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    He parted her thighs like the prow of his ship cleaved the shifting waves, her depths already dewy with anticipation. She bit a rubied lower lip, white teeth gleaming like the strings of pearls dangling from the wooden chest in the corner. The whole of his cabin creaked and pitched—a preamble to their own rhythmic rocking.


    Desire darkened her eyes to sapphires as she reached for him. Fingers twined around his swollen length, releasing from him a tortured groan.


    “Prepare to be plundered,” he warned.


    A shadow fell across the book’s dog-eared pages, plunging me into a brief chill. I followed the dark shape as it moved across the water—no bigger than a shark ghosting the shallows in search of prey. The blatting of a plane’s engine chopped into the hushed lullaby of waves that had sung to me all afternoon.


    They had soothed me until now.


    Sand slid between my toes, a cool, delicious contrast to the sun-soaked warmth kissing my skin. From the shade of my floppy beach hat, I had watched the surf break itself into a scrim of ethereal foam on the shoreline before drawing away again. I turned my every care over to it, letting the waves pull them away one at a time into that shifting deep too old for memory.


    My schizophrenic mother was abducted by someone who wants to hurt me.


    Hush.


    She was rescued by a man who kills people for a living.


    Hush.


    The life I had imagined for myself is over.


    Hush.


    For hours I had observed the back-and-forth sway, the give and take of tide and time, the music’s pull on two bodies.


    But I was partnerless.


    Which is precisely how I had planned it.


    An escape from reality. A vacation filled by the smell of briny air and only a bag heavy with smutty paperback romances to keep me company.


    One of these being the account of Cunning Captain Cruelcock, whose talented tongue could transform even the sauciest tavern wench into naught but jellyfish and a corset. In the course of only a couple short hours, I had read my way through half, pausing only to sip at scotch growing watery on the arm of the wooden Adirondack chair. Not the worst bodice-ripper I had read by any measure, except for the metaphorical abuse of the term booty.


    The shadow looped around a second time and stretched into a ribbon of taffy on the beach. I could make out letters sliding over the mounded sand. One of those crop duster planes towing a banner.


    A woman stopped only feet away from me, cupping one hand over her eyes to blot out the sun while clutching the chubby fist of a toddler in the other.


    Her swaybacked offspring tugged against the unwelcome tether, its shovel paddling toward the sand it longed to dig into.


    I followed the woman’s gaze skyward, squinting against the glare on my glasses before sliding them off my nose to polish their surface with the sarong lying across my lap.


    The ocean’s roar amplified into static inside my head as the letters arranged themselves into words.


    Dr. Schmidt!!!Call the office!!! Now!!!


    A few choice words escaped me, loud enough to cause the woman to clap her hands over the child’s ears and shepherd it off toward a beach blanket in the distance.


    My cell phone had remained behind at the bed and breakfast, along with my laptop bag and any other tethers to the outside world.


    Like my solo vigil on the beach, not telling my assistant Julie Harrison where I had wandered off to had been a deliberate move on my part. Though well-meaning, Julie’s uncanny ability to provide capital-T trouble a greased skid right to my front door was legendary. I had canceled all my appointments for the week and left her the lone guardian of the wood-paneled office where for two years I had treated everything from garden-variety bipolar disorder to delusions of grandeur.


    Most recently, those clients ran to the non-human variety.


    For the past couple of months, skittery supernaturals had invaded my office, my home, and my life in general.


    And this was to say nothing of my bed, which had seen more action in the past weeks than in the entire thirty years previous.


    Coming down from my recent run-in with three reckless werebears had driven my longing for solitude to crisis point and propelled me to Hilton Head, whose sandy shores beckoned during many a long New York winter.


    My plan had worked beautifully for all five hours and twenty-three minutes, not counting flight time and a blissfully uninterrupted night beneath the canopy of a four-poster bed. How Julie had found me remained a mystery, but her reasons for doing so had to be pretty damned urgent if she resorted to hiring a crop duster to get my attention. Looking at the flapping tail of excess exclamation points, I hoped they didn’t charge by the letter.


    On a heavy sigh, I dropped Captain Cruelcock back into my bag of goodies and peeled myself out of the beach chair for the sandy trek to the hotel. A sudden gust set the silky fabric of my bathing suit cover whipping around my ankles, and I pressed my palm against the crown of my hat to avoid having it blown into the surf.


    The tropical smell of coconuts and ripe fruit rose from brown bodies baking on foldout chairs as I passed—a marked contrast to the vaguely medicinal scent of my SPF 5000 sunscreen. Like my hazel eyes, chestnut-hued hair and a rack that didn’t require a padded bikini top, I had inherited my mother’s creamy ivory skin. Logging as many hours behind office doors as I did meant I acquired the occasional sunburn if I so much as strayed too close to a buffet warming lamp.


    My feet, liberated from their typical prison of stiletto heels, gloried in the textures of warm sand, dry beach grass, and even the clammy knots of kelp washed up during high tide. I grudgingly dropped my leather sandals and slid into them for the last hundred yards across a splintery wood pier that salt air had bleached silver.


    An old house rose over the dune, its siding the pale yellow of pound cake, embellished by a icing of white trim. Some careful hand had piped the elegant lacework around the windows and doors, across porch railings and over the eaves. It was far enough from the shore to be surrounded by a canopy of trees, one of which scraped the glass of my window in the breeze exhaled nightly by the sea.


    I dropped my sandals into an old wicker basket by the door and scraped my feet across the doormat to rid them of sand before stepping into the entryway.


    Ruth Hilliker, the bed and breakfast’s 83-year-old proprietress, self-appointed tour guide and social coordinator, hovered by the expansive buffet in the formal parlor like a steel-haired angel, smoothing doilies.


    “Why, Dr. Schmidt.” She lingered over doctor, the same way she had when I checked in, her thin lips pursed against the desire to ask me of what? I had encountered the reaction before from women of her generation, and was used to being a novelty on occasion. “Did you enjoy your afternoon on the beach?”


    “I did, Ruth. Thank you. Did you happen to take any calls for me?”


    Her eyebrows drew together over wide-set blue eyes that must have reduced men to quivering puddles of pudding in earlier years. “Not as I remember.” One corner of her mouth slid upward in a sly grin. “You were expecting someone, perhaps?”


    Even at eight-plus decades, Ruth’s face still bore the countenance of a much younger woman, all shine and openhearted innocence. Upon meeting the evening before, her gaze had flicked to my ring finger the way an emergency triage nurse looked over a new arrival: to assess the damage and determine whether the case is salvageable, and at what cost.


    “No. None that I’m aware of.”


    “Such a shame,” she clucked. “Pretty girl like you. I’d have thought your dance card would be full for life.”


    I hoped my derisive snort could pass for a laugh. If I had been in possession of such a metaphorical dance card, I would have only started checking off my waltzes in the preceding months. Not that I had been saving them for anyone in particular. Just that I hadn’t come across anyone I felt the compelling urge to tango with.


    Until recently.


    Or course, my choice in dance partners might raise an eyebrow or seven among anyone who cared to keep track: a hit man who had claimed a two-step, quadrille, and a couple other numbers I was certain had never made it to the page; and a demigod who had scarcely been able to escort me to the floor before the band had been interrupted.


    I brushed wind-tangled strands away from my sweaty forehead and took a warm oatmeal raisin cookie from the tray Ruth gestured to. The flavor of browned butter and damp, molasses-rich sugar hugged my palate.


    My sigh released a complicated mix of pleasure edged with frustration. Even this simple indulgence was time stolen from returning Julie’s call. “I’m headed up to my room for a bit. Thanks for the cookie.”


    “Do you have plans for dinner?” Ruth’s question floated after me like a rope, anchoring me to the second stair. “There’s a very nice young businessman who checked in earlier. Alone.”


    The smile I summoned to my face felt heavy enough to slide toward my toes. “Given my luck lately, I think it might be best if I sat this one out.”


    “Let me know if you change your mind.”


    “I sure will,” sounded much more civil than the not bloody likely that sprang to mind first.


    I crested the stairs to the third floor landing and sprawled face-first into a heap on the worn Oriental rug.


    The cord I had tripped over jerked a blinking display perched on the spidery legs of a tripod. Two bodies dove to catch it under a flurry of angry mechanical beeps and squawks.


    “Did you see that spike on the EMF?” A tangled halo of auburn curls ducked behind an antennaed box, the glow of whatever screen he was consulting turning his glasses into eerie, eyeless blue rectangles.


    “Holy cats!” His partner, a tall brunette holding the camera I had upended, leaned her disheveled pageboy over the screen. “I’ve never seen anything like it! Did the laser thermometer pick up any changes?”


    “Only her.” Auburn jerked his head in my direction but didn’t look up from the screen. He pointed a device at me that looked like the lovechild of a grocery store price scanner and a cop’s radar gun. “Her temp is a little low. That could be hormonal, though.”


    “Don’t mind me,” I said, hauling myself from the floor, knee stinging from what I was sure would be nasty rug burn. “I can help myself up. Though you might want to move that trip wire from the top of the stairs before someone gets hurt.”


    “But it might not be hormonal.” Pageboy took the thermometer from him and traced a circle around me in the air while staring at the screen. “What if she walked through a cold spot on her way up the stairs?”


    Speaking of the stairs, I now noticed the tidal wave of smutty books that had fallen from my dropped beach bag. And so, apparently, had Ruth, who was standing at the bottom landing, staring wide-eyed at the book by her feet. Captain Cruelcock rakishly looked up her skirt from the cover.


    I nearly tripped a second time in my eagerness to retrieve it.


    “So sorry about that, Ruth.”


    “If you like pirates, you mustn’t miss the Squatting Watchman museum over on Main Street.”


    “The Squatting Watchman?” I dropped the Captain facedown into my bag for the second time in ten minutes.


    “Why, yes.” She smoothed her gnarled hands over her apron—an automatic gesture I doubted she noticed. “That’s the name of the shipwreck they brought up a century ago this summer. Did you not come to town for the festival?”


    The word festival dragged to mind images of too many people and not enough port-a-potties. “No. I didn’t even know about it.”


    Ruth’s face broke into a wide smile. “The Squatting Watchman Pirate Days Centennial. By this time tomorrow, I bet the town will well flooded.”


    I fought a disappointed sigh. “Fantastic.”


    “Did you happen to run into that nice young man up there?” Ruth’s eyes lit up to the landing, where Auburn and Pageboy were now following the same lighted box up one wall and tracking it across the ceiling.


    “I’m afraid not.”


    “I’m sure he’ll be around later. Don’t forget our evening wine hour. Five to six. My Charlie might be back by then. I would love for you to meet him.”


    Of all the options Ruth had mentioned so far, this alone sounded halfway endurable, though the prospect of an awkward introduction followed by a stranger stealing glances at my cleavage through the bell of a wine glass dampened the prospect considerably.


    “That would be nice, Ruth. I’ll try to come down.”


    “Just be careful on your way.” Ruth glanced down at my scraped knee with motherly concern. “Can I get you a bandage for that?”


    I felt a surge of irritation for the two squinting faces at the top of the stairs followed by a wave of embarrassment. My own distracted state certainly hadn’t helped. “I have some in my makeup bag. Thank you, though.”


    When the machines once again exploded in a chorus of beeps and squeals as I passed, I didn’t pause to look back.


    *****


    “Julie, slow down. What’s wrong?”


    The bed’s wooden frame squeaked as I sank down on the plush comforter and tossed my hat toward the post. It sailed wide and settled on the steamer trunk at the foot of the bed.


    Thirty-seven missed calls greeted me when I had lifted my phone from the nightstand, and though Julie had answered on the first ring, all she had yet managed was “Dr. Schmidt…thank God,” separated by bursts of frantic breath.


    My mind filled in the pause punctuated only by Julie’s panting with the usual imagery of death and destruction—a possibility all too real given the chaos of the preceding months.


    Another heaving gasp. A little moan of dismay.


    “Oh God, Julie. Is it Sigmund?” An image flashed through my mind of Sigmund Freud, my goldfish, peering out at me from the stronghold of his miniature castle when I planted a kiss on the glass before I left. I had taken enough seminars in my graduate work to know the correlation between brain size and function to understand that what went on behind those gilded scales was the equivalent of television static, but still I had explained to him I would only be gone a few days.


    I also knew the extra sprinkle of food on the water’s bubbling surface had been a guilt-driven gesture on my part, and yet it brought some measure of comfort.


    “No,” came her long-awaited answer. “It’s…Crixus.”


    My heart galloped like it had been flicked by a riding crop. “What’s wrong with him? What happened?”


    Here, possibilities were harder to conjure, for in my experience, if there was trouble, Crixus was the cause, not the recipient. As a sex-addicted demigod and supernatural bounty hunter who looked like sin on a stick, was it any wonder?


    More than once I had caught my pen absently re-creating the line of ligaments disappearing over his hips into the waistband of his faded jeans when it should have been documenting some scrap of insight from the client I was tuning out. Replaying his shape hovering over me in the lamplight, his oceanic eyes finding mine through the frame of my thighs.


    “He’s here. In your—unh! Oh my GodohmyGod!”


    Whether the tone of Julie’s voice changed, or my perception did, I couldn’t say, but at that moment some certain knowledge clicked into place. Those weren’t moans of panic.


    “Julie Harrison, so help me God, if you two are at it again—”


    “No,” she insisted, effectively heading off my reconstruction of the two times I had caught them mid-bone in my office supply closet. “He wanted to know where you were…but I didn’t, didn’t—”


    I held the phone away from my ear as she squealed through another ecstatic shout and crossed my legs, tucking the edge of my sarong tight beneath my knees.


    “Consequently, how did you know where I was? I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.”


    “Your pad. Last page. You wrote Hilton Head. Doodled a frame around it. I didn’t have time to call around, so I—”


    She was speaking of the ubiquitous pad I kept balanced on the arm of the overstuffed leather chair where I sat to receive the collective woes of my clients. Though I was loath to admit it, said pad often collected just as much of the unconscious static crackling through my own head.


    “You hired a crop duster to come hunt me down because Crixus wanted to find me?”


    “Not. Exactly.”


    “What exactly?”


    “When I wouldn’t tell him where you were, he started calling your clients…scheduling…appointments.”


    “What?” My face felt as if a bed of needles had come to rest on it. Heated blood burned into my cheeks. “Crixus is seeing my clients?”


    “Yes!” In her present fervor, I couldn’t be sure if Julie was answering my question or merely shouting out her own ecstasy.


    Panic descended into my gut with the weight of a stone. True, some of my clients had been his clients first. Beings he had dragged into my office for therapy to avoid an impending cataclysmic collision between our two worlds.


    But others. Others were depressed, fragile, anxious, people from every walk of life. I was particularly concerned for my female clients as Crixus’s idea of healing mostly involved getting naked and sweaty.


    The thought of these people across the coffee table from a capricious demigod as likely to hand them a bottle of Jack Daniels and tell them to suck someone off as to attempt any sound therapeutic advice sent cold fear trickling down my neck.


    “Julie, how did he get my client list?” I steeled myself against a revelation that placed Crixus beneath the Julie’s desk, doing things with his tongue that would loosen hers indefinitely. True, the demigod could read thoughts on occasion—when he was in range and not distracted by other pursuits. But even if he had gleaned from the sparkly pink wonderland hiding behind Julie’s eyes where the list was, he would still have to access her computer to get it.


    Crixus was capable of many things, but thus far, taking what he wanted by force wasn’t part of his repertoire. Even in the face of ample provocation on my part.


    “He’s…he’s making me…”


    “He’s doing the spontaneous orgasm thing again, isn’t he?” I had been the recipient and benefactor of this particular talent more times than I had pencil skirts in my one-bedroom apartment back in New York. It was one of the side effects of materializing—Crixus’s preferred method of travel when his Harley was stashed somewhere—they might put on the warning label for humans hitching a supernatural ride. Right next to may cause your eyeballs to eject from their sockets and some users report feelings of having passing through a soup strainer made of razor wire.


    “Yes! Oh my God, yes, yes yes!”


    “Put him on the phone, Julie.”


    “But—”


    “Now.”


    “I can’t walk.” I heard a sound that may have been her gripping the desk for support.


    “That’s going to be a serious impediment when you have to look for another job.”


    “Crixus!” Julie’s scream was far too much like a bedroom battle cry for my comfort. “Dr. Schmidt…wants you!”


    “Tell me something I don’t know.”


    Just this handful of words was enough send my pulse racing south. Arrogant and cockier than a rooster convention, Crixus had a voice so resonant it could melt a diamond on a cold day. His first phone call to me—a late night affair that had me peeling my sheets from my skin—had booted my world off its axis with the ease of a soccer ball.


    I decided a tone similar to the one I employed that night was in order: clipped, professional, with just a hint of irritation to underscore my general feeling of put-outed-ness.


    “Crixus, what the hell do you think—”


    “Did you marry the hit man?” The direct, brusque interrogation stopped my words as effectively as a concrete wall.


    The bottom dropped out of my stomach, leaving a bottomless black hole I wished I could likewise disappear into.


    Somewhere in the background, Julie made a sound that suggested she might have just been slugged in the kidneys with a baseball bat. 


    “Excuse me?”


    “You heard me. Did you marry the hit man? Yes or no.”


    “No.” The answer shot from my lips in reflex.


    “So you’re not married to him?” His voice betrayed something like relief.


    “Technically—”


    “You married a man who kills people for a living? What the fuck were you thinking? And when were you going to mention this?”


    Never. I had kind of hoped it would be annulled before it became a relevant point. “It’s not what you think.” If I had a rock handy, I might have tenderized my own skull with it at that moment. Such a lame, predictable rejoinder left me feeling like someone coated the soles of my sandals with axle grease and set me on an incline.


    “Doctor, I’ve been alive two thousand one hundred and nineteen years. When I say I’ve heard it all, I mean twice.”


    “Liam filed the paperwork, okay? It’s something he does when a… job requires that he gather information not accessible to the general public. ” I myself had only learned of my marital status according to Liam’s home territory of Davis County, Nevada, a week earlier and hadn’t yet confirmed the requested annulment had been seen to.


    “A job. How could I forget? That’s how you entered his orbit in the first place. He was going to sell you to a mob gangster.”


    “But he didn’t go through with it.” I slid a good twenty feet down the incline. Echoes of domestic counseling courses I had taken rolled through my head.


    He also moved my mother beyond the reach of a blackmailer, I reminded myself. One who, as far as I knew, would even now be searching for a new and increasingly painful way to get at me.


    “He didn’t go through with it,” Crixus mimicked. “How fucking romantic. No wonder you gave it up to him in a scabby motel shower less than twenty-four hours after he kidnapped you.”


    My cheeks stung like they’d been slapped from the inside. “Do I need to remind you who was diddling my assistant in the supply closet while I was abducted at gunpoint and shot full of animal tranquilizers? The same assistant you are now employing sexual torture to extract information from.”


    The memory ate an acid channel down my nerves.


    “Where are you?”


    “Changing the subject. How original. Does the truth bother you that much, or have you just run out of material after shoving people around like chess pieces for a couple millennia?”


    The second the words left my lips, I longed to spool them back. We were racing toward an ugly collision, fueled by months of unspoken resentments and unanswered questions. The metaphysical fallout threatened to tip what was left of my normal life like a toy boat in a tsunami.


    “Where are you?” he repeated.


    Even for one whose livelihood depended on being attuned to the difference between fear and anger, depression and despair, Crixus was notoriously difficult to read.


    Not now.


    Now, the desperation in his voice sent a jolt of electricity searing through my middle. But what was driving it? Arousal? Anger? Jealousy?


    “On vacation.”


    “You don’t want to play cute with me, Doctor. I’m not sure how many more Julie can stand.”


    Julie howled an auditory example from the background.


    “For God’s sake, Crixus—”


    “Tell me where you are.”


    “You can’t just—”


    “Tell me where you are, and I’ll stop.”


    “Why the hell do you need to know?”


    “Do you have some leverage I’m unaware of? Because otherwise, I think the only questions being answered in this conversation are mine.”


    This ruthless streak made Crixus’s past as a gladiator all too believable. I had encountered it before when he had insisted on trading a night in my bed for his help locating gold I had been accused of stealing from an Irish gang.


    He had showed up to collect, but barely slid the straps of my nightgown from my shoulders when Zeus summoned him away from my bedside. The state of this unpaid debt had been a matter of contention for him ever since.


    “What’s it going to be, Doctor?”


    I floundered between concern for Julie and the selfish desire to hang on to just a few more moments of solitude. Anger roiled in my empty stomach. I resented him for forcing me to make this choice. “I just need some space, okay? Can’t you just give me a few days to collect myself and regroup?”


    “Who’s next on the schedule, Julie?” Crixus asked, speaking away from the phone’s receiver.


    “It’s ah ah a-Allan Grier!”


    The name punctured my cultivated calm like a flaming arrow. “Not Allan Grier! He has a messiah complex! Last time he tried to walk on water, he nearly drowned. They had to fish him out of Lake Champlain.”


    “I’m sure we can track down a life vest. It might be good for him to learn his own limits. What do you think, Julie? Should I go ahead and see him?”


    “Yes!” Her scream had the sharp, ragged edge of a saw. “Please,” she begged. “No more.”


    “Hilton Head!” I blurted out. Julie’s exhausted sigh of relief drew out in the silence following my admission. In my mind’s eye, I could see the blond curls stuck to her face with sweat. “I’m in Hilton Head at the Inn on the Hill bed and breakfast. But Crixus—” The words tumbled out of me in a desperate rush. I looked down at my half naked body, knowing Crixus would have it all the way naked less than thirty seconds after materializing into my presence. My heart tripped at the thought. “Can you give me an hour? Just an hour. That’s all I ask.”


    “An hour? That’s all?”


    “That, and under no circumstances will you talk to Allan Grier,” I amended.


    “How am I supposed to pass the hour then?”


    I took a deep breath and lowered my voice in volume and in register. “Use your imagination.”


    *****


    Captain Cruelcock dove into the steaming bathwater, the book launching from my hands at the eardrum-slamming pop announcing Crixus’s arrival in my bathroom.


    One minute I had been alone, submerged in the warmth of a claw-footed tub, soaking in a lavender-scented bubble bath, and the next, all the molecules shifted to make room for the six-foot-and-then-some demigod standing between the towel rack and me.


    “I said an hour!” Shocked, sputtering, smearing yet more bubbles on my glasses as I tried to wipe spots off the lenses with an already-wet hand, I searched in vain for anything I could use to cover myself.


    “Allow me.” Crixus plucked the glasses from my face and used the edge of his black T-shirt to wipe them free of bubbles. From my vantage point, I could see up the gap to the shadowed lines of his abdominal muscles. What my blurred vision couldn’t make out, the palms of my hands still remembered.


    “Who wears glasses in the bathtub?” he asked through lips tugging up at one corner as if snagged by a fisherman’s hook.


    I sank down in the tub until the bubbles rested under my chin and my knees poked up in twin islands. “Someone who can’t read without them.”


    Eyes bluer than the sea I had just abandoned skimmed the surface of the water like they could already see all that was submerged beneath. His hair was the color of sand dunes shaded by storm clouds, his smooth skin a bronze that suggested the sun worshipped him, rather than the other way around.


    “And what would Matilda Schmidt, Ph.D., Psy. D., be reading on her vacation? Surely not any of the fascinating tomes lining the bookshelves of your office.” He pronounced the word fascinatingwith the same excitement most people attached to the word vivisection.


    “I’ll have you know Kraeplin’s Dementia Praecox and Paraphrenia is the seminal volume—”


    Crixus held up one palm and settled onto the edge of the tub. “We’re on vacation, Doctor. Can we leave the clinical terms in your luggage?” He replaced the glasses on my face, his hands radiating warmth into my temples.


    He came into focus all at once, his perfection almost too much to bear when assembled so close and so suddenly.


    I was certain he saw my throat work over a swallow. “We’re on vacation?”


    The same hand he’d held up to silence me dipped below the bathwater. My stomach shuddered as his knuckles slid between my knees. Instead of continuing higher, he seized something and drew it to the water’s surface.


    My book.


    Crixus squeezed the dripping pages closed and consulted the cover. Cunning Captain Cruelcock, soggy now as one of the pirates who had been shipwrecked on the Squatting Watchman, seemed robbed of some of his former glory.


    “Captain Cruelcock?” I didn’t miss the teasing, sardonic smile playing over the demigod’s face as he set the book aside and walked around behind me.


    “His family were chicken farmers,” I explained, trying to peek over my shoulder. “He only became a pirate to buy medicine for his mother, who was dying of consumption. After their farm in Jamaica was burned down by his nemesis, Bart the Bastard, who unwittingly popularized blackened chicken.”


    “Bart the Bastard?” His T-shirt hit the floor beneath the plush bathrobe I had hung on the hooks provided near the tub.


    The cadence of my words quickened in time with my pulse. “He’s actually Captain Cruelcock’s brother, but he doesn’t know that yet. Their father was a pirate too, only he was known as Captain Quickcock.”


    Motorcycle boots were kicked off onto the bathroom rug.


    “Captain Quickcock?” The metallic sound of a zipper.


    “He had the fastest ship on the seven seas. Also, he caught Rufus the Red and Terrible when no one else could.”


    “A pirate?” Well-worn jeans pooling on the floor.


    “A rooster. He was terrorizing the whole island. Pecking people’s shins, harassing the goats. If fact, he was the sole reason that Jamaicans came up with the recipe for jerk chicken. It was—”


    “Terrible?” Crixus finished for me.


    “Yes.” I had forgotten how to breathe. Efforts to syncopate the inhales and exhales left me panting. My pulse pounded in my ears.


    Crixus, naked behind me, leaned over the tub until his hands were planted on either side of the curved edge. His lips grazed the nape of my neck. Goosebumps rose on my scalp beneath the hair piled loosely atop my head.


    “What I would like to know, Doctor, is why you spend your time reading about fucking when I’m right here, ready to ruin you for all other men. Fictional and otherwise.”


    This otherwise doubtless included Liam, whom Crixus took great pleasure in slandering at every opportunity. Not that he lacked for ammunition given one of the chief requirements of Liam’s job involved the disposal of bodies.


    “Books are less…complicated,” I said, seizing ahold of a word that felt appropriately vague and innocuous.


    “Wanting something less complicated doesn’t explain why you’ve screwed the hit man twice now.”


    “You’re keeping track? A little hypocritical for a guy whose own number rivals the population of Taiwan. A guy who uses sexual torture and emotional manipulation to get his way. Wouldn’t you say?”


    “I never claimed not to be a hypocrite. I’m a jealous bastard too. Are you keeping a list? I could give you a few others.” He dragged a finger down the back of my neck.


    I leaned forward to hug my knees, severing the touch, and with it, the humming electricity passing between us. “That list is yours to keep.”


    “I have a theory,” he announced. “I think it’s going to solve the problem we keep having.” One hand relinquished its place on the side of the tub and scooped a handful of water over my shoulder. “You could use a little more heat.”


    I wondered exactly how he intended to provide it.


    Crixus walked around to the faucet, allowing me an unfettered view of the broad planes of his back and an ass that could have Greek statues crumbling from their marble plinths in jealousy.


    “If theory is what you’ve named your…equipment, I’m going to be very disappointed.”


    “Nothing about my equipment is disappointing. Which you would know, if you weren’t terrified of fucking me.”


    “Terrified?” My high-pitched denial was as good as an admission. “Is this really the reason you’ve crashed my vacation? To pester me with half-baked theoriesabout my sexuality?”


    “Examine the evidence, Doctor. Every time I get you alone, something conveniently interrupts. And in the time it took me to pronounce that sentence, you thought through five separate exit strategies.”


    I pried my gaze from the door handle I had been in the process of calculating the distance to.


    “Three feet, five and a quarter inches. And no. There’s no way in hell you could reach it before I would be on you. Might be fun to try, though.”


    There could be no doubt about it: this thought-reading business really took the fun out of a good, old-fashioned argument. Still, having his back turned to me infused me with a boldness I had trouble summoning under his direct scrutiny.


    “Regarding the aforementioned interruptions,” I began, “I seem to remember you being called away during several crucial moments. Something important happens and poof! No Crixus. In fact, wasn’t it you who took off on the night I had agreed to spend with you?”


    “First of all,” he said, glancing over his shoulder, “I don’t poof. Second, I was called to help settle an impending war between Aphrodite and Persephone. Would you have preferred that I ignore an official summons let the world’s populations dwindle into nonexistence? I would think you of all people could appreciate the chaos jealousy over Adonis can cause.”


    I didn’t miss his oblique reference to a moment of madness wherein seeing Adonis’s face for the first time, I had endeavored to relieve him of his pants.


    With my teeth.


    “That’s exactly my point.” I looked at him over a dying mound of iridescent bubbles. At this rate, I wouldn’t be covered for long. “Half the time when you show up, it’s with a new case in tow. Helping you is exactly what has created the interruptions you’re referring to. Was it or was it not the three bears coming home that busted up our last encounter?”


    “You choose a time when I’ve been assigned twenty-four hour watch and am evading three werebears sent by Hera to give it up? That doesn’t strike you as at all odd, Doctor?”


    “Are you saying I chose a time I knew we would be interrupted?”


    He shrugged, a gesture that sent his broad shoulders towards ears unusually small and shapely for a man of his size. “I’m saying that when stretch of unoccupied time presents itself, you go colder than the feathers on a penguin’s ass.” The tap squeaked as he turned it off.


    “That’s an overgeneralization, and you know it. If I remember correctly, I was the one who came looking for you last time.”


    Something dark passed through his expression. “After you accused me of screwing Goldie Locks eight ways from Sunday.”


    “You were alone in the woods with a porn star. Forgive me for being so wildly presumptuous.”


    “The point is, I didn’t.” His jaw flexed, chewing over more words I suspected he wanted to, but wouldn’t say.


    “I apologized, okay? What do you want from me?”


    “An answer.”


    “To what?”


    “I was trying to give you space. Trying to give you time. But you came looking for me. We have one real conversation, things get hot and heavy and you take off without so much as a word at the first opportunity.” He let this accusation ride for the space of a couple breaths before continuing. “I want to know what you’re afraid of.”


    “Who says I’m afraid of anything?”


    “Body language, Doctor. You’re the expert. What does yours say right now?”


    I looked down at the arms wrapped tightly around the knees sandwiched to my breasts. “It says I was enjoying some solitude when I was interrupted by someone who wasn’t scheduled to show up for another half an hour.”


    Crixus stood, turning to me his naked need. I kept my eyes trained on a single spot—the distorted bubble of my own reflection in the tub’s overflow drain.


    “What are you afraid of?”


    “Nothing.” The reflection’s small mouth moved, a shift so tiny it barely seemed real. “Everything. You. This.”


    “I’m just a man, Matilda. A man who’s lived long enough to know what he wants. A man who’s bled enough to know its value.”


    I covered the overflow drain with a sudsy smudge, erasing that strange self. “Value is relative.”


    “Look at me.”


    My eyes leapt to his under the cover of a blink.


    “All of me.”


    I followed the line of his jaw until it disappeared into his neck, sloping out where it met his trapezius muscle. His collarbone was the slip of a shadow above pectoral muscles carved in high relief, boasting the same dark valleys cut in his abdominals. My favorite lines, the ones I hadn’t had the chance to trace with my tongue, beckoned from his hips, tracking a deep V downward.


    His arousal surged upward within that frame, flat against his belly, pulsing in time with a heart that beat a lifetime before ash covered Pompeii.


    “Do you want me?” His question hung between us, thick in the air like steam.


    Wresting my attention from the primal witness of his desire proved too difficult, an answer in advance of the one I thought next.


    You already know.


    “I want to hear you say it.”


    “Yes.”


    *****


    A spray of warm droplets flew as I was hauled from the tub by hands clasped around my ribcage, their pressure almost painful on my slick skin. The sound of protest died in my mouth, or in Crixus’s. They were now one and the same.


    His tongue was hot velvet, prying my lips open to steal his next breath from my lungs. The cold porcelain pedestal sink slid beneath me, the faucet jamming into my lower back as I collided with the mirror. My toothbrush and toiletries, so carefully set out upon my arrival, clattered to the floor along with the hand towel and the small seascape hanging on the wall behind us.


    The sound of shattering glass was the punctuation to this statement—a declaration of inevitability and intent. His hands were on my thighs then, pulling me back toward him until only the barest fraction of my flesh balanced on the sink. He slid my knees over his hips and moaned into my mouth when I hooked my ankles behind his back, trapping him against me.


    This man. This god. At once too perfect for fantasy and too solid to be a dream, was here with me over any other place in my world and his. I pushed myself up against him, basking as I would on sun-warmed stone, drinking in the delicious desire rolling off him in heady waves.


    Each silky stroke was a question, a demand, and intention communicated without words. In our frenzy, not even thoughts passed between us. Our only exchanges the simple messages the urgency of one body against another could send.


    Pleasant pain stung my scalp, my hair tangled in Crixus’s fist. One smooth tug downward and my throat lay exposed to his teeth. A stubble-roughened chin scraped my sensitive skin as he bit, sucked, devoured like a man starving. 


    My hips moved with a rhythm as relentless as the sea’s breaking on the shore, driven by a force as elemental as the earth’s turning. Fingernails sunk into his shoulder, I clawed at the smooth skin of his back for purchase, dragging my body up his until I was poised above the part of him that pulsed hotter than a brand.


    He growled a curse in what might have been his native Gallic tongue. Some small measure of satisfaction bloomed in my chest. Power, or pride at having reduced him to it.


    His eyes were blue flame when they opened.


    “You want this?” He took my hand from his shoulder and guided it over his chest, down abdominals made slippery by the tub and my body’s desire, wrapping my fingers around the smooth column of his arousal.


    He held my gaze steady as he guided my grip down, down to the root. My eyes widened in surprise—an unguarded moment of renewed wonder at his size and fear of my own inexperience. I watched the knowledge sink into his dark pupils, then bloom outward, working through his expression.


    Mixed hungers warred on his face. The savagery he was born to. The control he’d tried to cultivate. His insatiable nature and my retreat in its presence.


    He’d found it. The seat of my angst and my apprehension.


    All the women he’d had, the beauty he had seen, the pleasure he had tasted.


    What was I to him? What could I ever be?


    “Everything,” he whispered between my lips. His mouth brushed down my throat. His tongue dipped into the hollow at the bottom of my neck to collect droplets of sweat pooling there. He planted kisses down my sternum, then paused to look me in the eye as he traced a damp circle around one nipple, then the other.


    My grip on him tightened, milking a gasp from him that caused words to explode in my head.


    I could learn you for a million years.


    Tighter.


    I could fuck you every day forever.


    “Starting today?” I ran my fingers around him the way I had admired the oak bannister curving up the bed and breakfast’s staircase.


    “Starting now.” He split my knees, his palms pushing my thighs wide, sliding upward to cup my hips, opening me to him.


    Breath rattled in and out of my lungs as I worked not to tense against the blunt heat nudging against a spot that threatened to fold me in half. My eyes fell closed. My attention shrank through concentric circles until the only sensation in all the world was where our two bodies met.


    “Doctor?”


    “Yes?”


    “Hold still or I’ll split ye in two!”


    Shock shot my eyelids open as the clang of metal on metal reverberated through the room.


    “The fuck—” Crixus spun. I slid down from the sink and huddled behind the expanse of his broad back.


    “Suck me cackleberries ye hornswaggling thief!” A pair of boots shuffled into view of the bathroom doorway, followed by skinny calves clad in hose protruding from purple knee breeches.


    “Awk! Suck his berries!” a disembodied voice chimed in.


    “Ye’d like that, wouldn’t ye Gaybeard? You arse-chasing bilge rat!”


    “So it be name calling, eh, Ricardo Sin Pantalones?” Another clang. The figure leapt backward, narrowly dodging the point of a sword jabbing into view. If a Captain Hook had become desperate after years at sea and sexually wronged an overripe eggplant, the pirate sword fighting at the foot of my bed would have been the result.


    It wasn’t just his breeches that were purple, but his gold-embroidered knee-length jacket, his tri-corn hat—sporting an appropriately coordinated aubergine feather, his fingerless gloves, and the patch covering the eye facing us. A scraggly powdered wig flew out behind him as he spun away from the cleaver-wielding giant who lumbered after him.


    “Call me that again, I dares ye!” With his shaved head, gold hoop earrings, and brawny arms stained by faded blue-green tattoos, Gaybeard’s opponent looked exactly like the rendering of any stereotypical buccaneer—save for one tiny detail.


    He was naked from the waist down.


    Spotting his pale white buttocks jiggling below a stained red sash, I clapped my hand over my eyes and tried not to think about the way his battered leather boots stood out against the hairy ankles above them.


    “Sin Pantalones!” taunted Gaybeard, leaping over the steamer trunk to put the four-poster bed between them.


    “Awk! No-pants, no-pants!” The sound of feathery flapping preceded a little green parrot landing on the bedpost closest to the door.


    The cleaver sailed overhead, turning end over end and connecting with a thock that sent the bedpost’s ornately carved wooden knob bouncing onto the floor. The parrot squawked his displeasure before fluttering down to roost on Gaybeard’s gold-tasseled shoulder.


    Sin Pantalones reached up and jerked his cleaver out of the bedpost where it had stuck. “Come here, ye scurvy winged rat! I’ll have your wings for me appetizer!”


    “You almost hit Sir Queenie!”


    “Awk! Can’t aim for shit!” The parrot disappeared into the tangled nest of Gaybeard’s wig as Sin Pantalones dove across my bed.


    Perhaps it was the bouncing springs that brought Crixus to himself. Or maybe it was my scream of horror as Sin Pantalones’ naked pirate privates made contact with my laptop. Either way, the silent pocket where we had observed the fight unfold exploded with a roar of rage.


    “You!” was the only word he managed. He strode forward, still naked, hands clenched at his sides.


    Gaybeard’s eyes went round as silver coins. “Keelhaul me sideways and hang me from the yard arm! Would you look at the size of his cutlass!”


    “Awk! Hoist the sails! Half mast! Half mast!”


    “He could take the cat o’nine tails to my arse—”


    Thump.


    This was the sound of the cleaver burying itself dead center in Gaybeard’s chest.


    My scream split the air at the same moment as Sin Pantalones’ hoot of triumph.


    “He…he hit me.” Gaybeard looked down in wonder at the crimson flowering across his chest, blinked, and slumped into the bedpost.


    “9-1-1!” I shrieked. “We need to call 9-1-1!” I grabbed my robe and shuffled out into the room, dumping my laptop bag upside down on the bed. No cell phone to be found among the debris.


    “And a good hit it was too!” Sin Pantalones crowed. “Serves ye right, ye traitorous dog!”


    “How could you do that! You’ve killed him!” I snatched my phone off the nightstand and punched in the numbers, waiting for a voice to connect.


    “Matilda,” Crixus warned. “Don’t—”


    “Aaaargh!” Gaybeard’s moth-eaten lace cuff fell across his face like a veil as he threw his forearm to the crown of his head, staggered backward, and collapsed into Crixus’s arms.


    As Crixus looked over at me with abject horror, Gaybeard’s hand flew to his face to straighten one side of a heavily-waxed mustache that looked like clock hands at the noon and nine positions.


    Fingers laden with jeweled rings crawled up Crixus’s pectoral muscles. “Holds me while I die, kind sir…” Here, Gaybeard indulged in a rattling cough. “Let me expire in your strong arms. Nuzzle me into the light with your granite jaw.”


    “Awk! Out with a bang!” The parrot had abandoned his place on the purple pirate’s shoulder in favor of perching on in the sandy nest of Crixus’s hair.


    “Tell your fucking bird to get off my head.”


    “I’ll get the bastard off ye!” Sin Pantalones picked up one of the paperbacks from my bed and lobbed it at Crixus, who turned just in time for Bart the Bastard’s Revenge to catch him in the temple.


    “Fuck!” Crixus lost his grip on Gaybeard, who slid down to his crotch before the demigod could catch him.


    “Heaven!” Gaybeard cried in elation. “I be in heaven! I hear the angels a’playin their harps o’gold!”


    “Sorry about that, mate.” Sin Pantalones ran a hand over his stubbled scalp. The roll on the back of his neck was as thick as a Polish sausage. “Me aim is usually better.”


    “Hilton Head police department, state your emergency.” The strange cadence of the words suggested the person who spoke them might have been chewing.


    “Yes! Hello, this Dr. Matilda Schmidt and I’m staying at the Inn on the Hill. There’s been a murder in my room.”


    “Where are you now, ma’am?”


    “Oh, I be cold, kind sir!” Gaybeard looked up at Crixus from the floor, hands clutching at the demigod’s calf. “Can you warm me next to your bronzy muscles? Let me smell your man-scent before the life leaves me?”


    A smudge of powder marked Crixus’s shin where Gaybeard’s nose dragged across it.


    “Do that again and I’ll kick that blade clear through to your spine,” Crixus threatened.


    “Promise?” Gaybeard’s voice took on a pouty sensuality.


    “Ma’am?”


    I remembered the phone in my hand. “Okay, so he’s not technically dead yet, but he’s a pirate and he has a cleaver in his chest and they were sword fighting—”


    “Ma’am, are you aware that placing a false call to 9-1-1 is a prosecutable offense?”


    “Listen to me. This is not a prank call. This is a real emergency and I need help. There’s a man dying!”


    “We have our hands full with the festival right now—”


    “Please,” I begged. “You have to believe me.”


    The line went dead in my ear.


    “It’s coming from here!” Voices mumbled beyond the door to my room seconds before the brass lock tumbled open.


    “Don’t come in!” I called. “I’m not decent!”


    However I presented the scenario to myself, one pirate with a cleaver in his chest and another naked from the waist down did little to recommend me.


    When the door handle began to turn, I launched myself across the space in time to span the gap as it opened.


    I was greeted by a face full of mechanical beeping and flashing lights, held in the extended arm of Auburn Nerdglasses.


    “You can’t just come barging in here.” I blocked the doorway with my body and held fast to the frame. “This is my private room.”


    “Kim, can you hold this key? I have to adjust the sensitivity on the EMF.”


    “Where did you get that?” I snatched the key before he could hand it back to Pageboy, who hid behind the cyclopean eye of a video camera.


    “Dean, you would not believe what I’m seeing on the infrared,” she said. “I’ve never seen it act this way around anyone.”


    “You’re recording, right?” Dean passed the blinking box over me and stopped at breast level. “Hot damn. Something’s been here all right.” He reached out a finger and poked my nipple.


    I slapped the device out of his hands and felt a stab of savage triumph as it hit the floor.


    “Hey!” Dean dropped to his knees to gather small pieces that had scattered on impact. “What did you—holy shit!”


    I winced, knowing exactly what he must have seen in the space behind me. “Look,” I said. “I’ve already called the authorities. It’s best if you just leave now and…”


    “You’ve read Bart the Bastard’s Revenge? That’s a great historical. They did their research.”


    If Dean had spontaneously burst into flames and started juggling his own eyeballs, I might have been less surprised.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Bart the Bastard,” Dean repeated. “Blackened chicken. It’s right there on your nightstand.”


    I spun around to see what he was referring to and had to stifle a gasp.


    The room was exactly as it had been when I left for the beach this morning, down the bed knob secured to the post nearest the door.


    Like any evidence of all that had happened in the moments previous, Crixus and the pirates had vanished.


    *****


    Dean pushed past me with no more effort than brushing aside a curtain. Any protests against the invasion of privacy that might have occurred to me were hijacked by wordless shock. A sense of unreality permeated the room. I felt lighter than summer’s first dying leaves and equally insubstantial.


    Now it was I, blind to their presence, walking up and down my room, peeking behind the doors, staring at walls, considering the floor.


    They had been here. Hadn’t they?


    Not since the early days when Crixus first dragged Cupid into my office had I questioned my sanity. But at least in that instance, there had been some physical evidence to support the encounter. Namely, my broken diploma frames and denuded bookcases from Cupid’s lame-winged attempt to fly at my head.


    “Are you on vacation?” This was Kim, peering through the camera in the direction of the bathroom.


    “Something like that.” I idly picked up my cell phone and thumbed through the call records. Nothing. No missed calls from Julie, no messages. The phone had simply blanked out. A trickle of cold sweat ran down my ribs beneath the bathrobe.


    “Oh, wow. I’m picking up some definite energy in here. Temperature’s all over the place.”


    “I just took a bath,” I said, by way of explanation.


    “In the sink?” Kim asked.


    I hoped my cheeks didn’t blaze red on the camera’s screen.


    “What about you two?” I tightened the belt on my robe and sat down at the writing desk facing the bay window.


    “Ghost hunting,” they answered in unison.


    Ghosts. I tried this word on for size. Everything about what had just taken place in my room defied the connotation of gauzy, diaphanous bodies.


    If it had taken place.


    “Is this place supposed to be haunted?” I hoped my question contained the right proportion of casual interest.


    “Nope,” Dean answered. “Just a hunch we had.”


    “All the popular places are usually mobbed. Is it just you?” Kim tucked the video camera into a bag fastened across her chest and withdrew a Polaroid from a holster on her hip. A flash lit up the bathroom before the iconic snap and mechanical whine announced a photo sliding out like a cheese single. Kim took the white border in two fingers and waved the picture at the ceiling before tucking it into the pocket of her shirt.


    “Is what just me?” In the quiet of my office, I had grown accustomed to observing small mannerisms, subtle shifts in facial expression and body language to discover meaning my clients themselves often didn’t know lived behind their words. Talking to someone whose face was obscured by gadgets and whose attention ricocheted from wall to wall like a rubber ball proved especially disorienting.


    “Do you have a husband?” Dean asked, clearly following Kim’s line of logic better than I had. I wondered if they were a couple.


    “Not exactly. Yes. Well, no. Kind of?” Many answers to a question for which no single one felt appropriate.


    Kim and Dean exchanged a look through the lenses of their respective devices.


    “I came here alone. Sort of a…retreat.” Which handy term sounded much more sane than fleeing my crumbling life with the speed of a greased cheetah.


    “Looks like whatever was here did the same.” Kim frowned at a fresh Polaroid in her hand. “Check this out.”


    Dean pushed night vision glasses up to the top of his head to reveal his own glasses beneath. His pale face bore the pink outline of a scuba diver having just surfaced and shed his goggles.


    “I don’t see anything,” Dean said.


    “Exactly. Compare this to the one we took in the hall when…when uh—” she stopped, brows furrowed, eyes narrowed at me. “Who are you?”


    “Matilda. Dr. Matilda Schmidt.” Saying this out loud felt like invoking a mantra. A simple phrase to make me feel somehow more real, more stable.


    “Kim Thorne. And that’s Dean Barger,” she said, nodding in Dean’s direction. “You’re not named after your mother.” Kim tucked a shiny lock of hair behind her ear and handed me one of the photos.


    I couldn’t reconcile the action with her words. “I’m sorry?”


    “Nothing. Look here.” She traced twin scribbles of light through the photo in my hands. “See that?”


    I nodded.


    “This is the picture we took right before we followed the energy surge on the EMF meter to your room. Two distinct patterns. See the way they merge and separate? It’s almost like they’re following you.”


    “That happens sometimes.” Dean leaned close enough to make me believe that my earlier run-ins with him hadn’t been the result of any purposeful discourtesy on his part. He simply had no concept of personal space. “Sometimes spirits can be really territorial. Sometimes they’re attracted to specific people.”


    My mind flashed back to the cleaver sailing through the air and lodging in Gaybeard’s chest with that awful hollow sound moments before he buried his face in Crixus’s crotch. “No kidding,” I snorted.


    Dean looked not at me, but around me. “Did you see or hear anything in here? It might have been subtle. A shadow, a whisper. Are you a medium?”


    Something had started gnawing a corridor through my insides. A feeling that started with my room’s miraculous restoration to order and increased with every second spent in Kim and Dean’s presence. “I don’t see what my clothing size has to do—”


    “He means a psychic medium,” Kim explained. “What kind of doctor are you?”


    “I’m a psychologist. And I hate to be rude, but—”


    “So you know all about this stuff then. Apparitional experiences, precognition and telepathy, reincarnation…” Dean’s voice was subsumed by the buzzing gathering volume in my head.


    With every word, I felt myself shrinking away from them. Even in today’s more diverse and accepting field, parapsychology still remained psychology’s equivalent of the uncle who got drunk and hit on his nephew’s wife at the family reunion.


    I didn’t want to have this conversation. I didn’t want to get pulled into whatever this was.


    I wanted to get on my phone and call Julie. I wanted unoccupied space and time to process what had just happened. I wanted to run Crixus over with my Prius for disappearing again.


    “We were gonna get some dinner at the Salty Duck,” Kim announced, steering the camera toward me and snapping a photo. “You should come with us.”


    I blinked blue swirls out of my vision. “It’s been kind of a weird day,” I said. “I’m thinking I might just grab something quick a little later.”


    “Come on,” Kim urged. “It’s a secondary sighting location. Last summer when we were here, one of the waitresses got locked in the bathroom. It was incredible.”


    “That’s terrible. How can you—”


    “By a ghost, she means,” Dean added, as if this would be enough to transform Kim’s previous statement from terrifying to tempting. “And they have a great blackened chicken.”


    “I’m sure it’s lovely.” I was standing now, shifting my weight and glancing toward the door in the universal posture of polite dismissal. “But I’m mostly vegan.”


    Kim blinked at me, fanning herself with the Polaroid. “How can you be mostly vegan?”


    “Cheese,” I said. “And sometimes butter.” Both appetites having been wakened by a certain hit man who had wakened a couple others in our time together.


    “That would make you a vegetarian,” Dean piped in. “Vegetarians can—”


    Kim’s gasp sucked what little calm I had cultivated right out of my chest.


    “What? What is it?” Dean’s wild mane of curls bobbed over Kim’s shoulder. “Holy effing cats!” He looked up from the photo and squinted at me, blinked, lifted his glasses up by their frames and lowered them again.


    I didn’t look over my shoulder. I didn’t ask what they saw.


    When the photo fluttered from Kim’s hands and landed at my feet, my gaze sank to it. My own startled face stared up at me, surrounded by a glowing miasma of shifting blue orbs.


    *****


    Over a steaming pot of crabs, Kim and Dean decided a séance to be the only acceptable course of action.


    “No,” I said, selecting a crab whose vacant gaze reminded me just a little of the look on Crixus’s face when I’d caught him in the supply closet with Julie. “Out of the question.” I brought the wooden mallet down on his claw with a satisfying crunch.


    Bits of shell skittered off the table to the floor.


    “That’s the way, lass!” A hearty clap on the back nearly caused me to cough up my own esophagus. “Show that paltry picaroon who be boss!”


    Under normal circumstances, having my shoulder groped by someone whose plosives resulted in a saliva shower wouldn’t have been high on the list of ways to pass a Friday night. Given this afternoon’s adventures, I was grateful of the assurance that the occupants at the next table were probably alive.


    I gave the Crixus-crab another whack as a show of solidarity.


    A hearty chorus of “yarrrs!” rose from the restaurant’s costumed patrons, who were—I decided after the third flaming grog pressed on me by a winking rake in tight breeches—not all that bad. 


    “You’re just trying to crack it,” Dean instructed, delivering a far more civilized tap to his own crustacean. “Not punish him for the sins of all mankind.”


    “Vegans don’t eat crab.” Kim forked a new potato into her basket and dusted it with the house seasoning set out on each of the Salty Duck’s tables along with bibs and rolls of brown paper towels.


    “Neither do I,” I said. “The crab and I are simply resolving some personal issues.” Following Dean’s example, I worked a disk of cartilage free of the claw and, using my fork, pushed the meat out in a solid white lump. Drawn butter dripped down my chin as the sweet, succulent meat brought the sea’s salty kiss to my tongue.


    I shrugged at Kim’s raised eyebrow. “It would have been a shame to waste it after all that effort.”


    “A séance is the best way to find out if any of the spirits following you want to communicate.” Dean twisted the last leg off his crab and aligned it with others he had set in a neat row on his plate. For one absurd moment, I half expected them to start kicking, Rockettes style.


    “Look,” I said. “I respect your opinions, and I can tell you’ve done considerable research on the subject matter, but one faulty Polaroid picture isn’t sufficient evidence to accept your theory wholesale.”


    “You mean you don’t believe in ghosts.” Kim reached out and snagged a corn cob from the newspaper spread on the table. My esteem for her doubled as she baptized it in the drawn butter from the ramekin at the side of her plate.


    “I didn’t say that.”


    “You didn’t need to. You look like a skeptic.” If Kim noticed the butter dripping down toward her elbow, she gave no sign. I resisted the urge to reach out and dab at it.


    “She does, doesn’t she?” Dean agreed.


    “Exactly what does a skeptic look like?”


    “Uptight,” Dean said.


    “Sort of pinched and dubious,” Kim added.


    “Pinched?” I repeated. “Dubious?”


    “You sounded extra pinched just then.” Dean reached out and picked a bit of shell from my hair.


    A familiar irritation burned at the back of my throat. In the past months, I had endured similar accusations from everyone ranging from hit men to leprechauns. “How am I supposed to sound when someone accuses me of being pinched and dubious?”


    Another grog arrived at the table. “From the gentleman over there.”


    I followed the waiter’s gaze to a middle-aged, balding pirate over by the oversized aquarium where sulky lobsters awaited to be ordered to their demise by leering patrons. The man winked and gave me a flirty wave, the effect being somewhat compromised by the crab leg clutched in his hand.


    My smile felt more like a wince.


    Kim’s appreciative gaze followed the breeches-clad buttocks of our waiter back toward the bar, an action I couldn’t begrudge her, as only a comparison to the perfect pair I had seen earlier prevented my doing the same.


    She chewed an already red and raw cuticle.


    “He’s cute,” I said, pushing the grog across the table to her. “You should talk to him.”


    “Not a good idea.” Flame danced in Kim’s eyes, revealing the golden flecks embedded in the green like mineral veins in marble. She brought the drink to her lips and blew it out.


    “Why not?”


    “It’s exhausting,” she said. “Talking like this is bad enough. Talking to him would be worse.”


    “Asperger’s?” I hadn’t been certain until I spoke it, though the signs had been accumulating against the perpetual therapist’s couch in my head like a snowdrift all evening. The lack of eye contact, repetitive behaviors, ignorance of social cues, delayed reaction to conversational stimuli.


    “You knew that before now, but you didn’t want to say it.” Kim wiped her fingers on her napkin and resumed chewing her cuticle.


    “Me too,” Dean added. “That’s how we met.”


    “Group support?” Visions of my grad school summer internships rose up around me. The circle of cold metal chairs in a church basement, muddy coffee, and enough tension between the circle’s occupants to peel off a layer of skin. Moderating discussions of high-functioning autistic adults and those with Asperger’s syndrome together, the line between those two diagnoses being much thinner then than it had become in the years since.


    “Asperger’s dating meet-up,” Kim corrected.


    “Oh,” I said, searching the ether for some sign of a romantic connection between them that I might have overlooked. “I didn’t realize you two were…”


    Dean blushed scarlet to the tips of his ears, the color clashing violently with the auburn curls growing cottony with exposure to the night’s settling humidity.


    “We’re not,” Kim insisted. “We didn’t like each other, but we both liked ghost hunting.”


    “Sharing mutual interests is a great foundation for a long-term connection,” I said, catching the slightest hint of hope in Dean’s eyes. “You’d be surprised how many relationships involving self-actualized individuals don’t—”


    “I don’t want to talk about that,” Kim announced. “I want to talk about the séance.”


    “I’d rather not.” I picked through the remaining shreds of crab with my fork and made a pile of shrapnel off to one side.


    “You saw something.” This was the first time Kim’s eyes had locked onto mine for any length of time without scuttling away just as quickly. “You saw something, and you’re not telling.”


    Looking into Kim’s earnest face, so devoid of any artifice or posturing, shamed me out of my own. “I’m not sure what I saw.”


    There. That growing feeling of unease.


    Every second seemed to scoot me closer to that sunny day room where I had last seen my mother, deposited out of danger by Liam. The admission tightened my joints as if drawn inward by some internal crank.


    Schizophrenia is genetic. A harmless phrase forever burned into my memory from the instant I had read it, a phrase that felt more like prophecy than potential outcome.


    Every day, I helped my clients find the line separating what was real from the monsters manufactured by their own fear-driven thoughts. And here I was, unable to decide definitively if an entire conversation had unfolded only in my head.


    A séance could, at least in theory, provide confirmation that it wasn’t just me. Which would have been much easier if a certain demigod weren’t MIA for the umpteenth time.


    I needed Crixus here. Now. To tell me he had seen what I saw. To assure me that any other human being would have seen it too.


    “That’s exactly why we need to have a séance,” Kim said. “If we can get the presence to communicate, we’ll be able to determine where the energy is originating from, and what its intentions are. How else do you expect to get rid of it?”


    “Get rid of it?”


    “Sure,” Dean said. “Usually when spirits follow a particular person, there’s something about that person they’re drawn to. Something familiar. Something they need.”


    “Like pants?” The grog had loosened my tongue to the point of treacherous honesty.


    “Pants?” Kim asked.


    I shook my head. “Nothing.”


    “Just give it five minutes,” Kim urged. “If you don’t want to keep going after that, we’ll stop. Easy as that.”


    My mind strayed back to the blissful hours I spent lolling on the beach earlier this afternoon. If the séance could restore that state, it might be worth whatever attendant discomfort the experience promised.


    “All right,” I said. “But I’m not using a Ouija board or anything like that.”


    “Damn.” Dean leaned back and folded his arms. “I guess that means the virgin’s blood is a no go too.”


    Even amid my irritation, I felt a little swell of pride on his behalf for such an appropriate application of sarcasm. “Save it for plan B,” I suggested.


    “In case the séance doesn’t work?” Kim asked.


    I tipped the last fiery swallow of grog down my throat and motioned to our waiter for the check. “In case it does.”


    *****


    “You have to concentrate.” Kim’s face took on a witchy beauty in the flickering candlelight, her hair dark as a crow’s wing falling forward across her cheek.


    “I am concentrating.” It was what I was concentrating on that was the problem.


    We sat cross-legged in a circle on the bathroom floor in my room, Dean insisting this location had the strongest “energy.”


    Unfortunately for me, it was energy of the “I can remember how Crixus’s hips felt on the insides of my thighs” variety. His body haunted this space and my memory of it.


    “Do bathrooms have special significance for you?” The refection of flame danced across Dean’s glasses as he lifted his gaze from the camera in his lap.


    I looked at him, not satisfied the answer I wanted to give was the truth.


    If Crixus invaded this space with his presence, Liam occupied it with his absence. As the demigod had delighted in pointing out, it was in a motel bathroom where I had wrapped myself around the hit man, allowing the intersection of our weaknesses to bind us in mutual need.


    Liam, at least, seemed willing to give me my space—whether I wanted it or not. Since moving my mother into a quiet, sunny assisted living center where security was tight and mental health professionals outnumbered the residents three-to-one, he had reentered the broad silence that seemed his constant companion.


    “Why?” I asked, deciding to return a question with a question rather than an uncomfortable answer.


    “You’re getting all hot,” Dean said, leaning over the device I came to know as an infrared camera, capable of detecting thermal images.


    “I’m agitated,” I said. “I’m tired, my butt is going numb, and all I want is to curl up in my bed with a book and forget this whole day ever happened.”


    “That could be good,” Kim pointed out. “They respond to strong feelings.”


    “Look.” I grabbed the edge of the tub and dragged myself to my feet, the air currents from my movement setting the shadows dancing around us. “I’m not even sure there is a they. I think it’s time to accept that what happened earlier was just a fluke. I’m not sensitive, they are not following me, and pursuing this any further would just be a waste of time for everyone concerned.”


    A blur in my peripheral vision set Dean and Kim swinging their instruments toward the doorway to my bedroom.


    “Did you see that?” Kim asked in the hushed tones usually reserved for events either disastrous or miraculous.


    “That was a pillow!” Dean unfolded himself and nearly trampled me in a tangle of limbs.


    The chill that had seeped from the tile floor into my skin bled to my bones when I rose and saw the pillow sitting smack in the middle of the floor, a good four feet from its place on the bed.


    “It probably just fell,” I heard myself say.


    “More like flew,” Kim argued.


    Try as I might, I couldn’t scrape my gaze from the unlikely object on the floor. “Something must have disturbed it. Maybe the house settled and it shook the bed.”


    “You cannot honestly be denying what we saw just now.” Kim rose to look me in the eye, her jaw taking on a stubborn set.


    “I’m not denying anything. I’m simply reminding everyone that phenomena of this kind can usually be attributed to a logical explanation.”


    As if in punctuation to my statement, the figurine of a shepherdess slid from the mantel and shattered on the glazed-tile hearth.


    “Cinnamon-toasted Jesus!” Dean leapt back a full foot, his eyes pin-balling around the room in search of additional manifestations.


    “And what’s your explanation for that, Dr. Schmidt?” Kim challenged.


    “Vibrations in the floorboards,” I said, jumping up and down. The sheperdess’s neighbors—a snoozy stable boy and his fat, soporific lamb—started rattling. “Look. Totally explainable.”


    I paused and glanced over at the mantel, where the remaining figurines were now stationary.


    A sigh of relief escaped me. “See?”


    Boy and lamb slid off in concert, shattering to porcelain crumbs at my feet.


    “They’re responding to you.” Kim startled me by grabbing both hands, the only physical contact she had initiated thus far. “Can’t you see?”


    I shrugged her off and backed away. “Stop saying that.”


    Around us, wall sconces started to vibrate, their crystal pendants swaying. A low hum built at the base of my spine and surrounded my head in a numbing fog. Thousands of whispers, the metallic scraping of summer cicadas. I brought my hands to my ears, closed my eyes against the invasion.


    “What?” Kim asked. “What is it?”


    “Nothing.” Artic cold swept through my body, reducing my skin to a carpet of gooseflesh as pinpricks erupted up my neck and over my scalp. Fear dumped a double dose of adrenaline into my veins and spurred my heart into a reckless gallop.


    Hissed words sheared from the current of sound drowning my senses. Choked syllables and unearthly rasps.


    Help…it hurt…me.


    It’s over. His face…


    He’ll kill you.


    It’s inside. It’s inside you.


    “Leave me alone.” The voice was scarcely recognizable as mine, so transformed was it by fear.


    “Dr. Schmidt, calm down. It’s okay. They’re just—”


    Ask. Ask her who did it…


    She’s like her.


    I’ll rip her up. I’ll—


    “Stop! Stop it!” I was running blind then, only vaguely aware of Kim falling backward as I bolted past her.


    My hands were slick on the bannister as I flew down the stairs, narrowly missing the landing. Falling, dragging myself up to fall again before I reached the door and tumbled out into the night.


    *****


    Alone, I watched the waves spill moonlight onto the sand and steal it back again. The night’s chill settled on onto my skin, filling my lungs with the earthy scent of kelp washed ashore.


    I had run out without as a jacket. My arms wrapped tighter around my knees, pulling me into myself.


    My head ached with the pangs of an emotional hangover whose remnant feelings still clung to the inside of my skull. Rage. Frustration. Longing. Loss. And beneath it all, a deep and abiding sadness.


    I had felt some measure of this before, but never on this scale. On days when overbooked clients were stacked end-to-end and their collective cares felt like cinderblocks piled on my shoulders, I would drag myself home and implode into sleep’s respite.


    The source of tonight’s onslaught left me hollow and shaken.


    Kim and Dean hadn’t seen Sin Pantalones and Gaybeard, nor had they heard those awful rasping voices. The revelation widened some gap yawning open between me and the rest of the world.


    This was happening to me. Around me. Because of me.


    If it was happening at all.


    How had my mother felt, the first time she had heard a foreign voice in her head? Had she sat, the way I did now, hands so much like mine twisting in the hem of her skirt? Holding onto a scrap of the material world for comfort?


    I was only eight the first time I found her hiding in the closet. Secreted among the piled shoes and coats, she scratched symbols on a yellow legal pad and told me to hide under my bed, where she found me the next morning.


    Four years passed before the state got around to institutionalizing her, leaving me the ward of a series of foster homes, as I had no relatives of record. Not for the first time, I felt an ache echo through that scooped-out place in my chest filled by neither family nor friends.


    In my thirty years, the nearest thing to a social circle I had managed included my assistant, Julie, a man who killed people for a living, a being who was only partly human, and a goldfish.


    A single tear slid into the seam of my lips, its taste almost as salty as the sea. I didn’t fight the sorrow welling up and over my eyelids, nor did I bother wiping the tracks as they stiffened and dried on my face.


    This would have been the point I nudged a box of tissues across the coffee table toward myself, had I been seated on my own expansive leather couch.


    The thought interrupted my quiet crying with an unexpected hiccup of laughter. An image of myself, alone on the beach, laughing, crying, and muttering to myself brought on a back-breaking sob. My throat and lungs chugged in soundless repetition like an engine trying to turn over.


    “There now, comely wench.”


    The ocean’s roar swallowed my startled shriek as I crab-walked backward, kicking up sand in my wake.


    My sudden movement must have startled my unlikely comforter, for he matched my scream with one of equal falsetto before stumbling ass-backward into a nearby dune.


    “Blimey!” Sin Pantalones brought a hand to his burly chest. “You’d have scared me half to death just then. If’n I weren’t dead already, that is. I nearly tarred me britches.”


    “Y-you aren’t wearing any.” I bit down on my tongue, cursing myself for having corrected something that had just admitted to no longer being alive.


    “Oy, rub it in, why don’t ye. Speakin’ o’ which…” He pushed himself onto his battered boots. “It’ll be a century afore I get all the sand from me trench.”


    Trying to stack myself on wobbly knees, I looked away as he swiped at his behind.


    “Here, let me help you,” he said, offering me the same hand he’d just used to swab the poop deck.


    “Stay away! Don’t come near me!”


    “Come on now. You don’t have to be like that.” He tucked his thumbs into the wide leather belt buckled around his barrel of his waist. A gesture I could only guess was the result of having no pockets to tuck his hands into.


    The moonlight shone on the shaved dome of his head, casting the creases of his fleshy face into shadow. He looked every bit as material as the sand beneath our feet, as the stars winking overhead.


    “Just what exactly are you?”


    A jovial chuckle boomed from him and he slapped a naked knee. “Why, a dredgie of course.”


    “What’s a dredgie?”


    The fatty pockets over his eyes lowered as his voice dropped into a scratchy bass whisper. “The ghost of a pirate what’s been done to death by betrayal.”


    “Ghost? You don’t look like a ghost.” I made the mistake of looking him over to illustrate my point and caught sight of the organ curving in a sharp left against his thigh.


    “And what, pray tell, does a ghost look like, lass?”


    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Vaporous? Fully dressed?”


    His bushy brows inched upward, creating miniature rolls on his forehead. “The first part depends on who be doin’ the seein.’ The second depends on how ye die.”


    “What do you mean, who be doing the seeing?” I folded my arms over my chest to gather what little warmth I could.


    “I think it be best you ask yer man about that.”


    “My man?”


    “The strapping chap what Gaybeard was wrapped around like carnivorous kelp. I owes him my thanks, by the way. That’s the first time in four centuries I ain’t been run through.”


    “Crixus,” I snorted, the memory of him relighting the fuse of irritation in my brain. “He is not my man.”


    Sin Pantalones scraped the sand with his boot. “You two seemed awfully…chummy as I recalls.”


    “Yeah, well. He’s chummy with a lot of people. He also has a nasty habit of disappearing without any explanation and leaving me to clean up after him.”


    “That weren’t his choice. He was summoned, I expect, on account of his kind ain’t supposed to interfere with my kind.”


    “What kinds would those be?”


    “The living.” Moonlight silvered his irises, lending him an otherworldly light. “And the dead.”


    An involuntary shiver snaked up my spine. Broken whispers still stuck in my memory like shards of glass. “How did you die?”


    He turned to face the sea, giving me his back. “We were docked out there. The Squatting Watchman’s hulls were burstin’ with swag, and we had just keelhauled the lot o’ Gaybeard’s crew and left his ship in splinters.”


    A little smile brightened his face.


    “A few of us felt like celebratin’, so we came ashore in a dingy lookin’ for a sip from ol’ crack Jenny’s teacup while the crew were splicin’ the mainbrace.”


    I blinked at him. “You what?”


    “The crew was gettin’ loaded to the gunwale on rum, so we came to shore to procure a little pleasant company. If you take my meanin’.”


    He waited for my nod before continuing.


    “I were in right tharr in yer very room—”


    “Wait,” I said, glancing back over the dune at the lovely three-story home lit up like a cozy lantern. “The Inn on the Hill was a brothel?”


    “Best booty this side o’ the seven seas.” He winked at me. “Anyway, thar I were with—”


    “Does Mrs. Hilliker know that?”


    “Do ye mind?” His meaty hands came to rest on his hips. “Ye’re maroonin’ me narrative.”


    “Sorry.” I took a breath and tried to channel the silent calm I sat in while clients unloaded their cares. My fingers itched for a notepad. “Go ahead.”


    He cleared his throat. “Thar I were, in a special way with Jolly Molly No-Gills Malloy—”


    “No-Gills?”


    “Aye.” One corner of his mouth curved into a wicked grin. “Someone tried to slash her throat, but she gutted the poor devil like a second-hand hog. Only when her pipes healed, the scars mades it so she didn’t gag.” His eyes muddy brown eyes grew misty. “That Molly could suck the barnacles off a—”


    “I get the idea,” I interrupted.


    “Right. So thar I were with Molly, me pants and weapons bein’ otherwise located, when out the window I sees the Squatting Watchman burst into flame. Next thing I knows, Gaybeard busts through the door with that winged rat o’ his and starts to swingin’ his cutlass around.


    “Alls I have is me trusty cleaver, but it weren’t enough.” He patted the well-worn wooden handle of the blade tucked into the back of his belt.


    “He runs me through and made me watch as the Squatting Watchman went down to Davey Jones, and me treasure with it,” he said, staring out over the water. I half expected to see the reflection of flames glowing across his face.


    “What about Gaybeard?”


    Sin Pantalones spat into the sand. “What about him?”


    “He died too, didn’t he? I mean, he’s like you?”


    “Aye,” he grinned. “Molly shot him in the arse then brained that bloody bird with a fireplace poker. I’m just glad I stayed thar to sees it instead of wandering off into that awful light.”


    “Ahh. So it’s true then. The light? Crossing over.”


    He nodded. “But tharr ain’t no way I’m going without me treasure. And you’re just the lass to help me get it.”


    “Me? Why me?”


    “Firstly—” he paused, ticking off his giant thumb, “—ye can sees me. Secondly, ye can gets into that museum in town where they’ve gots it locked up.”


    “Absolutely not,” I insisted. “Firstly, that’s theft. Secondly, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to a museum, but generally everything is locked up in cases that are watched over by guards.”


    “Do you think I’m daft?” he challenged. “I knows all about the guards and the cases. That’s why we’ll does tonight under the cover o’ darkness!”


    “I am not breaking into a museum. It’s absolutely out of the question.” I turned on my heel and started back toward the house.


    “Are you sure ye want to be going back there, lass?”


    I froze. “Why?”


    “All those spirits. Trying to make you feel their pain. Their rage. They’ll keep coming, you know. Now that they know you can hear them.”


    “Spirits?” I asked. “Is that what they were?” Hope and despair washed over me in disparate waves, both of them caused by the same burgeoning revelation: it hadn’t just been in mind.


    “Aye, lass. And I can make them go away.”


    “You can?”


    “If…” he trailed off.


    “If what?”


    “If you help me.”


    *****


    “Oh there you are, dear. I was worried sick!” Ruth rose from the brocade settee in the parlor and fluttered over in a swish of skirts.


    “You’re up late, Mrs. Hilliker. I’m sorry if I kept you.” I shot Sinpants a look.


    He motioned locking up his lips and tossing away the key. A wise move, as he wouldn’t have had anywhere to put it anyway.


    “The way you lit out earlier, I thought the devil himself might be chasing you.”


    “I heard the moonrise is lovely this time of year. I just didn’t want to miss it.” The ease with which lies tripped off my tongue these days to explain the unexplainable felt like something I should make note of.


    Ruth’s head tipped to one side in birdlike curiosity. “That handsome young businessman was around earlier. Shame you couldn’t have watched the moonrise with him.”


    “Shame,” I repeated.


    Sinpants waggled his eyebrows at me. I debated motioning a slit throat with my finger, but decided the threat lacked the necessary clout in addition to making me look slightly psychotic in front of Mrs. Hilliker.


    I stretched in an exaggerated yawn and blinked false sleep out of my eyes. “Well, I think I’m going to turn in. Good night, Mrs. Hilliker.”


    “Will you be at breakfast tomorrow morning?” The seemingly innocent question teased to mind images of a table accidentally set for two.


    “I might just sleep in and grab something in town.” Provided my breakfast isn’t sent to me on a metal tray through the bars of the local pokey.


    “All right, dear. Sleep well.”


    “I’ll try.”


    I slithered down the empty hall, not wanting to alert Kim and Dean to my return. The door had scarcely closed behind me when Sinpants walked right through it.


    “Handy trick,” I said. “You had better not pull that kind of stuff next time I’m in the bathroom.”


    “The sooner we gets me treasure, the better me chances are of moving on.”


    I sank down onto the bed and flopped backwards. “I need to think.”


    A timid knock at the door released a beleaguered groan from my throat. “Who is it?”


    “Dean,” the voice announced. “And Kim.”


    “Come in.” I grudgingly folded myself into a seated position.


    They looked different somehow. It took me the better part of a minute to realize what the change was. Shuffling in, pajama-ed and slippered, they had not a piece of equipment with them.


    “We came to apologize,” Kim said. “For the séance, the pictures, the tapes.”


    “And for calling you uptight and prissy.” Dean tugged at the drawstring on his plaid flannel pajama pants.


    “Pinched,” I corrected. “You called me uptight and pinched.”


    “Oh, right.” He nodded. “I didn’t call you prissy until after you left.”


    “Thanks a heap.”


    “Anyway,” Kim continued, “it’s okay if you don’t believe. It wasn’t right of us to try to use you to get readings. If you say that there aren’t any spirits following you, then it’s not our place to say otherwise.”


    “There are spirits following me.” The words had fallen from my mouth like groceries from wet-bottomed paper bag. I found myself simply too exhausted to bother with appearances at this point. “In fact, one of them is over in the corner.”


    “What? Where?” Dean glanced straight at the corner where Sinpants slouched in an armchair, knees angled brazenly outward.


    “They can’t see me, lass.”


    I averted my gaze from Little Lefty and stared up at the bed’s canopy. “Lucky them.”


    “What did he say?” Kim asked, seeming to know where my comments were directed.


    “That you can’t see him.”


    “Oh wow!” Dean started for the door. “I’m gonna grab the FLIR!”


    Kim caught him by the back of the T-shirt. “No, Dean. Not this time.”


    Crestfallen, Dean seated himself on the steamer trunk at the foot of the bed.


    Kim returned her attention to me. “What does he want?”


    “His treasure. It’s in the Squatting Watchman museum.”


    “You’re breaking into the museum?” Dean shot up from the trunk, rusty hair shimmering in an excited aura around him. “I want to help!”


    “Abso-fucking-lutely not!” The door to the closet creaked open on its brass hinges, the very soundtrack of every horror film I had ever seen. The figure who stepped through it was every bit as frightening as any movie monster and twice as deadly.


    “Liam!”


    The gap-mouthed wonder inscribed on the features of Kim’s face mirrored what I felt, but could better conceal—if barely.


    Liam emerged from the shadows like one born to rule them. Tall in all black, he cleared six feet with some to spare, his shoulders broad beneath the coat concealing a Smith and Wesson 1191 as well as a torso that could shame most underwear models.


    His predatory gaze burned from a face too hard for handsome. His were the ash-dark eyes you didn’t see studying you until it was too late.


    My inner thighs ached, remembering the scrape of stubble surrounding a mouth I knew to be capable of issuing promises and threats—and capable of keeping both.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “At the moment, keeping you from making a disastrous decision.” He breezed past Kim, closing her gaping mouth with the gentle tap of an index finger beneath her chin.


    She clapped her hand to her mouth and giggled.


    Dean sniffed and straightened his spine in the universal gesture of a challenged male. “Dean Barger,” he said, jutting a hand in Liam’s direction.


    “Not someone you want to know,” Liam replied, pressing Dean’s hand back into his side.


    “Ahoy! Would that be Liam Whatshisface?” Sinpants asked from the corner. “The Liam Whatshisface?”


    “How did you know that?” It had taken me a solid month to believe his unfortunate surname was not a joke, instead a result of his mother’s reticence to keep track of her lovers as well as she had her dealers. Why he hadn’t changed it in all the years since was a bigger mystery.


    “Who are you talking to?” Liam followed my line of sight to the empty chair.


    “They call him the Ghost Maker,” Sinpants whispered. “He’s a legend, he is. In fact, just last week he killed—”


    I wedged my fingers in my ears and shook my head. “I really don’t want to know this.”


    “Lady, who the fuck are you talking to?”


    Not even the use of the semi-endearment he’d first employed when abducting me could scatter the cold gathering in my chest.


    Liam. The Ghost Maker.


    “A ghost,” Dean answered. Kim appeared to have lost all ability to compose a spoken sentence, and nodded emphatically.


    Liam’s expression darkened. “I don’t believe in ghosts.”


    “I think that be what they call irony.” Sinpants propped his boot up on the opposite knee. “I’d wager a goodly number o’ those voices you heard earlier were on his account.”


    His face. Hisface. He’ll kill you.


    I shook my head, wishing the action would disperse the encroaching thoughts. “I told you I don’t want to hear this.”


    “That I don’t believe in ghosts?” Liam leaned against the post at the end of the bed. My knee was close enough to feel the heat of his thigh though the fabric of his tailored slacks.


    “I wasn’t talking to you. And we still haven’t established what you’re doing here. Have you been hiding in my room this whole time?”


    Part of me knew the answer had to be no. No way would Liam have stayed quietly in the closet and allowed Crixus to proceed with his machinations uninterrupted. To my knowledge, a demigod couldn’t be killed, but I wouldn’t put it past Liam to try.


    Hard.


    “I’m staying in the room down the hall.”


    “You!” I said, as several details coalesced into a realization. “You’re the businessman!”


    “Something like that.”


    “Did you follow me all the way here?”


    “Of course not,” he said. “I got here before you.”


    “How the hell did you know where I would be?”


    Liam gave me one of his infuriatingly impenetrable smiles.


    “You can leave now,” I said.


    “Not a chance, lady.” Liam’s smile widened as he sat down next to me on the bed, kicked his feet up, and propped his hands behind his head. “Especially not when you’re talking about breaking into a museum after hours.”


    The proximity of Liam to a four-poster bed was enough to make rational thought a solid effort. “What I do on vacation is none of your business.”


    “You are my business.”


    “Since when?” I folded my arms over my breasts, the nipples tightening in Liam’s presence. It was a detail he wouldn’t miss.


    “Since you went and got yourself a blackmailer.”


    “You have a blackmailer?” Dean’s eyes went wide. “That’s so cool!”


    “A riot. Anyway, it’s Rolly they’re after.” A pang of guilt squirmed through my gut remembering the doughy security guard who followed me around doe-eyed and sweaty-palmed. The same man who was rumored to be sitting on a small fortune. The same man I had almost successfully sold to the thug who had abducted my mother.


    “Did you or did you not tell me that your mother said the men who had her wanted to hurt you?”


    “My mother says a lot of things.”


    “What’s wrong with her?” Kim had miraculously recovered her ability to speak just when the most uncomfortable questions could be asked.


    “She’s schizophrenic.”


    “She has periods of lucidity. If you had been around her more—”


    I pushed myself off the bed and away from Liam. “I’m ready to do this. Dean, are you coming?”


    “You’re not going anywhere.” Liam rose and placed himself between me and the door.


    “You have two options,” I said. “You can help me, or you can get out of my way.”


    “Three options.” He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a pair of handcuffs. “I could handcuff you to the bed.”


    I indulged in a bratty eye roll. “Again?”


    “Should we be hearing this?” Dean asked.


    “Definitely.” Kim leaned forward in her chair, her eyes fixed on the shackles.


    “Be right back,” I said, I stalking toward the bathroom in search of my black yoga pants and hoodie. Liam nudged me through the door and slammed it behind him.


    “Will you just think for a minute? You have no idea what you’re doing.”


    I peeled my shirt over my head and unbuttoned my skirt, letting it fall to my ankles. “All the more reason for you to help me, then.”


    Liam’s chest rose and fell in slow, even breaths. His dark gaze traveled down my shoulders, following the slender curve between my breasts. “I’m no thief.”


    “You kill people,” I said, reaching behind me to unhook my bra to swap it out for one of the sports variety. “For money.”


    “Exactly.” He caught my wrists and pressed them down against my hips. His fingertips unfastened the clasp with an expert flick. “I get paid for providing a valuable service. Everyone wins.”


    “Except for the people you kill, that is.”


    He did not dignify the blatant barb with a response, his attention having come to rest on the lacy lingerie barely clinging to my breasts.


    He slid the straps off my shoulders with a surgeon’s precision. If immortality taught patience, I would have assumed that Liam, not Crixus, had counted time in generations. His every move was a study in deliberation. Calculated. Careful.


    The pulse rushed in my ears as his hands slid beneath the cups, supporting the now naked flesh in his rough palms. I let myself lean back into him, relishing the feeling of his heart thundering against my bare back.


    His thumbs brushed over the aching buds. Some fuse beneath the sensitive flesh caught fire and burned down toward my center, toward the systematic destruction of all other thought beginning there. My pulse followed, relocating the persistent throb to hasten my undoing.


    “Why don’t you forget about the museum and let me spend the next eight hours making your legs shake?”


    My knees went liquid at the prospect of so much uninterrupted time spent in his company. “Only eight?”


    “We have to eat at some point.” His lips brushed my neck, followed by his tongue. He found the sensitive spot beneath my ear and sucked until his teeth scraped my skin in concert with the fingers tightening on my nipples.


    My hips rolled back to meet him, the evidence of his desire hot and hard against the small of my back. His hand strayed downward, toying with the delicate edge of my panties.


    “I can’t.” Panted, these words lacked the force required to sound convincing.


    “Why not?” Liam’s fingers slid lower, demonstrating the dexterity required to handle triggers of all kinds.


    “Have to get…the treasure.” Even as I said it, I became aware of sinuous slide of our bodies together, my own lazy undulation like a cat in heat.


    I discovered he had been holding his breath when it hissed out of him on a guttural groan. 


    “I’ll help you,” he said. “For one reason and one reason only.”


    “Your generous nature?”


    Liam grabbed my hips and dragged me back against his body, his hand pressed hard against my sex. His jaw abraded the tender flesh of my neck as he whispered hot words into my ear.


    “Because the sooner we finish this, the sooner I can cuff you to that bed and fuck your brains out.”


    *****


    “Is that a hickey?”


    We huddled under the awning of the back entrance to the Squatting Watchman Maritime Museum. Driving rain slanted sideways beneath the sole streetlamp, a spot of shifting silver in the surrounding dark. Puddles of red, green, and blue from blinking neon signs bathed the sidewalk in fluorescent light.


    Liam cupped a hand against the window and peered inside the museum while Dean seemed more interested in inspecting the livid suck mark Liam had left on my throat.


    “Hives,” I said.


    “That sure be looking like a hickey to me.” Sinpants leaned in closer to inspect me. “I could fair see that from a neighboring port.”


    My hand dissolved through his head when I attempted to push him away. Strange numbness tingled up my arm to my shoulder. “No one asked you.”


    “What did you say?” Liam fiddled with a panel by the door and followed a covered wire to where it disappeared into the exposed brick wall.


    “Nothing.”


    “He’s here, isn’t he?” Dean’s hand reflexively felt for the equipment strap to the gear I had insisted he leave back at the bed and breakfast.


    I nodded.


    “God, I love tourist towns.” Liam’s jaw tightened as he wedged a flathead screwdriver under a junction box. “This is a landline system.”


    Dean’s curls had nearly doubled in size in the damp evening air and obscured most of Liam when he leaned over him to watch. “What does that mean?”


    “It means—” Liam grunted “—it still relies on a land line to call the cops.”


    “And that’s good?”


    Liam’s slow smile aroused and frightened me in equal measure. I tried not to think about what this might mean in terms of a diagnosis where I was concerned. “Land lines can be cut. Jamming a cell signal can be a bitch.”


    Dean reached into his jacket and pulled out a pocketknife. “Here! Use this.”


    “Put that away,” Liam said, withdrawing a wickedly curved blade from a holster at his ankle. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”


    One flick, and the small, green light over the door winked out.


    My mind constructed the sound the same knife might make popping through the stays of a corset. The kind Captain Cruelcock’s many, many conquests wore in his presence—if briefly.


    Liam returned the blade to its holster and traded it out for a tool that looked like the result of a one-night stand between a Swiss army knife and a ninja star. He slid one slender metal extension into the lock and grinned like a kid on Christmas morning when it clicked.


    “What’s that?” Dean asked.


    “Permission to enter,” Liam said. “Let me go in first.”


    The door opened without incident, puffing cool air into the rainy night. Liam advanced, the old wood floor groaning despite his careful steps. His hand never strayed far from the gun tucked beneath his arm.


    Dean and I trailed him down a narrow hallway that opened onto what I guessed was the main gallery. Dim light reflected from glass cases on white pedestals of varying size.


    “What are we looking for?” I whispered over my shoulder to Sinpants, who didn’t walk so much as hover.


    Liam stopped short, causing Dean to collide with his back. “You mean you don’t know?”


    “I’ll find out.”


    “From whom?” The red exit sign overhead lent Liam a demonic glow.


    “The ghost,” Dean answered for me. “She can see them.”


    “Since when?”


    “Probably since she was an adolescent.” Dean slid into the erudite recitation of the overly-researched. “Recent studies suggest that latent psychic ability—”


    “Is probably something I don’t have,” I interrupted. “Let’s just get what we came here for and get out of here before we get caught.”


    “Which I would be more than happy to do,” Liam agreed. “Just as soon as we know the fuck we’re looking for.”


    “I’m trying! If you would just be quiet for one minute.”


    “Tharr it be!” Sinpants bellowed.


    “Matilda, for God’s sake—”


    “Shh!” I hissed. “I’m trying to listen.”


    “Oh! Me treasure!” Sinpants gushed rapturously. “After all this time! Mine at last!”


    “Just point it out!” I glanced back at Sinpants, but found myself faced with his four-alarm treasure-stiffy. “Not with that!”


    I clapped my hands over my eyes and shuddered.


    “Not with what?” Liam grabbed me by both shoulders. “Would you start making some sense?”


    “I am making sense. Now let me go so I can get the ghost pirate his treasure.”


    “Over me dead body!” Gaybeard sprang into view at the end of the hallway, sword drawn, face powdered, purple feather tufting in a ghostly breeze.


    “Awk! Over his corpse!” The skeletal parrot flapped down from the rafters and perched on Gaybeard’s shoulder.


    “Oh, God,” I groaned.


    “What?” Liam asked. “What is it?”


    “Another ghost!” Dean declared. He withdrawn a contraband EMF meter from somewhere on his person and aimed it down the hall in Gaybeard’s direction.


    “Dean! You weren’t supposed to bring any equipment.”


    “But he has equipment,” Dean sulked, looking at Liam.


    “I should say he does,” Gaybeard agreed, his one good eye sliding down the length of Liam’s trousers.


    “He’s not into that,” I informed Gaybeard. “Trust me.”


    “Not into what?” Judging by the look on his face, it was only a matter of minutes before Liam’s gun started asking the questions.


    “Just relax,” I said, putting a hand on his sternum. “I’ll take care of this.”


    Sinpants reached behind him and withdrew his cleaver. “Out of me way or I’ll send ye to hell a second time, ye pox-faced swine!”


    Gaybeard’s purple glove fluttered to his powder-caked cheek. “Pox-faced! Why, I’ll spill yer guts, ye weevil-eating galley slave!”


    “No!” I shouted. “No one is spilling anyone’s guts! We’re here to get—” Here, I stopped, turning to the pirate in question. “Just exactly what are we here to get, anyway?”


    “Me pants, o’course.”


    “We’re here to get…your pants?” I repeated. “I thought you said your treasure was here.”


    “They are me treasure! They were the only other pair I had, and they went down with me ship!” Flecks of ghost spit flew from his mouth. “Have ye any idea how hard it is being a fearsome ghost pirate without me breeches? Do ye?”


    “Well, I—”


    “I be the laughing stock of the whole bloody crew! And the jokes!” He clutched at his ears with meaty hands. “The horrible jokes! What has two heads and no pants?” he mimicked.


    Gaybeard and I suppressed a snicker.


    “It’s not funny!”


    “You’re absolutely right,” I said. “It’s not funny. But, Ricardo, don’t you think it’s time you let your pants go? I mean, you could cross over, find your peace. Your attachment to these pants is unhealthy. It’s held you back all this time.


    “And Gaybeard,” I continued, “you can’t continue to let vengeance rule you this way. You sustained a terrible loss. No one is arguing with that. But, you can’t take your treasure with you anyway. Don’t you understand that? It’s time you both learned to let go. For your own good. Will you let me help you?”


    I waited in the silence that followed, looking from Sinpants to Gaybeard while Liam and Dean stared at me in open-mouth disbelief.


    “What sort of rot is this daft wench talking anyway?” Gaybeard said at last.


    “Beats the bogwaders out o’ me,” Sinpants shrugged.


    “Fight to the death?” Gaybeard suggested.


    “To the death!” They lunged at each other, Sinpants sliding through me, leaving a kind of oily cold.


    “Oh, for the love of God,” I snapped. “You’re already dead!”


    They ducked and parried around the display cases, sword and cleaver clanging while the parrot circled overhead, squawking the occasional obscenity.


    “For fuck’s sake,” Liam growled, reminding me of his presence. “Let’s just get the fucking pants and go.” He stalked over to a wall where a single pair of worn leather breeches was pinned out in a temperature and humidity-controlled display labeled “Sartorial Splendor of the Seven Seas.”


    “I can see why you like him,” Dean observed. “He’s really great at swearing.”


    When a deafening pop had Dean and me nearly running up the wall, I thought for a split second Liam had opted to shoot the lock off the display case.


    Instead, a tap on the shoulder whirled me face-first into Crixus’s pectoral muscles.


    “Where’d he come from?” Dean asked.


    I looked up into the demigod’s face, beautiful to the point of pain even in the half light, and found myself swinging a fist at it.


    “Hey,” he said, catching me. “What’s the matter?”


    “Where the hell have you been?” Another swing. Another miss.


    “Getting my ass reamed by the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs Death and Afterlife liason.”


    Gaybeard froze, his face creaking toward a smile as he stared in Crixus’s direction.


    “Not like that,” Crixus corrected.


    The pirates resumed fighting.


    “Where the hell were you when we could have just materialized in here and grabbed the pants!”


    “What pants?” he asked, ducking another blow. “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “His pants,” I shouted, landing a solid kick to the demigod’s shin. “The pants of the ghost pirate who invaded my room just before you disappeared. Again!”


    “He was in your room?” Liam appeared at my elbow, breeches draped over his forearm. “What was he doing in your room?”


    Breath evaporated from my lungs. Liam on one side. Crixus on the other. Naked malice crackled through the air between them.


    Crixus leaned back on the heels of his black motorcycle boots. “Before or after she begged for my cock?”


    I didn’t have time to make my own protest. Liam swung, and swung hard, his arm a black blur in my peripheral vision. But Crixus was already gone. Supernatural reflexes saw him clean away by the time Liam’s blow sliced through empty air.


    “Cute parlor tricks, Crickets,” Liam said, turning to find the demigod behind him. “Where I come from, we have a word for a man who can’t take a hit.”


    “And do you have a name for men who can’t deliver one?”


    “Stop this!” I said, wedging myself between them. “Right now.”


    “I should have known this shit show had something to do with you.” Liam stabbed a finger into Crixus’s sternum. “She had her shit together before you came along.”


    “Hey!” I protested. “I still have my shit together.”


    “Now she’s breaking into museum to steal fucking pants, talking to people who aren’t there...” Liam continued.


    “Just because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t here.” Crixus caught Liam’s hand and shoved it away. “But then, that’s not surprising, for a man who can’t see the woman he wants doesn’t want him.”


    “If you two think this kind of chauvinistic discourse is going to impress me—”


    “She sure as hell wanted me earlier,” Liam taunted. “Seems you didn’t leave too big an impression.”


    “He can leave an impression on me,” Gaybeard purred, leaping to avoid the downstroke of Sinpants’s cleaver.


    “Awk! Big boy!” the parrot added.


    “Stay the fuck away from me, Gaybeard,” Crixus growled.


    “What did you call me?” Liam’s hand inched closer to his jacket.


    Gaybeard’s artificially reddened lip pooched out in a pout as he scuttled away. “How come she gets all the men? And with a pinchy face like that!”


    “My face is not pinchy! And Liam Whatshisface, don’t you even think about it.”


    I wasn’t quick enough to stop Liam before his hand returned, attached to the handle of a long black gun with a longer, black silencer on its muzzle.


    “What’s the matter, Crickets? You like showing those powers around. How about a demonstration?”


    “Liam! No! No shooting people!”


    “But he’s not a person.” Liam clicked the gun’s hammer. “At least, not a human.”


    “He’s not?”


    Until this moment, I had completely forgotten about Dean, who might as well have been dipping into a tub of popcorn for the rapt expression on his face.


    “He’s just kidding,” I said. “Aren’t you, Liam?”


    “Let’s ask an expert.” Crixus jerked his chin toward the gun. “What do you think, Doctor? Is he compensating?”


    Light flared in the dim gallery, and for a moment I was flash-blind. When spots ceased to dance before my eyes, I looked down to find Crixus on the floor spread-eagle, eyes closed, mouth open.


    I blinked at Liam. Horrified, disbelieving.


    “You shot him!” Dean stammered.


    “You shot him,” I repeated, reduced now to the approximate awareness given to livestock and preschoolers.


    Crixus sat bolt upright with a gasp, massaging a scorched hole in the center of his black T-shirt. “Son of a bitch! That really fucking hurt!”


    The bullet rolled off him with a metallic clink as he got to his feet. He picked it up and winged at back at Liam, who dove out of the way as it ricocheted off the wall and shattered a glass case.


    Alarms shrieked through the building. Gaybeard and Sinpants vanished back into the ether, their epic battle forgotten.


    “You stupid fucker!” Liam’s gaze fixed on the front windows of the gallery. Lights flicked on in sleepy houses on the other side of the street. “The cops are less than a block away!”


    “Let’s go!” I turned to race back down the hall we had entered from, but Liam stopped me, shoving the breeches into my arms.


    “You’ll never make it in time.”  He turned to Crixus, stringing together words under his breath that would have made the filthiest sailor blush. “Get her out of here.”


    *****


    Crixus held me as the last orgasmic spasms passed. My room at the bed and breakfast assembled itself around us. Even after a dozen times of traveling with him this way, the disorienting effects never lessened. I’d never bothered to ask about the physics, figuring the science of disappearing in one place and reappearing in another would involve the word magic at some point.


    As soon as I was certain my legs could hold my weight, I shoved myself away from Crixus before my urge to tear his pants off with my teeth overrode the first-class lecture I had been working on since his sudden departure earlier this evening.


    “Just what the hell was all that about?”


    Crixus rolled over onto his back, his arms folded behind his head on the bed where he had landed us. “All what?”


    “Conveniently disappearing when the ghost hunters showed up. Popping in right in the middle of us trying to get Sinpants’s treasure. Picking a fight with Liam.”


    “I already told you. I didn’t conveniently disappear. I was summoned. There are rules about interfering with spirit world. I broke one.”


    “Which one?”


    “The one that dictates what immortals can and can’t do when it comes to spirits and humans who can see them.” His blue eyes had gone icy, chilling me when they came to rest upon my face.


    The question I had been trying to chase away all evening circled once, then landed with full force in my mind.


    “Why can I see ghosts when Liam, Kim, and Dean can’t?” In speaking the words, I had made them real.


    “Doctor, I don’t think you’re ready for the answer to that question.” Rarely had I heard Crixus sound serious, so free of caprice.


    “Why not?”


    “The same reason you’re still afraid of me.”


    “Afraid of you?” I walked over to the edge of the bed and perched next to his recumbent form. “I thought I was begging for your cock.”


    A hint of mischief teased the demigod’s lips. “Your hit man didn’t like that one bit.”


    “It also didn’t happen.”


    “But you did admit that you want me.” His hand came to rest on my knee. “Progress.”


    “Crixus, just because I want you doesn’t mean that…sleeping with you is a good idea.” I had chickened out at the last moment, afraid of what fucking would sound like spoken aloud to Crixus, who needed no encouragement in that respect. Maybe I would practice saying it at home in the quiet of my bedroom when Crixus was half a world away.


    “Who said anything about sleeping?”


    “See?” I said, scooting his hand away before the sensation of his skin on mine could rob me of my reasoned argument. “Statements like that just reinforce what I’m saying. You’re so…casual about it. You want it, so it’s yours.”


    “Since when is knowing what you want a bad thing?”


    “It’s not knowing what you want that’s the problem. It’s controlling those desires and manifesting them in a healthy adult context.”


    “You’re talking like a doctor again,” he teased. “Are you afraid you couldn’t keep up?”


    “It’s not that simple.”


    “It could be.”


    An exasperated sigh escaped me as I pushed myself up and started pacing. “Look, you’re totally unreliable. You sleep around…”


    “Slept,” he said. “Past tense. The last time I fucked at random was when I heard the hit man doing you in your office. It was that, or kill everything in a five mile radius. I assumed you would prefer the former.”


    The fresh addition of guilt was enough to make the roiling amalgamation of emotions in my gut boil over.


    “You came into my life, turned it upside down, stripped away everything I thought I knew. I’ve done the best I could to help every time you’ve needed it while still trying to hold together any semblance of a life for myself. What do you want from me?” Shopworn as it might be, it felt like the only question close to communicating my utter loss at what to do next or how to feel.


    His long body rose from the bed and made its way over to me. He stopped a hairsbreadth before our skin touched, close enough for me to feel the heat radiating off him. His fingers trailed down my neck and came to rest with his palm flat against my ribs. He kissed my temple and slid his lips over my ear. The whispered words came from everywhere and nowhere. Inside my head and from every molecule vibrating between us.


    “I want the beat of your heart and the song of your blood rushing. I want the taste of your sweat and the feel of your tongue. I want your body in my bed and your thoughts in my head. I want you. I want a chance.”


    Our mouths melded. Slow, silky, the smolder burning from inside out.


    Then we were shedding clothes, stripping each other, seams tearing in our haste.


    A timid knock at the door froze us in place.


    “Don’t answer that,” Crixus whispered. He was shirtless, already working at the zipper on his pants with one hand and pushing the bra up over my breasts with the other.


    A second knock, louder this time. More insistent.


    “Do you think we should—”


    “No.” It was as much a grunt as it was a word. Crixus spun me around and bent me over the bed. “Someday I’ll have the leisure to take you slowly. But now, I need you like this. I don’t care if the house falls down around us.”


    Yoga pants and panties were slipped down my hips as Crixus planted a hand at the small of my back.


    No sooner had he positioned himself than a succession of bangs rattled my door on its hinges.


    “Fuck!” Crixus barked. “What?”


    “Dr. Schmidt! It’s Kim! Are you in there?”


    I looked over my shoulder at Crixus. Sweat beaded on his forehead from the effort of restraint. “Yes, Kim. What is it?”


    “It’s Dean and your friend. They’ve been arrested. They’re in jail.”


    Cold horror washed over me. Dean. Liam. Sinpants. I looked at the breeches hanging over the back of the chair in the reading nook where I had slung them. What was I doing?


    “Oh, God,” I gasped. “Hold on.”


    Pulling up my pants, I scurried over to the door and unlocked it. Kim appeared in the opening looking sleep-rumpled and tired. “I guess the operation didn’t go so well, huh?”


    “Not exactly,” I admitted.


    “Did they say where they’re being held?” I asked, slipping on my sneakers.


    “Just at the local police department. I talked to the police officer. He said bail is set at five thousand dollars.”


    “Five thousand dollars?”


    “Apiece,” she added. “Breaking and entering is an expensive hobby, it seems.”


    “Crixus,” I began. “I’m so sorry—”


    “Go ahead.” He looked over from the fireplace where he’d bent one of the pokers into a pretzel.


    “I’ll be right back,” I promised. “We’ll finish talking, okay?”


    A sad smile softened his brutal features. “We never started.”


    *****


    “I can see them too.”


    Kim’s admission in the rental car’s quiet interior caused me to step on the brake with enough force to send our heads swiveling back and forth like bobble head dolls. I pulled up to the stoplight, though no cross traffic was waiting. At 2:00 a.m., Hilton Head’s historic district was a ghost town.


    “Not the same ones you can see,” she added. “But some of them. I’ve never told Dean. I think it would upset him.”


    “Ghosts?” I needed to say it. Needed it hear confirmation back from Kim that this was indeed what we were talking about.


    She nodded. “I could even see some of the ones who were talking to you before you ran out earlier. I don’t blame you.”


    “Nothing like that has ever happened to me before.” I eased off the brake and the rental car crawled forward in the quiet night.


    “Really?” Kim seemed genuinely surprised.


    “How about you?”


    “Happens to me all the time.”


    The automated voice on my smartphone’s GPS suggested I make a U-turn. I almost expected a follow-up statement recommending I evaluate my life choices. “How long have you been able to see them?”


    She folded her legs beneath her and adjusted her seat belt. “Always.”


    “Do you ever hear them?” I asked. “The angry ones.”


    Her laugh was just on the cynical side of bitter. “All the damn time. In fact, they’re usually the most persistent.”


    “Why?” I fought off a shudder remembering those disembodied, whispery voices.


    “You’re a therapist, right?”


    My sigh was heavy with the recent failure of not being able to talk Gaybeard and Sinpants out of their differences. “I try to be.”


    “Imagine a client with an overdose of fear, anger, and bitterness, and absolutely no power to change their state or their surroundings. What would an individual like that do, do you think?”


    “Lash out,” I said. “Any way they could.”


    “And suppose ninety-nine percent of the people around them wouldn’t acknowledge their existence. What would happen when they came across someone who did?”


    “They would cling to that person and try to elicit as strong a response as possible.”


    “Do you see what I mean when I say they feed off of feelings? Whatever you’re prone to, it makes the most sense for them to try and nudge you further toward that reaction. If you’re afraid, they’ll try to scare you. If you’re excited, they’ll do their best to amplify it.”


    “I guess that makes sense,” I said.


    “I think we’re like anchors,” she continued. “They spend most their time as shifting, bodiless energy. When they find a living, breathing person to connect with, it’s like recovering a little bit of what they had.”


    “But why would I only start seeing them now?” At the GPS’s instruction, I took a left and rolled past the Salty Duck, dark now, save for fluorescent lights advertising various alcoholic libations.


    “It could be something you’ve repressed.”


    The use of this particular psychological term felt like sandpaper on the back of my neck.


    “Have there been any big changes in your life lately?” Kim prodded. “Any emotional upsets?”


    My snort revealed more than I would have liked.


    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Kim said.


    “Why can you see some of them and not others?”


    “We all operate on different frequencies. Two psychics can enter the same space and have completely different impressions. Much of it depends on your level and type of sensitivity.”


    “Is that how you knew I’m not named after my mother?” I asked, remembering the odd observation from our earlier conversation.


    “You think about her a lot.” Kim brought her thumb to her mouth and nibbled on her cuticle. I guessed revelations of this kind hadn’t always been well received.


    “I do.”


    “Is she psychic too?”


    The question almost made be jump a curb. “I’m not psychic.”


    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to throw you off with the term. I know it’s not very acceptable in the traditional psychology world.”


    I pulled the car into the small lot adjacent to the police station and cut the engine. Kim reached for the door, but I stopped her.


    “What if…what if I don’t want to see them?” I asked, knowing we were both fully aware of my changing the subject.


    “I’m afraid most people with these…sensitivities aren’t able to stop it entirely. I know I never have been. But sometimes you can sort of ground yourself. Make it a little easier to maintain some boundaries.”


    “How?”


    “Don’t laugh.” She ducked her head and looked around the car is if someone might overhear her.


    “Of course not,” I promised.


    “I take my shoes off,” she said. “I take my shoes off and stand directly on the earth and close my eyes. Then I’ll tell them how I feel and what I’m willing to do.”


    “And they listen?”


    “Most of them. Sometimes you get a couple who are stubborn, or especially difficult. But it works for most of the ones I’ve come across.”


    “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try next time,” I shrugged. I collapsed forward over the steering wheel, suddenly exhausted. “I really don’t want there to be a next time.”


    “Maybe there won’t.” The optimism in her voice shot a little ray of light through my muddy insides. “Maybe Sinpants will be able to keep them away from you.”


    “You really think so?”


    “It’s possible. Which is why we better go ahead and get Dean and your friend out of here so you can get your ghost his pants.”


    “Be really glad you can’t see this one,” I said, opening the driver’s side door.


    She gave me a knowing little smile. “Points to the left, doesn’t it?”


    “How did you know that?”


    “I could sense it. You don’t always get to pick what comes.”


    “Isn’t that the truth,” I sighed.


    Kim and I walked down a hallway with linoleum the color of soured milk. The lights overhead buzzed like the beginnings of a migraine. At the instruction of a series of signs, we entered a waiting room whose stained, gray carpet look like it might have been the scene of some of the crimes that had landed the building’s occupants in jail. I picked up the phone provided and dialed as the faded plaque on the wall instructed.


    “I’m here for Dean Barger and Liam Whatshisface.”


    “I still can’t believe that’s the guy’s real name,” the tinny voice on the other end declared. “I’m re-running the background check.”


    Good luck with that, I thought. If legal paperwork were coloring books, Liam’s artistic endeavors tended to move outside the lines. I suspected any searches would return exactly and only what Liam wanted them to.


    After filling out a thick sheaf of paperwork slid to me through a metal tray and sending back an equally thick stack of bills procured from a 24-hour bail bondsman, a heavy metal door swung open to a maze of desks and cubicles.


    Kim opted to linger behind in the waiting room while I collected Dean and Liam.


    “Wouldn’t believe what we took off your friend.” The uniformed officer’s shoes squeaked in time with the sway of his impressive paunch.


    “He’s a ghost hunter,” I said, feeling a defensive rush for Dean. “It’s just an EMF meter.”


    “No,” he said. “The other one.” He came to an abrupt stop and pointed through a reinforced glass window to a table in an unused office where an array of weapons had been lined up like a makeshift artillery shrine.


    The Smith and Wesson 1911 I recognized. As well as the curved blade Liam had used to cut the museum’s phone wire. The additional three knives, two pistols, garroting wire, and brass knuckles were a surprise. The two sets of handcuffs caused a lotus of pleasure to bloom in my stomach. I had perhaps a little too much fun imagining where Liam might have hidden all his toys under his simple suit.


    “Shouldn’t those be locked up?” I asked.


    “They are,” he said, jiggling the door handle for effect. “Wouldn’t fit in a personal effects bag. Some of the guys thought I was kidding until laid it all out.”


    I squelched an image from Silence of the Lambs as we approached the cellblock.


    “Looks like you’re in luck,” the officer announced. “This nice lady’s here to bail you out. I’m just going to grab some paperwork and we’ll be all set.”


    “Dr. Schmidt!” Dean, feet clad in black prison-issue Crocs, flew from the edge of his cot and grabbed onto the bars. “Boy am I glad to see you!”


    Liam was stretched out on the opposite side of the room, arms folded across his chest. I couldn’t see from my vantage point whether his eyes were open.


    “I’m so sorry, Dean. Are you okay?”


    He nodded vigorously, barely restraining a toothy grin. “This has been the coolest night ever.”


    “Come on, kid.” The officer had returned with a set of keys and a manila folder of discharge paperwork. “We’ll do you first.”


    When they had returned to the desk, I turned to the cell and cleared my throat. “Liam? Are you okay?”


    Silence.


    “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean for this to—”


    “I didn’t used to believe in God.” His voice startled me, seeming to come from somewhere other than the motionless body on the cot.


    “Excuse me?”


    He sat up and stared straight ahead. “I didn’t used to believe in God,” he repeated. “But I’m almost certain now that He exists.”


    A single bead of sweat dripped down my ribs. I didn’t like where this was going.


    “Oh?”


    “Yeah. Because the only explanation for what happened tonight is that there is a God, and He’s punishing me.”


    That ashen stare came to rest on me, and I found myself swallowing around a golf ball.


    “Now, Liam. Don’t you think that’s just a little—”


    “Eight hundred forty-seven,” he said, rising from the cot with an eerily robotic smoothness.


    “What?”


    He walked over to the bars, each step measured. “Eight hundred forty-seven hits,” he whispered. “And never, never have I so much as been pulled over for a speeding ticket.”


    I felt the blood drain from my face, leaving my skin numb and tingling. Eight hundred and forty-seven. All dead. All his.


    “Liam, don’t—”


    “One fucking time I help you bust into a museum in butt-fuck nowhere central, and I end up in a county jail.” I felt his breath on my cheeks. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the bars.


    “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t think—”


    “You didn’t think. Dr. Matilda Schmidt, Ph.D.-toting psychologist didn’t think. My whole life depends on anonymity. Everything I have, everything I’ve built. I do you one favor and it’s all shot to fucking hell!”


    “I sure as hell didn’t choose your career for you,” I spat back. “And you didn’t have to help me. You could have left.”


    “So it could be you in here instead of me?”


    “I could have gotten those pants without you.”


    “Okey dokey,” the officer announced, returning with Dean. “Your turn.”


    “We’ll just be in the waiting room,” I said.


    My heart fluttered when Kim and Dean engaged in an extended, if awkward hug. “I’m so glad you’re all right!”


    “You too,” Dean agreed.


    “Don’t forget your gadget.” Another officer rose from her desk and slid Dean’s EMF meter through the metal tray.


    “Thanks,” he said, clicking it on.


    Almost immediately, the line began to hump and the sound of crackling static fizzled out from the speakers.


    “I should have known!” Dean’s eyes were glassy with excitement. “Old jails are great for ghost hunting!”


    “You got that right.” Kim produced a camera from her shoulder bag.


    Dean caught a stray hair and tucked it behind her ear. “You want to take a look around outside?”


    “I’d love to.” 


    “We’ll walk home.” Dean sent me a wink that even the legally blind could have seen. Luckily, Kim had wandered over toward the room’s only small window. “It’s not that far.”


    “And it’s a beautiful night.” Kim blushed as she looked down at her sneakers.


    Their hands caught as they pushed their way through the glass door.


    Liam emerged minutes later, his all-black uniform and shoes restored, if not his sunny disposition. He walked past me and out to the parking lot.


    “Hey,” I called. “Where are you going?”


    “Away.”


    I jangled the car keys at him. “We can at least drive back to the bed and breakfast together, can’t we?”


    He snatched the keys from my hand and stalked over to the car, barely giving me time to get in before he stomped on the gas and rocketed us forward.


    “Would you calm down?”


    His jaw worked in my peripheral vision as he wound through the town and took a sharp, unexpected right turn toward a rising hill.


    “Where are we going? The inn is back that way.” My emphatic gesture in the opposite direction was utterly ignored.


    We whipped around corners at a speed that made the engine growl in protest as we climbed upward. Gravel flew as we fishtailed into an empty parking lot overlooking the bay.


    Liam cut the engine and stared out over the ocean, alight with the reflected glow of dying stars.


    “You brought me to a make-out spot? You can’t be serious.”


    “Give me a break, lady,” he huffed. “I’ve been in jail, but I’m not that hard up.”


    “Does that mean you’ve been sleeping with someone?” The question was out before I could give it a second thought.


    He turned and leveled me with a cold stare. “Have you?”


    “Technically—”


    His growl startled me, as did the fist smashing down on the dashboard. “You’re my wife!”


    I could taste copper on my tongue. If I had bitten my lip, I couldn’t yet feel the pain. “Only because you filed that paperwork to get information when you planning on selling me to Stefano the Fathead. Let’s not pretend this is anything other than what it is.”


    “And what is it?” It was more than a question. It was a challenge. 


    “You’re asking me?”


    “I am.”


    “I don’t think it’s fair to ask me to define it. The first time I met you, you stuck a gun in my back. You kidnapped me. You came back to protect me. You’ve looked after my mother.” I hesitated, staring out over the water to let the sudden tightness in my throat release. “I’m grateful for that.”


    “Is that all?”


    “Not all, no. We’ve also…slept together.”


    “Jesus,” he sighed. “Even now, you can’t say it.”


    “Say what?” Liam’s acuity for noticing even the smallest changes in speaking patterns and behavior rivaled my own. A skill that Crixus hadn’t managed to hone in all his years on the planet. But then, the two had drastically different ways of achieving their desired goals.


    “We fucked. And call me crazy, but it seems like you were pretty okay with the thought of doing that again up until a couple hours ago.”


    “I am. I was. I—”


    The car suddenly felt stifling, claustrophobic. I opened the passenger door and got out, taking greedy gulps of air still perfumed by rain.


    Liam followed, coming up behind me in the dark. “What is it?”


    “This is why I came on vacation,” I said, not turning to look at him. “This is why I needed to get away. The blackmailer. The clients. Crixus. You.”


    “What about me?”


    I pulled the cleansing sea air into my lungs. “Liam, you kill people. Am I just supposed to be okay with that? Pretend I don’t know about it?”


    “Are you asking me to stop?”


    “Liam, I—”


    “Because I will.”


    “What?” Disbelief rose goosebumps over my scalp.


    “I’ll stop, if you’ll stop.”


    I turned to face him. “If I’ll stop what?”


    “Seeing paranormal clients.”


    “That is totally unfair,” I insisted. “You can’t use that as a tool to control me.”


    “It’s not about controlling you, Matilda. I don’t even care if it’s not me you want. What I do care about is how I see you acting.”


    “I’m not acting like anything.” I sat down on the car’s warm hood. “I’m fine.”


    “Are you? I saw, Matilda. I saw you doing that séance in your room. I heard the things you were saying. The voices you were talking to.”


    “What are you trying to say?”


    “Matilda…” His prolonged pause stopped the breath in my throat. “You’re acting like her.”


    My face stung as if it had been slapped. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare compare me to my mother.”


    “Let’s diagnose the patient, shall we? Speaking to people who aren’t there. Seeing things. Paranoia in the extreme.”


    “Crixus can see them too. So can Kim.” My sentences sounded like the short, sing-songy defense of a kid on the playground.


    “We’re not talking about Crixus or Kim. We’re talking about you. Your practice is falling apart. Julie told me about all the appointments you’ve been canceling.”


    “So now you’re spying on me?”


    “Not spying,” he said. “Caring.”


    “How noble,” I snorted. “The hit man has a change of heart and decides to protect his former target. Is that your idea of penance?”


    “You think I give a shit about penance?” His fingers closed on my upper arms in an almost painful grip. “You think I’m here to make up for some sin? To atone for something?”


    “Then why are you here?” I stared up into those eyes—now the gray of the storm clouds that had left the blades of grass weeping on my ankles.


    He shook his head, exasperated. “For a psychologist, you sure as fuck aren’t all that observant when it comes to your own life.”


    “And for a hit man, you’re sure having a hard time killing our fake marriage.”


    “Because I’m in love with you.”


    I blinked.


    My mouth hung open long enough for me to taste rain on my tongue. I could feel the perplexed expression on my own face but couldn’t seem to remember how to change it. “You…” I stammered.


    “Are in love. Ass-over tits, stupid-crazy, balls to bones.”


    “No,” I whispered.


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “What do you mean, why? Why I am I in love with you?”


    I nodded.


    “There is no why. I just am.”


    “You can’t be.”


    “You don’t get to argue with me about this. Shouldn’t you be validating my feelings?”


    “I’m not your therapist.”


    Lightning painted the sky seconds before thunder rumbled through the night. The image stayed on my retinas when I blinked to clear the stinging.


    My throat constricted, squeezing tears into my eyes. They were warm on my cheeks as the first cold droplets of rain began to fall.


    “Let’s get back in the car.” Liam shrugged out of his black suit coat as he slid into the driver’s seat. They had returned his weapons, as I saw from the holster beneath his arm. He unbuckled it and stashed it in the glove compartment.


    “This doesn’t change anything,” he assured me. “Not for you.”


    “How can you say that?” Unable to return the words, I had already begun an inventory the evidence. The burning jealousy at the thought of his being with another woman. The hollow ache when he went days without contact. The heady lust that came on the heels of his very scent. The feeling of peace when I leaned against him, leaned on him, let him care for me.


    Was this love?


    “Because I don’t expect anything from you. Other than to not die. And maybe to let me lick your pussy, if it pleases you.”


    We sank into silence with that sentence hanging between us, listening as rain pattered on the sunroof.


    Intentions. I’d had plenty of them. Ideas about what my life would be like. Things I would have accomplished by now. They slid from me like the droplets winding their way down the windows. Tears for a life not lived, the dying of a dream.


    “Liam?”


    “Hmm?”


    “It pleases me.”


    He looked at me. Maybe deciding if I was in the correct frame of mind to make this statement. Maybe deciding he didn’t care.


    His hand moored itself in the hair at the nape of my neck, pulling me across the armrest to bring his lips to mine. There was no gentleness in it. No tentative expression or question of acceptance. For this moment and however many after it I would grant him, Liam owned me.


    Months, it had been. Months since I had tasted the desire on his tongue. Since I had let him devour me like a drowning man devours air. He dragged me into his lap, reclining the driver’s seat until I straddled him. I pulled my shirt over my head while he worked my pants down my hips to my knees. Panties quickly followed as I worked to free him.


    He impaled me without preamble.


    My single, unguarded cry of pain met his low groan of pleasure.


    “Did I hurt you?” he panted. “I forget—”


    I kissed away whatever resurrection of my inexperience he meant to apologize for as I settled deeper.


    His apologies died in my mouth, replaced by a strangled growl. I ground my hips against him, welcoming the budding friction and its attendant heat.


    In this moment, with his body beneath me, his entire length inside me, I was made real. Bound to the flesh he worshipped with his mouth. Anchored in the world and my place in it.


    My movements became more frantic, limited as they were by the steering wheel digging into my back. In mutual desperation, we rolled together in an ungraceful tangle to the car’s back seat. He pushed me down on the leather, reaching behind me to tuck a buckle into the seat’s cushions.


    The buttons on his shirt scattered into crevices I would later think of future drivers finding when they searched for keys or cell phone. He grabbed a handful of undershirt and pulled it over his head.


    I brought my mouth to his bared skin, tracing with my tongue the tendons at the base of his neck while the flat of my palms skimmed over the tensing muscles that fed into his open trousers.


    He braced a hand against the door and found me again, burying himself in slower increments. His ragged breath came in staccato bursts as his sweat fell on me like summer rain.


    I came up to meet him, greedy, wanton, wanting. Willfully drowning myself in the scent, the taste, the sound of him. I gripped his hips with my knees and scored the curve of his pistoning buttocks with fingers curled by the unbearable pressure.


    “Matilda, don’t…I can’t—”


    I bit his neck, marking him as he had marked me, sucking his salty skin as I tightened around him in time with every pulsing advance. Wanting that unfailing control to break under my power. Proof of my existence and the fallibility of his.


    “Christ.” Any resistance in him evaporated, and he was driving into me with reckless demand. He fell upon my neck, wild as any animal in his complete surrender.


    While the car holding us remained parked the edge of a cliff, we drove each other over.  His name came to my lips in the moment of my shivering release. I repeated it like a prayer. “Liam, Liam, Liam…”


    My undoing was his as well. His body enfolded mine, his arm curled around my face, bicep hard against my cheek, palm cradling my head. Victory, I felt. Complete and entire as he exploded inside me, the hot jets impeded neither by material or interruption.


    Awareness of this arrived for him too.


    “Oh, shit,” he whispered. “I didn’t—we didn’t—are you…”


    “On birth control,” I said.


    He pulled himself up on his elbows. His expression betrayed both fear and wonder as he looked down at me. “Since when?”


    “Since always. Medical reasons.”


    “Endometriosis?” he asked.


    The shock on my face must have been apparent. He shook his head as if there was nothing miraculous in his pinpoint diagnosis. “My sister has it too. Doctor put her on birth control when she was a teenager. It helped with the pain.”


    “Oh,” I said. Of course, I already knew this, as it was one of the reasons my then foster mother had taken me in for my first gynecological visit at age thirteen.


    “Why didn’t you mention this before now?”


    “It didn’t seem like a conversation we needed to have.” I sat up and untangled myself from him. “Anyway, most men run from these kinds of conversations like you’d asked them to donate their testicles. Buying tampons is pretty much the equivalent of a Purple Heart in our social currency.”


    He shot me a strange smile as he pulled up and fastened his pants. “If blood bothered me, I’d be in the wrong line of work.”


    It was a grin I couldn’t return. This reminder of his chosen profession retrieved a measure of my forgotten fear.


    “My sister was able to have kids, you know,” he continued. “Those were the nieces and nephews I was watching in Tahoe.”


    I recalled the chirping voices of Maddy and Caden in the background of the terse phone conversations we’d had when I was dealing with a suicidal Easter bunny.


    Liam Whatshisface, Vegas mob hit man and part time nanny.


    Until this point, the aspect of my diagnosis hadn’t even been a question. Single still at thirty and with a thriving therapy practice, I had scooted the possibility further and further away.


    “Do you want them?” Liam asked.


    I fished my bra from the front seat and fastened it behind my back. “Do I want what?”


    “Kids.”


    “Are you serious?”


    He shrugged, the casual gesture incongruous with the topic of conversation. “I’m just curious.”


    “We are not talking about this.” I opened the door and got out and walked around to the front seat, figuring this would be easier than making a second expedition over the armrest.


    Liam followed suit. “Don’t most married couples talk about whether they want kids?”


    “Most married couples didn’t meet when one party was abducting the other. Also, most married couples don’t defraud the government by filing marriage paperwork with a forged signature.”


    “Details.” He turned the engine over and backed out of the parking lot. The sea receded to a moonlit strip on the dark horizon.


    I slid a sideways glance at his profile. “I take it you haven’t put through the annulment?”


    “I’ve been busy.”


    Busy finding a place for my mother to live. Busy tracking down information about whomever it was determined to get at Rolly through me. It was these realizations that kept me from nudging the conversation further. And anyway, in light of all that had happened, a fake marriage to a hit man was the least of my worries. “Okay.”


    “I meant what I said.”


    I found I was almost afraid to ask. “About what?”


    “Stopping.” Streetlights washed across the windshield, turning the raindrops into starbursts. “Seems like a fair trade. I stop doing something you don’t like if you stop doing something I don’t like.”


    “It’s the opposite of fair. You’re using my desire to prevent other people from being harmed to force me to do something I don’t want to do. It’s manipulation.”


    “It’s effective.”


    Irritation at him surged through my bloodstream, bringing with it a prickling sensation at the back of my neck. That same, gnawing buzz crept upward from the base of my skull.


    Then came the whispers.


    His face. He hurt me. He—


    “Take me back to the inn.” My hands tightened into fists, the pain of nails digging into my palm a sensation I could cling to. “And hurry.”


    *****


    “You said,” I paused, gripping the bedpost against a wave of vertigo before I could continue. “You said you could make them stop.”


    Sinpants and I were alone in my bedroom. Dean and Kim still out chasing ghosts and Liam waiting down in the foyer. What I had to say, I didn’t want to be overheard, judged, or evaluated for an indication of mental deterioration on my part.


    “And I did,” Sinpants insisted. “I didn’t say for how long.” He lingered near the fireplace, eyeing the breeches I had clutched against my chest. I had yet to offer them up officially—an act Sinpants informed me was necessary in order for the transfer to count. “It be symbolical,” he had said.


    “That was not the deal. I said I would get you your pants and you said you would get rid of the spirits. How did you get them to stay away while we were at the museum?”


    He looked down toward his boots and stroked a hand across his chin. “I told them ye were helpin’ me get me breeches.”


    “And they agreed to stay away just for that?”


    “That.” He cleared his throat. “And I told them that ye’d help them all when ye got back.”


    “You what?”


    “Well, you bein’ a professional head swabber n’ all. I thought ye’d do a right jack-fancy job o’ helpin’ them finish their business, so to speak.”


    “I help humans! And the occasional leprechaun or suicidal rabbit. I do not do ghosts!”


    “What be the difference?” he asked.


    “The difference? The difference?” I scrambled, looking for a solid excuse to fling at him. Among the rejected:


    It’s not just me who can see them. Nope. Felicitous Firecratch McWhiskeybottom had taught me leprechauns, along with many other supernatural beasties, could be invisible if they chose.


    I can close my door and keep them out. Scratch that. I had replaced more doors in the past months than a housing contractor.


    I can maintain professional distance between my feelings and theirs. Except for when Adonis zaps you with insta-lust and you shatter Sigmund’s fish tank riding him to kingdom come.


    Perhaps Liam had a point about the fallout from my paranormal clients. I sagged onto the edge of the mattress and wiped a tear away with the crusty leather.


    The bed failed to depress when Sinpants seated himself beside me.


    “Come on, Doctor. It be a great service you’re doin’. Just think of all those lonely souls ye could set free. Ye’d be a saint, you would.”


    “I’d sooner be the patron saint against pirate attacks,” I snorted.


    “Tharr’s really a patron saint against pirate attacks?”


    I nodded. “I forget the name though.”


    “Just as well.” He laid a ghostly hand on my knee, chilling the flesh beneath. “Ye can do this, Doctor. I just knows it.”


    “I’m afraid,” I admitted.


    “Ain’t nothin’ to be scared of. Look.” He brought the cleaver out from behind his back and chopped through my thigh like it was a summer sausage.


    I was halfway across the room with my own scream ringing in my ears before I registered his rumbling laughter. “Ye’ve nothin’ to be afraid of, Doctor. We can’t do a thing to ye, no matter how much we blusters.”


    I swung my arm and pretended to sling the breeches into the crackling fireplace.


    “No!” he bellowed.


    “Kidding,” I said, refolding the leather over my arm. “This is why we use our words to communicate.”


    “See? Ye’re teachin’ me things already. I’ll go to me afterlife a right sophisticatedly gentleman.”


    “What about the book you threw at Crixus? I saw it hit him.”


    “Books ain’t living things,” he explained. “And Crixus ain’t human. The same rules as applies to you don’t applies to him.”


    This sentiment, I readily agreed with.


    I took a deep breath and walk backed over to the bed. “So how do we do this?”


    “Just hold out the pants, and says something official-like, so’s they know ye’re giving them to me of your own accord.”


    “All right. Ricardo Sin Pantalones—”


    “Wait!” Gaybeard shot through the fireplace, his sword stabbing between us. “Ye can’t set him free!”


    “Why not?” I asked.


    “Because he be my unfinished business! If he crosses over, I’ll be havin’ to go too.” He looked paler than usual under the dusting of white powder. His wig had migrated toward his shoulder, taking his hat with it. He looked sad and scared, just another person with a tired mask.


    “It’s time,” I told him. “I know you’re afraid now, but what’s next for you is better than anything you can imagine here.”


    “How do you know? Ye’ve never died, have ye?”


    I was on the point of agreeing with him when I remembered my run-in with the business end of some nasty leprechaun magic. “Actually,” I said. “I have.”


    “Well, no wonder ye sees us so clearly, then,” Sinpants said, clapping a hand through my shoulder. “Ye’ve been to the other side!”


    “Not for long. I was barely dead at all, really.”


    Thanks to Crixus. I felt a pang of guilt and regret. He hadn’t returned since I had gone to fetch Liam and Dean. I imagined our next conversation would be less than pleasant.


    “But what if they don’t like me?” Gaybeard asked. “What if they make fun of me hat?”


    “Awk! Sissypants goodfernothing!” the parrot on Gaybeard’s shoulder croaked. I wondered how many other insults he had absorbed over their long years.


    “Then they’ll be tradin’ words with ol’ Cap’n Keelhaul before they can say blow me meat cannon!” Sinpants followed his assurance with a wave of the same cleaver he’d hacked into my leg.


    “Ye’d do that fer me?” A tear cut a flesh-colored track down Gaybeard’s powdery face.


    “O’course. We buccaneers gots to stick together, ain’t we?”


    Gaybeard pounced on Sinpants and wrapped him in a hug. “I be mighty sorry I run you through all those times.”


    “All’s forgiven. But—” Sinpants peeled a lacy cuff from his still-naked butt “—


    hands above the waist, me hearty.”


    “Old habits.” Gaybeard winked his unpatched eye and adjusted his dusty cravat.


    “Ready then?”


    Sinpants and Gaybeard looked at each other, then nodded. “Aye,” said the latter. “We be ready.”


    “Ricardo Sin Pantalones,” I said, holding out the breeches. “I offer you these pants as a thank you for a life will-lived, and pronounce your business in this earthly realm finished.”


    Unbearable brightness poured into the room, into my heart, filling everything until there was no part of the entire world untouched. In that moment, I knew I was part of it. Part of everything. We all were. Sinpants and Gaybeard. Crixus and Liam. Every particle of every thing that had strayed beneath the sun.


    “Ooh!” cooed Gaybeard. “It tingles!”


    “Awk! Fire in the hole!”


    Light erupted from Sinpants’s smile, shrinking his silhouette until there was nothing left but these two words: “Bless ye.”


    “Be at peace,” I whispered, hoping it may prove true for us all.


    *****


    “So, I see you two found each other after all.” Ruth Hilliker rose from the sofa opposite from Liam.


    I set my luggage down in the entryway, having decided I had had more than enough vacation to last me for a while. I’d slipped a note with my contact information beneath the door to Kim’s room, hoping Dean might be with her when she found it. “It appears we did.”


    “Did what?” Liam looked up from the copy of Treasure Island he was leafing through.


    “Found each other,” I said.


    “It will take a hell of a lot more than a couple states to make me not find you, lady.” It struck me as a challenge he might like to take on.


    “Leaving us so soon?” Mrs. Hilliker asked, looking at my suitcase. “But you didn’t even get to meet my Charlie. You must come back and visit us again.”


    “I’d love to.”


    “You’d love to what?” Liam asked.


    “Come back here. Like Mrs. Hilliker was saying.” I smiled at her, half wanting to apologize for Liam’s slight.


    “Who?” Liam rose from the couch—and walked right through her.


    Mrs. Hilliker smiled and wiggled her eyebrows.


    I opened mouth and closed it again. “Never mind. How would you feel about taking a side trip?”


    “Sure,” he said, picking up my suitcase. “Where we headed?”


    “Connecticut.” I shrugged on my jacket and closed the door after me as we stepped out into the early dawn. “I think there are a couple things I need to ask my mother.”


    <<<>>> 


    To be continued…


     


    Don’t miss Matilda Schmidt in Undeadly, coming October 2014!
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