfortable.

      “Have you always had the gift?” Terrance gazed in my direction.

      I looked to Rexton, I wasn’t sure what kind of information was appropriate to give away. He nodded, so I continued. “As long as I can remember.”

      “And not to sound sexist, but you are really up for the risks associated with this?”

      Risks associated with this? Rexton wasn’t kidding. “I can take care of myself.” That was an honest statement even if it wasn’t really an answer.

      “Why don’t you tell us about the situation?” Rexton put his glass down on the copper end table beside him. “Start from the beginning if you can.”

      “From the beginning.” Terrance gave Rexton a long stare. “I don’t even know what that is. Strange things have been happening in that house since the beginning.”

      Rexton said nothing.

      Marist continued, “At first it was the temperature we noticed. It would get cold with no warning. And then hot.”

      “And then things would move, like curtains and doors,” Terrance jumped back in. “Of course, we didn’t think it was anything at first. Just a big old house.”

      “But it’s gotten worse.” Marist folded his hands in his lap.

      “Worse how?” I broke my silence. I hoped that was okay with Rexton, but it wasn’t like he told me I had to stay quiet or anything.

      “Worse in the starting to get strange visions when we spend too much time inside.” Terrance downed several long sips of the wine. “Very strange visions.”

      I looked at Rexton. Was this typical? I guess I didn’t know what it was like to be in a haunted place when you didn’t have the gift or curse.

      “What kind of visions?” Rexton asked. “Can you describe them at all?”

      He was good at this. Asking questions that kept them talking without coming across as too pushy.

      “Visions of death. Of our own deaths to be specific.” Marist stared into his mostly untouched glass of wine. “We’ve talked about this together at length.”

      I gasped. I hadn’t meant to.

      Terrance set his glass down on the coffee table. “Is that not a typical thing?”

      “It is,” Rexton clearly assured them and covered for me. “But Ms. Palmer here is new to dealing with clients. She is less experienced in hearing these sorts of stories first hand.”

      “Are you sure you are up for the challenge though?” Marist looked at me.

      “Yes,” I answered yes even though I certainly didn’t feel confident about it.

      “When did these events start to happen?” Rexton thankfully pulled the conversation off of me.

      “For as long as I can remember. It’s why I hate the house.” Terrance polished off his wine.

      Rexton walked to the kitchen and returned with a bottle of the same wine. “And who was living there? Before you decided to sell it.” He refilled Terrance’s glass.

      “Our parents.” Terrance looked down as he talked.

      “And they are where now?” Rexton set the bottle down.

      “Dad is dead. Mom’s in assisted living,” Marist explained.

      “Did your dad die in the house?” Rexton asked.

      “Does that matter?” Terrance bristled. “The episodes started before he died. Years before.”

      “I take it he did die there then.” Rexton refilled his wine glass.

      “Yes. He did,” Marist said matter-of-factly. “About a year ago now.”

      “And under what circumstances?” Rexton sipped his wine as if we were discussing something as mundane as the weather, not the death of their loved one.

      “He fell down the stairs.” Terrance made his way through his second glass of wine.

      “Oh.” I let the word slip out. If I was going to continue to work with Rexton, I would have to get better at checking my reaction.

      “What time of day did this occur?” Rexton reached behind him and turned on the lamp. “The death.”

      “In the middle of the night.” Marist took a small sip of his wine. “Why does that matter?”

      “All the details matter.” Rexton stretched his legs out in front of him. “All of them.”

      “It was the middle of the night. At least that’s what mom said. He got out of bed saying he heard a noise.” Terrance swirled the wine around in his glass. “Mom heard a loud thump and got up. She found him lying on the floor at the landing.”

      I shivered. How awful. To find the one you loved dead like that.

      “Is there a history of other deaths in that house?” Rexton looked between the brothers.

      “Maybe.” Terrance shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You thought the house was haunted, yet you never researched it?” I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.

      “Yes, I suppose that does seem silly.”

      “Not silly. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “Because it’s what you would have automatically done,” Rexton reached over and patted my leg. “She’s a natural.”

      A natural. Right. A natural at putting my foot in my mouth. I was fantastic at that.

      “Do you think there were other deaths there?” Terrance set down his empty glass.

      “Ghosts seem to be generally tied to where they die.” Hopefully I could redeem myself by providing some information. “At least in my experience.”

      “It’s generally the case. Not always. But usually,” Rexton expanded.

      “So, what now? Will you take care of our problem?” Marist set his glass down and leaned forward.

      “Now Ms. Palmer and I prepare for a visit to the house. And yes. I’m quite confident we can take care of your problem.”

      I wished I were as confident as he was.
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      “Are we really going over to that house?” I asked as soon as the brothers left.

      “Yes. Of course we are.” Rexton picked up the wine glasses, two to a hand, and carried them into the kitchen.

      I picked up the bottles, one empty, and one half full, and followed him. “After we do research.”

      “Oh. I’ve done the research.”

      “Wait. What?” I set the bottles down on the counter. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      “Because it wasn’t the right time to reveal it. Initial client meetings are designed to get the information we need from the clients and to put them at ease.” He turned on the sink and proceeded to start washing out the glasses. The action surprised me. He didn’t seem the type to clean things up right away. But maybe that was just part of his go-getter personality. He didn’t put things off.

      “What about putting us at ease?” I wasn’t sure why I was admitting my discomfort to him. I generally didn’t want anyone to know I was afraid or worried. But somehow here I was letting the last person in the world I should know how vulnerable I was. Then again, I was showing him that time and time again with how I responded to his touch.

      “You have no reason to worry. I’ll be with you.”

      “Oh? And that’s going to protect me from everything?” I eyed his muscular arms even though I knew this kind of protection would need to go beyond the physical. The brothers had talked about visions; I sure wasn’t looking forward to thoughts about my death.

      “From everything? No. But I’ll make sure you survive this. If things get bad you leave. End of story.”

      At least he wasn’t lying. He wasn’t pretending I could be shielded from everything. “Like I’m going to leave you in a bad situation?”

      “You going soft on me?”

      “Not soft. But I don’t leave people. It’s not who I am.” I had plenty of flaws, but that wasn’t one of them.

      “Hence why you get so attached to your ghost friends.” Maybe. He was right whether I wanted to admit it or not.

      “Do we really have to go down that train of thought again?”

      “Are there other trains of thought you’d rather go down?” He set the glasses down to dry.

      “No. Stop. But I don’t need you telling me how I mess things up.”

      “It’s not messing it up. You just get attached. You can’t get attached to these ghosts.”

      “Trust me. I’m not going to get attached to a ghost that murders people.”

      “Knowing ghosts the way you do, do you think it was murder?” He put a stopper in the half-full bottle and tossed the empty one in a bin.

      “How would I know? I thought I knew ghosts, but then you told me they might actually be dangerous.”

      “I’m asking you your gut feeling going into this assignment.”

      “Assignment? Is that what you call them?”

      “Do you have a better name?”

      “Fine. I don’t have a gut feeling. Unless you count the way my gut is churning with nerves.” I’d been nervous since the brothers shared their story, but I was also fascinated. I knew there was no way I was going to pass up the opportunity to check out the house.

      “It’s going to be fine.”

      “I guess I should be going home. It’s late.” I wasn’t wearing a watch, but I knew hours must have passed.

      “You could stay here.”

      “Yeah… that’s not happening.”

      “I have a guest room.”

      “Still not happening.” I shook my head.

      “Fine. I’ll take you home.”

      “I could get a cab.” I needed space from him, and I needed it fast.

      “I’ll take you home.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “What? Afraid to get in a car with me again?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.” He put a hand on my hip. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      “You sure?” He brushed his lips against mine.

      A moan escaped. He bit down on my lip, and I was a goner. Pure and simple. His tongue tangled with mine as his arms tightened around me, pulling me against him. His body was hard, and there was no question what he wanted.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him toward me. I stopped caring about what I was supposed to want. I only focused on what I needed.

      And then he stopped and stepped away. “Ready to go?”

      “Are you serious?” I stared at him with disbelief.

      “I’m never going to do anything you don’t want. And you wanted to go home. Isn’t that what you were just saying?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “What? Have you changed your mind?”

      “No. Of course not. I’m ready to go.” I pushed away the burning need. There was no way I was going to admit he was right and I was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re home late.” Ronny waited with his arms crossed when I walked inside my apartment.

      “Nice to see you too.” I stepped around him and set my purse down.

      “I was getting worried.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself.” I kicked off my shoes and left them by the door to my room.

      “How was the business dinner?” He took his usual spot on the arm of the chair.

      “We met with some clients.”

      “And was it those clients who messed up your hair?”

      “What?” I ran a hand through my hair.

      “That’s hair that’s been tussled by a man. Just saying.”

      “How do you even know that?”

      “I am a man.” He put a hand to his chest. “I know this stuff.”

      “I’m going to bed.”

      “Come on. You have to tell me something,” he pouted.

      “I don’t have to tell you anything.” I wasn’t even fully able to process the evening. I certainly wasn’t telling Ronny about it.

      “You don’t have to, but as your friend it would sure be nice to know.”

      “And as my friend you should respect my privacy.”

      “So there is stuff you want to keep private?”

      “I’m tired. I have a busy day tomorrow. I’m going to bed.”

      “You’re falling for him.” Ronny said it as a statement. Not a question. “At least admit that to yourself.”

      “I fell for him months ago,” I wasn’t sure why I was admitting it, but I was.

      I grabbed my clothes, walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Maybe some hot water would help me make sense of the day.
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      Mixing business and pleasure was dangerous. But I liked danger. I also liked both business and pleasure. The later more usually, but the money one can make from business and the rush from a lucrative transaction brought its own kind of pleasure with it. When it came to Gabriella, I would really enjoy mixing the two.

      I knew I couldn’t go directly home after dropping her off, and that was probably a good thing. Very little good was going to come from me being alone with my thoughts.

      I needed to go by the bar, but first I made a pit stop by Lost & Found. I needed to pay Stacy a visit.

      I knew from experience that Harriet left a key buried in the ferns beside the front door. I inserted the key and pushed open the door to the store.

      “Oh. It’s you.” Stacy materialized as soon as I stepped inside and flipped on the light.

      “Good evening.” I closed the door behind me.

      “What are you doing here?” Her bottom lip quivered. She was nervous.

      “I’m here to talk to you.” I needed to put her at ease. I purposely didn’t walk any further into the store. Hopefully keeping some distance would help.

      “Oh.” She sat on the edge of the front counter. “Why is that?”

      “It’s about Gabriella.” I went straight to the point.

      “Oh.” She smiled. “I like to talk about her.”

      “You two are close. Aren’t you?” I’d stroke her ego. Although that was true. Whether it was smart or not, Gabriella viewed this ghost as a friend.

      “Best friends.”

      “She seems to like you a lot.” I’d push as hard as I had too.

      “Of course she does. She knows she can tell me anything.” Stacy swung her legs.

      “Maybe you could tell me some of the things she’s told you.”

      “That wouldn’t make me a very good friend.”

      “She likes me. Doesn’t she?” I knew from my experience my charm could work on ghosts, but I didn’t want to use it. Somehow that felt like wronging Gabriella. She was driving me nuts.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Aren’t you the one that suggested she come to dinner with me?”

      “Yes. And didn’t you go? How was it?” Her voice lilted as excitement seeped in.

      “It was great. She’s wonderful company, but you already know that.”

      “So, you know she likes you.” She put a hand over her mouth. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”

      “It’s okay. I already knew.”

      “I’m not saying anything else.” She stopped swinging her legs.

      “Even if it’s to help her?”

      “How is it going to help her?” She looked up at me.

      “I know she likes me. I really like her.”

      “That’s no secret. You make that very obvious.”

      I grinned. “Guilty as charged.”

      “I still don’t understand what you want me to tell you.”

      I went right for the punch. I was there for information, and I was determined to get it. “Her family. What do you know about them?”

      “How can that help her?”

      “It can. Trust me.”

      “I may be dead, but I’m not stupid. I’m not going to just tell you things.”

      “I know there are parts of her past she’s trying to hide. I don’t want to inadvertently say something that hurts her.”

      Stacy frowned. “You’re lying.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I can just tell.”

      “You’ve lied to Gabriella.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “You haven’t lied to her about anything?” I was going off a hunch, and I really hoped it worked.

      Stacy looked down. “About nothing important.”

      “See. You understand. Some lies aren’t bad. They are about nothing important.” I was manipulating her, but sometimes it was necessary. This was for Gabriella’s good. And mine. I couldn't help her without understanding her.

      “I don’t know much about her family.”

      “What do you know?” I’d been able to find out almost nothing about her past before enrolling in school and working for Harriet.

      “I know they didn’t understand her ability.” Stacy pursed her lips. “Ridiculous, isn’t it?”

      “Her ability to talk to and see ghosts?”

      “Yes. They thought she was crazy.” Stacy sighed. “How horrible. They even got her locked up in a hospital because of it.”

      “Thought?” I asked trying not to let my anger at the information show. How dare her parents treat her that way! She was gifted. It was something to be celebrated and supported, not shunned. “Past tense?”

      “She told them she was fixed.”

      “Oh.” It wasn’t often pure humans developed the kind of gift Gabriella had. I couldn’t imagine how much she went through navigating life with the sight and having no guidance.

      “And it wasn’t just her parents. It was her friends, too. That’s why I’m such a great friend for her. I know she’s not crazy. And it’s why you’d be a good boyfriend. She doesn’t have to lie. She could actually introduce you.”

      The bell above the door jangled.

      I turned around ready to attack.

      “Stand down, cowboy.” Harriet held up her hands. “This is my store after all.”

      “Have a silent alarm set?” I’d expected it, but she’d gotten there quickly.

      “Of course. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I was just having a chat.”

      “With the ghost. Gabriella’s friend?” Harriet set her purse down.

      “Yes.”

      “About what?” She looked in the general direction where Stacy sat. I don’t think she could see her, but my guess is that was Stacy’s usual spot. It’s where she’d been when I’d walked in earlier that day.

      “Does it matter?”

      “This is my store. I could have you for breaking and entering.” She clasped her hand around her emerald necklace.

      “But you won’t.” I called her bluff.

      “No, I won’t. Doesn’t mean I won’t kick you out.” There was a light threat to her voice. She knew there was little she could do to force me to leave, but she did have ways to make my life more complicated.

      “I found out everything I needed to know.” I nodded in Stacy’s direction. “Thank you for the assistance.”

      “Is she going to work with you?” Harriet asked as I made my way toward the door. “Gabriella.”

      “She is.” Nervous or not, I had her attention.

      “Be careful with her.”

      “I will. You know that.” I could be reckless about some things, but not this time.

      “I’m not talking about the ghosts.”

      “I’m well aware of what you’re talking about.”

      So that was it. Gabriella had been called crazy. Her ability had been mocked and ridiculed— and more than that she’d been mocked and ridiculed. I hated that. And I was determined to make sure she finally understood how amazing her gift was. And more importantly how amazing she was.
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      I stared at the tall double wooden doors wondering why I was willingly putting myself into this situation. I’d spent my whole life trying to avoid ghosts, trying to pretend I couldn’t see them, yet here I was purposefully walking into a place to see one, or more than one.

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about.” Rexton squeezed my shoulder. “You’ve got this.”

      “Nothing to be nervous about?” I spun to look at him. “I read through the stuff you found. There may be more than one ghost here.” In total, four people had died in the Connor home. All seemed to be of natural causes or accidents, but one never knew how a ghost would feel even if their death was purely innocent.

      “So? You’ve handled more than one ghost on your own thinking they were harmless. This will be easier.”

      “Easier?” I gasped. “We know at least one of these ghosts likely murdered someone.”

      “First, it may just be one. Let’s focus on that. Two, we discussed we don’t know if the ghost did anything. Things aren’t always what they seem.”

      “I’d feel better about things if you’d explained to me more about the potential dangers I could face.” No matter how many times I’d asked, he had deflected the questions. Given that, I probably shouldn’t have been standing there outside the home, yet somehow, I was.

      “Sometimes it’s better not to know.”

      “And sometimes it’s far better to know and be able to react to it.” There was a reason for planning and preparation. Winging it wasn’t my thing.

      “Certain types of ghosts can physically hurt you, but generally they can’t do that unless they’ve gotten into your head first. So, focus on protecting your mind.”

      Even more panic set in. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      “Evidently you’ve been doing that already.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You spend a lot of time with ghosts, yet have never had a bad experience. You have to be doing something right. That’s why I don’t want you to overthink things.”

      “Oh. I’m not over thinking things. If I were, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Just stay calm. Everything is going to be okay.” He squeezed my shoulder again. The action was more comforting than it should have been. I didn’t want to be so comfortable with him.

      “Easy for you to say. At least you have some clue as to what we are stepping into.”

      He inserted a key in the lock and turned the knob. It made a slight creaking noise before he pushed the door in.

      Sunlight streamed in through large windows, lighting the expansive entryway. Already my expectations were off. I’d been expecting cobwebs and darkness. Not a bright and airy space. “Are we sure this is the right place?”

      “Of course it is. You were expecting a haunted house from the movies, weren’t you?”

      “The way the brothers described things, yes.” They’d been positively frightened when they talked about the house.

      “Even after all the time you’ve spent with ghosts?” Rexton walked down the hall and into a neat and mostly empty kitchen before circling into a totally empty room and back out into the front hall.

      “Yes. I never experienced anything like what they said, so how was I supposed to know?”

      “Let’s walk around more.” He headed in the opposite direction.

      I glanced up at the stairs. We knew at least one person had died there. “Please don’t suggest we split up.” I’d never been scared of ghosts before, but there was a first time for everything.

      “Of course I’m not going to suggest that.”

      “Of course?” I had no idea what to expect from Rexton.

      He glanced back over his shoulder as he walked through another empty room. “Yes. Of course. It may not look scary, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t dangerous.” He once again managed to freak me out. What was the point of comforting me just to get me worked up again?

      He stopped in front of the stairs.

      “We aren’t going up there yet, are we?” I shivered.

      “We know at least one death occurred on those stairs.”

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?” An older man yelled from the top of the stairs.

      “Oh. You must be Mr. Connors.” Rexton put a hand on the post at the bottom of the stairs. “Your sons sent us.”

      I took another look at the man. He was nearly solid, but when you looked close enough it became obvious he wasn’t a normal person.

      “My sons?” The ghost of Mr. Connors took one step down. “Why would they do that?”

      “It seems they think this house is haunted. They don’t think they can sell it,” Rexton used an extremely respectful tone of voice, but he wasn’t sugar coating anything.

      “Why would they want to sell it? Doesn’t one of them want to raise a family here?”

      “Raise a family?” Rexton asked. “I don’t believe either is married.”

      One didn’t necessarily have to be married to start a family, but I thought it better not to say anything. Mr. Connors may have been traditional.

      Mr. Connors shook his head. “Not yet. But they will be.”

      “Can we come up there to talk to you?” Rexton put a foot on the bottom stair.

      The ghost shook his head again. “I wouldn’t.”

      “We don’t want to hurt you. We only want to talk.”

      “It’s not me I’m trying to protect you from.” He wiped his brow. “It’s her.”

      “Who’s her?” I asked. I needed to know even though I was pretty sure he was going to say another ghost.

      “I don’t know. She hasn’t given her name, but she’s horrible.”

      “Another ghost?” I whispered to Rexton.

      He nodded. “Is she upstairs?”

      “Yes, I think, but I haven’t seen her in a while. My guess is she will come out eventually. She usually does when anyone visits.”

      “Is it you sending visions to your sons?” Rexton took another step up.

      “What?” Mr. Connors took a step back. “What kind of visions?”

      “We’re going to come up to discuss this.” Rexton continued to climb. “Stay close,” he whispered.

      The temperature dropped as we made our way up the stairs. It made no logical sense. Warm air rose, but I knew that touching ghosts made you cold, so walking closer to multiple ghosts could do that. But even having that knowledge didn’t make me feel better. What was wrong with me? I lived with a ghost, yet I was afraid to meet these other ones? I’d never been afraid of a ghost before.

      We reached the top of the stairs. “Why are you here? Have my sons lost their minds sending a young woman into a dangerous place?” Mr. Connors looked visibly shaken.

      “She is very good at her job. They knew she’d be with me.” Rexton gave me a look that I interpreted to mean I should just go along with what he said.

      “She’s coming.”

      “Who is this exactly?” I asked. The look had said I shouldn’t argue with him, not that I shouldn’t question things at all.

      “I already told you. I don’t know.” He started to fade out until he was completely gone.

      “Get out!” A voice screamed from somewhere nearby. I jumped around and came face to face with a young woman. She was maybe late twenties.

      Rexton put his hands on my shoulders. “Hello, Miss. We mean you no harm.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We are just looking for—”

      “Get out!” She screamed again. “Get out now!”

      “If you would only let us explain.” Rexton seemed to be struggling to keep his voice calm. “It won’t take long.”

      “Explain?” She laughed dryly. “Explain what? Why you like breaking hearts? Why you like to destroy anyone’s experience with true love?”

      “I’m sorry. Have we met before?” Rexton asked with a grin.

      “Get out!” She lunged toward us.

      In a blur we were off the ground, as in not standing. We were in the air.

      She jumped up as if to get us, but we were out of reach.

      “I told you we are here to talk.” Rexton spoke with a soothing tone.

      “What the hell is going on?” Was the ghost making us levitate? I tried to look over my shoulder and all I saw was something big and black. Big black wings.

      “I’ll explain later, babe.” Rexton’s arms were tight around my waist. “We have bigger problems right now.”

      “Bigger than the fact that you have wings and can fly?” I was pretty sure I was in shock.

      “Let’s not view those two things separately.” Rexton adjusted his arms around me. “They are related.”

      “Fine. Whatever you say.”

      “Make him leave.” Tears spilled down the ghost’s face. “Please make him leave. I’ll talk to you.”

      “To me?” I put a hand to my chest, somehow still having some wherewithal even though I’d just discovered that on top of being an incubus and able to communicate with ghosts, Rexton also had wings.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Please.”

      “Do you promise you won’t hurt him?” She seemed to have a thing against men.

      “If he goes outside.”

      “I’m not leaving her inside by herself,” Rexton snapped.

      “It’s okay.” I was crazy. Positively crazy. I knew that. I also knew I felt for this ghost. I needed to know why she was so angry. Had a man hurt her? Is that why she wanted Rexton to leave?

      “I can’t do this, babe.” There was real fear in Rexton’s voice. “Please.”

      “We need to find out why she’s upset.” I chose my words carefully. I didn’t want to give away that we were trying to get that ghost out of there.

      “You sure you want to do this?” He landed back on the ground.

      “I do.”

      “If you hurt even a hair on her head…” He pointed a finger at the ghost.

      “I won’t.” She crossed her arms. “You have my word.”

      I tried not to freak out as Rexton slowly walked down the stairs and toward the front door. “One hair.” He eyed the ghost.

      “She will be fine.” The ghost shook her head. “Stop worrying.”

      He slipped outside and the door closed behind him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Wait. Start again. From the beginning.” I was sitting cross-legged on the floor across from the ghost. I now knew her name was Mary.

      “I fell in love one week before he left for the war.” She got a far-away look on her face.

      “Which war?” I was hanging on to every word that came out of this ghost’s mouth.

      “The Great War. The War to End All Wars. And before you say anything. I know it didn’t work out that way.”

      “No. It didn’t.” I nodded. “What happened?”

      “My father happened. He forbade me from marrying my love. He said we were from different worlds. But I loved my Stanley. I didn’t care how much money he had.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry… and… well, I know it was a different time.” I tried to word things carefully.

      “Why didn’t I just run away?” She pursed her lips.

      “Yes, that’s what I was trying to ask. I mean if you don’t mind answering.” I hoped I wasn’t about to anger her.

      “I couldn’t. He locked me up here.”

      I let out an audible gasp. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I know what you want to ask next.”

      I was starting to wonder if she could read my mind, or maybe it was just so obvious. “How did you die? I didn’t see a cause of death in your obituary.” Once she told me her name, I deduced she was Mary Connors. The house had been in the Connors’ family for generations.

      “I killed myself.” She looked down. “I just couldn’t … when I found out Stanley had married someone else.”

      I reached out for her, feeling the coldness the second my hand grazed her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I shouldn’t have. I know. But I did…”

      “Did you… I have to ask, Mr. Connors? His death?”

      “I didn’t kill him!” She yelled. Then her face fell. “At least I didn’t mean to.” She looked up at me as more tears sprung from her eyes. “I tried to get him to understand. What he was doing was wrong.”

      “What was he doing?” This was it. Finally, something.

      “He told his son not to marry the woman he loved. She wasn’t from the right family. Just like my father said to me.”

      “Oh.” And everything made sense. “Do you know which son?”

      “Marist.” She wiped her eyes. “And his girlfriend is so lovely.”

      “And you thought if Mr. Connors wasn’t around...”

      “No!” Her eyes blazed. “I already told you I didn’t mean to hurt him. I was only trying to make him understand. But he didn’t listen. And then even after he died, Marist still didn’t marry her. Maybe he thought it was too late. I don’t know.”

      “Why are you punishing the sons? Why are you giving them those visions?”

      “I’m trying to get Marist to change his mind. And to keep them away from here. This house is an awful house. This family is cursed.”

      “But what if they sell it to a new family? A different sort of family? Wouldn’t you like that?” I was reaching, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      “You think a family would buy this house?”

      “If they didn’t think it were haunted.” It was a beautiful old brick house. If I had lots of money and couldn't communicate with ghosts, I’d have considered it.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “I could do that.”

      “Okay?”

      “Okay. If they find a good family, I’ll stop. I’ll forever stop. But I wish I weren’t stuck here forever.”

      “I’m going to find a way to get you out of here.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “I don’t.” I stood up. “I promise, Mary. I’m going to help.” I headed back down the stairs and outside, ready to fill Rexton in on everything I’d learned.
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      She was amazing, absolutely amazing. How Gabriella had calmed that ghost down and gotten the information we needed was sheer genius. I was still in awe by the time we made it back to my place. “I knew you’d be good. But not that good.”

      “I just followed my instincts.”

      “Well, your instincts are good.”

      “It may also help that I’ve been friends with ghosts for years.” She smiled. “Are you ready to admit that I might be right?”

      “You may have a point.” I still didn’t think being friends with a ghost was a good idea, but Gabriella had a gift that went beyond communication. Ghosts trusted her. I’d never seen anything like it. “But that doesn’t mean it was a good idea. It comes with danger.”

      “The situation we were in came with danger, too. Everything comes with danger.”

      “I’d like for you to lead the conversation with the brothers.”

      “Why?”

      “You were the one who communicated most with the ghost. I bet there is a far better chance of Marist listening to you.”

      “I wouldn’t bank on it, but I’ll try.”

      “All I ask is that you try.”

      “I really impressed you, huh?” She sipped a glass of ice water. She’d turned down my offer for wine this time.

      “Yes. You did.”

      “Good.” She set down her glass.

      “You like knowing that.”

      “Isn’t it normal to want to impress your new boss?”

      “Boss?” I could feel my brow wrinkle. “I don’t like that term. You aren’t my employee. We’re partners.”

      “Oh?” She eyed me skeptically. “I didn’t know you were the type to have partners.”

      “I wasn’t. But I’m ready to change that now.”

      “I suppose I should feel honored. Special.”

      “Well, you are special, but not because I want us to be partners.”

      “I’m not sure I even know how to deal with all these compliments.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty used to it,” I winked.
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      I held up my newly filled champagne flute. “To us. And to our new venture.”

      “To us and new ventures.” She tapped her glass into mine. “And to mixing business and pleasure.”

      “Now that’s a line I never expected to hear come out of your mouth.” I brushed my lips against hers.

      She shrugged. “What can I say? The last few weeks have changed my perspective.”

      “The Conners’ House has sold. Marist is engaged. We have another five clients lined up. It’s going to start getting busy.”

      “Busy is good.” She frowned. “But I still worry about Mary. I need to get her out of there.”

      “And we will. At least she’s leaving everyone alone.”

      “I made a promise to her. I can’t break the promise.” Gabriella looked legitimately upset. She cared. And despite my views on ghosts, I liked that she cared. I liked that she had that kind of heart.

      “And you will stand by that promise, but not tonight.”

      “What’s tonight?” She pulled her legs up under her on the couch.

      “Tonight is a celebration.” I took her champagne from her and set it down on the coffee table.

      “Such a celebration that you’re taking my booze away?”

      I kissed her hard on the mouth. “I’ll give it back later, but first I want to celebrate in a different way.”

      “Before we do that, you owe me an explanation.” She clasped her hands together.

      “And which explanation is that?” I tried to play innocent.

      “The fact that you have to say that says all I need to know. You don’t tell me anything.”

      “Fine. I’ll start talking.” I owed her that. Eventually I’d tell her everything, but I wasn’t ready.

      “The wings. Explain.” She pushed a hand into my arm. “Now.”

      She was being demanding, and it was hot. “Do you know much about Incubuses?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I really don’t.”

      It was time to drop a pretty huge truth bomb. I hoped she took it well. “We’re demons.”

      “Oh.” She paled. “Okay.”

      “You’re scared of me now.” And that realization hit me hard.

      “I’ve always been a little bit afraid.”

      “But not too afraid?” I captured her chin in my hand. “Right?”

      She leaned into me. “Even if I was afraid, I couldn’t resist you.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” I kissed her hard and wrapped my arms around her. She moaned as I pushed my way into her mouth. The kiss intensified as her hands tangled in my hair. I slipped a hand under her bra, needing to feel her breast. I squeezed her nipple, and an even deeper moan slipped from her lips. I picked her up and carried her down the hall to the bedroom. In less than a minute we were both naked. I looked down at her gorgeous naked body.

      “I need you, Rexton.” Her eyes were wide as her hands reached up to me.

      “I need you, too.” I slipped a hand between her legs. “I’ve needed you since I first met you.”

      She was wet and eager. I was hard and needy. I explored every inch of her, as her lips and hands did the same to me.

      “Rexton, please.” She didn’t need to ask twice. I moved over her and thrust inside. She felt amazing. Tight and wet and like home. I looked into her eyes trying not to let the words slip out. The words that described a feeling I never thought I’d have. Love.

      I continued to thrust, kissing her over and over as our bodies moved together perfectly. She moaned and gasped before calling out my name. Moments later, I reached my release.

      “Wow.” Her reaction matched mine exactly.

      “Wow is right.” I curled up next to her, holding her beautiful naked body in my arms. “I love you,” I whispered so quietly I wasn’t sure if she even heard.  It turned out even a demon like me could be tamed.
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      Thank you for reading Shadow Kiss.  I hope you enjoyed it! Please consider leaving an honest review at your point of purchase. Reviews help me in so many ways!

      

      If you would like to know when my next novel is available  you can sign up for my New Release Newsletter.

      

      You can email me at alyssaroseivy@gmail.com

      

      To see a complete list of my books, please visit http://www.alyssaroseivy.com/book-list-faq/
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      Want more Gabriella and Rexton? Ghostly Shadows will continue soon!

      Until then, please keep reading for a preview of Wolf Born (Lunar Academy Year One, Book One), a New Adult Paranormal Romance by Alyssa Rose Ivy and Jennifer Snyder.

       

      www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

      www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

       

      To stay up to date on Alyssa’s new releases, join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Wolf Born

      

      

      Four Houses. Traditions. Secrets. And Romance Waiting At Every Turn.

      Welcome to Lunar Academy. Which House Will You Choose?

      

      Nadia Hazel came to the academy for its academics. What she finds is a side of herself she never knew existed. One that breaks rules, let's curiosity lead her places it shouldn't, and thinks Ryan Grayson looks really good naked.

      

      Ryan Grayson has never given much thought to Nadia Hazel—until now. She's smart, beautiful, and just the kind of feisty he's been looking for. So what if she isn't from a prestigious family like his?

      

      When the two find themselves pulled into a secret organization hidden within the academy, they discover chemistry and mystery make one heck of a combination.

      
        
        Chapter One

        Ryan

      

      

      I should have shaved. I felt the stubble on my chin and realized my mom would kill me when she got the first-year pictures. Like everything else at Lunar Academy, new student pictures couldn’t be retaken. You got one shot at everything. No exceptions. Kind of like every moment of my life. But luckily I was pretty damn good at doing things right the first time.

      I heaved my large duffel out of the back of my truck and put it over my shoulder before I made my way to the large stone dormitory that would be my home for the next four years.

      I made it less than ten steps before being stopped in my tracks.

      “Hey, Ryan!” Lauren flipped her long brown hair off her shoulder. She had her hand on her hip in a posed way. Lauren was one of those girls who was always ready for a picture. “You finally made it.”

      “Hey.” I pretended to be happy to see her. I didn’t really have a choice. Our families had been allies for generations. It wasn’t changing no matter how annoying she could be.

      “Can you believe it? We’re finally here?” She played with a few strands of her hair.

      “It is kind of crazy, but I’m ready.” At least in principle I was. I could have handled a few more weeks of summer first. Or more than a few.

      “Of course you are.” She inclined her head to the side. That motion held way more symbolism than when a human did it. She knew what she was doing, but I refused to acknowledge it. “When aren’t you ready?”

      I smiled automatically without really feeling it. “Never.”

      I glanced around. The quad was mostly empty. I was even later than I thought. Not a huge deal, but I didn’t have time to waste chatting with Lauren.

      “That’s what I love about you, Ryan. Your humility.”

      “Like you have any?” I threw it right back at her. I knew she could take it. I had to at least give her that.

      “Touché.” She took a step closer to me.

      “I better get going.” I adjusted my duffel on my back and headed toward the tables in front of the dormitory.

      “We’re headed to the same place.” Lauren caught up with me. “Obviously, we’re both in Wolf Born.”

      “Obviously.” There was only one house for us. “Where’s all your stuff? I don’t believe for a second you only brought that bag.” I nodded at the small purse she wore slung over her shoulder. It maybe could have held a phone and lipstick.

      “Very funny. I had one of my parents’ servants bring it to my room. Did you know Alaina and I got the large suite?”

      “Shocking.” I sped up.

      “As if you aren’t predictable. I’m sure your roommate is Finn.”

      “And your point?” I turned to look at her despite not wanting to. Sometimes it was better to engage in a conversation in order to finish it.

      “I’m merely pointing out that my family isn’t the only one who can pull strings.”

      “Who in Wolf Born can’t pull strings?” There were four houses at the Lunar Academy, but Wolf Born had the largest amount of old-line families—it was hard not to. We were the pure-bloods born into what we were. Sure the Wolf Bounds had magic, and the Wolf Bloods were part vampire, but they didn’t come from the stock we did. And don’t even get me started on the Wolf Bittens...

      “Not everyone can.” She nodded toward the twins. Nadia and North were currently checking in at the table. Nadia was small for a wolf, tall, but slender in a way few of our kind were. North didn’t share her slender build, but both tended to keep to themselves from what I’d been able to tell from the social events over the years.

      “She’s got like one suitcase with her. And you know they don’t have servants.” Lauren did nothing to hide the disdain in her voice.

      “Who cares?” I had grown tired of Lauren already. Too bad I’d be spending the next four years in the same dorm as her. I headed to check in right as the twins disappeared inside the large hall.

      “Ah, Mr. Grayson. I was wondering when you would get here.” The woman sitting at the desk needn't have introduced herself. It was no mere administrator helping us sign in. It was one of the highest ranking professors in the house: Professor Blair. She’d been at Lunar Academy since before my parents were students. She looked nice, but I knew enough about her reputation to know better than to underestimate her.

      “Hello, Professor Blair.” I bowed my head marginally. “I apologize for the tardiness.”

      Her expression didn’t change in the slightest: serious and bored. “Can the fake politeness, Mr. Grayson. I can see right through it.”

      “All right, then.” Forget starting off on the right foot with her. “Where do I go next?”

      “Go on up to the fourth floor and drop your stuff off. Your sidekick is already up there. Then get your picture taken for your ID and the house wall.”

      “You mean Finn?” I assumed she had to have meant my best friend.

      “Who else could I possibly mean?” She yawned. Yes. Definitely bored.

      Lauren giggled behind me.

      “Hello, Ms. Addison.” Professor Blair spoke in the same bored tone. At least it wasn’t just me. “You finally ready to check in?”

      I didn’t wait for Lauren. Instead, I headed straight inside the two large doors of Wolf Born Hall.

      I didn’t linger downstairs. Pictures and awards littered the walls, but I didn't pause to admire them. They would just be a reminder of what was expected of me—perfection. I could pull it off, but I also wanted to enjoy my four years of college. After graduation, I’d be working for my parents twenty-four hours a day just like my older brothers.

      I took the four flights quickly and entered the boys’ side of the floor. I found my room all the way at the end. The full moon with my name and Finn’s was a dead giveaway. As Professor Blair had already told me, Finn had beat me in. We hadn’t taken the large boys suite for our year. Someone else requested it, and I told my parents not to worry about it. I didn’t plan to spend a lot of time in my room anyway.

      “Hey, man.” Finn lay sprawled across his bed. Noticeably, he had selected the bed farthest from the window. He may have been my best friend, but he understood hierarchy.

      “Hey. I can’t believe you’re unpacked already.” I glanced at his dresser. Clothes were sticking out of the drawers, so I was using the term unpacked loosely, but his bag was stowed.

      “I thought I’d turn over a new leaf.” He tossed a basketball up in the air and caught it.

      “A new leaf?” I eyed the overflowing dresser. “I kind of doubt that.”

      “Watch and see, man. We’re at the academy now. Anything can happen.” He set aside the ball and spread out his arms.

      “I’ll watch. By the way, meet anyone new yet? The only ones still out there when I checked in were Lauren and the twins.”

      He laughed. “You know Lauren was waiting for you.”

      I’d gathered that by the way she immediately approached me. “I don’t know why.”

      “Yes, you do.” He lay back down and propped himself up with his hands behind his head.

      “Okay. I know why, but eventually she’s got to understand nothing will ever happen with us.” Sure, she was pretty, but that didn’t make up for her bad attitude.

      “Maybe she’ll run to me, then. She’s hot. You have to admit that.”

      “I admit nothing.” I unzipped my duffel and pulled out my sheets. The standard dorm-issued ones already on the bed were scratchy, and who the hell knew who else had used them? “What time is the picture?” Maybe I had time to shave.

      “We should probably go. We wouldn’t want to miss our chance to get immortalized on the house wall.”

      “You know my parents would kill me if I screwed that up.” Appearances were everything to my family—appearances and power. Power was something too.

      “Yes, they’d skewer you. But then again, they’d do the same thing to me for letting it happen.”

      “They know you don’t control me.” No one controlled me aside from them.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t change anything.” He jumped up. “They’d still blame me.”

      “In that case…”

      There was a knock on the door even though it was open. North Hazel stood there with a frown. “I’ve been told to get you for pictures.”

      “Why’d they ask you to do that?” Finn pulled on his shoes.

      “I don’t know. Does it matter?” North’s frown grew. The guy was perpetually in a bad mood.

      “Not really. Just not sure how you got stuck with the job.” Finn was being his classic self. If he had a question, no matter how stupid it was, he asked it.

      “Me neither.” North turned and walked away.

      “Weird kid.” Finn shook his head.

      “Yeah, I guess.” I didn’t think his reaction was weird. Just typical.

      “Nadia got really hot though.” Finn grinned.

      “You think everyone is hot.”

      “I’m serious. You don’t agree?”

      “I didn’t really see her. It was from a distance and just the back of her.”

      “I could make a joke there.” He waggled an eyebrow.

      “But you won’t.” I really wasn’t in the mood, and any joke he’d make wouldn’t be funny.

      “Fine. I won’t.”

      I gave up on unpacking for the time being and headed out the door. “Lock up behind you.”

      “Giving orders now?” Finn shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “You’re last out.”

      “You would have said the same thing even if I was first.”

      “I’m not that lazy.” I walked through the doorway.

      “It has nothing to do with laziness.” He followed and closed the door behind him.

      I ignored the comment. I knew exactly what he meant. I also knew he would lock up.

      We made it down the four flights of stairs to find a big group waiting.

      “Finally, Mr. Grayson and Mr. Temple have decided to grace us with their presence.” Professor Blair looked just as happy to see me this time.

      I looked over the group. I recognized at least half of them. Another few I thought I’d seen at one event or another, and the rest I’d never laid eyes on before.

      I was getting all sorts of looks. My guess was even the ones I didn’t recognize recognized me. Lauren was standing with her best friend, Alaina, and they weren’t hiding what was on their mind.

      “Everyone else has finished their individual pictures. If you two latecomers would have yours taken, then we can get on to the group photo.”

      I took my picture, followed by Finn. My mom would be pissed about my stubble, but she’d get over it. At least I hadn’t missed the picture completely.

      I automatically went toward the back row for the picture. Someone walked into me. I looked down. It was Nadia.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled without glancing at my face.

      I took a good look at her. Finn wasn’t wrong. There was something different about her. Was it her hair? No. It was still as long and curly as always. Something else? The more I studied her the more I realized it wasn’t just one thing. It was everything. Maybe I just hadn’t really looked at her before.

      “No. It’s my fault.” I waited for her to look up at me. She’d have to catch my eye eventually.

      “What? Ryan Grayson taking the blame?” Lauren laughed.

      A kid I didn’t recognize echoed her laugh.

      I forced a smile, doing my part for the picture, before glaring at the kid again. “Do you have a problem?”

      “No.” He put a hand in his back pocket. “I just laugh when things are funny.”

      “And you are?” Lauren grazed her lip between her teeth. She made her flirting so obvious it wasn’t even funny.

      “Dameon Miles. Pleasure to meet you, Lauren.” He took her hand and kissed it.

      She blushed. Lauren freaking blushed. “How do you know my name?”

      “Unlike the rest of you, I did my research.” He released her hand, and his eyes set on Nadia next. He didn’t say anything, but she noticed and looked in the other direction.

      “What region are you from?” Lauren took a step to the right to effectively block Nadia from his view.

      “Can’t you tell from my accent?” He wasn’t looking at Lauren anymore. He’d stepped around her and was looking at Nadia again.

      “The UK. I don’t know whose territory though.” Nadia put her chin in her hand.

      Dameon gave a barely noticeable nod. “Any other questions?”

      “All the way over there. Yet you are here. Why not go to school over the pond instead?” I didn’t give a damn how rude I came across. Something about this guy got under my skin.

      “I wanted to go here. I met the qualifications. Why not?” He made complete eye contact. I wasn’t used to dudes doing that. It was almost disarming—but it wasn’t. Nothing disarmed me.

      “Well, we’re glad you’re here.” Alaina put her arm around Lauren’s waist. “Aren’t we, Lauren?”

      “Very.” Lauren reached out and ran a hand down his chest.

      Finn laughed.

      Lauren rolled her eyes at him, and then shifted her full attention back to Dameon. “We are both glad indeed.” Her tongue snaked out to moisten her lips.

      Maybe I’d finally get Lauren off my back. This guy might not be so bad after all. Then, I heard it. A tiny snicker. I looked over to see Nadia trying to cover her face.

      “Ryan?” Lauren snapped.

      “Huh?” I pulled my eyes away from Nadia.

      “I was just telling Dameon that you’ll be president of our year.” Lauren’s gaze moved back and forth between us.

      “Oh.” Already worried about that stuff? “I guess I probably will.”

      “There hasn’t been an election yet.” Dameon stretched out his arms like he was readying for a fight. “We’ll see. I heard they don’t even have it until second semester for first years.”

      “An election?” Finn raised an eyebrow. “Right.”

      I eyed Dameon. I didn’t particularly care about being president, but I did mind some outsider thinking he could step into my place. My parents would kill me if that happened. “Whatever you say, David.”

      “It’s Dameon.” He frowned, deep lines setting in around his face.

      “My bad.” This guy was seriously getting on my nerves. It was best I walked away while I still had control.

      

      
        
        Wolf Born is available now!
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