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Pirating Caution

Please be aware that if you choose to distribute this book

without the authors’ permission, legal action will follow.

If you come across this manuscript anywhere other than
Amazon or directly from the authors, you have downloaded a
pirated copy. Pirating hurts authors, not Amazon, and can
result in our accounts being removed and our livelihoods being

stolen.

This anthology benefits charity. Please don’t put our

important donations in jeopardy.

If you want to read our books for free and ethically you can

contact individual authors directly. I promise we don’t bite...

Unless you’re into that. ;)



Introducing Our Cause

A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

Dear Readers,
This anthology will be benefitting the Native Justice Coalition.

It strives to support Native peoples in the United States from
all Nations, collaborating with tribal governments to fight
oppression and create positive spaces for all Native people.
Their programs include the Truth & Reconciliation
Commission for boarding school survivors (the attempted
genocide you might have heard of in Canada), the Healing
Stories Program for therapeutic generational community-
building, and the Two-Spirit Program, which provides a
supportive space for Two-Spirit peoples and those that identify
as LGBTQIA+ within the community.

First and foremost, we will be supporting the Two-Spirit
Program, to show our support for the Two-Spirit and
LGBTQIA+ community during this time of adversity. If we
surpass our expectations, our remaining donation will benefit
emergency relief, such as heating Native elder homes or

providing safe water. (The US Supreme Court decided in June


https://www.nativejustice.org/programs/

2023 that the federal government has no obligation to provide
access to water for Native nations, even if their sovereign land

has none within its borders.)

If we reach our goal, we could provide the program up to 20%

of their annual donation pool for the entire organization.
Check out the NJC’s most recent annual financial report.

Thank you, thank you, thank you, for helping us do so much

good for this community.

And now PLEASE! Enjoy your selection of seasonal scifi

shorts and spooky alien tales~

xx Etta Pierce


https://www.nativejustice.org/about-us/annual-reports-financials/

The veil grows thin, the moons are high

An eerie night is nearly nigh!

In boundless black and cosmic whirls

A mist creeps forth with tendrils curled.

On solar winds come fear and fright,



High in space on Halloween night -

And each haunting tale of Alien lust

Brings thrills and chills ‘mid stellar dust.

Vera Valentine
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Synopsis

A HAUNTED INN, A SEXY ALIEN, AND A LOVE
STORY THAT’S ALL TREATS AND NO TRICKS
(WELL, MAYBE A FEW TRICKS).

Misty

Lucky me. I won an adorable inn on a distant planet. It was a
rollercoaster ride from a dream come true to a nightmare. The

place is a total wreck, and I’m pretty sure it’s haunted.

When I’m ready to give up and return to Earth, Zylus, this
ridiculously handsome and charming contractor, agrees to save
the day. But there’s a catch—Zylus is hiding something, and

I’m determined to uncover the truth.

Can our crazy chemistry survive the terrifying revelations

within these haunted walls?



Zylus

Keeping my secrets hidden from Misty is no easy task. Sparks

fly from the moment we meet.

I can’t help but be drawn to her irresistible charm. But I’'m
keeping something from her, something that might make her

run for the hills. Can’t blame her, really.

As we discover the mysteries of this spooky inn together, I
wonder if our sensual connection can survive the shocking

truth I’'m hiding.

Content Warnings: None listed.



One

MIiSTY

Sometime in the future when humans can travel to the stars...

I’ve never been this excited before. Not for senior prom,
which is a good thing, because my lack of optimism meant I
didn’t lose my shit when I got stood up. Not the night before |
got the job I’d gone through four interviews to land. Which is
lucky, because it was one of those bait-and-switch deals that

promised way more money than they delivered.

Today? Right now? My anticipation is so high voltage I feel

like there are a dozen live wires flying through my body.

I’m just minutes away from seeing the bed and breakfast I
flew all the way across the galaxy for. Just a few months ago I
was in my nowhere job with my nowhere boyfriend, who has
since ghosted me altogether. I was edging toward depression

and eating even more than usual.

Today, I’'m hover-taxiing to my bed and breakfast. It’s not a

bed and breakfast I’'m vacationing at, but the one I own—the



Interstellar Inn. A shiver courses through me at that thought. I
still can’t believe it’s true. One minute I was living my regular
life, and the next, I saw this amazing offer land in my inbox as

1f it was meant to be.

The first thing about the ad that caught my eye was the little
mansion itself. Although it’s on planet Hallion, it could easily
be located on Earth. It has an almost Victorian style with its
two turrets, cupola, wraparound porch, and whimsical gazebo
out back. It was only after the picture captivated me that I read
the ad text. For a thousand credits, I could enter myself into a

drawing to win this place.

A thousand credits is a lot of money. It’s a month’s rent. |
thought long and hard about it, but something told me I might
get lucky. It’s the perfect fit for me, with my background of
helping my aunt at her boutique hotel and my current

completely unencumbered lifestyle.

I scraped up the money and then spent the next month

dreaming about what I’d do if I owned the place.

I read once that people play the lottery hoping to win, but
mostly because plunking their money down gives them the

right to dream about what they would do if they won the prize.

I must say, my thousand credit entry fee gave me hours of
amazing fantasies about owning this dream mansion on the
outskirts of the small town of Arixxia Fields. This area of
Hallion is known for its myriad celebrations, including its

winter Jule Celebration which is heralded all over the galaxy.



People flock here for other holidays too, and from what I read
—yeah, I did some research—it’s a destination vacation all
year long. The B&B has the potential for a seventy-five
percent occupancy rate, which the Internet says is almost twice

the galactic average.

In high school, 1 started working at my aunt Cheyenne’s
boutique hotel. She paid minimum wage, but whenever I
found myself between jobs, I’d return to work for her.
Sometimes it was the front desk, sometimes accounting,
sometimes housekeeping. I usually doubled as concierge and
booking agent. I enjoyed all of it, though it never paid as much

as other jobs, so I never made it a full-time venture.

The 1dea of owning my own B&B thrills me. I know I’ll do a
great job. I even mocked up some ads and brochures on my
computer and researched the latest techniques to get traction
on social media. Winning this bed and breakfast is a dream

come true.

It’s only been about fifty years since Earth has known aliens
are real. A few species landed, gave us some medical miracles
in exchange for what they considered our best natural
resources, and skedaddled out of Earth’s airspace. Most other

species consider us backward and provincial.

I tried very hard to learn Universal in school, but I'm still
terrible at it, especially reading. Good thing I have a subdural

translator.

Oh my gosh, here we are. I may not be able to read much

Universal, but I’ve memorized what the name of my street



looks like. Zo’rel Place. Soon we’ll be pulling up to the

Interstellar Inn.

My head whips back and forth as I look at both sides of the
street, searching for the gorgeous mansion destined to be my

forever home.

Why is the hover stopping in front of this dilapidated, decrepit,

wreck of a house?

“You sure you got the address right?” The taxi driver has been
silent most of the drive here, which is a good thing, because
when he turns around to talk, I see his face, which reminds me

of an insect with his bug eyes and chitinous skin.

How could I forget the address of my new home? But I must
have, because this certainly isn’t what I used the last of my

money to fly across the galaxy for.
“72 Zo’rel Place?”

CCYeS.79

[ may not be able to read much Universal, but I learned
numbers. There, over the doorway, with the seven hanging at a

funny angle because it’s missing a nail, it says 72.

I scoot to that side of the hover and open the window, hoping
maybe when it rolls down it will perform a feat of magic and
turn my B&B into the picture I saw in my email inbox and not

the monstrosity in front of my eyes. No luck.

The picture was a lovely vision of mauves and baby blues.
Each column, post, and handrail was painted with care. The

fine print in the contract stated, “The seller assumes no



responsibility for any minor differences in the changes that
might occur from these recent pictures to the time of
possession. The winner agrees to take the property ‘as is’

without legal recourse.”

I guess the definitions of “minor” and “recent” are subject to
interpretation. This looks as though it was condemned decades
ago: porch steps listing to one side, a few cracked windows,
and paint only clinging to pieces of wood hidden under the

eaves which have been protected from the weather.

This would be the perfect setting for a spooky movie. Instead

of a dream come true, this is a nightmare.



Two

MIiSTY

I sat, still as a statue in the hover taxi, the driver’s irritation
rising, as | debated my options. A huge part of me was ready
to ask him to hover me back to the spaceport. But I’'m nothing
if not determined. I’m audacious, or maybe it’s stupid, enough

to want to see what I’m up against.

After almost crashing through the spongy first step, I made my
way into the house. Still in the once-grand foyer, I allow
myself a moment to assess the depth and breadth of the

challenge.

[ am not a crier. I’ve always prided myself on that fact. I laugh
things off, that’s who I am. Prom date no shows? Ha ha ha.
Fabulous new job doesn’t pan out? Oh well, I can always work

at Aunt Cheyenne’s hotel.

72 Zo’rel Place is a giant eyesore, death trap, and the biggest
money-suck I’ve ever encountered. Nope. I can’t laugh this

off. This is tragic.



Of course there’s no power, although I'd arranged it
beforehand with Arixxia Fields’ power company. That’s okay,
even though the windows are so dirty barely any light drifts

through, I can see what a giant mess this place is.

The remnants of years of disuse, as well as some familiar
brown dots that must be planet Hallion’s version of rodent

droppings, are in evidence everywhere.

I may not know much about construction, but wherever I look,
my brain supplies me with a rolling total of credits for each
repair. The sound, ka-ching, ka-ching, ka-ching, echoes in the

back of my brain.
“I can’t do this. No way.”

My body feels heavy, as if there are thousand-pound weights
on each of my shoulders. I sigh in defeat. There’s no fixing

this.

I used most of my disposable income on the entry fee for the
drawing and the trip here. Although I have little money, I’d
figured I would get a loan from a local bank using the property
as collateral. It was a sound plan that allowed for the purchase
of any furnishings I might need to get the place up and
running. My eyes tear as I realize no fiscally responsible

institution would bankroll this fiasco.

Something scuffles under the crumbling mauve monstrosity in
the great room that might have been a nice couch... a hundred

years ago.



“Shoo!” I shout, even though I assume my scolding tone and
stamping foot won’t be effective at making the little alien

creature run away.

Now that I’'m over my initial shock, the pictures from the
brochure still scrolling in the back of my mind, I can see past
the debris and imagine what this place would look like if it

were reinstated to its former glory.

“It’s too bad really.” I blow an errant lock of hair off my
cheek. “If I could get a loan, this place would be amazing

when she’s all fixed up.”

I leave my suitcase near the front door and give myself the
grand tour. The place has such lovely bones: arched windows,
spacious rooms, high ceilings. The rounded areas in the turrets
would be lovely places to put cushioned window seats so

people could sit and read a book.

The guest rooms are perfectly arranged, each with its own
private bathroom. The living room is perfection, its dark
paneled walls in surprisingly good shape. It has just enough
room to provide several seating areas for couples and families
who don’t want to be confined to their rooms. There’s even a
sunroom that would be perfect for the breakfast part of the

bed-and-breakfast adventure.

It takes a heave of my shoulder to unmoor the French doors
off the back of the house from where they’ve been stuck,
unmoving, for decades. I know I shouldn’t, but I make my

way through thick piles of leaves to the gazebo.



It had been the deciding factor in my decision to buy this
place. Call me an idiot, but I couldn’t keep my mind from
wandering to pictures of spending starry nights here with a
beau. Yeah, I used that old-fashioned word when I thought of

being courted in this wonderful homage to a bygone era.

I imagined having a child playing in the yard while I watched
from a seat in the gazebo. It all seemed so real, so very doable
when I was looking at the pictures in the brochure. 1 can’t
control the scoff that escapes my lips when I get close enough
to see that all the floorboards are so rotted they wouldn’t

support the weight of a chihuahua.

Noticing it’s almost dusk, I return to the house. After the
handle to the French doors comes off in my hand, I feel a pang
of sadness. I think about what it would be like to run this
place, greeting newcomers, and baking muffins so delicious

the smell wakes my guests and calls them down for breakfast.

With a last deep breath, reminding me no muffins will ever be
baked in the dilapidated kitchen, I return to my suitcase,
planning to stay the night in a hotel, book the first vessel back

to Earth, and beg my former employer to hire me back at my

crappy job.

“What the fuck!” I shout ten minutes later when my wrist-
comm continues to tell me there’s no signal. “How am I

supposed to get out of here?”

I’m not a quitter, but after another half hour of holding my
wrist up as I march up and down the street, I tuck my tail

between my legs and drag my suitcase back into the house.



Now that it’s dark, the house is more spooky but less filthy. I
guess that’s a good tradeoft. I use my wrist-comm’s flashlight
function and choose the least gross room at the end of the hall
at the top of the stairs. Bigger than the others and in better
condition, it must have been the master bedroom before it

turned into a haunted house.

I find some sheets in the middle of a stack in the linen closet
that must have escaped the ravages of time. They barely smell

musty as I shake them out, then make the bed.

Having no intention of unpacking, I grab the first thing that
can act as a sleep shirt, then crawl into bed. I’m terrified when
I hear scratching from somewhere else in the house. I assume
it’s whatever varmint pulled the stuffing out of the couch

downstairs.

After getting up to shut the bedroom door, I lay down again,
but my mind is racing so fast I can’t sleep. Between the
running total of what this fiasco has cost me and the
anticipation of explaining to friends and family that my
dreams of running the Interstellar Inn have been dashed to

smithereens, [ can’t get my mind to slow down.
“Who0000.”
What was that?

“Who0000.” Oh my god. That sounds exactly like every ghost

in every scary vid I’ve ever seen.

When the bedroom door opens and closes, my blood feels like

it’s stopped pulsing in my veins. Maybe I hallucinated the



whoo-whoo, but I did not imagine the vibration of the door

slamming.

“Wh-who’s there?” Panic slices through me. My fists ball and

my eyes widen, as my body flies into terror-mode.

The dim room fills with mist, almost obscuring the scant

moonlight filtering in through the filthy windowpanes.

[ scramble to a sitting position, my back against the
headboard, my knees scrunched to my chest as I tuck the
covers to my neck. I’'m tempted to close my eyes, but I’'m too

terrified. If something lunges at me, I want to see it.

There’s a jangling clash of metal coming from the far side of
the room. Is that hangers banging together or a ghost honing
his knife before he plunges it into me? The bathroom door
opens and closes again and again. The strident banging is
relentless, interrupted only by one of the windows opening and
closing. I can’t think of a single natural explanation for what is

happening. This isn’t the effect of drafts. It must be a ghost.

I’ve never been this panicked. My breath is rasping, my eyes

are bugging out of my head, and my body 1s quaking in fear.

“Whooooo, whooo0o.” The ghost’s voice is deep and quavery.
If ghosts have a sex, this is definitely male. “Get out of my

house!” he shouts.

The mist increases in a burst so powerful, for a moment it
obliterates the watery light drifting in through the windows,
plunging me further into darkness. Slowly, it dissipates as the

hangers quit jangling in the closet.



“Holy shit,” I whisper, then hope I don’t hear a response.

Something was in this room with me. And as surely as that

was real, I’m certain it’s now gone.

My heart is still racing a hundred miles an hour. ’'m shivering
so violently I’ve bitten my lip. I clamp my fluttering hands
over my mouth, hoping the smell of blood doesn’t call some

other devilish being into existence to terrorize me.

I sit as still as I can until my nerves calm enough for me to get
out of bed, then get dressed while under the blanket, pack, and
hover my suitcase down the stairs and to the front steps. I
won’t be getting any sleep tonight, and there’s no way in hell

I’1l be waiting inside for whatever that was to return.



Three

MIiSTY

It’s dawn, and I’m sitting on the front steps, my suitcase
packed, as I wait for someone, anyone, to drive by. I’ll flag
them down, play on their sympathy if necessary, and beg,
borrow, or steal my way into town since I still have no signal.
From there, I’ll book a ticket back to Earth, and this little jaunt
will be nothing more than a terrifying memory that robbed me

of all my savings and convinced me ghosts are real.

Counting myself lucky to be alive, I control my irritation that
not a single vehicle has hovered by all night in the long, dark,

cold hours I’ve been waiting out front.

Looking down, I’m surprised my fingers aren’t still trembling
in fright after last night’s visitation. I’ve been conducting an
inner debate for hours, trying to convince myself a ghost

wasn’t haunting me.

[ still believe the noises, clanking, and moans weren’t
produced by the little teal varmint I saw standing in the

kitchen as I left in the middle of the night. Far from being



intimidating, he looked at me with big, hungry eyes as if he

were waiting for scraps.

A thousand times last night I tried to convince myself the mist-
creature in my bedroom wasn’t real. Everything I experienced
can be explained away if only one of them had happened, but
when you add them all together—the mist, the moans, the door
shutting over and over, and the threat to “get out”—I don’t

think I overreacted.

My thoughts are thankfully pulled from last night’s perilous
experience when a blue hover-truck turns onto Zo’rel Place. 1
practically sprain my ankle sprinting to the edge of the

sidewalk, waving my arms to catch the driver’s attention.

Wow. I know I should keep my mind on job number one,
which is to get to town and book a flight out, but I’'m literally
struck dumb when I lean close to the passenger side window to

speak to the driver.

I still can’t tell a Frain from a Vucillian, but whatever species
this guy is, he has to be the most handsome male in the galaxy.
Shimmering green skin, long black hair, sparkling white fangs,
sexy retractable claws, and features gorgeous enough to make

the statue of David jealous.

When he rolls down the window, I finally untie my tongue and

ask if he can take me to town.
“Why didn’t you comm for a hover taxi?”

When I look at my comm, there’s a signal. Did the ghost’s

presence somehow block my signal all night? I shake my head



as another shiver runs down my back.

“My comm must be glitching. It wasn’t working until this very

minute.”

A look of confusion crosses his face, then he asks why I’'m
here. One thing leads to another as I tell him my story. Well,
not the part about the ghost visitation, but the rest of it.

His face turns to granite. He’s completely inscrutable until I

finish talking.

The logo of a hammer and a house on the door I’'m leaning
against, as well as the lumber in the back of his truck, are dead

giveaways the guy is in construction.

I must have lost my mind somewhere between the “whooooo,
whooo00” and the “get out of my house,” because I'm
seriously trying to convince myself it would be a bad idea to

ask him how much it might cost to renovate the inn.

I’m having such a loud argument in my head, I’'m surprised he
can’t hear it. Finally, I justify my decision by making it all
about safety. Instead of just hopping in the truck with a
possible serial murderer, I’ll spend a bit more time with him as
I show him the inn and get a ballpark of what it would cost to
fix up. Not that ’'m going to renovate, mind you, just to get a

better feel for his character before I hover to town with him.

Who am I kidding? It also gives me time to be within staring
distance of a male whose profile is only surpassed by his full-

frontal gorgeousness.



We exchange names between the hover and the front door,
then Zylus and I begin the quick tour. He does little more than
glance into each room and make perfunctory comments along
with little tongue clucks when we see something that has aged

badly—which is everything.

“So? How much do you think it would take to fix her up?” I

ask as we climb into his hover.

“It depends on what materials and finishes you choose,” he

hedges.

“Just an estimate so I can see how much I’d need to borrow.”
Did I really say that? As if I'm planning on waltzing into a
bank and asking for a loan. Before I question my sanity, I add,
“Be sure to include remodeling the gazebo. The thing is
practically in ruins, but it could be so lovely when it’s returned
to its original glory. That was the part of the ad that lured me

into raiding my savings to enter the drawing.”

“As we went from one problem to another on the tour, I
thought you were giving up on the project.” He spears me with

a questioning gaze, one eyebrow hiked high on his forehead.

I shrug. “Well, as long as you inspected it, I’d be interested to
know.”

He tosses his head from side to side as he gives it long
moments of thought. “It’s a wild estimate, not to be taken
seriously,” he hedges. “I’d say 250,000 to 300,000 credits.

That’s if you don’t go crazy with materials.”

“WOW!”



I’'m silent the rest of the ride into Arixxia Fields. What a
letdown to go from thinking I’d won the perfect B&B to
realizing I’ll need to pump over a quarter of a million credits

into it just to make it habitable.

As we drive, I use my now-functioning comm to check into a
ticket back to Earth, only to find there’s no way out of town

until tomorrow.

A thought has been nagging at the back of my mind since my
handsome companion said the words 300,000 credits. I'm
here. I have at least a day until I can leave town. Why don’t I

hit up a few banks to see if I qualify for a loan?

The property may be down-at-the-heels, but it’s got to be
worth something as collateral, right? Even if it’s just the land
itself?

When I ask Zylus to drop me at First Bank of Arixxia Fields,
he balks.

“I thought you were giving up on her.”

“Yeah.” I shrug. “But now that you’ve given me a ballpark

number for renovation, I might as well see if it’s doable.”



Four

ZYLUS

Why did I give her an estimate? Well, first of all, how was I to
know she’d even entertain the idea of renovation? Every room
we looked into pulled a moan or “oh my” from her. And
second, I was having fun with her. She’s a great
conversationalist and it would have been rude to stonewall her

when she asked a direct question.

The tour gave me plenty of time to get a good look at my
pretty companion. The human is... beautiful. Her long, brown
hair 1s pulled into a tail at her nape and her face is full and
round, with a pointed little chin. I doubt she’d enjoy hearing it,

but her lips pursed in consternation make her look adorable.

Although I didn’t really expect to see anyone at this time of
day, I drove by the inn in the hopes of getting a look at its new

OWNCT.

For some reason, I always thought it would be a wealthy,
chittering, insectoid Frain or a bulbous Mulmout who left a
trail of slime behind him wherever he slithered. Not a

beautiful, young female who came to collect her prize.



My mind flips through many things that led to this point,
starting decades ago when I used to visit my grandparents in
this house, faded from its original glory but still livable. Even
back then, I imagined fixing it up, modernizing, beautifying,

and opening it as an inn.

After my grandparents passed, I made it clear I’d like to make
72 Zo’rel Place into the inn of my dreams, but my parents
always reminded me of the Astralite law that all goods pass to

the oldest son.

Although they were kind but firm in their refusal, somehow I
always thought they would change their minds and leave it to
me in their wills. This is planet Hallion, after all. The old
Astralite ways are no longer binding. Sadly, they stayed firm
in their conviction to follow the old ways, leaving everything
to Nivar. When he married and gave them a clutch of

grandchildren, I knew they would never change their minds.

They couldn’t have been more misguided though. The first
thing he did after their death was try to sell this place. That’s
not true. The very first thing he did was divorce his wife and

become an absent father.

I watched as the building faded from neglect into ruins even as

I retained hope I would eventually inherit it.

Just as I’d feared, after my parents’ shocking passing in a
hover crash when they were still in their prime, the house was
left to my older brother. I was disappointed but shouldn’t have
been surprised. They’d never wavered from their gentle

reminders of the old Astralite ways.



Nivar put the property up for sale soon after the will was read.
[ tried to scrounge for the credits but couldn’t swing his
ridiculous asking price. Although I’ve been socking credits
away for renovations since my first after-school job, I didn’t
have enough to both buy the property and fix it up. Not even if

I sold my tiny starter home.

It was only after a year on the market with no offers that Nivar
came up with the ridiculous scam of having people across the
galaxy ante up one thousand credits to be entered into a
drawing to win the place. One night when he was so drunk he
was barely able to walk, he bragged that he made five times

the worth of the property with this scheme.

Nivar’s ads included touched-up photos from the home’s
heyday. That poor human must have gotten the surprise of her

life when she pulled up yesterday.

Now I need to do damage control. I’ve got to figure out a way

to wrangle my way into the banker’s office with her.

“I wonder, Zylus, if you would mind talking to the banker with
me? With you there to answer a few questions about the

renovation, I might be taken more seriously.”

What a lucky break! This way, I can steer the conversation in
the direction I want, which is to help Misty St. Clair leave
town as fast as possible so I can make a reasonable offer on
the property now that my brother has already made five times

more than the property was worth.

Within half an hour, pretty little Misty and I are sitting in front

of Mrs. Slizzax, a reptilian from the Radgon Sector who



makes up for her species’ reputation for sloth by being

perfectly dressed and sitting with textbook good posture.

She asks all the right questions, looks at the copy of the deed
Misty has digitized on her wrist-comm, and researches the
paperwork in the city’s online databank. She analyzes housing
comps as well as recent drone footage, which she observes

with a startled intake of breath.

“250,000 to renovate, you say?” she asks, peering down at the

Earther who is a good standard foot shorter than her.

“W-well, Zylus said maybe 300?” Misty squeezes out a
worried smile. I can practically hear the wheels turning in her
mind as she considers how to convince the banker to see the

dilapidated property through kinder eyes.

“It’s always more than the contractor’s estimate.” The reptilian
gives me a dismissive glance, then returns her attention to

y

Misty. “Always.’

“Your deed is free and clear. That’s a good thing, Miss St.
Clair, but I’'m afraid you only qualify for a loan of 145,000. I
can go to 150,000 in good faith, but unless you can prove you

have the rest of the money, I won’t loan you anything.”

Mrs. Slizzax folds her hands on her desk and leans forward as

if she’s letting Misty in on a little secret.

“The only thing worse than having no money for renovations
is having less than you need. You’ll spend everything you

have and walk away with nothing. Not only will you have to



forfeit your property back to First Bank of Arixxia Fields, but

you’ll still owe us money.”

I’ve never had a warm space in my heart for reptilians, but I
must admit, her reasoning is sound, and she’s being kind in her

own way.

Misty looks so dejected my stomach clenches in sympathy. I
certainly know the feeling. Wasn’t this how I felt when my

parents gave Zo’rel Place to Nivar instead of me?

Before I can think of a way to help the situation, Misty asks
the banker to give us a few minutes to discuss this alone.
Certainly she doesn’t want me to loan her credits! Why would
she suspect I could do such a thing? The hover-truck I drive is
so decrepit it can barely accelerate to highway speeds.

Besides, we just met!

When we’re in the waiting room, before we arrive at our
chairs, she turns to me and says, “I want this house, Zylus. |
have a proposition for you. What if we use the bank’s 150,000

to buy materials and you donate your labor?”

I sputter at the audacity of her request. Does she think I’'m

insane?

“Donate?” 1 like this Earther, but I can’t keep my shocked

derision out of my tone.

“On Earth, we call it sweat equity. I come to the table with a
free-and-clear deed.” She points to her wrist-comm as if she’s

pointing to something real instead of a digital record.



“You bring your expertise and muscle. We’ll write this up and
see a lawyer. It will be fair and square. At the end of the day,
we’ll be fifty-fifty owners.”

This is the worst idea I’ve ever heard. In my life. [ want to get
rid of her and buy the house myself. Instead of saying this out
loud, though, I clap my teeth together and force myself to
think it through.

Fact one: I don’t have enough credits to do the renovation
even if | owned the property outright. Fact two: I don’t own

the property.

I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and admit the sad truth.
The only way I’ll ever own this property is to take Misty up on

her proposition, which is, in fact, quite generous.

“One condition,” 1 say, suddenly realizing that in her mind, I

have the upper hand.

Her face brightens for the first time, revealing her splendid
smile. “What?”” She’s so eager, it’s obvious she never expected
me to agree to her ridiculous offer. That means I can increase

my ask.

“No. Two conditions,” I amend. “First, I get an equal say in al/l
renovation decisions. Everything from which walls to remove,

to which rooms to begin with, to what materials to buy.”

“Done.” She smiles up at me, her face beaming with happiness
as she awaits my next demand. Is she so naive she thinks my

second request will be as reasonable as my first?



“Second, I move into one of the spare rooms to reduce my

commute.”

Her pert, pink mouth pops open and she shakes her head as if

she’s scandalized. “No way!”

“Less commute means I’ll have more time on the job. More
time on the job means it will be finished sooner which means
our first guests will be plunking down their deposits in record

time.”

I cross my arms in front of my chest even as | wonder why it

felt so imperative I move into the inn. “Final offer.”

“Fine, but I pick which room is mine. Ass,” she says as she

marches into Mrs. Slizzax’s office to sign the papers.



Five

MIiSTY

On the drive to lunch, or whatever they call the meal between
lunch and dinner—linner, 1 guess—I kick myself for my
impulsive behavior. Did I really just sign a bank loan for

150,000 credits? The thought of it makes me woozy.

Glancing over at Zylus, his profile so perfect it’s hard to take
my gaze off him, doesn’t make me feel better. Did I really just
agree to /ive with a male I’ve known for less than four hours?

Someone should put me in a straightjacket.

I didn’t agree to his moving in because it was one of his
conditions, or because he’s so gorgeous he makes my mouth
dry. Whatever I witnessed last night has me terrified. Although
I was originally scandalized by his presumptuous demand, |

soon realized I’ll feel much safer knowing Zylus is just down
the hall.

My door has a lock. I won’t need protection from him. It’s the

ghost who can move through walls that terrifies me.



As much as I want reassurance, I vow to myself I won’t
whisper a word to him about last night’s visitation. He must
already think I’m the most impulsive person he’s ever met.
Why else would someone offer a perfect stranger such a

business deal?
“Here we are, the Heirloom Cafe.”

I try to control the huff threatening to escape my mouth. I
don’t know why it irritates me that in addition to having vid
star good looks, Zylus just whizzes up to our destination and
finds a parking spot directly in front of the restaurant’s door.

Some people have all the luck.

He slides into a red leather booth in the corner and orders the
melioncrott, which he describes as planet Hallion’s version of
a deep-fried PB&J. I decide to indulge and order one too. It
sounds like I’ll be earning some sweat equity myself. I’ll be
burning off a lot of calories as we demo, strip, and reconstruct

a ten-thousand-square-foot mansion.

Somewhere between our order and the moment I scrape the
last morsel of food off my plate, Zylus and I strike up what
could only be called a budding friendship.

We share a few childhood memories. I tell him about being a
tomboy, climbing trees, and spending all my free time lost in
books.

It’s interesting to hear he’s quite the reader too. He used to
spend a lot of time at his grandparents’ house, reading in their
backyard gazebo. When he speaks fondly of those moments in

the outdoor structure, I realize we have a lot in common. It



was the Interstellar’s gazebo that finally made me pull the

trigger and spend a thousand credits on the drawing.

We move on. Other than religion and politics, we cut a wide

swath of topics.

“I disagree,” 1 say, licking my finger and swiping the remains
of the powdered sugar the cook dusted over the amazing
sandwich. “I think Chanpin Bergin’s acting in the Maritime
Pirate series was far superior to Agnon Prednum’s in the
Byzantium Witch's Treasure.” 1 lick my finger with a flourish,

then await his response.

Instead of launching into a debate, holding onto his original
position come hell or high water, he gives my opinion serious

thought.

“I think the difference might not be so much in their acting

ability, but the quality of the scripts.”

I can’t hide my smile at the way he’s finessing this argument.
Most guys would be steamrolling me by now in their quest to

make me wrong and themselves right. I like our give-and-take.

“You might be right,” I concede. “The Pirate series was clearly

the better concept.”

He nods his head, pops the last bite of sandwich between his
peach-colored lips, and somehow manages to look handsome

even as he chews.

His startling good looks fall to the back of my mind, as we
share tidbits of our history. His piercing blue eyes bore into me

when I tell him about the job market back on Earth. I feel as if



he’s with me every step of the way when I explain how
employers can promise everything and deliver nothing. Yet the
handsome male, with his long, black hair, square jaw, and sexy

white fangs, is an interesting juxtaposition of contradictions.

He’s capable of deep, genuine belly laughs, especially when 1
make my trademark snarky quips. It’s endearing to have a

male laugh at my jokes.

I haven’t survived on my own for so long without having a
spidey-sense. Although he’s warm and engaging, he dances
around certain topics, especially when 1 ask questions.
Enquiring about his immediate family seems to be off-limits.

That’s okay. We just met.

Now that we’ve broken the ice and developed an easy
camaraderie, he goes to his truck and returns with a computer
pad. If I'd had any questions about his construction
experience, that he has a pad in a protective cover strong
enough to get run over by a truck, as well as being dotted with
at least twenty different colors of paint, reassures me he does,

in fact, have a history in the trades.

For the next two hours and several cups of strong coffee, we
use the blueprints we retrieved from the town database and

discuss room-by-room changes we’d like to see.

Some of our tastes are so similar it’s shocking. The bedroom I
slept in, clearly the master, will be tastefully appointed in sky

blue and milk chocolate.

“It will appeal to both sexes,” he says, with a nod. “That room

will be easy. How do you say it in Earther? A piece of



barnacle.”

I return his pleasant smile, wondering how much it will cost to
upgrade my subdural translator which is clearly on the fritz.

Piece of barnacle, indeed.

We disagree completely on the kitchen. He wants it to have the
latest conveniences, so it will be up to the task of cooking
breakfast for a small mob. I have my heart set on the old-
fashioned appliances I saw in pictures from the mansion’s

bygone days.

He shrugs. “We don’t have to start there. Those are details we

can agree on later.”
I like his laid-back attitude as much as I like his face.

When my stomach clenches in anxiety at the thought of
sharing the house with him tonight, it’s hard to disregard how
eager he was to move in. He’s got to have an ulterior motive,

right?

I don’t get a pervy vibe from him, though, and having him just

down the hall will be reassuring in case the ghost returns.

Still, I'm sure he’s hiding something. I guess it remains to be

seen exactly what that secret is.



S1x

ZYLUS

After three hours at the cafe, I couldn’t come up with any
more excuses to stay away from Zo’rel Place. It’s ridiculous,
really, that I’'m terrified for us to live together under the same

roof.

You’d think a male my age would have lived with a female
before, but it just never seemed like the right person or the
right time. That was no hardship. I stayed busy with my
construction business as I socked away credits to eventually

buy the place.

Now I’'m going to be co-owners with Misty. We’ll have to get
things finalized with an attorney, but we hammered everything
out at the cafe. We’ll spend the first year of operation living at
the B&B as she calls it, taking tiny salaries, and saving every

extra credit.

Hopefully, at the end of the first year, one of us will be able to
buy the other out. I doubt she’ll like it in our small town. She

described living in a large city back on her home planet.



I’'m going to expect her to pull her weight with the renovation.
After months of swinging a hammer, she’ll probably be all too

eager to fly off the planet and let me buy her out.

We’ve structured the deal so that whoever gets bought out will
get a small percentage of the profits in perpetuity. It should be
equitable. She’ll walk away with a decent number of credits,
and I’ll finally have the old family house, as well as a good

income stream. Both of us will win.

“I didn’t sleep well last night,” Misty says, a shadow of worry
crossing her face. She holds up the bag containing clean sheets
we collected when we detoured to my apartment to collect my
things. Before turning in, we did a quick clean of the two
bedrooms we’ll be using. “Here are your sheets. I’'m going to

make my bed and turn in early.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see her swerve to the enormous
fireplace along the far wall and grab a fireplace poker. Does
she think she needs to protect herself from me? I’m hurt she’d
think I might be a threat. Then I realize it’s smart. Although

we’re partners in this venture, she barely knows me.

I choose the room farthest from hers, so we’re at opposite ends
of the second floor. As I make my bed and put my clothes
away, I can’t keep hiding the truth that is shouting in the back

of my mind.
I’m attracted to Misty.

It’s been easy to avoid getting close to females in the past. I've
always been so focused on my end goals, I never allowed

myself to stray off the path I’d set for myself.



Misty, with her short, curvy body and long, brown hair, makes
it impossible to do that. She’s fun and laughs easily at my
jokes. At the cafe, she made several self-deprecating
comments [ think were designed to put me at ease, though I

hadn’t thought my discomfort showed.

She has an easy way about her. While I was eating my
sandwich, she cocked her head and focused on my mouth so
sharply I quit chewing. Then she apologized with a laugh and

a toss of her hair.

“I’ve never known anyone with fangs before. It’s interesting to

see how you manage without cutting your lips to ribbons.”

If I didn’t know better, from the way her face flushed and her
pink tongue flicked out to lick her plush lips, I would swear
she was wondering how I would manage to kiss someone
without cutting their lips to ribbons. But it’s crazy to think

that. She couldn’t be interested in an Astralite like me. Right?



Seven

MIiSTY

I guess my angry phone call to the power company worked.

The lights flicked on when we returned to the inn.

I take the world’s quickest shower while bombarded with
mental clips of every scary movie I’ve ever seen. You’'re
totally vulnerable in a shower. If there are ghosts, who knows
what other monsters might be lurking in this house I just

agreed to pay a terrifying amount of money for?

Come to think of it, the mortgage is scarier than the possibility
of ghosts.

Back in the bedroom, as I towel my hair dry, I flip the switch
to the fireplace and breathe a sigh of relief as it flares to life,
bathing the room in a warm glow. There’s something about the

fire that reassures me no ghosts will visit me tonight.

Which allows my thoughts to wander in a much more pleasant
direction—Zylus. How many times today did my hands itch to
slide through his long, black hair or reach under his shirt to
palm the abdominal ripples hidden by the fabric?



Even when we were arguing the merits of antique kitchen
appliances versus the latest models, it was all I could do to
keep my head in the game. [ was much more captivated by the

way his white fangs flashed in the bright cafe lighting.

I slip into my nightgown, then slide into the soft sheets and get
comfy, still preoccupied with pictures of Zylus, only to
remember the fireplace poker I left leaning against the wall in

the bathroom.

I don’t want to get up to retrieve it, though. It’s so snuggly
under the covers. Besides, ghosts are formless wisps of smoke.
What exactly did I think a piece of metal could do against

something supernatural?

I must have fallen asleep, but I’'m awakened with a start. Shit!

The ghost is back. With a vengeance.

Its moan is deep and louder than last night. The spirit is bolder
too, lifting the foot of the bed a few inches, then dropping it
with a heavy thump. The mist surrounding it is thicker than it
was last night, practically obscuring the dim glow of the

electric fire.

I’'m instantly fully awake, heart pounding, mouth gasping for

breath as I look around for something to defend myself with.

Shit! Why did I leave the poker in the bathroom? Although
I’ve already determined it will be useless against the specter, |

sure wish it was in my grip right now.

“Get out!” Just like in my recurring night terrors, my attempt

at a shout 1s little more than a whisper. Despite the lack of



effectiveness, I repeat, “Get out!” as I mentally count how

many steps it will take to jump off the bed and reach the door.

“You get out!” The ghost rasps. “Get out. Get out. Get out.
LEAVE!”

Oh my God. This thing wants me gone! I’ll oblige.

I throw back the covers and make a run for the door, which is
thankfully in the opposite direction of the writhing fog of
vapor. | tear out of the room and pound down the hall, wishing

Zylus hadn’t chosen the room farthest from me.

“Zylus!” Thankfully, my voice is fully functional, now capable

of booming at the top of my lungs. “Zylus!”

Within seconds, the door at the end of the hall flies open,

Zylus’s eyes wild as they connect with mine.
I fly into his arms, unable to say anything other than “ghost.”

Always a down-to-earth person, I’ve never been given to
flights of fancy. For a moment, in Zylus’s powerful arms, |
wonder if I’ve lost my mind, made everything up. Then I
regain my senses and know that whatever accosted me in my
bedroom was as real as the male whose naked flesh is beneath

my fingers.
Naked flesh!

No longer quite as terrified as I was a moment ago, my brain is
capable of latching onto the reality of what I saw when Zylus

powered out of his bedroom.



Naked. Green. Alien. Long, black hair and perfect face even
when his eyes were wide in fright. And full-frontal nudity. If I
hadn’t been afraid for my life, I would have made certain to

get a better look at his cock.
“Ghost? You saw a ghost?”

What is his tone? Accusing? Fearful? Full of disbelief? Is he
wondering what he’s gotten into, committing to this project

with a female who is obviously insane?

“It was... something.” I can’t back down or play the poor,
pitiful woman. I know what I saw. Well, I know what I didn ?
see. And I know what I heard. “It told me to get out.”



Eight

ZYLUS

“It told you to get out?” My thoughts are flying between
wondering if she’s lost her mind and speculating if something

more sinister is afoot.

“It said, and I quote, ‘You get out! Get out. Get out. Get out.
LEAVE!"”

As soon as I notice the poor female is quaking in my arms, I
step into my bedroom, grab the spread, and tuck it around her.
It’s only now I realize she’s clad in a thin, filmy gown and I’'m

wearing nothing.
Now is not the time to worry about moral codes.

It strikes me with the force of a lightning bolt when my
thoughts click into place. I think I know exactly what went on
in her room, and if I’'m not mistaken, I know exactly who’s
behind it.

“I’m going to check it out. I’ll leave you in my room—"

“You’re not leaving me alone!” I don’t know how she

manages to sound petrified and demanding at the same time.



“Misty, I’'m going to leave you in my room and lock the door,

then go check your room.”

“Lock me in?” She’s so terrified her voice reaches the highest
notes in her register, her eyebrows creeping toward her

hairline.

“No. Bad idea. I’'m going to shut you in and go check out your
room. I’'m sure... uh, I'm sure there’s a reasonable

explanation. Maybe floorboards creaking.”

“F-floorboards don’t talk. Floorboards don’t lift the bed and

drop it so hard I bounce a foot off the mattress.”

“You’ll be safe here. I’ll be back as quick as I can.” If my
hunch is correct, I’'m not lying. She’ll be perfectly fine here. I
can’t say the same about my brother, Nivar. If he did this, and

if he’s still here, I’'m going to beat the shit out of him.

After closing the door behind me, I march down the hallway

and fling open the door to Misty’s bedroom.

The room is filled with Astralite mist that is swiftly
dissipating. One of my species was definitely here. That the
mist is almost gone tells me whoever was here is no longer
just invisible, but in fact, they are gone. There’s no doubt in

my mind it was Nivar.

I shake my head, organizing my thoughts on my way toward
my room. Nivar was only ten months older than me. My
mother was so fatigued raising us she didn’t always have the

time or energy to protect me from him.



He was always an angry child. My grandmother told me he
hated me from the moment I was born. He didn’t want to share

our parents and blamed me for my mother’s constant fatigue.

Petulant and spiteful, he took delight in pinching, punching,
and tricking me. It didn’t help that he came into his ability to
perform a spectral shift early and I was a late bloomer, giving

him years to terrorize me.

He would take incorporeal form, slip into my room, and pound
on me. When he realized the bruises he gave me were dead

giveaways, he found other, more insidious ways to torture me.

I would escape to Grandma’s house as often as I could. This

has always been my place of refuge and unconditional love.

As adults, Nivar and 1 seldom saw each other before my

parents passed. Now we avoid each other completely.

While we were waiting for the banker to complete her
paperwork, I looked over the deed to the inn. There was a

clause that didn’t make sense until right this minute.

It stated that if the owner did not spend a full six months in
residence, ownership would revert to Nivar’s shell company.
That incentivizes him to want Misty gone, so he’ll once again
be the owner and can pull this scam again. I imagine in his
mind, this racket will keep paying dividends years from now

as he performs this nefarious fraud over and over again.

I’m going to have to sort this out. Until I speak with Nivar, I’ll
keep this from Misty. How would I explain that my brother

was mentally torturing her? What will it look like when she



realizes how he deceived her? Will she believe I innocently
hovered down the street this morning, or will she think I was
part of this vicious plan? She’s going to order me out of this

house, destroying both our chances to restore it to its former
glory.
In the meantime, there’s a half-naked female in my room.

“Misty? It’s me.” I pause, waiting for her to acknowledge me
before I barge in. She’s already terrified. I don’t want to scare
her further.

“What did you eat for linner today?” she asks.
Linner? Is my translator acting up? What is she talking about?

“How do I know it’s you?” She’s not joking. After what my
brother put her through, it’s smart that she wants to ensure the
male knocking at her door is really me. “What did you eat at

the Heirloom Cafe?”

“Oh. 1 had melioncrott. We discussed renovation plans, and
you were excited to buy the most modern kitchen appliances
in the galaxy.” Perhaps my lame attempt at a joke will help

calm her.

“But you talked me into getting old-fashioned ones in keeping
with the age of the house.” Her quip tells me she’s no longer

quite so terrified.

I enter the room, and my cock, ignorant of the nuances of
having a traumatized female in my room, decides this is the

perfect moment to become hard as stone.



Misty is in my bed, right in the middle, where I usually sleep.
She’s sitting with her back to the headboard, her knees pulled
up, and the spread wrapped around her. Her eyes are still wide,
a remnant of her panic. Despite her emotional turmoil, all I can
pay attention to is how pretty she is with her long, unbound

hair framing her face.

Is it her presence in my bed that makes her even more

beautiful than she was earlier?



Nine

MIiSTY

I was a tomboy for most of my childhood. It was nothing for
me to climb trees, jump off the high dive, and go to the
skateboard park all in one day. I never considered myself
timid.

I’m feeling that way now. It was one thing for me to chalk last
night up to the jitters of being on a foreign planet and sleeping

in a creepy house that was falling down around me.

This? Having some spectral being not just talk to me, but use a
raspy voice to threaten me to leave? Two nights in a row? I’'m

not going to lie. I can’t shake off my fear.

Zylus must think I’ve completely lost my mind, but I don’t
care. | can’t hide my terror. Perhaps it’s lucky we have yet to
speak with an attorney. He hasn’t signed a contract with me, so
he can just walk away from our verbal deal. Me, on the other

hand, I’ve committed to the bank.

With two worries warring in my head, a ghost on one hand and

defaulting on a bank loan on the other, I stayed busy while



Zylus was gone.

When he barges through the door, his expression obviously
relieved to see me in one piece, | realize the extent of our
precarious situation. Although I want to know what his
investigations found, I can’t force my brain to focus on

anything other than the huge cock swinging at his hips.
As I swallow with difficulty, I notice he’s doing the same.

He hurries to his adjoining bathroom and emerges with a white
towel slung low on his hips. I think even if a ghost barged into
the room right now, I would be hard-pressed to keep my focus

from the tent in his terry cloth.

Finally, I force my gaze higher and realize he noticed me
perving on him. I’m totally busted. Maybe he’ll take pity on

me because [’ve had a hard day.

“So? Do you think I’'m crazy?” My shoulders hunch as if to

protect myself from a blow.
“Uh, not crazy. I didn’t see anything though.”
Is he looking at me funny? Assessing my mental competence?

“You never asked me why I was outside on the steps at zero

dark thirty this morning.”

“I assumed you realized how much work this place needed and

thought better of the situation.”

“Well, considering it was a giant case of bait and switch and
that I thought I won a cute, cozy, functioning B&B, that’s a

reasonable assumption. But that wasn’t the entire reason.”



He’s still standing in the doorway, bathed from behind by the
bathroom lights. It’s hard to see his expression and even harder
to keep my eyes above his waistline. Still, I decide there’s no

time like the present to come clean.

Since he already suspects I’'m looney tunes, I might as well

keep talking and remove all doubt.
“This happened last night—"

I wish I could see his face better, but I can’t read it clearly.
Something’s happening, though, because he’s at my side in
two strides, leaning over me as if he’s the one trying to read

me.
“Something was in your room last night too?”

I can read his facial expression now. If I didn’t know better,
I’d think he wanted to kill someone. And did he say the word
‘t00’? Does that mean he believes something was in my room

tonight?
“Yeah.”

He’s on his knees on the mattress at my side. Because he’s so
heavy, the bed dips dramatically and I slide toward him. Both
my hands are in his as he peers at me as if [’'m about to spill

state secrets.
“Tell me exactly what happened.”

My world has definitely turned topsy-turvy. Perhaps I’ve had
one too many shocks in the last day, because instead of
focusing on the ghost and the loan I doubt I’ll ever be able to

pay back, my gaze has homed in on the way that towel has



loosed its moorings and is sliding down the most gorgeous

green flesh I’ve ever feasted my eyes on.
“Wha-what?”
“Tell me exactly what happened.”

He looks so sincere. I should answer his question, but my
words are coming slowly. Partially because it’s hard to think
after my ghostly visitation. Partly because handsome Zylus is
so damned close and smells so damned good—Iike aged
leather and cedar. Mostly because the towel has quit slipping,
but his cock is now pulsing under the terry cloth.

Maybe there’s some fancy psychological term for the fact that
instead of paying attention to what could be life and death
circumstances, I’m totally focused on the rhythm of his pulse
as it’s revealed by the movement of the monstrous cock hiding

under the towel.

Finally, I drag my thoughts together and sketch the details of
last night’s debacle for him. For the second time tonight, I

catch a glimpse of sheer anger cross his handsome face.

“Don’t worry.” His tone is smooth, confident, and reassuring.

“Don’t ask me how, but I’'m going to fix this.”

And... it’s quiet in this room. Just me, Zylus, and whatever is

lurking under his towel.

“We’ve got a problem.” I manage to keep my gaze on his face,

truly a heroic feat.

“What?”



Be still my heart. There’s something amazing about the way
he’s looking at me. It’s as if there’s only one thing in the
galaxy he desires, and that is to fix whatever problem I might

have.

“I’m not going back in that room.”



Ten

ZYLUS

“No problem. I can put clean sheets on one of the other beds.”

Did I just offer that with a straight face when what I really
want is to tackle her here on this bed and lick every inch of her
delectable body?

“Let me clarify. I’'m not sleeping alone in any room.”

Resisting the urge to shake my head like a character in a
cartoon who’s confused about what he thinks he just heard, I
edge closer, lower my voice, and enquire, “Where do you want

to sleep?”

The flow of time changes from what it has been my entire life.
Defying the laws of physics, it crawls so slowly it feels as if I

have a twenty-minute internal debate while I await her answer.

While I anticipate her reply, I take a luxurious mental detour
and envision her telling me she wants to sleep in this bed with
me. Ten thousand filthy images later, after I’ve imagined all
the things Misty St. Clair and I could do in this bed, she

ansSwers.



“I think the only way I’ll be able to sleep tonight is if we’re in

the same room.”

This time I don’t resist the urge to shake my head to make sure
I heard her right. She’s looking at me innocently, as if she
didn’t just proposition me, so I’d better play back what she
just said. When that doesn’t work, I ask, “What?”

“I think we should sleep in the same room. It should be...
neutral ground. How about dragging some bedding to the
living room floor? We could pretend we’re kids having a

sleepover.”

My raging hard-on deflates faster than a flat tire on a
youngling’s bicycle. A children’s sleepover? I work hard to
erase every vulgar picture I’d just mentally conjured. Just as
quickly as I push one to the back of my mind, two spring up in

its place.

My brain must be broken. I should be thinking about what to
do with my lowlife brother. I should be focused on helping this
poor female regain her sense of safety. Why am I fixated on

sex when there are other pressing matters at hand?

“Great idea. Sleepover,” I say as I warm to the idea of being

her protector.

Five minutes later, I’ve made two pallets on the great room
floor. If Misty had been able to look into my brain, she would
have seen me doing higher mathematics with tangents and
cosines as I calculated the closest distance I could arrange the
bedding without her thinking I’'m a pervert. After all my
computations, though, I nudge the two piles of bedding five



standard inches closer than what seemed the gentlemanly

choice.

It’s only when I stand up and focus on Misty that I realize
she’s been calling my name for a few moments. I guess | was
too preoccupied with geometry and physics to recall the object

of my sexual fantasies was in the room with me.
“Uh, Zylus?”
“Yes?”

The way she’s standing, with her palm cupped firmly over her
mouth, I can’t tell whether she’s holding back laughter or
trying not to be scandalized. It’s only when I realize her other
hand is pointing below my waist that I realize what the

problem is.

I’m naked. The towel I tucked around my waist is nowhere to
be seen. Did it fall off on our walk down the stairs? Have I
been bent over the bedcovers for long minutes showing her my

ass? Or... my cock? My hard-as-steel cock?

“How long?” I grit, then groan. Will she wonder if I’'m talking

about time, or the length of my member?

“Certainly the longest I’ve ever been, um, intimately
acquainted with.” She said that through the hand covering her
mouth, then groaned as she slapped her second palm on top of
the first.

I’m a grown male, so I reject my first thought, which is to run
from the room and never see her again. Instead, I grab one of

the sheets, drape it over one shoulder and tie it tightly so it



covers most of my body. Then I give her the bold, interested

stare I’ve been holding back all day.

“Longest, huh?” I not only force myself to hold her gaze, 1

turn up the heat and give her what I hope is a sexy smirk.

“Mm-hmm.” She nods, ever-so-slowly, as her gaze rakes over

me, brazenly pausing on the tent at my hips.
“You’d say I... measure up?”’
“You’re the handyman. Got a tape measure?”

So many emotions have passed between us over the course of
this day. The awkward first meeting, the stress of the bank, the
increased strain of negotiating a partnership with someone we
just met, and the sheer enormity of this project, not to mention

what she thinks is a ghost.

All of that falls away as we wordlessly acknowledge the
undercurrent sparking between us since the beginning.

Attraction.

We’re standing on opposite sides of the two pallets, so it’s
quite obvious when I inch toward her, our gazes never
faltering. I give her plenty of time to back away or tell me to
halt.

Inst