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Bad Seed



Chapter 1


Of all the coffee shops he frequented, there was one Sean saved for those particularly difficult days, the ones where he had an overwhelming stack of papers to drag himself through, or a favor to do for a friend, or a pile of mail to address. Or something ridiculous to look up. And at nine in the evening on a Friday, Crypt Coffee was one of the few places still open.


Situated on a tiny plot of land in front of the Old Blue Cemetery—itself clinging to the Blue Falls River—the coffee shop was all theme, from the faux-marble front to the dim interior. Coffee was served in ceramic skull mugs, and the options were named ridiculous things like Roast the Dead and Six Beans Under. Sean had other places he preferred, but Crypt Coffee easily had the best sweets. And Sean loved sweets.


“Caffeine for you this late, professor?” asked the barista behind the counter. She’d been one of his students in a Greek Mythology 102 class last year, a trans woman who’d had to email him ahead of the semester and explain her name was Winter and not whatever the hell the school had given him. He liked her, as far as students went—although she’d always been exactly five minutes late like she timed it, she’d done all her work and spoke up in class. She looked like she was still into the goth aesthetic, long black hair and black lipstick making her skin look even whiter. It was a look that fit in well in the basement of Crypt Coffee.


“I’m not that old yet,” he said, knowing thirty-nine was still ancient to someone barely twenty. “I’ll have a Grounds Keeper, two shovels.”


“That means two espresso shots.”


Sean knew what it meant. It was posted right above them on the sign. She really did think he was old.


“Sure you don’t want a Drop Dead Decaf, professor?” asked the owner as he walked behind the counter with a plastic box of ceramic mugs straight from the washer. Sean glanced at him only briefly—Dane was good-looking and by virtue of not being one of his students, safe enough to admire even if he appeared to be in his mid to late twenties. He was tattooed and tanned, and seemed to be perpetually scruffy. A black shirt made him fit in well here, too, and his eyes were such a dark brown they almost hid his pupils.


Still, Sean was not about to be kept from his highly-caffeinated beverage by anyone.


“I have a lot of work to do,” he said.


Winter nodded solemnly and rang him up.


“I have a couple extra muffins that haven’t sold,” said Dane. He replaced the mugs so loudly, Sean was surprised none of them broke. “If you like streusel.”


Sean nodded at Winter and she rang that up, too. Although it was a standard muffin, Crypt Coffee’s version never went light on the cinnamon, and Sean did come here for the sweets when he wasn’t coming here to escape running into someone he knew.


Generally, if a student could catch him out at one of the coffee shops near the campus, he considered it unofficial office hours. His office at college was cramped and smelled weird, and the local shops had comfortable chairs and more air flow than your standard coffin. But tonight he wanted to be someplace where none of the other faculty would bump into him. He wanted to research something shameful.


He set up at one of the tables with open coffins for seating, complete with plush red velvet cushioning, and pulled out his laptop. How someone as young as Dane could afford to build someplace like this was confusing, but mostly because Sean knew that meant Dane must come from money, and Sean would be lying if he didn’t admit to himself that was something he looked for in a potential mate. What he didn’t want to get himself into at this point in life was more debt. Of course, having his eye on Dane in the first place was probably a little presumptuous, but hell, Sean could dream he could still pick up young men if he wanted.


It’s not like he really believed he could pick up anyone anymore. He was past his prime, fully set into his dull, overworked life, and up late alone on a Friday evening typing werewolves into a search engine. He knew exactly how much of a catch he was, and he was about to drown that knowledge in caffeine and buttery cinnamon.


“Hey, Dane, it’s nine-thirty,” said Winter as she made up the Grounds Keeper, two shovels.


“Clock out when you’re done with that and go fuck something up. It’s Friday.”


Sean refused to look over at them, but opened his email to have something normal to check when Winter brought him his steaming skull mug. He smiled, thanked her, and waited until she’d left to pull up his werewolf tabs. He’d made the right choice—there was no one else at Crypt Coffee at this hour. Although its hours ran late, obviously there were few customers if Dane kept it going on his own.


The clink of plate on table made Sean jump, but it was only the muffin. He looked up, right into Dane’s eyes, but the man looked perversely gleeful.


“Did I scare you, professor?”


“Of course not,” said Sean, grabbing his muffin and moving it to the other side of his laptop, more to claim it than anything. He had to look away from the smirk creeping over Dane’s face, and swallowed as Dane moved closer. He set a hand on the table and leaned in, just slightly closer than was acceptable.


“Good. I like seeing you back in here again. It’s been a while.”


“Didn’t realize you noticed,” said Sean. He hadn’t been to Crypt Coffee in nearly a month—and it had only been open four—but if Dane’s intention was to add to the mood by creeping Sean out, it wasn’t working nearly so well as he thought. Sean liked the attention.


“‘Course I noticed,” said Dane. “I notice everything that happens here.”


Sean wasn’t sure what to do. Hide his werewolf pages? Seemed too late for that. Try to flirt? But Dane was already walking back to the counter. Sean shook himself, took a large gulp of coffee, and got engrossed in nonsense.


That was what it had to be, right? He couldn’t have really seen a werewolf. That didn’t even make sense. He just didn’t know what he’d seen, and even though he’d tried to forget it, tried to move on, a week later and he still couldn’t get it out of his mind. He was having trouble sleeping, and he was concerned he was overreacting. No one else seemed to care a student was dead.


Could be the result of the news. Sean scoured every article about the young man, only to find everyone reporting it as a tragic accident. But none of them had been there, on campus, last Friday night, like he had. None of them had been walking back to their cars through the small patch of trees, and none of them had seen a student get his throat ripped out by a—well, something. Something big, and fast, and canine.


It had been a week and Sean had to know. He didn’t believe in things like werewolves—at least, he hadn’t thought he had—so mostly he was doing this to set his mind at ease. It had been late, and he was not as young as he used to be. The more outrageous the web made it seem, the more he could convince himself he’d misunderstood that night.


He went through his coffee and muffin, held off using the bathroom until he couldn’t stand it anymore, and got up. On his way back he was going to order another coffee but saw Dane was cleaning the machines. Sean pulled out his phone and checked the time. Nearly one in the morning. Crypt Coffee was closed.


“Got some old regular in a carafe,” said Dane, back to him. “Can’t promise it won’t kill you, but I’ll give it to you free.”


“Thanks,” said Sean, bringing his mug and plate to the counter. “But aren’t you closed?”


Dane leaned on the counter toward him and Sean froze.


“Stay as long as you want, professor. Drink my shitty old coffee, screw your bedtime. Live a little.”


“Uh, thanks,” said Sean, wanting to flirt back yet not sure still that was what Dane was doing. The few times he’d been in Crypt Coffee, the owner seemed to like making his customers uneasy. Probably as a gimmick. And Sean didn’t want to be so desperate he’d mistake an act for a possibility.


Dane was right, this coffee was no good, but Sean drank it anyway. All the conflicting information about werewolves was bleeding together in his head and he knew he’d need to call it quits soon. It was barely one-thirty. Dane would probably laugh at him when he left. He glanced up, wondering where the owner had gone, seeing an open door toward the back of the shop. Back room. Inventory or some shit. Sean supposed life was dull for everyone everywhere, which was a severely disappointing thought this time of night. He turned back to his laptop, and that was when he saw the ghost.


Sean blinked, pulled off his reading glasses, and rubbed his eyes, but the ghost hadn’t disappeared, only drifted farther across the coffee shop. He was gauzy and dapperly dressed, clearly from no recent period, and Sean briefly considered the possibility that Dane’s coffee had killed him. Or maybe he was asleep on the table. Whatever the case, he stood. He’d fled the night he saw the student murdered—he wasn’t going to run again.


The ghost slid through the air like a fish, reality seeming to ripple slightly around him. Sean followed him to the open door to the back room and hesitated when the ghost entered. If he called to Dane, warned him of a ghost, and he was just seeing things, he doubted Dane would ever let it drop. Sean entered.


He was at the top of a set of stairs, and below was well-lit. He tried to descend quietly but every step he took opened up just a little more of a view of what was down here, and it wasn’t bags of coffee beans.


It was weaponry. Probably a full metric fuckton of it, too. Silver-tipped spears, shining blades, and coiled chains all hung on the walls. The hair on Sean’s arms and neck stood on end. Torture? Kink? He licked dry lips with a dry tongue, and then footsteps approached behind him at the top of the stairs. Sean turned and saw Dane, and he did not look happy.


“Sorry,” he said as Dane glowered. Sean immediately turned and went back up the steps. “I thought I saw…”


“What?” asked Dane. Sean had to stop on the top step since Dane hadn’t moved. The man was taking up the entire doorway. If Sean leaned any closer they’d practically be embracing.


“Nothing. You’re right. I’m up past my bedtime.”


Dane snorted.


“Could you move?” asked Sean. Dane was looking him up and down, judging him, so he tried to take a step forward.


Dane kissed him. It was nothing special—closed mouthed, rough, and brief—but it was unexpected, and when Dane let Sean stumble past back into the coffee shop, he turned and stared at Dane.


“Weird shit happens late at night,” said Dane. His voice was gruff. “Go home, professor.”


Sean gathered his things and went home.





Chapter 2


“The fuck I tell you about coming around while there’s customers, Ned?”


Dane didn’t bother waiting to see the professor’s car leave before stomping down the stairs into the large room he affectionately termed “the Lair.” He scowled at the ghost, who hovered, examining a set of silver-coated hunting knives, but the look passed through him. Ned was very dead and very hard to intimidate.


“Figured that one was fine. I saw what he was looking up.”


“Werewolves?” asked Dane, crossing his arms and leaning against the railing. “Probably dipping his toes into some kink and doesn’t want any of his peers to know about it.”


“Oh, he’s not with you?”


“No,” said Dane, hearing the snarl in his voice. “He’s not.”


Ned stroked his chin and put his ankle up on his opposite knee, leaning back like he was sitting in an invisible chair. Damn, that looked comfy.


“Huh,” he said, like he was trying hard to think that was interesting.


“I had to handle it. Again. You could try to pull your weight for a change,” said Dane, hoping the professor would go home and doubt his memory in the morning. He already looked to be into some shit if he was trying to inconspicuously research werewolves on all the wrong sites; there was a chance he’d forget he’d seen a ghost after Dane kissed him.


“I pull more than my weight.”


“Yeah, funny, Ned. You’re weightless.”


Ned spread his hands and grinned. Dane glared at him. As far as assistants went, Ned was all right. Better than the Order giving him a familiar like they wanted. Dane still got the feeling from them that he was one good fuck-up away from being sent a familiar anyway, since Ned wasn’t technically one of theirs, but rather a ghost who’d more or less come with the land.


“You want me to take care of him if he comes back?” asked Ned. He was serious. Dane still didn’t know the extent of what Ned could do and that made him wary, but he wasn’t about to admit either of those things.


“No. He might not come back.”


“Kiss him that hard?”


“Shut up. I happen to like men. Problem?”


“Not for me,” said Ned. “Didn’t think you were into the intellectuals.”


“I’m not,” said Dane, then, “Wait, what’s that supposed to mean?”


Ned started laughing. Dane moved to the shelves behind the stairs where he kept the booze and pulled out a bottle of rye. He unscrewed the cap and drank once, twice, then motioned to Ned with the bottle.


“The hell are you even here for?”


Ned grew serious and lost his relaxed pose. Dane didn’t like the look of that—it meant shit was brewing. The Order had sent him here to Bleu Falls, Wisconsin after he’d fucked up pretty badly in Minneapolis, mostly for his own protection. Turned out this out-of-the-way excuse for a city had a cluster of magical nexus points—possibly even a large one, it was hard to say as there was evidence they were fucking moving—and the Order could always use another Decrypter to keep an eye on a place like that. They’d funded construction and establishment of Crypt Coffee and Dane had hauled his weapons and a couple bags of clothes over for a new start.


Most of what he’d dealt with so far was spirit-related. You got a lot of ghosts right next to a cemetery. Ned was helpful mainly with that, although he often had random information and Dane couldn’t figure out where the hell he’d gotten it. He never cared to say, either.


“Getting another problem grave,” said Ned. Dane took a drink and glared at him to continue. “Out near the three pines. Not a recent one, either—she’s been dead almost as long as me. Eliza Bartley, rest her soul, refuses to keep resting her soul.”


“Specifics? What are we looking at? Possessions, undead, whatever the hell you are but evil…?”


“Who’s to say I’m not evil?” asked Ned, and grinned. His face pulled too wide and stretched into a gruesome look. Dane was unimpressed. He took a final drink and replaced the rye.


“I am. I don’t like you I’ll send you on.”


“I’d say I’d like to see you try, but here doesn’t seem the place.”


“Damn right it isn’t,” said Dane, pulling the hunting knives down and examining them quickly before strapping them on. Ned would be a colossal idiot to make him angry in a room full of weapons. “Well? Am I going to need anything special for our dear deceased Eliza or what?”


“Doubtful. She’s normal. Apart from the ceasing to stay put.”


“Normal,” said Dane, growl to his voice. “You say everything’s fucking normal.”


“It is to me.”


“Yeah, well, the Order had to pull some strings last time you said that one guy was good and normal, only he’d stopped friggin’ rolling in his grave because he’d possessed those pigeons. That kind mommy reported me—I could’ve gotten arrested.”


Ned drifted back toward the stairs.


“I never said gut them in daylight. And this one is normal. Last I checked, Eliza was coming up. Dirt’s churned around. Standard ghost-using-remains-to-rend-themselves-through-spacetime. She doesn’t want to stay put on the other side.”


“Don’t see what’s there that can be worse than here,” said Dane, following Ned up and through the now-empty coffee shop. Another set of stairs and they were at street-level. Dane yanked the door open. The Order had gotten someone to design the strangest coffee place he’d ever seen. The main level here was like the tip of an iceberg—entrance and a small seating space for those uncomfortable with being underground. You’d never guess a whole large coffee shop was beneath something that was the size of a two-car garage.


They set off into the graveyard behind the lot. It should have been eerie in the night, but Dane had gotten over his jumpiness at this shit long ago.


“You got quiet. You leave yourself?”


“I never passed on,” said Ned, then, probably so he wouldn’t have to talk about it, “You know it’s unusual to do so and then return, right?”


“That’s what I heard. Can’t tell the difference. Sometime’s you’re just dormant, right?”


Ned led him to the left. They were approaching the river now, loud and rushing in the night. If Dane had been someone else, he might think this graveyard was peaceful. He knew better. When he died, burn him away until he was nothing. That was the best way to stay dead, really dead.


“I can tell the difference,” said Ned, words a whisper. Then he raised his voice. “There. Those three pines.”


Dane followed and saw the problem grave immediately. Eliza Bartley, deceased, had a plot far too lumpy for the fact that it had been around a good ninety years. Her stone was freshly tilted, and the ground was uneven, like something had been rolling around just beneath the sod, trying to come through.


Well, something had.


“Where is she?” Dane pulled out his knife and shot a glare at Ned, who kept a good eight feet back. He’d never specifically said, but Dane knew ghosts could hurt each other and he figured Ned wasn’t the particularly violent kind. And as much as he acted like an asshole, Dane wouldn’t have been surprised to learn Ned hadn’t even killed a spider while alive. What little he knew about the ghost was sad, really—Ned was transgender long before that was a term, had lived and died and been put in the ground not as himself. He seemed to enjoy being able to shape his form and exist as a ghost.


Not appealing to Dane. Cremate him and send him on his way, thank you fucking much. Still, whatever help Ned wanted to give, he wasn’t going to turn down.


“I expected her to be out by now,” said Ned. “I guess she’s taking her time.”


Dane groaned, returned his knife to his side.


“Should’ve brought the gun.” You couldn’t really use the bullets on a ghost unless they were still in the ground. Too easy to accidentally kill an innocent. Not that the Order wouldn’t get him out of a situation like that, but Dane had pissed them off enough for now, and as a rule they didn’t like to be inconvenienced.


“I’ll keep an eye on her.”


“Take care of yourself,” said Dane. When he glanced at Ned, the ghost’s expression was closed off, neither joking nor concerned, just blank. Almost eerily blank. “Don’t engage. Sometimes they can be nasty pieces of work.”


“I’ve been around a while, thanks.”


Dane thought he should feel insulted at that, but really he was just tired and irritated. It was late, his report to the Order was overdue, and they were going to start riding his ass for it. Worst of all, he was thinking about that damned professor again, whatever his name was. He didn’t want to deal with Eliza’s bout of ethereal indigestion. He turned away from the grave.


“Anything else going on I should know about?”


“Such as?”


“I don’t fucking know, Ned, you tell me.”


“Some other grave rumblings. Nothing you need to worry about. Some people in to look at a plot—I’d bet on them burying someone soon, but I seem to have no currency.”


“Right. Anything not in the graveyard I should know about?”


“Cemetery. A graveyard is a—”


“I know,” said Dane, and Ned fell silent. They were nearly back to the coffee shop and he was not looking forward to finishing cleaning out the machines. Or checking the time. He needed another drink. “Look, that thing you do, where sometimes you tip me off to something else in Bleu Falls. That vampire passing close by a while back, that flushed fish that got magically charged and turned vicious, shit like that.”


“I’m not aware of anything at the moment. I’ll contact you if anything changes.”


Ned vanished abruptly and Dane figured he’d pissed the ghost off. Not that it mattered. He wanted some alone time anyway. Despite Crypt Coffee being a good business, Dane was more comfortable the fewer people he had to interact with. He entered the mausoleum entrance and descended to finish cleaning up for the day, glad at least the theme of it meant he didn’t have to be constantly smiling. And he could get away with pushing some boundaries now and then—everyone expected the owner to be creepy.


As he went through the annoying process of rinsing out the cappuccino machine, he wondered why that professor had even come in in the first place. Crypt Coffee didn’t look like his scene. Not that Dane completely minded—he wasn’t bad looking, even if he was a little older than Dane normally went for. He’d looked cute the few times Dane had glanced up at him working, brow scrunched low over blue eyes as he peered through his glasses at some internet bullshit about werewolves.


If only he knew Dane could give him actual information on them. He’d get flustered and his white, stay-inside-lecturing-all-day face would flush. Dane had seen what had happened to the professor’s pupils when he’d kissed him, could guess why he rushed out of the place. Too bad he doubted the man would return.


The Order wasn’t very keen on its members having relationships anyway, even flings or hookups. It put people at risk, and led to everything from very messy situations to catastrophic fuckups. There were enough members of the general public to lasso into this life.


It sucked, though. Dane had a hard enough time finding someone, and too many of the people through his place were teens. He’d sign up for one of those apps, only he had to constantly change his phone, and again the Order cautioned against it after several members had been tracked down and murdered that way.


It was too late to think about this anyway. Dane slammed the last things shut, turned off the lights, and got in his car. Almost three in the morning. Enough time for a drink and then bed.





Chapter 3


He’d hoped things would be clearer in the morning but Sean woke just as confused. The moment he opened his eyes, he felt the headache—groaning, he rolled over and checked the time. After ten. He never slept in that late. Of course, he also never tended to drink so much caffeine so late at night, or have so many nightmares, or randomly get kissed by coffee shop owners.


And he was pretty sure there had been a ghost.


He pulled on a robe and shuffled into the kitchen, his stomach churning at the sight of the coffee pot. He drank a glass of water instead, then went to the fridge for orange juice and some eggs. He yawned, cooked, and took his food to the end of the table not piled with papers, folders, and books. Sean ate, scrolling through social media on his phone, and tried to forget about everything.


Mindless time fillers didn’t work, nor did going through papers. Still, he forced himself to get his work done, do a few mundane chores, go out for a drink, but by the time Sunday morning rolled around, Sean knew he wasn’t going to be able to let any of this weird shit drop. He very much doubted his memory of the ghost, but he didn’t doubt what he’d seen in the basement of Crypt Coffee—or that the owner had kissed him and told him to go home.


Dane openly sneered at him when he reached the bottom of the stairs and entered the coffee shop. He seemed surprised to see Sean. Good. When he went up to the counter to order, Dane moved over to assist the barista and locked eyes with him. Dark, calculating eyes. Sean remained calm.


“Back for more, professor?” he asked, words loaded. Sean swallowed.


“Just, ah, a Dhai Latte, please.” Sean pronounced it to rhyme with chai, which was all it was.


“Please,” said Dane, almost mocking him. “I like the way you order.”


“To go,” said Sean, firmly, and Dane smirked.


“Not going to stick around for another kiss?”


“People can hear you,” hissed Sean, but that only seemed to improve Dane’s mood.


“I figure if you’re back here you must’ve liked it.”


“Yes, well, I didn’t, as it happens.”


“Really?” asked Dane, and leaned up close across the counter. Sean refused to back down, Dane’s face only inches from his, but he could feel a flush creeping up his neck. This was embarrassing, knowing everyone in the place could see—and most could hear—what was going on. But damn, Sean kind of liked it, too. When Dane handed him his latte in a to go cup with skull and crossbones on it, Sean left without looking back.


He took it out into the cemetery. There weren’t any paths from Crypt Coffee’s parking lot, but the place wasn’t fenced, either, so Sean just walked onto the grass. Like most cemeteries, there was a decent mix of older and newer stones, everything from embellished granite obelisks to worn limestone rectangles barely larger than a couple of bricks.


Sean hadn’t been among the dead like this in a long time. The breeze blowing in from the Blue Falls River was refreshing but also made the place creepier, dropping the temperature a good five degrees at least. Sean drank, the warmth from the latte reviving him, and wandered down to the water. A series of benches in memory of a collection of departed people lined the path at the river’s edge and he selected one to sit, staring, across the water at the park opposite. It was peaceful here, a good place to be buried.


When he finished his drink, he got up and wandered back through the headstones, looking for a garbage can. Sean wasn’t really sure what he was hoping to find out here, maybe some satisfaction that what he thought he’d seen on Friday wasn’t real. If he could go out into a cemetery alone and fail to meet a ghost, he could write off the thing he’d seen floating through Crypt Coffee.


Just as he was beginning to think he’d need to go back into the coffee shop to pitch his cup, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned, thinking he’d seen something pushing up dirt. A fresh grave by three pine trees was moving, slightly, and Sean walked toward it. Moles, he told himself, but he wanted to confirm it. The soil continued to move as he approached and glanced at the gravestone.


Eliza Bartley, not recently buried at all. Sean gaped at the dates on the lichen-covered stone, mind running through possibilities. Could the grave look fresh because of robbers? That didn’t seem likely—more the sort of thing to happen in books or a bad movie.


Tiny off-white things pushed up through the soil and Sean blinked at them, mind struggling to comprehend what he was seeing even as the hand emerged fully, ghostly flesh just visible around the bones. His breath caught in his throat. A skull started to come up.


“You were supposed to be handled,” said a voice, and then Sean felt someone shove his shoulder. He stumbled back as the whatever-it-was pulled its torso up out of the grave. The ghost from Friday night hovered before Sean, looking annoyed instead of pleasantly dapper. He shoved Sean again, frowning when Sean backed up toward the trees.


Sean opened his mouth to swear, maybe, then closed it again. He struggled to process what was happening.


“Go on, get out of here,” said the ghost. The thing in the grave brushed more dirt off and he flicked a glance at her. “You can’t be stupid enough to stick around.”


“What,” managed Sean, but the ghost was glaring at the animated skeleton now.


“Eliza, you have terrible timing,” he said. The skeleton-ghost made a noise like breathing in and Sean could swear she was draining his energy. The ghost flickered and sighed. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said, then to Sean, “Except for you. I recommend you run.”


He flew off in the direction of Crypt Coffee. Sean gaped at him only briefly—Eliza was unearthing her bone-ghost-leg-things, and when she’d finished with that, he figured he was screwed. Running really was the only option. Which was unfortunate, because at the moment Sean just couldn’t get his feet to move. Whether it was fear, or disbelief, or shock, he didn’t know, but by the time he wrenched himself away, she was free and reaching out toward him.


Sean didn’t scream, but he did drop his empty cup when she grabbed him by the throat and hauled him off his feet. He saw stars as she slammed him up against a pine tree. Needles showered down around him, passing through her, and Eliza opened her mouth to draw in that energy-sucking breath again. It was then Sean realized he was going to die.


“Fuck off,” shouted Dane, suddenly there and swinging the shiniest machete Sean had ever seen.


Eliza’s ghostly form fled the skeleton an instant before the blade struck, showering Sean with bones. He gasped, freed.


“Fucking ghosts always pulling shit in daylight.”


Sean mouthed thanks at Dane, hands at his throat, but the man wasn’t looking at him. Over his shoulder the other ghost hovered, observing solemnly.


“The fuck did she go, Ned?” asked Dane.


“I’m having difficulties at the moment.”


Dane snarled and began hacking at the fresh dirt on the grave. Sean blinked hard, brain still trying to process everything, keep up. One of the ghosts was bad. The other was…good? Someone Dane knew, at least. Whatever that meant. He was still trying to work it all out when the trees behind him lurched and pulled him to them. This time he screamed.


“Shit,” said Dane, leaping up and swinging with the machete as limbs wrapped around Sean, slowly crushing him. Needles and bark pressed against his skin, pricking, scraping, and he struggled. Chunks of bark and then wood flew as Dane hacked.


“She’s possessed all three of them,” said Ned. “It’ll take too long to chop him out.”


“First pigeons, now trees. I hate you damned ghosts.” Dane took several more swings at the pine, Sean feeling his eyes pop as the breath was squeezed out of him. Ned was right. No way could Dane hack him out in time. For the second time in less than five minutes, Sean realized he was going to die.


“Dane…” began Ned.


“Shut up,” snarled Dane, and stepped back. He dropped the machete to the ground, pulled a gun from his pants, and pointed it almost directly at Sean. If he’d had any breath left he’d shout, but Sean could only watch. Splinters flew as Dane unloaded the entire gun into the tree, then calmly reloaded the weapon. Sean’s vision was going, his hearing, too, he figured, since Dane unloaded the gun a second time into the trees and the sound seemed so distant.


Sean was about to pass out, and he figured he wasn’t going to wake up.


“Why the hell is she so strong, Ned?” asked Dane, words reaching Sean as a whisper.


“…stole some…my energy too…”


Sean gasped like a fish, unable to breathe, and then the tree limbs let up and he slid to the ground. He couldn’t move, and he could barely breathe, but he felt a hand on him, could tell Dane was checking him to see if he was still alive. With what little breath he had, Sean laughed.


“Bastard thinks it’s all a joke,” said Dane, releasing him and straightening. “Fuck off, Ned, and I’ll feed him some bullshit. We’ll talk later.”


“No,” said Sean. “Don’t bother.”


“I don’t think you’ll be able to kiss away any of this,” said Ned.


“Yeah, well I could try,” said Dane.


Sean felt Dane’s shoe tapping his foot. Maybe he was wondering whether Sean was really alive.


“I get her or is she still around?”


“As far as I can tell, she’s incapacitated,” said Ned.


Sean blinked and stared into the ghost’s face as he hovered in front of him at ground level. He wasn’t even shocked anymore. “Best to burn everything, obviously. This one will live. Inconvenient for you.”


“Inconvenient if he died.” Dane picked up the machete and began circling the trees, hacking off random limbs and branches. Sean caught his breath enough to push himself up to a sitting position and glance around. Bones, pine needles, and wood chips littered the ground. The trees themselves were studded with bullets that glinted silver in the afternoon light. The smell of resin, sweat, and Dane’s gun was heavy in the air, and while some of the stickiness on Sean’s limbs and face was pine sap, the rest of it was his blood. The trees had cut him up, and his chest hurt bad enough for him to wonder if he should get checked out for cracked ribs.


“What the hell just happened?” he asked. Dane glanced over at him, looking pissed, and Ned moved a safe distance away to hover.


“I did tell you to run,” said the ghost.


“Like this idiot would’ve listened,” said Dane, then, “You got yourself into some shit, professor. Lucky you’re still alive. Tree didn’t bust you up too bad, did it?”


“I hope not,” said Sean, and took the hand Dane offered. “Shit!” He staggered on his feet and clutched at his ribs, then pulled up his shirt. A dark patch spread under his skin.


“Bruised. Well done, you got your ass kicked by a tree.”


Sean glared at him and let his shirt fall back down.


“I want to know what’s going on,” he said.


“Can’t you just go the fuck away and sleep it off?” asked Dane. Sean stared at him until he sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Right. What’s going on is this: I’m going to shoot these trees a couple more times, then I’m driving you to my place up the road and you’re getting cleaned up. If you’re not too much a pain in my ass, I’ll give you an explanation. Got it?”


Sean nodded. He was too tired and sore to object.





Chapter 4


“Here you go. Drink up.”


Dane took a swig from the bottle and capped it as Sean eyed the glass he’d slammed on the counter. He looked a little better after washing up, all his scrapes clean and dirt gone. Almost normal. He was wearing one of Dane’s old hoodies and a pair of pajama pants, and he moved gingerly as he slid into the bar stool at the counter. Dane didn’t have a table.


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


“Painkiller,” said Dane.


“Also a blood thinner.”


“Hasn’t killed me yet.”


Dane expected him to argue further, maybe, or push the drink away, but to his surprise, Sean picked it up and downed the entire glass—a generous three shots of bourbon—before smacking it back down on the counter and groaning. So he wasn’t the worst possible person to have gotten himself involved in all this shit. He could at least take a drink. Dane leaned forward on the counter toward him.


“Another?” When Sean shook his head, he scowled. “What do you want to know?”


Sean started laughing, spread his hands, then winced.


“Everything,” he said. “The fuck is going on around here? I’ve seen some things—”


“You’ve barely seen anything,” said Dane, unscrewing the bottle again. Sean was watching him suspiciously so he pulled the empty glass over and poured himself about half as much as the professor already had. This was not Dane’s preferred way to drink.


“Great, that’s an excellent explanation. You going to drink out of that?”


“What? It just had bourbon.”


“But I…” Sean trailed off, shook his head.


“I kissed you,” said Dane, grinning as he saw how it made Sean squirm. “Think I care you used this glass?”


“You’re right. This entire place is so filthy you have bigger diseases to worry about.”


“Low blow, professor,” said Dane. He was going through the bourbon too fast. He set it back down.


“There’s mold growing in the bathroom!”


“The place was cheap. Not like I’m here much.”


“Because you’re off executing ghosts?” Sean looked like he was still struggling to process this. Damn, he was slow. After he’d been attempting to research werewolves ages ago on Friday night? “Ghosts are a thing now?”


“Ghosts were always a thing. Must suck to realize you missed out on all the excitement.”


“Why?”


Sean looked truly distressed by this. Dane finished the contents of the glass and set it aside.


“Not everybody stays dead, professor. Some people don’t like passing on. You see, Bleu Falls has these nexus points, kind of concentrated magical energy wells, more than most places, gets the ghouls really active.”


“You don’t have to lecture me,” said Sean.


Dane grinned. “Thought that was a language you spoke. What kind of professor are you, anyway?”


Sean looked away. “Greek mythology,” he muttered. “You know, can I get another?”


“What, after I drank from it?” asked Dane, but he was already pouring. Sean knocked this one back faster than the first. Dane approved. “There might be hope for you yet.”


“Shut up and keep talking,” said Sean. He shoved the glass away as though to keep himself from drinking more and leaned heavily on the counter. He looked tired, but then he’d had the hell beaten out of him. By a few trees. If they stayed talking after this, Dane would never let him live it down. “And stop smirking.”


“That’s going to be difficult. Never seen anyone have their ass handed to them by a couple of pine trees before.”


“Three. There were three.”


“What?” asked Dane, and Sean looked up at him.


“Oh, you’re using that dialectically.”


Dane glared at him.


“You’re disgusting.” He went ahead and had another drink from the bottle.


“Me?” asked Sean, nearly laughing. “None of my roommates are cockroaches.”


“You should shut it before I decide to kiss you again.”


Sean raised an eyebrow. Dane shoved the bottle away, wondering at that. Maybe he was only embarrassed in public. Maybe he’d actually liked being kissed. Dane would deal with whatever that meant later. If it got to be a problem. Like he handled everything else.


“Good. You met Ned, he’s my kind-of assistant. Gives me heads-up on what’s going on in the graveyard.”


“Cemetery.”


“Just fucking be quiet, professor.” Dane took a step away from the bottle, thinking he probably shouldn’t have so much he’d be noticeably affected when he went back to Crypt Coffee. “That thing you ran into? Whatever’s leftover from Eliza Bartley, very deceased. That’s why you get cremated. Remember that.”


Sean nodded, but he didn’t interrupt.


“Sometimes the bastards come back, obviously. This one had already passed on and came back—that makes them more dangerous. Don’t ask me how it works, I just handle the disposal. You got your various ways of doing it, your spelled blades and your plain old spells, charged crystal shit, etcetera. I like to use silver—clean work, you can put it on just about anything. It disrupts something with the magic or their power or whatever.”


“I’m not asking you how it works,” said Sean. He seemed more relaxed now, the bourbon probably working its own kind of magic. “Just hearing any of this shit is real at all is a lot for me at the moment.”


“I bet it is. So ghosts are real and will fuck you up, magic is real, and you might get a call from someone from the Order at some point to talk to you about all this. Let them in, they’re only going to wipe your mind.”


“What?” asked Sean.


Dane grinned at him. “If I report you to them. Unless you think you can keep forever quiet without the help.”


“Wait, what’s this order?”


Sean was looking wary, true, but cool enough. Maybe Dane wouldn’t have to ask the Order to clean up yet another one of his messes. Maybe the professor could keep his mouth shut about everything. Would be nice for Dane to have someone he could talk to from time to time. He’d avoided Order meetups back in Minneapolis, but he hadn’t been prepared for just how isolated Bleu Falls was. And the professor was growing on him.


“What the hell, they’ll get rid of that, too if they’re wiping all the other shit,” said Dane. “The Order of Decrypters is the organization keeping all the sad fuckers like me in line. I’m a Decrypter—I locate cryptids, ghosts, other shit, and eliminate them. They got power, skills, money—they’re the ones who funded Crypt Coffee. You want to keep your memories? Keep low under their radar.”


“And hope you don’t report me. To some unheard-of organization with the ability to wipe my mind.”


“You sound skeptical, professor.”


“This is all beginning to be too much.”


“Suit yourself,” said Dane, then moved around the counter and offered Sean a hand. “But I’ve got to get back to the coffee shop now. Lots of customers to serve, and I got a few trees to burn later.”


Sean refused Dane’s hand and dragged himself to his feet on his own, wincing. Dane figured he was sore, even after the bourbon, but he didn’t complain about it.


“You’re burning them? After you shot them with all those bullets?”


“Silver-coated bullets work wonders, and yes. Had to burn a bunch of pigeons when they got possessed, too. Remember I mentioned you have to get yourself cremated when you die? Yeah, that helps get rid of things otherwise, too.” Dane paused. “I’ll have to do my best with her bones. Busy night ahead, so if you’re done, I’ll drop you off at your car and you can go back to a nice life, grading papers on how many people Zeus fucked and as what animal.”


Sean chuckled.


“What? Didn’t think I went to school? Could be my kink, for all you know.”


“Please don’t say that,” said Sean as he followed Dane out to his car and they got in.


“Or you won’t be able to look at homework the same again?”


“Or I’ll find you more attractive than I already do,” said Sean. “For all you know, it’s my kink, too.”


“Huh,” said Dane. That was unexpected. Maybe he’d given the poor professor too much bourbon.


The trip down the road to Crypt Coffee was short and awkward, the silence in his car stiff. Neither of them said anything until he parked and got out.


“When are we burning those trees?” asked Sean.


Dane turned to stare at him.


He laughed, briefly. “Come on, you gave me too much to drive.”


 “Lightweight,” said Dane, and began walking toward the door. “I’m burning the trees. You’re going home and opening up a nice new pack of red pens.”


Sean moved closer and grabbed his arm. Dane turned, instincts telling him to punch, but resisted the urge. Something else flared through him, originating where Sean’s hand rested, and moved toward his crotch. Shit. Dane hadn’t gotten laid in so long, anything was arousing. He yanked his arm away before things got too noticeable.


“Might be difficult for you to accept, but I want to burn the hell out of those things. They almost killed me. Count me in. I won’t cause trouble.”


“You’ve already caused trouble,” said Dane, then rolled his eyes. “Sure. Whatever. Just stay out of my way today, got it?”


Sean did exactly that. He bought a coffee, a large amount of biscotti, and took his laptop to a corner to wait Dane out. He was half expecting the professor to leave at some point—go home to sleep or eat—but by the time ten o’clock rolled around—Crypt Coffee closed sooner on Sundays—Sean was still there, yawning and scowling.


“Get your ass up,” said Dane from where he was cleaning one of the many coffee machines. “Going to be burning some trees soon.”


“Great. Finally.” Sean yawned hugely as he brought his plate and mug over. “How long does it take to burn live trees? I have to be up at four-thirty tomorrow.”


“You poor bastard.”


“Yeah, that makes me feel better.” Sean yawned again. “Half my students will probably skip anyway. You know how hard it is to get a full class Monday morning? You’d think they’d try harder with how much they’re paying…”


“I know you haven’t talked all day, professor, but I don’t see any reason you should start now.”


“What, you don’t want to know what I found out about Eliza Bartley?” asked Sean, following Dane down to the Lair.


Dane didn’t much care, but he didn’t try to get Sean to shut up as he grabbed up matches and a flask.


“She died of suspicious causes. After her death, her son published a couple of novels under a pseudonym, even though he could barely write an article for the newspaper he worked for. Can you connect the dots?”


“Doesn’t matter,” said Dane. He led the way to first a can of gasoline and then out into the cemetery. “She’s been dead and passed on, presumably he’s been, too, all we have to do is cleanup.”


Although Sean seemed disappointed with that, he quieted and helped Dane push the bones up against the trees, douse everything with gasoline, and then light it up. Ned drifted over as they watched the trees burn, Dane noting Sean seemed comfortable enough with him around now.


“And this sends her back?”


“As long as she hasn’t left these trees all day,” said Dane. “Ned?”


“I was called away briefly,” said the ghost.


Dane pulled out his flask. Fucking flaky-ass ghosts.


“Disturbance a little way outside of town. Don’t give me that look, Dane. You’ll be interested. There’s been a murder.”





Chapter 5


“Who the fuck called you away?” asked Dane, sounding pissed.


But Sean was more interested in other things. The memory of watching the student have his throat ripped out was too fresh, and he needed to know if this was happening elsewhere. He hated himself for wanting that to be the case, at least a little, so he’d be able to get to the bottom of the situation with Dane’s help.


“Who was murdered?” he asked, unsurprised when Ned chose to answer his question and not Dane’s.


“Bethany Becker, age twenty-three. Young, pretty, taken from this world too soon.”


“You think I care?” asked Dane.


“Oh, that’s right, you’re into men,” said Ned.


Sean wondered whether he should take a step away. The heat from the burning pines was getting to be a bit much, anyway.


“Well, in my professional opinion as a dead person, it’s a shame. Also, it has the reek of magic all over it. Hence my murder suspicions.”


“They’re just suspicions now? Fuck off, Ned,” said Dane, kicking a bone that had rolled out back into the fire.


“Don’t fuck off yet, please.”


“Professor, this is not what we need.” Dane took another drink from his flask.


“I’m curious,” said Sean.


“You’re up past your bedtime and you’ve had a hard day.”


Sean turned away from him. Dane seemed to be more aggression than action, at least when it came to living people. Or Ned. So he turned his back on Dane and focused on the ghost.


“I’m listening,” he said.


Ned drifted down to lean on a nearby headstone.


“Not much to say. She had a seizure while driving and hit a tree. I’ve seen a lot of deaths in my time, and my gut says she didn’t die from the crash.”


“You don’t have a gut,” said Dane.


Both Ned and Sean ignored him.


“Seizures don’t normally kill people,” said Sean.


Ned smirked.


“Well done. Dane should keep you around more so you can be the one to explain everything to him.”


Dane grumbled something unintelligible.


“Occasionally I assist spirits on their way,” said Ned, examining the cuff of his sleeve nonchalantly. “Bethany, for all her death was strange, was mostly ready to pass on. She just needed a little guidance. Some people are bad with directions, so bad they can’t find their way after they’re dead. To use terms you can understand, there are those who ‘see the light,’ so to speak and turn away—myself, for one—and those few who have to be shown where ‘the light,’ is. Bethany was one of those. She’d been wandering around corpse and car for hours, unable to find her way.”


“Do you have a frickin’ point?” asked Dane.


“She had magically-tinged products in her car,” said Ned. It was blunt, to the point—and Dane nodded satisfactorily at hearing it.


“Wait,” said Sean, frowning. “You noticed a suspicious death and didn’t ask the ghost of the potential victim about it?”


“Yeah, Ned’s a professional,” said Dane, sarcasm dripping from every word.


“I had more important things on my mind.”


“Such as getting rid of her before I could interrogate her?”


“Mostly that, yes.” Ned drifted up again, well out of reach of either Dane or the flames looming large and orange in the night. “I was present when you tortured your last ghost.”


Sean looked over at Dane and he returned a glare, tipping his flask up again. He was going through whatever the hell that was fast. And he was standing close enough to the fire to be lit up appealingly, flickering light across the tattoos on his arms. Regardless of the flirting, no way anyone as good-looking as Dane could be interested in Sean.


“Yeah, well, I was supposed to send you along, too,” said Dane, then turned back to the fire. Sean blinked at him, then glanced at Ned.


“Does he mean he has a crush on you?” he asked.


Ned started laughing.


“I don’t have a crush on the damned ghost. And you ought to go home. It’s past midnight and it’s going to be a bitch getting up tomorrow with the beating you took.”


Sean wanted to argue, but he knew Dane was right about that. He let Dane and Ned finish burning the pines to the ground and drove himself home. He knew the entire ordeal wasn’t a dream when he woke up the next morning so stiff he could barely pull himself out of bed.


Painkillers and an extra coffee later, he was yawning in front of his first class of the day. Sean definitely felt worse than he had yesterday, even on practically no food, and he more or less dumped himself straight into bed when he finally made it home. By Wednesday, though, he was feeling recovered enough to start looking into Bethany Becker. He had no idea whether Dane was doing it, but he’d guess no. Sean considered calling, but he’d have to use the Crypt Coffee line and asking Winter or whoever was working to hand him over to Dane made him hesitate. In the end he put it off and instead dug into online articles.


News articles made it sound like she died from the car crash. There was a memorial but Sean had already missed it—it had been on Monday. Her social media accounts were already taken over by relatives posting thanks for everyone who’d reached out and declarations of how they’d never forget her. Bethany ran a small business, though, and the site for that was still up and running, so that’s where Sean went.


The page was purple, green, and white, the name Betherbal scrawled casually across the top. Sean clicked through to a page that sold all-natural balms and salves, another that was teas and dried herbs, still another of soaps. All items were guaranteed homemade by Bethany herself. When he clicked on her ‘about’ page and read where she lived, though, he decided he’d drop by Crypt Coffee again.


“Will that be all, professor?” asked Winter once he’d ordered a regular coffee.


“I want Dane to pick out a muffin or cake for me,” said Sean. “Think he’s got a free moment?”


“Yeah, probably,” she said.


Winter rolled with things well, and Sean was grateful she didn’t really ask. It was a strange question. He took a seat and pulled up the Betherbal webpage.


“Here you go,” said Dane, slamming a plate down on the table, adding under his breath, “asshole.”


“Hey, don’t leave yet.”


Dane turned back, crossed his arms, and eyed Sean.


“Problem with your lemon poppy seed? Going to interfere with a test you’ve been studying for?”


“I have information,” said Sean, waving Dane to the seat opposite him. Dane instead leaned in over Sean’s shoulder, unsurprisingly stubborn. Unfortunately it also meant he was hovering a few inches away from Sean, who could feel his body heat and smell him. Whatever Dane used to wash with, it suited him and wasn’t overpowering. Sean swallowed and pointed to the screen to try to distract himself.


“The hell is this?” asked Dane. “Bether ball?”


“Beth-herbal,” said Sean, pronouncing it so Dane could hear where the syllables should break. “Bethany’s home-based business.”


“So? I’m busy.”


“So, look where she lived,” said Sean, pointing.


“Out by Blue Bell Creek. Shit. I think there’s a…” Dane trailed off, switched to a whisper, “magic source somewhere around there. Haven’t mapped them all yet, and the damned things are moving.”


“Great, that’s what I would’ve guessed,” said Sean, snapping the laptop shut. “I still have a few hours free today, let’s get going.” By the time he’d packed up his laptop and grabbed his coffee and muffin, he realized Dane was giving him a look of barely-concealed suspicion.


“What are you doing, professor?”


“Taking you on a field trip,” said Sean. He didn’t know why he was being so bold, but he figured since Dane was already out of his reach, he didn’t have anything to lose. And he was legitimately curious about magic shit.


The expression on Dane’s face shifted. Clearly he took this as a challenge. Sean waited for Dane to leave Winter instructions and then led the way out to his car. Dane seemed irritated to have to be passenger, but got in nevertheless. He pulled out his gun and began checking it over; Sean nearly slammed on his breaks.


“You brought that?”


“Don’t know what we’ll find. Where there’s magic, there’s monsters, professor. Unless you brought me along for a date and not a bit of detective work. You never mentioned what you thought of that kiss, but I couldn’t help but notice you’ve been coming back regularly since then.”


Sean glared at the road in front of him, unable to respond. He could feel a flush creeping up his neck and tried to will it away.


“Not that I’m upset. It’s always nice to know I can drag a man away from his simple, law-abiding life with one little kiss. Not even a good one. Can’t tell if you’re desperate or stupid. You did let a tree kick the shit out of you.”


“You don’t need to do that, either,” said Sean, slowing to turn onto the road that would take them to Blue Bell Creek. “Obnoxious flirting. Making us both uncomfortable.”


“I’m not uncomfortable.”


Sean took a deep breath. He was. He was uncomfortable, uncomfortable and frustrated, and he liked how Dane had dropped everything to follow him out into the Bleu Falls countryside after some lead on a death he didn’t even seem particularly interested in. Sean wanted that to mean something but knew he shouldn’t look at it too closely—it was more likely Dane wanted another opportunity to discharge his weapon.


Sean bit his lip. Shit, even his mind was phrasing things in ways that turned him on. He swallowed and focused only on finding the correct turn. Luckily, the purple-and-green Betherbal logo had been painted on a sign hanging from a mailbox. He signaled and turned.


“I was going to let Ned’s little theory drop,” said Dane, now on his phone. “Not like the Order told me to look into it.”


“You don’t want to catch a murderer?”


Dane sighed loudly.


“Do you, professor? It’s dangerous, we’re outside the law, and shit like this isn’t straightforward. You have to find the right guy, make sure he doesn’t know you’re coming, take him out fast. And if there’s magic involved…”


“Not something you do as a Decrypter?” asked Sean. The driveway was long and lumpy, and he half expected Bethany’s family to be around, but to his relief when they reached the little ranch house surrounded by trees, it looked deserted.


“I’m not with the detective branch. Why are you so interested in this? Trying to get into my pants?”


“My simple, law-abiding life got boring. And you’re the one who made a move on me.”


“You haven’t told me yet you didn’t like it,” said Dane as they got out of the car. He put his phone away and pulled out the gun instead. “You wanna get behind me?”


“Fuck, yes,” said Sean, eyes trailing to his ass. Dane glared at him.


“Pervert,” he said, and led the way.





Chapter 6


He cleared the house first, a small ranch reeking of magic. Dane tried to hide his disappointment—it would have been nice to use the gun. Out in the middle of nowhere like this, he’d have less to deal with afterward. He’d had to get the Order to interfere the other day about the noise and then the flames when he’d gone after those trees. Fucking ghosts.


“I can’t tell whether this is creepy or cozy,” said Sean, wandering through the main living space when Dane returned from the bathroom. One thing was consistent about Bethany’s home: it was full of herbs. They hung from lines overhead, drying, and various stages of her products sat on card tables around the room. There wasn’t even a couch here.


“Weird,” said Dane, reluctantly putting his gun back. “Have a look at your arm.”


He watched Sean do a double-take as he saw the hairs standing on end. Dane felt his doing likewise, something that tended to happen around highly concentrated magic. It made him nervous.


“Electricity?” asked Sean.


Dane grunted.


“Magic.”


“Shit. Was she a witch or something? Are there witches?”


“Yeah, witches exist, but she doesn’t look like one.” Dane glanced around, feeling the weight of all the drying plants pressing down on him. “Maybe just starting out. Witches got a whole bunch of other shit around usually, stones, crystals, fucking odd-ass pieces of wood, shit like that.”


“So she was just using magical herbs in her soaps? Is that weird?”


“Yeah,” said Dane, eyes searching for the ceiling. “Yeah, it is.”


He glanced back at Sean and their eyes met. Shit, he did actually like this damned professor. Sean rolled with things. He wasn’t bad looking. He was around. All things Dane found agreeable, including how he got flustered whenever things got just a bit too seriously sexual. Sean glanced away and then made his way back to the bedrooms. Dane took a final look around before following.


The room Bethany had slept in was the only place free from herbs or any of her other products. Dane guessed it was the only thing enabling her to get a decent night’s rest—if you weren’t used to magic, it was hard to sleep through that much energy hovering around in the air. The spare bedroom was another matter. While the bed was done up, there were stacks and stacks of plastic boxes filled with finished products. The closet held shipping boxes and flat-rate bags, and a closed laptop sat on a desk.


“I guess this was her life,” said Sean.


“Yeah. Pathetic.”


Sean turned to him. There wasn’t a lot of room to stand what with all the boxes and a whole fucking queen-sized bed squeezed into the room, and they were barely a foot away from each other. Dane considered kissing Sean again, just to see him get worked up.


“Not everyone’s funded by a secret rich organization. It takes a lot of work to make any money from a small business.” Sean paused. “You going to move so we can get out of here?”


Dane grinned. When he leaned in, Sean tipped backward. Away from him. Away from his lips.


“Shy, professor?”


“Is it the magic? Is that what’s getting to you?”


“Maybe I like making you uncomfortable.”


“Trust me, I’m not uncomfortable,” said Sean, then pushed his hand on Dane’s chest as though to force him back. Dane let him. Sean brushed past him, then turned last moment and kissed him. He’d obviously meant it to be like what had happened Friday night, but Dane wanted to see how far he’d go. Maybe the magic was messing with him, just a little. Not unusual—it wound people up, excitement, rage, whatever. And Dane hadn’t had anything to shoot since he got here.


So Dane kissed back, open-mouthed, Sean going along with it immediately before pulling back. Dane felt excitement crackle through him, his cock swelling. Sean’s pupils had grown in the last thirty seconds and he licked his lips.


“Only seemed fair to embarrass you, too,” he said.


Dane grinned.


“I’m not embarrassed.”


“Not embarrassed, not uncomfortable.” Sean’s eyes flicked down to Dane’s crotch, where even his jeans were struggling to hide what was going on. The professor was wearing slacks, though, and he was very visibly enjoying himself. “Anything else you’re not?”


“Satisfied,” said Dane.


Sean made a face.


“That’s not as smooth as you think.”


“Shut up,” said Dane, and leaned forward to kiss him again.


Sean didn’t resist, in fact pulled Dane to him, kissing back hard. When his hands found the waistband of Dane’s jeans, hooked them and tugged, undid the button, Dane pulled back. “Are you sur—”


“Don’t fucking ask that. Get rid of the gun.”


Dane pulled it out and set it on a plastic tote, his hunting knife, too, Sean’s mouth on him the entire time, hard, demanding. These were hungry, needy kisses, not sensual but to the point. If he had a guess, he’d suspect the professor hadn’t had a partner in as long as he had, maybe longer. And even if the Order looked on it sourly, Dane wasn’t about to turn down an offer.


Sean dragged him to the bed, unzipped him, and yanked his jeans down enough to palm his cock through his boxers. Dane pulled their mouths together again, hand on the back of Sean’s head, and thrust up against the pressure. What he really wanted was to bury himself somewhere tight and warm, but he’d take what he could get.


Sean released his cock, pulled back, and spat on his hand. On the first stroke he pressed his mouth back on Dane’s, forceful. He stroked hard, almost too hard, but Dane liked it, hadn’t had anyone’s hand around his cock but his own in too long to want it to stop. He tried to make it last but he was too tight, too into what Sean was doing. He grabbed Sean’s stubbly jaw with his other hand as he came, riding it out against his mouth. When he let Sean up he gasped.


“Still not embarrassed?”


“Still not satisfied, either,” said Dane. He grabbed Sean’s shoulders and shoved him down to the bed, planted his lips on Sean’s again. “Your turn, professor.”


“Don’t call me that.”


Dane yanked his pants and underpants down to his shoes, freeing his cock all at once. Sean gasped; Dane stepped on the pants on the floor as he pulled out a condom. He liked to be prepared for anything.


“You prefer sir, professor?”


Sean squirmed, sat up a little, but he wasn’t going anywhere with Dane pinning his feet to the floor. Dane grabbed his cock, a nice size, and rolled the condom onto it roughly.


“Just,” began Sean, then, when Dane leaned down and took him into his mouth, “Fuck!”


Dane held him down at the hips, not letting Sean fuck him, forcing him to endure Dane’s pacing instead. Sean groaned, swore, but didn’t reach the pleading stage—he came too soon for that, completely encased in Dane’s mouth. Dane was tempted to release him mid-orgasm but decided against being that cruel; instead Dane merely left Sean in place once he’d finished and stalked back into the kitchen.


He hated the taste of condom. This dead woman had to have something to get the foulness out, and he didn’t mean mouthwash. Dane threw open all the cupboard doors, still searching when Sean staggered in, pulling up his pants.


“Didn’t she drink?” asked Dane, hearing himself growl the words. He was pissed he hadn’t grabbed his flask.


“Check the fridge for wine,” said Sean.


He sounded spent. Dane would feel smug about that later. He yanked open the fridge and found exactly no wine.


“Fucking total tea drinker,” he muttered. When he turned back Sean was offering him a chocolate bar, organic fair-trade shit with flecks of health in it.


“You mean teetotaler? At least she has chocolate.”


“She was a friggin’ health nut,” said Dane around bites of chocolate. He ate the whole bar without offering any to Sean. “What a damn loss.”


“Don’t be so sarcastic. She’s barely dead.”


“Yeah, she’s passed on already,” said Dane. He pushed past Sean to collect his gun and knife again. “Not too worried about anything from her.”


“Dane…”


“Shut up, we’re not done searching the place.”


Dane led the way out the back door into the yard and Sean followed. Back here there was a concrete patio covered in pots of plants. Dane saw herbs, mostly, and a few small trees. He moved down to the creek, gun out, then along it.


“How far does her land go?” he asked.


Sean trailed behind.


“I don’t know. But I’d think…” He trailed off as a deer path opened out into a clearing of sorts, dotted with circular impressions in the grass. Dane’s hair, already on end, almost felt like it was vibrating.


“Here,” he said, gritting his teeth. He hadn’t been this close to one of the wells of magic yet and despite having just gotten off it was doing something pleasantly unpleasant to his body. Sean moved up to stand beside him, then grabbed his arm and yanked him back a few paces, out of the worst of it.


“That’s the magic source, then. Is it where it’s supposed to be?”


Dane shook his head. He wanted to put his gun down but the abundance of magic made him wary. There was no telling what it had done to the animals here, and he wasn’t planning on dying today.


“Thought it was in the creek here,” he said.


Sean released him.


“I guess it moved. She was using it to grow her plants magically? I thought she wasn’t a witch. Dane?”


“I’m thinking,” he said, waving a hand at Sean. He was annoyed. Something like this he’d definitely have to report to the Order, and if Bethany had been using magic without belonging to any sect or association, that was definitely a problem. Your standard person wasn’t supposed to know about any of this—there were too many people for anything good to come of them all knowing about magic.


“I’m going back to the car,” said Sean after several long minutes. “It’s getting dark. We’ve probably seen everything we’re going to.”


Dane followed him back, only putting the gun away once they’d reached the car. Much as he didn’t like the situation, he could see he was going to have to look into it. He slid into the passenger seat and closed the door, but Sean didn’t start the car.


“What happened back there?”


“Oh, hell,” said Dane, yanking his seatbelt and clicking it into place as hard as he could. “Not this.”


“We’re not going to talk about it?” asked Sean. Dane knew he was examining him but he refused to look over.


“What’s there to talk about?” He paused, ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I had fun—you obviously enjoyed yourself—there you have it. Doesn’t mean anything. Just a bit of fucking around.”


“Right,” said Sean. Dane couldn’t tell whether he was disappointed or not. But if the asshole was going to get all clingy about it, he could always report Sean to the Order and let them handle it. Not that it was decent of Dane, not that he wanted to…The sound of the engine starting interrupted his thoughts.


“Wanna get a burger?” he asked.


Sean stopped at the end of the driveway and signaled. The professor looked over at him with one of those expressions saved for annoying students.


“Going out to eat usually happens before the fucking.”


“I’m hungry,” said Dane.


He wasn’t going to talk about this. Sean could get over it. After a moment Sean sighed.


“Yeah, me, too,” he said, and pulled onto the road.





Chapter 7


He hadn’t been able to get Dane to leave the gun in the car, and Sean wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He was allowed to concealed carry here, but Sean hadn’t ever thought much about that sort of thing before. Now he wondered just how many people did. He smiled to himself. Within the span of a few days he’d been attacked by trees possessed by a ghost and discovered magical energies were real, and it was everyday people who scared him. Of course.


“What?” asked Dane, the word coming out as a half-grunt around his food. He was nearly done with his burger and fries, while Sean was barely halfway. “Not still thinking about that blowjob, are you? I know I’m good, but—”


“For fuck’s sake,” said Sean, hunching away from a passing waitress and then leaning forward to hiss at Dane. “You’re the one who didn’t want to talk about it.”


Dane grinned, fry hanging out of his mouth. Sean scowled out the window. He’d been trying his damndest not to think about what they’d done and Dane had to go and torment him. He’d enjoyed himself too much, even if it had been rushed, and didn’t want to consider that it had been a one-time thing. It was either that or Dane didn’t want a relationship, which made sense considering where he was in life and what his life was like, disposing of creatures, but it made Sean ache. He wanted more. Still, if it wasn’t a one-time thing, and Dane was into casually getting off together now and then, he wasn’t going to refuse what he could get.


He shouldn’t be thinking about this.


“Admit you’re still thinking about it and I’ll admit you had a point about looking into this death.”


Sean rolled his eyes.


“I’m not admitting to anything,” he said. “But you think we should be looking into Bethany now why? The magic there?”


“Mostly,” said Dane, scowling. He finished his food, wiped his hands on a napkin, and threw it on the plate. “Not normal. And if she was into shit and not with an org, we have a problem. Will have to track down anyone she might have told about her new blend of herbs and get their minds set straight.”


“You mean report them to the Order.”


“It’s my job.”


“How much do they pay you?”


“A whole business, a whole lotta weapons.”


“Don’t tell me that means I’m paying,” said Sean, holding back a groan.


“Nah, I get a stipend.”


“Good. Because whatever you heard about professors being paid grandly, it isn’t true.” He paused. “Does this mean you’re not reporting me, then?” Dane leaned back and smugly crossed his arms. “Asshole.”


“Haven’t decided yet. Let’s see how well you handle this newest mess. You completely failed your possessed-trees test.”


“And you completely failed a simple internet search. It wasn’t difficult to get any of this information. You’re just lazy.”


Dane frowned at that. So he didn’t like to be considered lazy.


“You need my information,” he said. “I know the ins and outs of all this shit.”


Sean snorted and dipped a fry in ketchup.


“Sure. Everything you told me I’d already inferred. Looks like you need me. You would have passed this up otherwise. Think of how many people you’d let get away with unwiped knowledge. And that moving magic zone you wouldn’t have been able to report. You don’t work well alone, Dane.”


“I fucking kick ass alone,” said Dane, growl to his voice.


“That’s why you need Ned to tell you when shit’s happening. This thing with Bethany? We’ve been doing all your work for you. And you’re the one with the business and stipend.”


“Fuck you,” said Dane, standing. “I don’t get any of Crypt Coffee’s profit.”


“Sit down,” said Sean in his best disciplinary voice. Dane sneered but obeyed, and he figured he should stop pressing the man’s buttons. Even if it turned him on a little. “Let’s discuss.”


“Discuss what?”


“Where to go from here,” said Sean.


Dane breathed out hard.


“Back to our own beds.”


“Not that. You want me to track down contact info for her family and friends? You’ll want to talk to them to see if they know about how she was growing her plants. I know I’m interested in what they know. Maybe someone wanted to kill her and take over her business. One of them is probably the murderer.”


“I don’t care about that. She. Passed. On.”


“Some of the trees she was growing were willows,” said Sean, but Dane stared at him like that meant nothing. “The bark has painkiller properties. Imagine a highly-potent all-natural painkiller. So it’s made from magic. What does the Order have to say about that?”


“That shit’s restricted. Can’t sell magically-enhanced items to the general public. They will track you down, and you won’t like what they’ll do to you. They don’t care if she didn’t know what she was doing.”


Sean paused, fry halfway to his mouth. He didn’t like the thought that came to him.


“Could they have done this and not told you? From what Ned described, it’s a good way to kill someone, get them to crash their car. Sneaky.”


“The Order’s cunning, not sneaky, and they would’ve told me about a simple execution.” Dane crossed his arms and scowled. “Yeah, get me those contacts. The more we talk about it, the more this sounds like some shit I gotta keep under control.”


Sean finished his burger and they paid, then he drove them back to Crypt Coffee. It was dark and Sean ought to get home to get to bed at a decent hour, but when Dane got out he lingered with the door open. Sean waited to be thanked for their time in the bedroom, some form of acknowledgement of what they’d done and that it had been good. That’s not what he got.


“Wanna check out Eliza with me?” asked Dane.


Sean turned off the car. That was probably as good as he was getting anyway.


He followed Dane directly out into the cemetery, the place illuminated only by ambient light from the rest of the small city. Headstones should have looked more intimidating in this light, particularly after Sean knew how dangerous the dead could be, but he didn’t feel particularly concerned. Dane had his gun, after all, and he’d gotten Sean out of that earlier predicament. Plus this gave Sean yet another chance to observe Dane in his element.


In Crypt Coffee, Dane looked good. He wasn’t bad with customers, either, considering. But on the trail of something paranormal, well—his eyes glinted, his posture turned to relaxed readiness, and he moved as though very aware of his body. Sean liked it.


The three pines were nothing more than smoldering lumps protruding from the ground when they reached Eliza’s grave. Dane kicked at a few pieces of bone, grumbling.


“Have to come back for these fuckers later. Burn them completely.”


“You think she’s not gone?”


“Probably,” said Dane, turning to glare around the scorched ground and kicking a few more bones into the pile he’d started. “S’enough to send most ghosts along. You burn the rest of it to make sure they can’t come back.”


“Yes, but Eliza was stronger than your typical ghost,” said Ned, suddenly behind them. He straightened his tie as he hovered. “There’s a chance that she hasn’t been dismissed.”


“Or that she’ll come back, I know,” said Dane, sounding irritated. “You’re not telling me anything new, Ned.”


“I’m telling you to be careful. I didn’t want to get near her, and you know how I feel about them.”


Sean opened his mouth to ask what that meant, but Ned had vanished. He looked to Dane, who motioned to him with a hand. Sean followed.


“Ned’s not as scary as he looks,” said Dane. “Ghosts can fuck each other up pretty badly. Ned’s been dead for well over a hundred years so he’s seen a few of them. Knows how to take care of himself. If he’s hesitant to engage, it means he thinks he’s going to get hurt badly, which is a bad sign for us—that’s a powerful spirit.”


“Us?” asked Sean before he could stop himself, then, before Dane could tell him to go fuck himself, “Over a hundred years old? He talks like us.”


“He keeps up with us, too,” said Dane, stopping and pointing to a headstone that had been hacked apart. Sean stared at it, horrified. Someone had completely chiseled out the original name and then chipped in ‘Ned’ in what looked like a child’s handwriting but was more likely poor stone working skills. “He’s trans. Knows new words, swears, even some pop culture.”


“What happened to his stone?”


“I fixed it for him,” said Dane, sounding proud.


Sean stared at him.


“You couldn’t just get him a new one?”


“No, I couldn’t get him a fucking new one,” said Dane, not looking at Sean.


“So that didn’t occur to you.”


“Fuck off. Weren’t you going home?”


Sean sighed, wanted to grab Dane’s shoulder, turn him around, and kiss him goodnight, but Sean had a feeling that would be unwelcome.


“Yeah,” he said instead, and got a few feet away before turning back. “Hey, I’ll need your number.”


“Nice try. Just call Crypt Coffee.”


“You want me leaving contact info for Bethany’s friends and family with one of your baristas? Just give me your number, Dane.”


Dane pulled his phone out of his pocket and tossed it over. Sean nearly missed the catch, but it only took a few moments to enter his number in Dane’s phone and put Dane’s into his own. He walked the phone back.


“Thanks.”


“Don’t say it,” said Dane, snatching his phone back and glaring. “You might be too old for casual sex, professor, but I’m not.”


“You should call me Sean. Then I won’t get you confused with a student when we’re on the phone. Good-night.”


He left Dane gaping after him, but if he was going to call Sean old, Sean would tell him he was practically a kid. Asshole. Sean wasn’t even forty. Not that that was the threshold for being old, but really it wasn’t as though Dane had been picky when they were fucking earlier.


Sean spent the rest of the week watching his bruises slowly fade and going through the churn of classes. He was tempted every night to call Dane and ask him over for a bit of that casual sex he insisted he was into, but balked every time. Somehow, putting it into terms like that solidified it to Sean. Like maybe if they were ever in a situation where they wound up fucking again, that would make it more real.


So he left Dane alone the rest of the week, and looked up what he could on Bethany, and tried not to think about his empty bed.





Chapter 8


His phone rang again, and again Dane dumped it to voice mail. Sean could leave him another fucking message. He took a drink from a skull mug, the plain coffee and whiskey going down easy, and went back to the map on his Order-supplied tablet. He flipped back and forth between map view and satellite, trying to figure out where he should tell them the magic nexus point had moved to. Closer to the house on the map, obviously, and out of the creek. But the Order liked precision.


Dane took another drink and gave his best guess. He saved to a USB drive, sent a text to his contact he’d have something for the Order at their drop point in a day, and declined another of Sean’s calls. He’d left three messages Dane put off for later. He had an overdue report to draft up.


He fucking hated paperwork. Someone else was paid to handle most of that for Crypt Coffee, but there was no out for Dane when it came to Decrypter work. He was stuck writing up what had been going on here and trying to make it not look like a fifth-grade book report.


Saturdays sucked. No, all days sucked. Bleu Falls sucked. Back in Minneapolis he got to hunt down overgrown rats, a juvenile basilisk, and even a werewolf once. Here was ghosts, and pigeons possessed by ghosts, and trees possessed by ghosts. He was balls deep in ghosts and he was not having fun.


His contact texted the letter Y, and as he was setting aside his phone, another came in from Winter.


Man here to see you.


Dane scowled and finished his whiskey-with-coffee. Sean just needed to back the hell off. He’d thought the fact Sean hadn’t called for a few days meant the man had gotten the hint, but apparently not. He could sit up there and rot in one of those booths; Dane was busy.


Are owls allowed in here? He won’t take it out.


For a moment Dane stared at the text, then things clicked into place in his mind.


“Shit,” he muttered, standing. He pocketed his phone, grabbed his empty mug, and went up to meet his visitor.


“The table in the corner,” said Winter as he passed her. He didn’t need the help, though—John was a man who stood out, what with hauling his familiar around everywhere. It was easy to spot him feeding bits of cornbread to his owl, looking right at home on one of the coffin chairs. John was black, wore dreads down past his shoulders, and never took off his trench coat. Well, unless he was having sex. Dane had seen him out of it a handful of times before, but they were close more because they’d saved each other’s asses more than once.


Dane slid into the seat across from John and leaned back.


“Hah! You are here,” said John, looking up briefly from where he was feeding the owl. An empty coffee cup sat in front of him. “Good to see you again, Dane.”


“You, too. It’s been a while. Over a year.”


“I saw you seven months ago,” said John, then paused as he calculated and realized Dane wasn’t talking about the last time they’d gone after a rat king. He grinned and rolled his eyes. “You’re a horny bastard. Is this your way of asking me to spend the night at your place?”


“When have you ever spent the night?”


The owl hopped toward the end of the table and peered around at the customers, who gawped. Dane couldn’t remember what its name was, but he knew it was doing more than being cute. It was searching for threats, information, whatever it could get.


“Could you imagine what they’d do if they found out?” John shook his head. He was talking about the Order, but anyone overhearing would probably assume they were both cheating on partners. Dane shrugged.


“C’mon, everyone does it. Better others like us than anyone not involved. We already know the risks. We’re already in it.”


“Well, they don’t tend to take action unless it leads to something fucking bad happening, anyway. But I’m going to have to turn you down this time. I’m only passing through.”


Dane wasn’t sure if he was disappointed he couldn’t use John to get Sean to back off a little, or relieved because he was beginning to want another round with the professor. John was just dropping by; Sean lived here and would be a convenient person to call on when the need arose.


In any event, he was disappointed John had what had to be a more interesting assignment.


“Passing through? What for?”


“I’m hot on the trail. Something big.” John grinned and leaned forward. “Pity you couldn’t come along for the ride.”


“Fucking—” Dane stopped short of calling the Order out by name and pulled out his ringing phone. Sean again. He dumped him to messaging.


“Saw you were here on the map so I decided to drop in. Decent coffee. I like the atmosphere. What’re you out here for?”


Dane almost admitted he’d screwed up, but remembered what Sean was helping him look into.


“A lot of magical nexus points here, and they’re moving.”


John shot him a skeptical look.


“What’d you do?”


Dane scowled, looked away, and spotted Sean entering Crypt Coffee. Shit. Now Dane would have him to deal with, too. Saturdays sucked.


“Look, it was a minor thing. They completely overreacted.”


“And sent you to butt-fuck nowhere? To bullshit me with stories of moving nexus points?”


“They are moving, and it was minor.” Dane lowered his voice. “I accidentally offed a familiar.”


The owl turned at that and gave him an unblinking glare. To make matters worse, Sean was standing at the end of the table now, and he did not look pleased. Dane tensed in his seat. John looked up at Sean and they stared at each other for a moment before the professor turned back to Dane.


“Answer your fucking phone,” he said. John’s eyebrows shot up and he laughed. He pointed a thumb Sean’s way.


“You and him? Shit, Dane, you give your number out, you have to pick it up.”


“I wasn’t calling for sex,” said Sean. “Move over.” When Dane refused to scoot on the booth Sean sat anyway and shoved Dane with his shoulder. Dane prickled with irritation and something else, something carnal that made him want to shove Sean down and take him roughly. John shook his head.


“Right. I know what he gives his number out for.”


“Why, he give it to you?” asked Sean. Dane was uncomfortable where this was going. John laughed.


“Don’t worry, I’m not planning on letting him pick me up today. I’m just passing through. John.” He stuck out his hand. “You’re new. Not even on the database yet.”


“I’m not with the Order.”


John’s mirth disappeared and his owl peered at Sean now. Dane groaned.


“You’re a fucking idiot, professor.”


“You’re either going to report me and have my mind wiped or you’re not. What do I care? You don’t want my help, you don’t answer my calls, I figure forgetting it all can’t be much worse than this.”


“Phew,” said John, standing. The owl hopped up onto his shoulder. “I don’t want to get in on this. Good seeing you again, Dane. Professor, I…you, too.”


“You’re not going to report him,” said Dane as John turned to go. As far as he was concerned, it should be his call to make, and he didn’t want anyone, not even John, deciding for him when to send the Order after Sean. John grimaced.


“Has to be done. Ideally you would…” John shrugged. “I don’t want to do it. Call me when you do.”


He left and Dane glared at the half-eaten slice of corn bread drizzled in honey. Fucking Saturday.


“Move,” Dane said, and when Sean didn’t he turned and kissed Sean. The moment their lips touched, Sean had his ass out of the seat and was moving to sit across from Dane, flush creeping up his neck.


“One of my students could have seen that,” he hissed. Dane crossed his arms, finally feeling like he was in control again. “Don’t look so smug. I bet you slept with him, too, didn’t you?”


“John? A few times. Jealous?”


“You didn’t listen to any of my messages either, did you? Shit, Dane, you’re like the worst student I’ve had.” Sean paused, looked thoughtful a moment. “Almost.”


“I hope I don’t have too much further to go.” Dane leaned forward. “I like being the worst. Especially if I can make it up with extra credit.”


“You’re flirting? Now?” Sean shook his head and changed the subject. “Killed a familiar. Like that owl?”


“No, it was a rat. A wizard’s rat. A very fucking powerful wizard-in-a-huge-guild’s rat. She was pissed. Now I’m here. Can we move on so you can get out of here and I can get back to my shitty paperwork?”


Sean stared at him a moment, looking like he had questions. To Dane’s relief, he kept them all to himself and instead pulled the corn bread to him. Dane blinked as he started eating it.


“What? I’ll eat anything slathered in honey. You know how long it’s been since I’ve had one of Crypt Coffee’s baked goods?”


“Since Wednesday.”


“Well, they’re that good. Which bakery do you use?” Sean licked the fork clean. “I especially love the pies, when you have them.”


“They’re my recipes,” said Dane, laughing as Sean choked. “Anything else I can surprise you with?”


“Investigating Bethany’s death with me,” said Sean, and Dane groaned. “Don’t be such a lazy asshole.” Dane prickled at that, but Sean talked over his objections. “Since you didn’t respond to anything I left you, I assumed you weren’t going to bother to interview anyone. So I located some of the people who knew her and asked a few questions. Want to know what I found out?”


“She never went out drinking with friends?”


Sean kicked him under the table and Dane grimaced.


“Bethany seemed to know something was different with her herbs. Makes sense—she must have been moving them regularly to that spot out in the woods. But she didn’t tell anyone what that was, as far as I can tell. Just mentioned she had a new way of growing them that was making her products better than ever. Any of the samples she gave family and friends, or full-sized items they bought, did work better than normal. It was noticeable to them, but apparently she didn’t let them in on it.”


“Lucky me,” said Dane. “Won’t have to bother the Order with a mind-wipe.”


“Unless you’re reporting me. It’ll get me to stop calling you.”


“When you’re doing all my research for me?” Dane preferred to joke about it, but he didn’t like what John might do. He didn’t want to report Sean, didn’t want Sean’s mind wiped, didn’t want to deal with any of it. He wasn’t used to playing by the rules, and he didn’t want to stop. And the professor was growing on him.


“I’m not going to ask. But I will hate you if you don’t give me a head’s up first.”


“You won’t remember.” Dane didn’t want to think about things going back to the way they had been only a month ago. Sean would forget everything—not just Ned and the possessed pine trees, but Dane’s mouth around his cock, too, and that was a minor tragedy. “Learn anything else?”


“Yes, as a matter of fact. Turns out she had a business rival.”





Chapter 9


Dane held the bottle out to him.


“Not if you want me to drive,” said Sean.


“Drive? Who said anything about driving?”


Dane turned back to his desk and sat in the one chair, leaving Sean to stand in a room full of weapons. He took his messenger bag off and set it on the floor, laptop and all, as Dane pulled a tablet closer, scowling.


“Why am I down here again?”


“Because you talk too freely up there. Now shut up and let me finish my report to the Order.”


Sean didn’t want to argue—it would either piss him off or turn him on, maybe both. Unfortunately, just being down here alone with Dane turned him on. Getting off in someone else’s house had been more erotic than he’d expected, and now the thought of having sex in a business where everyone was unknowingly sipping coffee upstairs brought that desire back. He’d liked what Dane had done to him the first time, pinning him in place by his clothes. Sean wanted to see more of Dane—his ass, his chest and the tattoos there. He wondered what it would take to get Dane to take his shirt off.


“Will you stop moving around?” asked Dane. “I can’t hear myself think.”


“If you had more than one chair—”


“What, your ass can’t handle the floor?”


“My ass can handle just about anything,” said Sean, lowering himself to the cold concrete. Dane was concerned enough about his damned report to completely ignore the comment and Sean held back a sigh. This was a wonderful way to spend a Saturday afternoon—on the floor of Dane’s weapon pit, and not in a fun way. He was less and less sure of what he was even doing here as the minutes ticked by.


Weapons, coated in silver, glinted harshly around him. Dane had overhead lights on, but Sean could see enough candles lying around for the entire place to be lit with fire. In front of him a basin sat on the floor, filled with what looked like the last bits of Eliza’s bones.


“When are you going to get around to burning these?” he asked, and Dane swore.


“Just give me a moment. I’m trying to decide how much of the past week to mention. I got the nexus point moving, the possessed trees, what am I missing?”


“Me,” said Sean coldly. Dane scoffed.


“I’m not mentioning you until I’ve decided what to fucking do with you. Contrary to what you might think, I don’t want you to get your mind wiped. Well, unless they leave my number in your phone. How about that, professor? Is it a turn-on to think about not knowing how we got to be fuckbuddies?”


“You could report Bethany’s murder.”


Dane grabbed his bottle of whiskey and turned in his chair, grumbling.


“What the hell, I’m not giving them the report until tomorrow. Don’t need to finish it yet.” He took a drink. “Tell me all about who gets her magical tea now that she’s kicked it.”


Sean let out that sigh he’d been holding and glanced at Dane, but the man looked too good leaning back in his chair, drinking straight from the bottle. The kind of man people warned you about. But Sean was too old for warnings, too old to screw up his life much anymore. Young enough still to get caught up in something foolish, someone who’d no doubt break his heart. But he was at the point where he longed for anything other than the usual.


So he let his eyes feast on Dane as he drank, and pretended like they were partners and the man wasn’t going to call in the Order to wipe Sean’s mind after all this was over.


“All that was Bethany’s goes to her mother.”


“Well, almost all of it. We’re going to have to burn her frickin’ house down.”


“Why?” asked Sean, gaping, before it snapped into place. “All her magic-laced products.”


“I’m not going to track down random bars of soap across three fucking counties. You can’t fucking do it. So we sterilize the area, stop it here. Don’t worry about the mommy. I’m sure there’s insurance.”


“What about the stuff that’s already been sold?”


Dane made a face and took another drink. Sean tried not to think about what all this meant. Regardless of insurance, this was going to be devastating for Bethany’s mother, especially if she hadn’t gotten any mementos out of the house before they burned it. Still, it was probably preferable to having to wipe so many minds, which Sean figured had to be painful, and to him was morally dubious at best. He doubted many people who used the product would even realize there was something different about it, but then from what Dane had said about the Order, they didn’t seem to be the kind of group that took chances.


“You said nobody really noticed. They’re grieving and shit. Probably no harm.”


Sean blinked at him. “Probably no harm,” sounded like Dane was really supposed to report these people to the Order, and Sean couldn’t tell if he had any decency or was just lazy.


“Bethany’s best friend noticed tingling in her lip balm that seemed more than normal but she seemed to think Bethany’s new technique was overloading her product on oils,” said Sean. He’d been surprised at how easily her friends had talked to him when he contacted them—apparently people trusted professors, particularly ones paying their respects to a bright pupil who’d stood out in class years ago.


“Great. Less work for us.” Dane set aside his bottle with a look of sadness and stood. “Want to get going?”


“To do what?”


“Burn the house, Professor of Clever. We don’t want her mother selling this shit everywhere. If it spreads too much and the Order finds out—”


“Dane, it’s the middle of the day. I’d like less chance of being seen. And less chance we show up and her mother’s there. How would we handle that?”


“I do a lot of thinking on my feet.”


“You don’t seem to be doing much thinking at all. I don’t know how you got anyone to look the other way when it came to those pine trees, but I’m sure no one’s going to be able to ignore a whole damned house burning down. The fire department will show up, police, bystanders. Where are we supposed to park if we don’t want to get caught?”


“We’ll do it at night then. Was hoping I wouldn’t have to look at your smug ass all day, but I’ll deal.”


“Night has similar problems,” said Sean, wishing Dane didn’t want to get rid of him. “Easier to not be seen, but there still are going to be first responders.”


“We’ll be fast.”


Dane crossed his arms and frowned. Sean hauled himself off the floor, ass half numb. He wasn’t about to do anything that was going to get him arrested. He wasn’t that taken by Dane.


“Have you ever burned a house before?” he asked, and Dane’s scowl found a different place to land, somewhere to the side of Sean. “So no.”


“Look, this is how we handle it. Sometimes cleanup gets messy. If you don’t like it, you can walk.”


Sean knew that meant more than just bowing out while Dane handled the arson. He was being told to get the hell out for good if he was going to refuse to go through with this, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like having to choose, and he didn’t like being told what to do. Sean crossed the room to Dane, stood right up next to him so that their bodies were nearly touching.


“And then what? You report me to your Order?”


Dane tilted his head up slightly. Sean could smell the alcohol warm on his breath when he spoke.


“Deserve it, wouldn’t you? I don’t need a mom. And if you’re going to let me down, you can get the hell out.”


Sean leaned forward and kissed him. Dane tasted heavily of alcohol, of need. But the moment Sean slid his hands under Dane’s shirt Dane pushed him away. They stared at each other, Sean catching his breath. Shit, he did want to go back to where they’d fooled around. Even if it was stupid.


“I’m not going to let you down,” he said. “I just want to be sensible about this.”


“Yeah, you’re acting a lot like you just want to get laid. Look, professor, I’m not a good man. If you chase me, I’m going to drag you into some shit.”


“Like arson. Got it,” said Sean, and Dane fell very quiet. “Shit—have you killed people?”


“Not exactly,” said Dane, but moved on before Sean could press him on that. “So are you good with building barbeque, or should I be adding you to my report?”


“I offer myself to you as your partner.”


“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” said Dane, but some of the tension seemed to have left now. “I don’t do—”


“Relationships,” said Sean. “I could tell. I think we’d better finish Eliza’s bones now. Give us something to do while we wait for night and you figure out how to keep me out of jail for arson.”


Dane snorted and pulled out his phone.


“Already got it,” he said, texting. “Giving the Order heads up on taking out a house. They’ll pull strings at the top, it’ll be an accident. We’ll park at the side of the road and walk there and back. Satisfied?”


Sean stared at him. He could just send a text to the people he knew and get things done. The amount of power that was scared him. Sean had spent years working hard to build up what little influence he had at the college, and here was Dane, someone who could call upon people to wipe minds and influence the police department at will.


For a moment, Sean thought it might be a better idea to walk. He could go back to his old life before he got in too deep. But it would mean giving up the first interesting thing that happened to him in the past two decades, and it would mean losing out on Dane.


He was too old to do something like this, but he was going to do it anyway.


Dane finished texting and collected up a few things to burn the bones with. He tossed some herb in the basin, then lit a match and dropped it in. They both stared at the flames for a while.


“How long does this burn?”


“Until she’s good and crisp,” said Dane. He scratched the back of his head. “Guess we could put the ashes back in the ground again. Not much else to do with them.”


“And she’ll be gone for good then.”


“Your ribs are safe,” said Dane. “Can’t promise you anything more than that if you’re not going to walk.”


“You don’t have to,” said Sean. He didn’t care that he didn’t mean it.


Dane smiled a little.





Chapter 10


Sean had said he’d drop by Crypt Coffee again, but Dane wanted to see where someone like him lived, so when they parted ways to grab a meal—Sean turned his nose up at another burger, which was fucking rich considering Dane hadn’t seen him refuse a pastry yet—Dane wolfed his fast food down and drove over. The professor’s house was not far from the college, smaller but not small, and very neat. The grass was trimmed, the landscaping looked professional, and the one-car garage implied Sean had determined at some point he’d be single forever.


It was a nice home. A cozy home. On a safe street, in a safe area of town, with neat, smooth sidewalks and people wealthy enough to keep up appearances. It was disgustingly normal, and Dane hated himself for liking it even a little. Part of him wondered what it would be like to live somewhere for more than a couple years. Be stable.


He’d hate having more than a taste of it, he was sure.


Sean looked surprised when he opened the door. He had a dish towel slung over his shoulder like he’d been cleaning everything up when Dane rang the doorbell.


“Some reason why you’re here?” he asked.


Dane grinned. So he was uneasy Dane knew where he lived.


“Finished eating. Figured we’d use my car—trunk’s already packed.”


“I’ll be right out,” said Sean.


He shut the door in Dane’s face, leaving him on the stoop to feel like a teen picking up his date. He scowled. Fuck that. He’d wait in the car.


When Sean emerged and locked the door, he was wearing a plain grey hoodie and jeans, very dull and casual, which had to be the point. He got in the passenger side and Dane waited for him to buckle up before turning toward him. Dane had to give him one more chance. It seemed the decent thing to do.


“Sure about this, professor? Once it’s burned, there’s no going back.”


“Sean.”


After several long seconds Dane realized that was the only response he was getting. He turned the car on and put it in reverse.


“Sean,” he said, but he decided he’d still reserve the right to call him professor when he was really annoyed. “You got a last name?”


“Sanderson.”


Dane hit the brakes hard at the first stop sign.


“You’re fucking joking.”


“Don’t do that,” said Sean, putting his hands against the dash. He let them down when Dane turned. “And no. Does it mean something to you? Don’t tell me—a Sanderson killed your father.”


“No, asshole. My name’s Dane Sanders.”


Sean laughed so hard at that Dane glared at him.


“You think I’m screwing with you?”


“What are the odds?” asked Dane through gritted teeth.


“Not good, but I have a decent number of students who’d absolutely tell me that’s a sign we’re meant to be.”


“Keep talking like that and I’ll dump you out at the next stop,” said Dane.


Sean shook his head and fell silent, but every time Dane glanced over at him he had an amused expression on his face. Dane only sped a little to Bethany’s house, found a nearby road to park on, and shut off the car. Sean got out and lingered a few feet away as Dane hauled out a bag and a couple flashlights.


“You carrying?” The first words Sean had said in over half an hour sounded concerned.


“What, you want the bag?” asked Dane, and grinned at the expression Sean shot him. “Yeah. Gun, couple of knives. You want something? I have a hunting knife I can give you.”


Sean hesitated, then pulled up his hood and tucked his hands in the front pockets. He looked tempted for a moment, but in the end shook his head.


“Let’s get this done without killing anyone,” he said, and led the way.


Dane followed him down this road onto the next, and from there to Bethany’s driveway. Everything was more eerie in the night, which was to be expected, and no cars passed them, but Dane kept his senses on alert for dangers Sean hadn’t considered. Magic sources, particularly intense ones, often drew vicious, powerful creatures.


“You move the plants inside, I’ll get it ready to go up,” said Dane.


“I hate this. This is someone’s entire life we’re going to turn to ash. Because your Decrypter Order can’t stand that some people’s skin tingles after putting on some lotion.”


Dane reached out and caught Sean’s arm, turned Sean to face him. He couldn’t have Sean fucking things up. This house had to be burned, and all the magic with it. The Order would eviscerate him if he let knowledge of magic go public, even in some shitty place like Bleu Falls. Even though he squeezed, Sean didn’t shake him off. Their eyes met.


“I took you along because I trust you. Well, at least as much as I trust Ned, which is enough to not send either of you back where you came from,” said Dane. Damn, he hated speeches and shit. He tried to get to the point. “You’re a smart guy, Sean. You can figure out all hell would break loose if everyone knew about magic. The fights over the sources, the struggle to stockpile better weapons. It’s not safe. You’d get everything from hellhound breeders to a fucking police state.”


“Understood,” said Sean after an awkward few moments where Dane decided to let him go. “I don’t have to like it.”


He stalked off around to the back of the house and Dane let him go. He didn’t have the time to hold his hand about this, anyway. The faster they were through with this, the better. He dropped his bag and pulled out accelerant, located the best places to splash it. The house was old, but the furniture inside new enough to go up immediately. Carpet only a few years old, lots of long curtains. Dane started on the outside and ended on the inside, making sure the magical plants were covered in a thoroughly-doused blanket. He wanted no chance any of Bethany’s plants or products survived.


Sean followed him outside and he lit it up without hesitation. The flames sprang up like flicking on a light and the house turned into a searingly bright blur. Dane hefted up his bag, unable to move at first, until Sean’s hand brushing against the back of his tore him out of it. He glanced over, heart pounding, and heard the sound of an engine.


“Shit, run,” he said, and took off toward the trees, Sean at his side. The professor was in shape enough to keep up, which was good because Dane would have no choice but to ask the Order to interfere if he was caught.


They reached the trees as headlights tore down the driveway. The car stopped, the door slammed.


“Fuck,” said Sean, and turned back to look.


Dane peered out from the trees, too, seeing the outlines of two people staring at the house. When one rushed forward the other held them back. Dane saw the first collapse against the car and the second put a phone to their ear.


“We can’t be this close. C’mon, Sean. We’ll have to walk back through the woods.”


“We were supposed to be out of here before it was reported.”


“Calm down. We’re fine. Nobody saw us, we’ll get out and to the car, I’ll drop you back home and kiss you good-night. How does that sound?”


Sean stopped and glared at him.


“Don’t treat me like a child.” He took a step closer, blue eyes dark in the dim light. They’d stumbled through to the magic-infused clearing and Dane was very aware just how close Sean had gotten. “I’m calm, and I don’t need pity assurances.”


“Got it,” said Dane. Neither of them moved. Behind Sean through the trees, an orange glow smeared across the sky. Sean’s hood had fallen down, revealing hair that had gone wild. The entirety of Dane’s body prickled. He found it difficult to breathe.


Sean moved first, grabbed Dane by the waist. Dane dropped his bag as they kissed, hard and pointed in the middle of the trees. Dane’s heartbeat sounded in his ears and his cock swelled fast. He didn’t stop Sean this time when his hands pulled up the bottom of his shirt. Instead he moved to unzip the hoodie, barely able to breathe. Dane ached, from lips to loin, need for Sean blocking everything else out.


Dane broke the kiss to pull Sean’s head to the side by his hair, go after the corner of his jaw with lips and teeth. Sean groaned and dug his fingernails into Dane’s back. Dane wanted to shove Sean to the ground and force his cock down Sean’s throat, wanted to rip off his jeans and bury himself in Sean’s ass, pin him in the leaves and dirt and stroke Sean’s cock until it couldn’t last any longer. The desire was tense, electric, and Dane pulled away at the thought, shoved Sean so hard he staggered back, gasping, and sagged against a tree.


“It’s the magic,” said Dane, chest heaving. Sean’s eyes followed him greedily. “Fucking magic making us do this.”


“I want to do this,” said Sean, panting.


Dane did, too, but they couldn’t. Not here, not so close to the fire. And as much as he wanted to be rough and dirty, he didn’t want to be caught. The Order was already pissed with him. He grabbed his bag. He needed to cool down, they both needed to cool down. He heard Sean zip the hoodie back up and follow him as he cut into the trees.


Long minutes pressed in on Dane as he found his way back to the road, then dashed across it. Cars were lining up now, people drawn to the sight of the fire, and he heard sirens. He and Sean dashed back to the car and he threw the bag back in the trunk before getting in.


“Fuck you,” said Sean as they sat there, Dane trying to steady his breath. He sounded angry. “You had to stop us?”


“I’m taking you home,” said Dane, turning the key. Sean said nothing as he drove back, the opposite direction the fire trucks were headed. The drive lasted forever, the night looming, and when he finally pulled up in Sean’s driveway, the light on at the front door seemed strange.


Sean got out, slammed the door, and stalked up to the house. Dane pulled himself together and followed, not bothering to shut his car door, needing to catch the professor before he disappeared into his house and out of Dane’s life.


“Sean, wait,” said Dane, and forced his leg in the door.


“Get the hell out of my house,” said Sean, and Dane opened his mouth, closed it. “You’re right, I’m an idiot, and I want out. It’s the magic, isn’t it? The only thing that turns you on around me.”


Dane swallowed. Shit, he really blew things.


“I don’t care how it started,” he said. “I want to finish things. Properly. Please, Sean.”


Sean stared at him for what seemed like hours. Dane wanted desperately to be let inside, to be welcomed into someplace like this. If Sean was going to quit, going to get his mind wiped anyway, Dane wanted to experience something normal for once. A night over. He so rarely spent the night. By the time Sean spoke he was practically holding his breath.


“You’re lucky you’re hot,” he said, and walked away from the open door. Dane dashed to the car, grabbed his overnight bag, and tore back to the house before Sean could change his mind.





Chapter 11


Sean had expected Dane to feel more comfortable in his home but he looked downright nervous when he walked into the kitchen after locking the door and pulling off his shoes. Sean poured him a shot—poured himself one, too—and Dane took it immediately. Then they stood there, Sean in his hoodie, Dane in his plain black shirt.


“Nice place,” said Dane, and Sean set his shot glass down.


“Bedroom’s upstairs. Come on.” He felt hands on his ass as he topped the stairs and opened the door. When he looked back over his shoulder, Dane pounced, grabbing Sean’s jaw and dragging their lips together. Sean turned to kiss back, the awkward tension leaving both of them and replaced with a different sort of tension entirely. Dane tasted of alcohol, smelled like smoke from the house they’d burned. Even without standing in the source of magic, Sean was immediately turned on.


They were wearing too many clothes. Sean reached for Dane’s shirt again, trying to lead them back to the bed as he went. Again Dane let Sean get hands under his shirt, this time pulling the garment off entirely, up and over his head. Sean ran a hand across his chest, as tanned and tattooed as the rest of him, brushed a thumb over his nipple.


Dane surged forward again at that, caught Sean’s mouth with his own, tongue more forceful than before. His hands moved to unzip the hoodie for the second time that night. Sean felt his nipple hardening under his touch and grabbed it between finger and thumb. He twisted; Dane tore the hoodie from Sean’s shoulders and growled into his mouth.


“Fucker,” he snarled against Sean’s neck, yanking down the zipper on Sean’s jeans.


Sean felt Dane’s teeth against the skin of his throat, the blood in his cock pounding harder at that. Dane was rougher than anyone he’d had in a while, and he liked it. He twisted Dane’s nipple again, harder, and was rewarded by being completely stripped and shoved onto the bed.


Sean propped himself up as Dane tore off his own clothes and kicked them aside. When Dane descended, he pushed one of Sean’s legs up, shoved him back down on the bed. Dane’s cock pressed hard against Sean’s inner thigh, his balls, and Dane’s mouth took Sean’s. When he tried to grab Dane again, his hands were pinned.


“The things I want to do to you,” said Dane.


“Do them,” said Sean.


Dane breathed out hard and laughed against Sean’s clavicle.


“I don’t know if you can handle—”


“In the nightstand. Anything you want.”


Dane moved, slapping Sean’s ass as he went. The blow was hard, and Sean’s breath caught in his throat. His cock responded by growing harder, and Sean didn’t know how long he could wait.


Dane returned and rolled him on his side, pushed his leg up again. Dane had to know how uncomfortable it made Sean’s cock, squashing it and his balls to the side. Dane struck him on the ass again and Sean groaned, grabbed a fistful of bedsheet, tilted his head back. He closed his eyes, mouth open, as Dane kissed up the side of his leg and slid a lubed finger up his ass. Dane pulled out, returned with two fingers, pulled out again.


Sean gasped as three of Dane’s fingers entered, as deep as he could manage.


“Fuck,” he groaned. It was nearly too much, but he wasn’t about to admit it.


“Got real stiff there,” said Dane, pulling back. “Lucky for you I can’t wait any longer.”


He pulled Sean onto his back and then rolled a condom on his aching cock. Sean tried to thrust through Dane’s hands as he went but Dane was too fast. Sean opened his eyes as Dane pushed his legs up and pinned his hands to his sides by the wrists. There was a brief moment when Dane pressed himself up against Sean’s ass, and then he’d shoved himself completely inside, down to the base.


Even lubed up, the condom on Dane’s cock slickened, too, the sudden sensation was briefly too much. Sean groaned, loudly, and clenched tightly around Dane’s cock. It was a good fucking size, the sole thought Sean had before Dane backed up and drove himself in again. He moved fast, hard, so much so that Sean could almost be fooled into thinking the magic was still affecting him. Dane dragged Sean down on his cock by the wrists and Sean’s head was tilted back, savoring every deep thrust. Dane was hitting him just right, and he wanted so badly to stroke himself he was on the verge of begging. He kept expecting Dane to finish but he kept going, pounding him, making Sean moan.


And then he felt it, Dane thrusting in, rhythm off. Dane tried pushing in farther while already in and Sean knew he was coming. Dane rode himself out, pulled back, and with his hands still pinning Sean’s wrists, leaned forward.


Sean was too close to last. The moment he felt Dane’s lips around him he thrust up, banged against the back of Dane’s throat, and came, writhing in Dane’s grasp. Dane pulled back, gagging, and released him.


“Damn,” groaned Sean. “You okay?”


“Didn’t think you’d do that,” said Dane.


Sean laughed at him.


“Thrust? After what you put me through?”


Dane smacked his ass and flopped onto the bed.


At some point the condoms came off, the blanket was rolled back, and Sean pulled Dane under. The bed was warmer, cozier with another body there, and Sean felt so content he drifted off in seconds.


He woke to a hand at his throat, lips kissing the back of his neck, nibbling at his ears. He could just see the clock—it was nearly three in the morning, and Dane’s fully erect cock pressed up against his ass. Sean was half turned on already and he pressed his ass backward.


Dane wrapped his other arm around him and twisted his nipple, hard, in response. Sean yelped. Dane chuckled against the back of his head.


“Again?” he asked. Sean licked his lips, drew Dane’s hand down to his swelling cock. Dane gave it a squeeze and rolled away. When he returned he’d gotten a condom on and pushed Sean onto his stomach.


Sean breathed out contentedly as Dane entered, pinning Sean under his body. He was still close enough to sleep for this to seem like a dream, Dane above him, devouring his neck and shoulders hungrily as he moved. His thrusts weren’t so raggedly desperate, more sensual now, and he collapsed onto Sean as he finished.


“You’re bad for me, professor,” he whispered, and Sean tried to shove him off, but Dane rolled to his side, pulling Sean with him. Dane’s hand found Sean’s cock, gripped it, stroked. Sean came all over himself, all over his bed, and fell back asleep in Dane’s arms.


When he woke again, morning light glowing around the curtains, Sean couldn’t remember the last time he felt so good. Then he rolled over to an empty bed and his mood plummeted. What could he really expect? Dane didn’t seem like the kind of guy to spend the night. But oh, did Sean want to fuck him again.


He got up, went to the bathroom, and headed for the stairs. He’d have to lock the door Dane had left from. Sean yawned, smelling something good as he descended, and found Dane in the kitchen. He stopped, stared.


Dane had clearly made himself at home. He’d set the table, stuck something that smelled delicious into the oven, and had coffee percolating. He smirked when he caught sight of Sean.


“Wandering around your home naked? Doesn’t seem like you.”


Dane was wearing his boxers from the night before. Sean turned and went back upstairs to pull on a bathrobe, but when he returned, Dane was still in his kitchen. Cooking him breakfast.


If Dane went and had Sean’s mind wiped, Sean swore he would track the man down and kill him. Somehow.


“You’re cooking,” said Sean.


Dane handed him a steaming mug. He made a face.


“Baking. I don’t cook.”


“What is it?”


Dane turned, pulled a pie pan out of the oven, and moved to cut the contents. Whatever it was had puffed up in the pan, and when Dane placed a slice on Sean’s plate it smelled heavenly. Dane spooned some fresh blueberries on it and leaned back against the counter, smugly crossing his arms.


“Some people call them oven pancakes,” said Dane as Sean picked up his fork. “It’s an eggy thing. This one’s lemon, with white chocolate and blueberries. I remembered you like rotting your guts with sweets.”


“And you like rotting yours with whiskey.” Sean took a bite, and swore if Dane had his mind wiped he’d kill the man twice. The slice of eggy baked whatever was amazing. He could probably eat the entire thing himself.


“Yeah, I already helped myself.” When Sean looked up he saw Dane pouring whiskey into his coffee. He took that and a plate with a slice of the lemon thing over to the table and sat. “And before you even think it, don’t thank me for last night.”


“That full of yourself?”


“You’re going to tell me you’ve had better?”


Sean shrugged, focusing on his breakfast. His ass felt like it had been thoroughly fucked, pleasant not painful, but the nipple Dane had twisted was sore. Dane had grabbed it hard. Just thinking of last night started turning him on again, so he picked up his coffee and drank.


“Not likely,” said Dane.


“You still talking about last night?”


Sean smirked as Dane got up, grabbed his plate, and served him another piece. Sean tucked into this one just as fast as the first.


“My contact texted me,” said Dane, changing the subject. “The Order handled it. News this morning said the house burned in an accidental fire, possibly wiring. We’re in the clear.”


“Well, that’s good,” said Sean. He didn’t want to think about what came next. Now that the magical lip balm was handled, he and Dane didn’t really have any reason to be together. And if Dane didn’t want to investigate Bethany’s death, then Sean feared what was next for him was a friendly meeting with a member of the Order, followed by a mind wipe.


It would be the easy way for Dane to deal with him. Dane would have to know Sean wouldn’t want to stay away—not after last night—and now that Sean knew what he knew, well, he could see himself assisting Dane again in the future. But something about this morning felt final.


Dane must have felt it, too, because when he spoke, it was not what Sean was expecting to hear.


“Didn’t you mention Bethany had a business rival?”


“You completely blew me off.”


“Well I want to hear about it now,” said Dane. He served Sean another slice and Sean began to wonder whether he should stop. Sean sighed. Just this last piece.


“Yes, it was another herbal and bath product-type company, also local. I want to say they were called Cauldron Cosmetics and More—I have it written down somewhere.” The look on Dane’s face made him pause, fork halfway to his mouth. “What?”


“That’s gotta be a witch’s business,” said Dane. “Well, shit.”





Chapter 12


“So there are witches in the area,” said Sean as he left the bathroom, rubbing his hair with a towel. Sean had invited Dane to share a shower but Dane knew they’d end up fucking again and the fact he’d spent an entire night scared him now that it was morning. However much he wanted to keep going, get off another few times while he could, he was too concerned now to indulge.


Of course, Sean was making that near fucking impossible, walking around his room naked. Dane thought of grabbing him, freshly cleaned, and fucking him filthy again. He swallowed.


“Yeah,” he said, wishing he hadn’t showered first now. He could use the cold water.


“Where?” Sean tossed the towel in his hamper and bent to open a dresser drawer for pants, presenting. Dane’s eyes locked onto his ass and he struggled to think.


“Haven’t met any…here…yet,” he said. “You’re doing this on purpose.”


Sean shut the drawer and turned around, amusement in his eyes. Dane wanted to push the professor up against the wall so hard he’d knock that fucking smile off his face. Then Dane wanted to stroke Sean, roughly, until he begged and Dane made him come all over his nice rug. Dane stood.


“Fuck you,” he said, and moved toward the door. He’d wait downstairs. Sean sighed but dressed fast and showed up a few minutes later with his laptop and one of those legal pads only assholes and old people used. Sean moved to the couch and sank onto it before setting the laptop on the coffee table and flipping through the legal pad.


“Here. Yes, it’s Cauldron Cosmetics and More. One of Bethany’s friends mentioned it just as Cauldron, I looked it up, and it’s a mother-daughter business, online mostly, with products for sale in various stores downtown. Apparently they gave Bethany some pretty nasty phone calls to her business number for a few months before dropping it.” Sean paused. “A few weeks later, she was dead. Maybe they stopped threatening her and killed her?”


“Don’t care,” said Dane, dropping onto the couch a safe distance from Sean. Teasing out the precise events of Bethany’s death was uninteresting to him. There was nothing to deal with there. “But I am suspicious of those witches.”


“Because they’re dangerous if they killed someone?”


“Because they’re frickin’ witches,” said Dane. “Evidence they’re mixed up in this non-member’s magic shit is evidence they’re doing something they’d rather not be caught doing.”


Sean let the pages fall back to rest. He leaned back and eyed Dane.


“You really don’t care they might be murderers. Who might murder again. Possibly with magic.”


“I gotta get back to Crypt Coffee,” said Dane, standing. He didn’t want to talk about this. Track down some witches and intimidate them a little, maybe. Start acting like a shitty crime show? That was too much. “See if the staff managed to bake the double chocolate muffin bread all right.”


“God, that sounds good.”


“You had your breakfast,” said Dane.


Sean scooped up his laptop and notes, following him to the door. Dane wasn’t surprised, but he didn’t know what to do. He’d spent the night assuming he’d have the Order wipe Sean’s mind sometime in the next few weeks. But he felt mildly guilty he was planning on it. It’d be easier if Sean pulled away some.


“It’s like you don’t know me. I’m hurt.”


“I’m not driving your ass over,” said Dane, pausing at the door. Sean really did look hurt. Hell, he looked entirely different from the man Dane had kissed that Friday night not long ago. He seemed younger, more motivated. Apparently he’d been having a slump as a professor, and now…Shit.


“I’ll take my car then. You won’t have to worry about getting me home by my bedtime. But you’re the one with the database, right?”


When Dane stared at him blankly, Sean explained. He had a patient way of doing it, something he must have picked up teaching.


“John mentioned I wasn’t in the database, I assume of Order members.”


“Witches aren’t usually in the Order.”


“But it would make sense they would have their own lists of other groups. And I doubt this would be a list you could access anywhere, so you must have a copy.”


Dane turned and stepped outside. All true. It was almost annoying for Sean to be so good at figuring shit out.


“I haven’t looked at it yet,” he said.


Sean snorted.


“Of course you haven’t. See you there.”


Dane sped. He got there first, checked in on the kitchen section, the coffee prep, and the workers, and was even able to duck down to the Lair before Sean arrived. Dane wasn’t expecting him to let himself down, though, and started when Sean appeared at the bottom of the stairs, grabbing the nearest thing to him—a bottle of rye.


“Shit, Sean. I could’ve killed you,” said Dane, dumping the bottle back on the shelf. “You shut the frickin’ door?”


“Of course I did. Let’s see this list.”


Dane rummaged around for the correct data device and plugged it into the tablet, trying to ignore Sean as the man moved to stand right next to him. When their shoulders brushed he shoved into Sean.


“Could you not do that?”


“What the hell? Not touch you? I thought I’d be the one to get weird after sex.”


“It didn’t mean anything.” Dane opened the list of witch-affiliated organizations. “There’s no point in getting close.”


“You stayed the night.”


“It didn’t mean anything.”


“You made me breakfast.”


“It didn’t mean anything, asshole.” Dane shoved the tablet at Sean and grabbed the rye again, throwing himself in the one chair and unscrewing the top. “There. Have a look.”


“Huh,” said Sean as Dane drank. “There’s a lot of witch groups but only one with members in Bleu Falls. The Guild of Green Growers.”


“They’re the plant-specialists. Some of the most boring witches around. Well, unless they get started with poisons or cacti or whatever their current kink is. Speaking of, there was one a while back who tied up her prey with vines. By prey I mean people. She did some unspeakable things to them.”


“I can imagine,” said Sean, but his mind sounded distant. “I couldn’t locate their address online, but it’s right here. The Cauldwells, all the way across town. Want to drop by and figure out why they’re mixed up in this?”


“Then you’ll get out of here?” asked Dane, glaring at the flicker of disappointment that passed over Sean’s face. He wasn’t going to get sucked into a relationship. Not with this guy.


“Then I’ll get out of here,” said Sean, though he didn’t sound happy. “I’ll drive.”


Dane was fine with letting him do that. Gave him the ability to drink a little more before leaving, prepare himself to meet witches. Sean watched him suspiciously as he collected up the weapons he wanted and turned down a knife. Dane shrugged and selected a machete. Maybe they’d have a spelled flowerpot he’d need to hack up.


Sean said nothing on the drive over, either, and Dane wasn’t sure whether to take that as a good sign or not. The Cauldwell home was down a long dirt driveway and looked exactly like Dane was expecting: a squashed old cottage, part wood and part stone, wildly overgrown everywhere but the path up to the door. Chimes tinkled in the wind and by the time he and Sean had gotten out, a figure was standing in the doorway.


“Hey,” said Sean, approaching the woman unafraid. She looked to be about early twenties, white with green and brown hair, somewhat messy. She wore clothes stitched with floral patterns, your typical looking witch.


“Can I help you?” she asked. She tilted her head up as they climbed the steps to the porch, unafraid. Her eyes took in Sean first and apparently thought him not much of a threat, but when she glanced at Dane her eyes narrowed. He grinned.


“I’m the local Decrypter. Just moved in, thought I’d introduce myself. Dane Sanders.”


He held out his hand, but predictably she didn’t take it.


“We’re legal. In a Guild, and we don’t need an inspection,” she said.


“We know,” said Sean. “We’re not here for that. You’re a Cauldwell, right?”


“Hazel,” she said, then eyed Dane again before pulling the door open. “Come in, sit down. Mother will expect you to be quick.”


She led them into the first room, cluttered with old chairs and an assortment of nature in various stages of live-to-dead. There were plants over everything, feathers, rocks, bones, crystals…Dane watched Sean’s expression as he took in the room.


“What did I tell you? Witches keep shit around.”


Moments later Hazel’s mother entered, Hazel behind her. The older Cauldwell was dressed nearly identically to her daughter, although she was shorter and there was grey as well as green in her hair. She moved to a chair across from Sean but addressed Dane.


“Adonia Cauldwell. What do you want? I don’t present creds to any old Decrypter wandering around. We don’t answer to you or your Order.”


“The Order didn’t ask me to come,” said Dane.


Adonia gave him a disgusted look and stood.


“Then you can get out,” she said.


Dane glanced at Sean, who was blinking at the hostility, when the door opened. Two men entered, both Cauldwells in appearance, one in his nineties at least and leaning on the other. Dane would bet anything the other was Hazel’s brother, and his hair had the green in it, too. No wonder these people didn’t have a listed address.


“Don’t stand there staring, Percival,” snapped Adonia. She gestured sharply with a hand.


“Want me to see your…visitors…out?” asked Percival, the younger man, but his mother scowled.


“No, I want you to get Uther to bed.” She turned back to Dane and Sean as the old man grumbled about wanting a walk. “And what are you two still doing sitting there?”


“I’m so sorry,” said Sean, taking over the talking. “This is my fault. I’m Professor Sean Sanderson, from the college. I—well, it’s a long story—Bethany Becker, the young woman who died in a car crash recently, was one of my students. Because of everything involving her death, I was asked to check into some things with her business and your name came up…”


“And you’re with a Decrypter why?” asked Hazel.


“He was doing research in my business. Crypt Coffee? Heard of it?” asked Dane, hoping he was making them uncomfortable. “I saw he was trying to find you and offered to help.”


Adonia frowned, but nodded toward Sean.


“What do you need from us, professor?”


“Her sales went up recently, and I wanted to make sure…it was all normal. I thought you might know something about it, being in the same business, and she’d written your name down in a way that suggested you were rivals. If her next of kin need to be worrying about something illegal…”


“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” said Adonia. “And I wouldn’t turn your back on the Decrypter. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, professor.”


Dane was intrigued now, but she was pointing to the door, and to his disappointment Sean was going along with it. He had no choice but to follow him out.





Chapter 13


Sean would have smiled had the situation been different. Dane hadn’t even cared to come here, now he seemed reluctant to leave. He shoved his hands in his pockets and glared, and took his sweet time approaching the car.


“What?” asked Sean.


Dane leaned against the passenger door, scowling.


“Something’s going on there.”


“Now you’re suspicious?” Sean shook his head.


“You’re not?”


“I—”


Sean trailed off at the sight of Hazel walking toward them, mouth pulled taut. She approached him, glancing once at Dane but clearly preferring the bulk of the car to be between them.


“Professor?” she asked, and continued without giving him a chance to speak. “Whatever this…Decrypter tells you, we’re completely legal.”


“Really,” said Dane, almost sneering at her. Sean was irritated at how rude he was behaving. “Going to tell you now, your wiles won’t work on him—I already claimed him.”


“What the hell.” Sean wanted to smack him. “Nobody needs to know about that. You were just insisting it didn’t mean anything.”


“And it doesn’t. For me. You, on the other hand…”


“Dane, if you’re saying it means you have a hold over me, it clearly means something to you, doesn’t it? Just nothing good.”


Dane opened his mouth to respond to that but Hazel spoke first.


“You’re disgusting,” she said. “Why would I try to seduce someone as old as he is? No offense, professor.”


Sean stared at her. Dane laughed, and her eyes darted over to him, narrowed.


“I’m saying you have terrible taste, Decrypter. Which is frankly unsurprising, but another thing to witness altogether. I’m not here to use my wiles or whatever else your filthy mind is thinking, so you can shut the hell up and let me talk.”


Dane glared at her but apparently wanted to hear what it was she had to say more than he wanted to mess with her, which was somewhat of a relief, as Sean was interested in why she’d followed him, too. That and he really wanted to forget the mention of his age.


“I’m listening,” he said.


Hazel turned back to him.


“You’re here with a Decrypter, so I’m guessing you’re not as ignorant about everything as you were playing up. But assuming you do still care about your student, look—we didn’t do anything to her. And don’t take this the wrong way, but it was her fault.”


“Right,” said Dane. “And the reason why she thought you were calling and threatening her?”


“I’ll admit to that—but I wouldn’t do it again in front of my mother, so forget I mentioned it.” Hazel was still talking to Sean, not bothering to look at Dane.


“So you called Bethany,” he said.


She breathed out hard.


“Yes. And I might have given her the impression that something very unfortunate would happen to her if she kept fooling around with her enhanced herbs.”


“Fucking witches,” muttered Dane.


“I was doing her a favor,” said Hazel, stance stiffer now. “Something very unfortunate would happen if she kept up like that. She knew the herbs were different in the magic well. She saw how it changed her products. We all know she’d get a visit from one of your cleaners, and then she’d be screwed. They’re not so kind as we are.”


“The Order is ten times more humane than whatever you’re thinking,” said Dane.


“That’s why they killed her?” asked Hazel.


Dane gaped, but Sean was intrigued. Hazel didn’t know. If Hazel didn’t know, it couldn’t have been the witches.


“So you were warning her,” he said.


She nodded.


“I understand you think my methods were bad, but I didn’t want her to die. We were going about this the right way, but it was taking too long.” Hazel shrugged. “So I called her up a few times. Tried to scare her. She shouldn’t have been working with magic anyway. It was so far above her level of comprehension…”


Dane leaned hard against the car now.


“Wait,” he said, “what do you mean you were going about it the right way?”


Hazel shot him a scathing look.


“You already know we were filing the paperwork. First thing my mother did when we found out. Paperwork to the Guild, they file with the Order. You know how it works. Paperwork, fees, and waiting for the bureaucracy to get over its shit and spit out a decision. We were waiting to see if we were supposed to handle it, or a Guild specialist was to come in, or the Order itself was going to take over.”


Sean looked over at Dane. For whatever reason, despite the variety of organizations, he’d somewhat assumed they weren’t a quagmire of positions and procedures. It was almost funny, these secret sects operating in much the same way any other political structure did. Magic he found hard to grasp. This system, though? Sean navigated this every day as a professor. He could practically feel the irritation rolling off of Hazel as she explained.


“Look, I get to the Order newsletter eventually,” said Dane, obviously interpreting Sean’s expression as one of accusation. “On the shitter, usually.”


“So you didn’t know these people were going through official channels?” asked Sean. He wasn’t surprised, but damn Dane had been blaming them and everything. “Great, Dane.”


Dane winced.


“Shut up. I’m not a dog.”


“About as smart as one,” said Hazel. “You came out here to accuse us of something and you didn’t even bother to look into the situation?”


“Brittany said you were threatening her.”


“Bethany,” said Sean.


Dane scowled.


“Whatever.”


“See, this is typical of Decrypters, professor,” said Hazel. “The whole Order, actually. Because they’re the biggest association, because they claim to have noble roots, whatever the hell that means, they can do anything they want. They don’t have to look into anything because they arbitrarily decide who’s guilty, and if a Decrypter goes ahead and makes a mistake, they cover for the person.”


“I’m not going to let him go after you if you didn’t do anything,” said Sean.


Both Hazel and Dane rolled their eyes.


“Fuck off, professor,” said Dane.


“We don’t need your protection,” said Hazel. “We’re doing things legally, and you can bet your already-claimed ass we can defend ourselves.” Sean opened his mouth, but she continued. “All you need to know is this: my mother filed the paperwork the moment we knew what Bethany was into. It’s all legal, you can go back to your little love den and confirm it with whoever you want.”


“But you did threaten her,” said Dane.


“And I won’t admit it again after this. If you’re here to pin it on us, you’re scum. Bethany was the only person doing anything wrong. She cut into our profits, too, and she was threatening to blow the cover on magic. Your issue is with her—we figure it’s why the Order didn’t want to wait to process the paperwork, just took care of it themselves.”


“The Order doesn’t—”


Sean interrupted him, suspecting objecting to this would lead to a fight.


“Bethany was the problem, you didn’t murder her—is that all you want us to know?”


Hazel took a few steps back.


“Even if he is good in bed, he’ll stab you in the back. Take care, professor.”


She turned and walked off back to the house, and Sean yanked open the car door. He got in, slammed it shut, and sat staring at the wheel. Dane got in a few moments later and grunted.


“Witches,” he said. “Annoying fucking witches, getting their fingers into everything. I think you’re onto something, professor.”


“It’s Sean.” He started the car, turned it around. “The least you can do is use my name if you’re going to announce to whoever you want we’re fucking.”


“Fucked,” said Dane. “That we fucked.”


“Because that was a one-time-only thing.”


“You’re catching on.”


“You’re not.” Sean felt suddenly very, very tired. And tomorrow was Monday. He held back a groan at the thought of that, his normal classes, catch-up on shit he hadn’t gotten done. He wanted a sabbatical. But he wasn’t due for one for years yet.


“You’re going to have to use a little more than sarcasm on me to get me in your bed again.”


“Great. All right. We’re done talking, we’re done fucking, I’ll drop you back off at Crypt Coffee, and we can go our separate ways. You burn up the ghosts, I’ll go get my coffee at the Campus Jo like I used to, and with luck we’ll never bump into each other again.”


“Nice try,” said Dane. “You know too much.”


“Is that a threat?” asked Sean. Dane was beginning to really piss him off.


“No.”


“I don’t trust that. Can you not flip-flop on things?”


Sean pulled into Crypt Coffee and was tempted to just dump Dane at the door and drive off. Did he really need someone like this asshole in his life? Sure, he enjoyed the rush from dealing with the ghost and looking into the murder, and he’d more than enjoyed Dane spending the night, but it all was an outrageous amount of danger. And if he was honest with himself, Hazel had touched on that little nagging doubt in his mind—if Dane was the kind of man who could turn him in to get his mind wiped, what else was the man capable of doing?


“I don’t flip-flop, asshole,” said Dane.


Sean parked. He shut off the car and began counting on his fingers.


“You try to make me go away on that Friday only to tell me what’s going on later. You don’t think we should do anything about Bethany’s death, then you insist we burn down her house. You don’t think it’s murder, then you think it’s witches. You’re not into sex then you’re into it again, and even with all your posturing now I think you’ll just change your mind agai—”


Dane got out and slammed the car door shut on his words, but Sean was through with not discussing things to conclusion. He stalked after Dane, into Crypt Coffee and down the stairs, then down into the Lair. Dane seemed to be trying to ignore Sean, replacing his additional weapons to their usual places, keeping his back on Sean, who crossed his arms and watched him.


He had good shoulders, a nice ass. Sean appraised Dane without shame, caring less now than he had even a week ago. If Dane was going to turn his back, Sean was going to appreciate the view. Dane could be the one to get angry.


“You think we’re finished?” asked Sean at last, coolly. He wasn’t even sure what he was referring to—their relationship, the situation with Bethany, the current argument—but Dane grunted and replied.


“I’m finished.”


“So I should get the hell out.”


“Glad it occurred to you, too,” said Dane. “And let the door hit you on the ass on your way out. Something to remember me by.”





Chapter 14


Sean wasn’t leaving. Dane kept his back to Sean but the professor wasn’t getting the hell out of the Lair. He gritted his teeth, adjusted the silver-coated machete on his wall. The professor was getting to be a pain in his ass, and worse, one he liked. Dane had never thought about having a sidekick before—he worked alone—but now Sean had forced the issue, Dane had liked having him around.


But nothing good could come of this. Sean would get himself killed at worst, his heart broken and mind wiped at best. Dane knew enough about how things worked to know at this point, it wouldn’t matter if he never said a damn thing to the Order. They’d catch wind of Sean eventually, and unless he had the smarts to ask to join, they’d go after his mind anyway.


“You can’t kick me out yet,” said Sean. “We haven’t followed up on what the Cauldwells told us.”


“What makes you think I need you for that?”


“Because apparently you can’t read.”


Dane turned to glare at Sean but he was staring at Dane evenly, arms crossed, like he’d stated some fact instead of tried to poke a nerve. What Dane was going to do with the professor, he still didn’t know. But it would be easiest if Sean just left, walked out of his Lair and his life, went off and quietly had his mind tidied up by the Order. Not Dane’s problem, not Dane’s fault.


“I can read, asshole,” he said.


But Sean was crossing to his desk now.


“I’d imagine there’s some legal database you can access. One quick search and we’ll know whether they filed those papers or not. Care to share it with me?”


“Because the Order would be very happy to have your civilian eyes all over the fucking information.”


“Does it matter? You’re having them wipe my mind anyway. Assuming they can do that.”


With gritted teeth, Dane moved over to show Sean how to access what he wanted. The sooner he satisfied his curiosity, the sooner he’d get the fuck out.


“Yeah, they can do that. I’m told it hurts like a—”


“I’ll remember that you sent them,” said Sean, voice cold.


Dane snorted.


“You won’t remember a damn thing. They’ll take everything from our first kiss to when they show up at your door. You’ll probably go to the doctor to find out why you have a gigantic fucking hole in your memory, but they’ll find fuck-all. Back to your regularly scheduled boring life, the end.”


“You’ll remember, though. Every time I drop in for a coffee, you’ll know we fucked and never be able to bring it up.”


Dane was about to tell him to shut up when he turned and handed over the tablet.


“Here you are. Adonia Cauldwell filed paperwork with the Guild of Green Growers, and their lawyer contacted the Order the next day, paperwork completed the day after that. All of this from about three months ago.”


“Witches telling the truth? Not fucking likely.” But the information was all there, and had to be legit. “Shit. Figures I get stationed where even the friggin’ witches are law-abiding.”


“Difficult to believe they didn’t have anything to do with Bethany’s death. They were in competition, they threatened her, and it was Bethany who was violating standards to begin with.”


“But it’s on the record they were law-abiding,” said Dane, feeling a growl start in his throat. Just his fucking luck. “The Order would be livid if I did anything to them after they went through the right channels.”


“I didn’t realize you knew such big words,” said Sean, leaning back in the chair.


“I’m going to ignore that.”


“I wish you wouldn’t. I’d like to see what you’d do to make me pay.”


Dane glared at him and threw the tablet back onto the table. He’d have to make another report to the Order about all this, which was annoying, since one wasn’t due for another week. But they’d want to know immediately what he’d gotten himself into—particularly if Adonia decided to report him for an unofficial drop-by. The Order wouldn’t care as long as they had a heads-up about the issue.


And then there was Sean. Dane didn’t want to report him. He really didn’t.


“They could be using the legal route to cover for the fact they killed her,” said Sean, breaking into his thoughts.


Dane stiffened.


“Thought of that,” he said. “Doesn’t matter without evidence. Don’t even know how she died. Ned never mentioned a spell. I’m out, professor.”


“Sean,” he said, standing. He took a step toward Dane, which really he should know by now made Dane defensive. Dane tensed further. “And I don’t think that’s it. Drop it because of paperwork? I saw how you were itching to fight Hazel. You’d come up with an excuse later. If you dug into it further, you’d find a reason anyway.”


Dane refused to flinch away from Sean’s closeness. Their bodies were inches apart, Sean’s face set, serious. He wasn’t going to drop this.


“You think they’re in this mess, don’t you?”


“When are witches not?” asked Dane.


“I agree with you. Her death was too weird. Points to someone who’s capable of that, and at the moment there just aren’t any other leads.”


“I’m not investigating a harmless dead person with you.”


“Then let me investigate it. You can handle it how you want. All I ask is for thanks to be delivered to my house in the form of—”


“No. You need to drop this, Sean.” Dane couldn’t believe the words were out of his mouth, but he clamped down anything further. The professor did not need to know how much Dane cared about him. He had a feeling if Sean stuck around, he’d get himself badly hurt or killed. And suddenly, that mattered to Dane. A lot. He disgusted himself.


“What,” said Sean, eyes narrowing, “you think it’s your Order?”


“No.” Dane planted a hand on Sean’s chest and pushed him away, then retreated to the far weapons wall. He couldn’t stand being so near Sean right now, not when he wanted to do things to him, conflicting things, aggressive things.


“Why else would you drop it unless you think they’re behind her death?”


“Oh, fuck off.”


“It makes sense,” said Sean. “The Order would want this wrapped up neatly before it got to be a big issue, and the bureaucracy holds all that up. Why they didn’t send you to do it is another mystery. Unless they did?”


“I didn’t kill that woman.” Dane didn’t know why he was arguing this. “And I’m done with this. I’m done with you here nagging me. Get out of my Lair.”


“They did it behind your back,” said Sean.


Dane turned on him.


“I should listen to the asshole who’s only here to get into my pants?”


“Whoa,” said Ned from Dane’s left. The ghost floated in slowly, almost hesitantly. “Have I walked into a lovers’ quarrel?”


“You can fuck right off, too,” said Dane, just as Sean said, “No.”


“I’ll wait it out, then,” said Ned, and drifted off to a corner, where he took off his hat and examined the brim. Dane decided at that moment he hated everyone. Why they couldn’t just get out of his way and let him handle things, he didn’t understand. It pissed him off.


“Look, professor,” he said, turning back to Sean. “I know this is all very exciting for you, but you’re about to go in way over your head, and—what, Ned?”


“Nothing,” said the ghost, stifling his laughter.


“You can’t take it back,” said Dane. “Once you’re in, you’re in deep. All the way.”


“Should this be turning me on?” asked Sean.


“It’s turning me on,” said Ned.


“You can’t—you’re a ghost,” said Dane, then to Sean, “No, you fucking idiot, it’s supposed to be scaring you. You can think the Order had some random woman killed but not that it’s dangerous to fuck with?”


Sean sighed.


“I have you to guide me. Not my fault you suck at it.”


Dane clenched his hands into fists.


“No, you don’t,” he said, not feeling the least bit guilty at the look on Sean’s face. “You don’t have me.”


“Come on,” said Sean, recovering fast. “If you didn’t care about me at least a little, you would have told the Order to wipe my mind by now.” He paused. “Right?”


Dane glared at Sean until his denial turned back to disbelief and then pain again.


“Shit,” said Sean after a time. He ran fingers around his mouth for a moment, eyes taking in the room before fixing on Dane again. “You’re breaking up with me.”


“Hard to do that when we weren’t even going out to begin with, but yeah, I want you out of here.”


“I didn’t mean we were going out. I meant our…partnership. Professionally,” said Sean, sounding very wounded.


“I’m not going to keep fucking you, either. What’s the point? You’ll forget it all.” Dane crossed his arms and tilted his head up a little, wanting to be intimidating, for Sean to take him seriously. To turn and walk out that door, away from all the weird shit and back to a normal life. “If you want me to thank you for your help, well, I guess you already accepted it. Last night. Good enough?”


Sean stared at Dane, mouth slightly open, like he couldn’t believe this was happening.


“We were working so well together,” he said.


“Yeah, but you’re too much work not to kill.”


Dane waited for Sean to keep arguing, to try to convince him they shouldn’t part ways, but the professor swallowed after a moment. Shit, the look in his eyes was awful, so Dane focused on his forehead instead.


“Didn’t want to think she was right about you stabbing me in the back,” said Sean at last. “But you proved that fast. I’ll just go home and patiently await my mind-wipe, then.” He retreated to the stairs, muttered something profane Dane didn’t catch, and disappeared up into Crypt Coffee.


Dane stared at the stairs for a long time. He hated that he knew he was going to miss Sean, that he was going to have a hell of a time serving him coffee after this.


“Damn,” said Ned, interrupting his private misery. “I liked him.”


“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll ask him out sometime.”


“Not likely,” said Ned. He drifted over to the pine ashes and bent to poke them with a finger. “Even if you did, I wouldn’t be able to talk to him again. Which is a shame, as I did like him. You two would have done all right as partners.”


Dane wrestled with the urge to go ahead and send Ned on to the afterlife. He’d be alone, finally, no one telling him shit, but then he’d have to see another person look him in the eye as he betrayed them, and that was a bit much in one day, even for him.


“He’s too good for me,” he said instead. It was true. Dane hated it. “Now, what the hell did you even want?”





Chapter 15


Nobody came for him. Sean braced himself as best he could, got himself mentally ready for it, and the days passed by, yet no one showed up. No Order member came to his door to deliver him from his memories, and Dane sure as hell didn’t show up. But then, Sean doubted Dane was the sort to ask for forgiveness anyway.


He documented what had happened, saved a physical copy in with his students’ papers just in case, and left the file on his laptop someplace the Order would find if they searched. He made sure it wasn’t obvious, but wasn’t too difficult to find—it might be the only thing that would keep them from locating and destroying the physical copy of his past two weeks. And whatever else was in store, Sean had no intention of losing that time and never knowing what had happened.


After that he tried to go back to work. Teaching was duller than ever, and he found himself wondering how many of his students were related to someone in the Order, how many of the people he passed in the grocery store were part of a magically inclined sect. He saw things everywhere now, and it irritated him, and made him feel so alone.


Sean didn’t understand why Dane had to push him away.


He drove past Crypt Coffee once, even considered stopping in. But he didn’t think he could do it, look Dane in those dark, dangerous eyes, and provoke him. Sean hurt too much to want to start anything. So he retreated to his work like the coward he was, and buried himself in mythology. No digging into Bethany or her business or the Cauldwells. Just normal work, like Dane had said. It was practically a punishment.


The weather turned cold, the days trickled slowly by, and Sean was left to wonder why no one from the Order had shown up. Either the mind-wiping was a lie, or Dane hadn’t mentioned him. And there could be only one reason for that, as far as Sean was concerned—Dane still cared.


Knowing that made everything hurt more.


Sean debated seeing a therapist, but he couldn’t imagine how he’d explain his few weeks with Dane, so he settled for wandering around the park area of campus and trying to soak in the last of the green before autumn stole all the leaves from the trees and flowers. Occasionally he ran into some colleague he hadn’t spoken to in a while and they chatted. Mostly he sat alone with a to go from the Campus Jo, wondering what the hell he was doing with his life.


It was a Thursday, a week after Dane had tossed him out of his Lair, and though it was three in the afternoon Sean was already done for the day. He only had one class to teach, a 103 at one o’clock, and he was trying to avoid going home yet. He sipped at his standard coffee with seasonal flavor pump, startled to see a police officer pass by him.


He didn’t know why he did it, but Sean stood and followed. The uniformed man approached a group of students, who pointed him in the direction of another professor, a woman walking pointedly from the Campus Jo to the science building. Sean followed until the officer introduced himself, then ducked behind a nearby statue and tried to look like he was doing anything other than listening in.


“Uh, yes, I teach basic plant biology. Is there some problem with one of my students?”


“No, professor,” said the officer. Sean heard him sniffling loudly in the cold. “I have a few questions for you about the plants, if you don’t mind. We got our guys to do some research, thought we’d confirm with you.”


“Can it wait? I’ve got a class right now and…”


Sean glanced around the statue as she trailed off and recognized professor Sandra Miles, looking deeply concerned. The cop was scratching something onto a notepad.


“Seeds and pits,” he said. “What can you tell me about them?”


“I don’t understand…”


“Are they really poison?” asked the cop, sounding impatient despite the fact he wasn’t late for his own class. Sean knew the pain of being late to a room full of students and did not envy Sandra.


“Are you talking about cyanide?” she asked. “It’s found in things like apricot pits, cherry stones, apple seeds…but only in very small quantities.”


“How small?” asked the officer, then, dead serious, “Can you kill a man with them?”


Sandra laughed so loudly and abruptly Sean winced and ducked down some, fearful the officer would look around to see if that had drawn any attention to them.


“I’m sorry, sir, but what is this about?”


“If you could just answer the question…”


“No, you can’t kill anyone with a few fruit pits! I mean, you’d have to eat a lot of them—think in the range of ten or more—and who would do that?”


“What about apple seeds?” asked the officer.


Sandra’s laughter faded some.


“You’d have to eat hundreds. It’s just…not a thing you use to kill anyone. Is that what you’re asking me all this for? Has there been a death with cherry stones? Don’t you have experts?”


“All right, Mrs. Miles—”


“Doctor, and I’m not married, thanks.”


“Look, I’m investigating a suspicious death, nothing too recent. We’ve had some strange evidence come up, and yes, we have specialists, but I want to know what you know. Is it possible to distill the cyanide from the seeds?”


Sandra paused, and Sean grew nervous. He was drinking his coffee too fast. He pulled out his phone, pretending to be in the middle of a very engaging text conversation. Hopefully the cop wasn’t looking too closely at the surroundings.


“Well, yes,” said Sandra. “We could do it here on campus. And no, I haven’t seen anyone trying. Or anyone grinding seeds or anything weird like that. Is this about one of my students?”


“Nobody’s asked you any of these questions I’ve been asking, nobody’s borrowed any supplies related to anything to do with this?”


“No,” said Sandra. Sean risked another peek at her, arms crossed, frowning at the officer. “Really. Are you investigating a coworker? Is there some problem with the department?”


“Anything else you can think of related to any of this?” asked the cop, then, when Sandra said nothing, he sighed. “This isn’t anything to worry about. Chances are you won’t hear about it again. You’re in no danger, Ms. Miles.”


“Doctor.”


“Well, if you’ve got nothing else, you can get back to your class.”


“Thanks,” said Sandra in a mutter, and Sean hurried to tip his coffee back, drink the last few drops. When he pulled the waxy mug back down he could see the police officer walking off through campus, and Sandra disappearing through the door to the science building. Sean blinked, processing.


He still wasn’t over anything that happened. That had to be why he immediately thought this all had to do with Bethany. Cyanide? Suspicious death? He walked to a trash can and pitched his empty coffee cup, searching Bethany’s name on his phone as he went. He hadn’t gone looking for any information in so long, and he wasn’t expecting to find anything new.


He didn’t. If the police were treating Bethany’s death as suspicious, they hadn’t mentioned it anywhere Sean could find through an easy search. But he hadn’t noticed any other deaths that could be considered suspicious recently.


Cyanide poisoning, he searched next, and came upon symptoms ranging from nausea to seizures. Sean stopped where he was, in the dwindling flow of the students late for their classes, and blinked.


“That’s it,” he muttered to himself. The suspicious death had to be Bethany’s. Nothing else made sense to him. “But how could she have…”


Sean grabbed up his things and went to his car, ready to go drop by Crypt Coffee with the new information when it struck him he couldn’t do that any longer. He stared, feeling numb, for several minutes before removing his hands from the wheel.


Shit. He and Dane were through, and he didn’t even have a mind-wipe to help him deal with it. He was excited again—truly excited—after his little eavesdropping session and he desperately wanted to do something with that energy. He wanted to do it with Dane. Probably the Order had a list of hitmen who used cyanide or something like that, and it would be simple enough for Dane to locate someone to intimidate. It might even be one of the witches. In fact, the more Sean thought about it, the more that made sense.


Witches did things with plants and presumably could distill whatever they wanted. The Cauldwells had been Bethany’s rivals, and their Guild as well as the Order hadn’t been moving fast enough for them. Sean wanted to bring this to Dane so badly…even if it got him in trouble.


He swallowed. Maybe especially if it got him in trouble. Dane might find it easy to pick people up, but Sean had had no one but his own hand since that night with Dane. And if he gave the Decrypter some good reason to go after the witches he seemed to detest…


Sean debated driving over, then calling. Dane had dumped all of his calls into messaging before and he doubted anything different would happen now. Sean decided on texting first, then driving over, just in case Dane didn’t look at what Sean had sent, or had changed his phone number.


Have a lead that points to the witches, sent Sean. He pulled out and got on the road, pushing aside thoughts that it was more likely Dane would turn Sean in to the Order for this than it was he’d be grateful enough for a quickie in the Lair. Sean was going to dream as long as he could, and really, after a hellish few weeks he was sure he’d rather not remember any of this at all than to deal with his current state.


At a particularly long stoplight he noticed Dane had texted back.


I told you to fuck off.


Sean grinned, the contact with Dane feeling good. He couldn’t be that pissed with Sean if he replied.


On my way now, sent Sean, and ignored everything else Dane sent as he drove.





Chapter 16


“I’ll be in the basement going over paperwork,” said Dane, pocketing his phone. Shit. Shit. He was supposed to have dealt with Sean by now. It had been a week and he’d put off reporting him, and now the man was coming back here to Crypt Coffee. Dane had really hoped somehow Sean would have dropped everything, realized this was all for the better. Moved on. But really, what could he have expected from someone who led as boring a life as Sean did?


He was screwed, and there wasn’t anything Dane could do. The more Sean interacted with Dane, the more likely the Order would realize Sean was there, and deal with him their way.


“Yeah, sure,” said one of the baristas.


Dane retreated to his Lair to hide from Sean and make a hard decision on how to handle him. Maybe they could just be fuck buddies—he could call Sean up after the wipe, act disbelieved when their relationship wasn’t remembered, and then spin a tale about how they’d hooked up.


Fuck, that seemed like a lot of work.


He was drinking from one of his half-empty bottles when the door opened. Sean appeared at the foot of the stairs, blue eyes lit up and expression closed off.


“I let myself in,” he said as Dane choked on his alcohol and swore. It was good to see Sean again, he felt everything from satisfaction to horniness, and he hated himself for it. What was it about this asshole? Could it be just that he was a civilian with the drive of a Decrypter? That was an alluring quality…


“I can fucking see that,” said Dane, replacing his bottle on the shelf. If he channeled all his emotions into gruffness, maybe Sean would leave. “Now why don’t you let yourself out?”


“Because we have unfinished business,” said Sean, taking a few steps closer.


Dane rolled his eyes and closed the distance between them, hoping he looked aggressive.


“No we fucking don’t, Sean,” he said.


Sean beamed.


“I didn’t think you’d forgotten me. Not after all the shit we did. And I noticed your Order never showed up to blank my mind. Maybe you’re all talk and they can’t do that after all.”


Dane gritted his teeth. Sean was going to get himself killed if he didn’t take these things seriously. How Sean could be so stupid irritated Dane, although the fact that he was finding it difficult not to push Sean down against the steps and kiss him so hard it hurt was causing him greater frustration. Normally Dane ran through the usually short course of things before breaking from a person, but Sean—he had unfinished business with Sean. And his ass.


“Are you always this stupid? They must let anyone become a professor.”


Sean laughed, one short, smug burst, and Dane grabbed his arms. The smugness infected Sean’s eyes, and he leaned in until his face was centimeters from Dane’s.


“I knew it. You never reported me, did you?”


“Fuck you,” said Dane, pushing him back. Sean went without resisting. “I’m not talking about this.”


He kissed Sean, hard, and pushed him down to the stairs like he wanted. Sean groaned under him as the wood edges pressed against his back, but Dane was straddling him now and had no intention of letting him up. Dane doubted Sean wanted up, what with how he was trying to get his hands under Dane’s shirt. Dane’s cock strained against his jeans, hard and hot with excitement, and he caught Sean under the jaw with a hand to better direct the kiss.


Sean undid the button on Dane’s jeans and he pulled back.


“Seriously? You want me to fuck you on the stairs?”


“You’re surprised? Or you don’t have a condom?” Sean’s chest heaved as he looked up at him, and Dane swallowed. Dane wanted very, very much to fuck Sean roughly on the stairs and send him on his way. “What? You’re not going to tell me you don’t want—”


“The more time you spend with me, the more chance they find you out.”


“Don’t tell me you broke up with me to keep me safe, Dane. You’re a selfish bastard.”


Dane ran a hand through his hair, not wanting to have to talk about this when they could be fucking instead. It took him only a few seconds to decide they might as well have their fun—Sean was already here, after all, and incredibly willing.


“Yeah, I’m the one who’s shit,” he said, leaning back down again and reaching for Sean’s pants. He tugged the tucked shirt out. “Only reason you’re here is ‘cause you finally got a young guy to fuck you.”


“Just do it already,” said Sean, bulge in his nice pants visible. Dane palmed him roughly and leaned forward to kiss him again, devouring Sean’s groan. He looked forward to sending Sean away with a sore back and a satisfied ass, true, but he also liked kissing Sean, feeling his response under his hands.


Abruptly Sean froze, tried to pull back. Dane let him go and glanced in the direction he’d turned his head.


“What the hell, Ned?” asked Sean.


The ghost was a few feet off, kicked back in midair, watching. Dane figured he’d only been there a few moments, and his presence didn’t bother Dane any—he’d probably have sex in front of a whole room of people if he really wanted the sex, though he doubted he’d admit that to anyone—but Sean was clearly turned off by an audience.


“You don’t have to stop on my account,” said Ned.


Sean pushed Dane back, the motion carrying so much force that Dane went with it. Apparently Sean found ghosts to be a mood-killer. “Not a problem for me what you do. If you had any idea what kinds of things I’ve witnessed…”


“Yeah, I don’t want to think about that,” said Dane.


Ned grinned. Dane began to wonder if Ned watched him otherwise, when he was bored and blowing off a bit of steam masturbating.


“And you can still smile?” asked Sean, tucking his shirt back in his pants.


Dane stalked over to his bottle selection again. If he couldn’t get laid, he’d get tipsy. He chose vodka.


“I’ve been around a while,” said Ned. “There are only so many variations humans can come up with. The really inventive stuff is in the afterlife, I’ve heard.”


“So it’s all Hell,” said Dane around the bottle. “Damn.”


He laughed. Sean shot him a look that was not at all sexy. Damn again. Dane was not getting any now.


“To say it’s all Hell is imprecise. There really isn’t much in the way of Hell, the way you talk about it.”


“Yeah, you know so much about it, never having been,” said Dane, and if he didn’t know better he’d think Ned actually bristled at that. But the ghost’s voice was smooth when he responded.


“I have good sources.”


“Care to enlighten me on who or what those are?”


Dane started as Sean grabbed the bottle of vodka from his hand, took a drink, then, two, and shoved it back. The professor ran a hand through his hair, pointedly not looking at Dane, crotch nearly back to normal size. Just for that Dane had another drink. Fucking ghosts.


Ned raised an eyebrow.


“Should have ambushed you at your shitty apartment,” said Sean, wandering over to the shelf to look for something that was more to his tastes. He grabbed the brandy.


“Because I would have let you in,” said Dane. “You should have just moved on.”


“To what?” Sean had a drink and replaced the bottle, then sat in the chair looking miserable. “You’ve seen my life. I can barely believe you’re still interested in—”


“Fucking, Sean. I’m interested in your ass.”


Sean laughed, shook his head.


“Ouch,” said Ned.


Dane whirled on him.


“Fuck off before I send you on. Whatever you have to say can wait.”


Ned vanished, leaving them to stare awkwardly at each other.


“Sex?” asked Dane.


“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Look, I like getting pounded, Dane, but I’m back here because I overheard something important at the college.”


“Which is?”


Sean looked up at him sharply, clearly surprised Dane bit so fast. He grinned, had another drink. The vodka settled him some, and he did like talking with Sean. He might as well take what he could get, considering everything. Sean had to know what he was getting into by now.


“An officer showed up to ask Dr. Miles questions, and I…eavesdropped.”


Dane’s grin widened at how uncomfortable Sean looked to admit it.


“Point, professor.”


“He didn’t outright mention whose death, but I’m sure it was Bethany’s. I think she was poisoned.”


“Poison, perfect.” Dane returned his vodka to the shelf before he had more than was wise, even for him. It wasn’t even night yet and he had to deal with all this shit.


“Specifically, the cyanide found in things like cherry stones. Poisoning can cause, among other things, seizures.” Sean stood, caught up in what he was saying, eyes alight. Dane couldn’t look away. “It makes sense: Bethany was poisoned, gets in her car, has a seizure, and crashes. The murderer was probably hoping the crash would have killed her, since that would look least suspicious, but the cyanide would work just as well.”


“And you needed to tell me this why?”


“Damnit, Dane, you want a reason to go after the Cauldwells, right?”


Dane stalked off across the room. Yeah, he did want a confrontation with those witches, and he knew he shouldn’t. But Bleu Falls was so fucking boring, and he hated feeling like the Order was punishing him by sending him here. A problem, a real problem that he could shoot or behead, sounded just about as good as screwing Sean on the stairs.


But he knew he couldn’t get away with anything without evidence.


“So she was murdered,” he said, turning back to Sean and shrugging. “Fine. Doesn’t mean the witches had anything to do with it. They used proper channels, the boring kind. Order wouldn’t condone me going after them.”


“Unless they did it?” Sean looked smug now. “I think this is some good evidence. They were Bethany’s only enemies. Poisoning is a witch’s style, isn’t it? And they’re plant witches—how much evidence do you need? Obviously they found some way to distill the poison into a potion or spell or however that shit works.”


“Even I need to go through the chain of command. Minor shit, cryptids and the like, the Order basically gives me free reign.” But Dane was still a basic Decrypter, never promoted, and he had little freedom when it came to it. He decided Sean didn’t need to know that. “When you get to other humans, though—I can’t just do whatever the hell I want. Witches seem weak, but their organizations are almost always older than the Order. They have power.”


“Then we’ll get the evidence and take them out.”


Dane stared at him. Sean seemed so sure of this.


“What makes you think we’re doing anything together again once you step out of this room?”


Sean crossed to him, got right up in Dane’s face. He felt himself getting turned on again and pushed the feeling away.


“Because you need a partner, asshole, and I’ve got information.”


“I don’t need—”


Sean leaned in, kissed him. Dane relented immediately and kissed back before pushing back, breaking them apart.


“No promises,” he said, “but I’ll try you out.”


And they’d deal with the Order later. He hoped. Sean grinned.





Chapter 17


Thursday. It was still Thursday. Sean’s heart pounded with relief and building excitement. Dane had taken him back for good, as far as he was concerned, considering “for good” with someone like him was about the same as a trial period anyway. It was enough to make Sean forget about everything else he had going on in his life, so he reminded himself it was Thursday and groaned in disappointment.


“What?” asked Dane, hovering above Sean as he searched the Order’s databases from the comfort of the chair. “My cock’s not down your throat, so the hell are you moaning about?”


“It’s Thursday.”


“So?”


“I’ve got class tomorrow. Shit.”


Dane started laughing, and Sean turned in the chair to glare up at him.


“I know you want to get back to my place, professor, but we can put it on hold until tomorrow.”


“Your place?” Sean’s stomach turned at the thought. There was probably something growing in Dane’s sheets. No, somethings. He did not want to end up there, naked, getting who knows what kind of mold pounded up his ass. “No. Mine.”


“Whatever you say.”


“Gives you time to pack a bag,” muttered Sean, turning back to the tablet.


“And you time to clean. Admit it, your place is filthy when you’re not expecting company.”


“Fuck you.”


“At least I’m not going to have to teach a room full of little assholes tomorrow.”


“No,” said Sean, “But you’ll have to serve them all Plague of Beans, two shovels, soy blood, and a drizzle of cadaver caramel all day.”


“Fuck you,” said Dane.


But Sean had what he was looking for.


“Here,” he said, pushing the tablet where Dane could see. “This is the official list of what Cauldron Cosmetics and More is legally allowed to produce and sell under Guild of Green Growers law. A bunch of plants, licensed for some amount of magical exposure that you probably understand more than I do, beeswax products, certain kinds of animal products…”


“Yeah, I’m not fluent in whatever measurements witches use. ‘Three source turns’? Bullshit.”


“I take it that’s not how the Order measures magic influence.” Sean sighed when Dane didn’t reply. “I take it you don’t actually know how the Order measures magic influence.”


“Not my specialty.”


“Right. You just shoot and slice things. So that magic well we ran into back at Bethany’s house—you have no idea how strong that is? Because we might not be looking at just the witches here as culprits.”


“We’re looking at the witches,” said Dane, sounding impatient. He leaned forward to poke at the tablet. “You said it yourself with that list of shit, the reasons why it’s them. I believe you.”


“Good thing, too—look what’s on this list under their highly restricted products: cherry pit extract, apricot pit extract, and apple pip extract.”


“The fuck is a pip?”


“This is the cyanide, Dane. This stuff here.” Sean shook his head. It seemed so easy, that this would be listed in a database any Decrypter could access. Would the Cauldwells really be so obvious? “How much do they know about you?”


“What?”


Dane wasn’t following, but Sean was worried. He’d never worked out a murder before and he had no idea whether it was usually the kind of thing that was very straightforward, or more like one of those mystery shows with three twists and turns. If he looked at it wrong, he could get them both killed. The only thing he knew for certain was that anyone who killed once could certainly kill again.


Sean pushed his chair back and prepared to calmly explain his thought process.


“It seems strange to me that this information would be so simple to get—all you have to do is access your database. Of course, you’re not the kind of guy who would—but do the Cauldwells know that? In other words, did they know you well enough to assume they could murder Bethany with poison readily traced to them and you wouldn’t look, or did someone else kill her?”


“The fuck are you talking about?” Dane looked annoyed, and he reached for his vodka again.


Sean sighed.


“I’m saying if they knew you were around they probably wouldn’t have used cyanide, since you could potentially figure it out fast.”


“Maybe they didn’t know I was here. I only just introduced myself.”


And Sean as his possession. Sean hoped they didn’t have to see the witches again. He suspected he’d feel uncomfortable around Hazel.


“Whatever the case, I think we need more information.”


“Screw that.”


“Don’t you need to inform your Order before taking action?” asked Sean, yawning. He glanced at his phone and saw it was later than he expected. If he wanted to be awake at all tomorrow, he’d have to leave.


“Not if I act in self-defense.”


“It’s not self-defense if you instigate, asshole,” said Sean, but he smiled at Dane affectionately as he stood. “I have to get going. I’ll drop by after I’m done with teaching tomorrow.”


He leaned forward for a kiss but Dane pulled back.


“None of that romance shit. Just get going.”


Sean rolled his eyes, but left Dane down in his Lair. It was dark outside and he looked around anxiously as he walked to his car, wondering why he suddenly felt so skittish. Maybe it was that he did somewhat believe the Order could come after him, despite it not seeming real.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
.4': / =t Y
WRETH VAUGHN





