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Synopsis for BLACK CHRISTMAS




Miri Fox just returned to San Franciso after a harrowing ordeal in Thailand––an ordeal no one really understands except her boss, psychic detective, Quentin Black. But Black leaves Miri and San Francisco not long after they return to the States. Worse, he disappears with no explanation, no warning and without telling her when he’ll return.




Miri won’t answer his calls now and Black is desperate. Can he win back Miri’s trust, after betraying her when she needed him the most?




A Quentin Black Christmas story, featuring Quentin Black and his partner in crime, forensic psychologist, Miri Fox.




NOTE: Takes place just after the end of BLACK AS NIGHT (Quentin Black Mystery #2)




Praise for JC Andrijeski’s Writing

“Andrijeski delivers a whopper of an action flick...” ~ New Myths

“The sexual tension is scorching...” ~ The Muses Circle

“Amazing characters in an out-of-this-world scenario...” ~ The Indie Bookshelf

“The most impressive display of world-building I have seen in a while.” ~ I (Heart) Reading





“BLACK CHRISTMAS”
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I STARED OUT over the water, not noticing that I bit my lip. I forgot Angel sat next to me too. My mind lived somewhere else entirely as I watched pelicans dive for fish off the pier.

Angel reminded me of both things when she spoke.

“He called me, you know,” she said.

Her voice was cautious, borderline probing. I turned at the added meaning there, even before I’d fully made sense of her words.

“Who?” I said.

I knew who she meant. Maybe I just couldn’t believe it.

Maybe I didn’t want to.

To Angel’s credit, she didn’t bother to answer. She just lifted one manicured eyebrow, her full lips pursed. Her light brown eyes scanned my face, studying my expression.

I wasn’t used to her looking as beautiful and relaxed as she did now. It disarmed me somehow, making her look softer, more open maybe. Angel was a homicide detective. Most of the time I saw her, she was sans make-up, her long, braided black hair back in a ponytail, a dark-blue San Francisco Police Department jacket with white lettering encasing her upper body. On her feet she usually wore beat up boots.

Tonight she wore a filmy, indigo-colored blouse that showed off all her curves, a black pencil skirt, gold bracelets and earrings, heeled boots. She looked like she was going on a date later. Looking at her more closely and her perfectly made-up face and dark plum lipstick, I found myself thinking she was. Going on a date, that is.

“Are you seeing Anthony again?” I said.

Angel rolled her eyes. “Nice dodge, doc.”

“Why the hell would Black call you?”

Angel shrugged, toying with her coffee cup with one hand. “He says you won’t talk to him.” She looked up, that sharper cop look in her eyes. “He says he’s worried about you.”

I went back to biting my lip.

“What happened over there, Miriam?” she said. “Where’s Black?”

Shifting my own cup around on its saucer I went back to staring out the window of the restaurant. I watched the pelicans wheeling over the fading light of the San Francisco Bay.

“I don’t know,” I lied.
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WE’D ONLY BEEN back in San Francisco a few days when he left.

He didn’t tell me until that day. Really... he didn’t tell me until a few hours before his flight was scheduled to take off. An international flight. Which meant he had to leave his apartment on California Street in minutes. The apartment we’d been sharing since we got back from Bangkok, only a few days earlier.

He had a bag packed. He was checking his watch a lot.

He was avoiding looking at me.

I think I’d mostly been confused.

He’d barely left my side since we got back from Bangkok. He’d barely wanted me to go out of the building without him, and he’d cut my work schedule down to the bare bones while he did background checks on all of his staff. He said he did those periodically anyway, given his line of work and the fact that his PI and security firm still took some contracts with the government... but I suspected the timing had something to do with Bangkok too.

Then, out of nowhere, he says he’s leaving.

That he wants me to stay behind.

Here, in San Francisco. Without him.

“Miri,” he said, even as his assistant buzzed him, telling him the car was ready for him downstairs. “Miri, I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can. I swear to the gods I will.”

I’d just nodded, numb.

In that moment, I wasn’t sure how I felt.

People went on trips. They went on trips all the time. Business trips. Trips to visit family, friends. Vacation.

What was the big deal?

I didn’t really understand, I guess.

I think my brain had turned off.

It wasn’t until I saw the door close behind him that the fist closed inside my chest. I found myself standing in his living room, unable to breathe.

I couldn’t breathe.
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NICK WAS LESS delicate than Angel had been.

Naoko “Nick” Tanaka, another homicide detective, but one I’d met during my tour in the Middle East and had now known for over ten years––was always less delicate than Angel.

“What the fuck happened to you, Miri?” he said.

We were at the martial arts club.

His dark eyes looked me over, that critical cop gaze of his scanning details, marking them. Probably tagging them with small labels, giving them meaning, building pictures brick by brick as he assessed the scene of the crime.

I still had a limp from what happened to my foot and leg.

It was my wrists that caught Nick’s attention though.

He stopped right before we were about to go into a sparring clinch. I saw his dark eyes widen. I saw his handsome face go pale, his mouth harden into a significantly less cop-like frown. He grabbed my arm, staring down at the remnants of deep rope burns on both of my wrists. His cop eyes raked over the rest of me a second time, resting briefly on my foot, which I still favored, even though I’d decided to come back to the club anyway.

My coach was okay with it; he just joked that I shouldn’t kick anyone with that foot for awhile. I’d tried to smile at his joke, but I’m not sure I pulled that off either.

“Jesus.” Nick’s eyes went from angry to shocked. He pushed up the sleeve of my gee, saw the marks from needles, the bruises. “Jesus fucking Christ... Miri.”

He looked up at me, his eyes wide.

“What happened to you?” He swallowed. “What the fuck happened?”

I pulled my arm away from him, tugging the sleeve down over my arm.

“Someone was holding you,” he said, his voice still shocked. “Who, Miri? Who took you?”

My lips pursed.

Truthfully though, I didn’t know how to answer him. I thought about everything in Bangkok, about what happened. Where did you start in a story like that?

How did you begin to answer a question like that?

“Were you held hostage, Miri?” Nick said, his voice lower, but firmer.

I met his gaze, still struggling to think.

Still, Nick and I didn’t lie to each other.

Well, not usually.

“Yes,” I said, shrugging.

“I’m going to kill that fucker,” Nick exploded. “I’m really going to kill him this time, Miri.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t Black’s fault.”

“The hell it wasn’t! That’s the second time he’s nearly gotten you killed... in less than six months, for crying out loud...” Nick looked me over, that more stricken look back in his eyes. “Miri... my God. What happened?” Seeming to see something in my face at the question that time, he winced, backtracking. “Are you seeing anyone?”

I stared at him blankly. “Seeing anyone?” For some reason, I couldn’t comprehend what he meant. For a second I thought he was asking me if I was dating.

“Trauma counseling,” he said. “Jesus, Miri. You’re a fucking psychologist. You of all people should know you need to see someone after something like this––”

But I was already shaking my head, as soon as I understood. I spoke before I knew what I intended to say.

“No, no... no,” I said, still shaking my head. I wrapped my arms around myself, still shaking my head. “No, I don’t think so, Nick. I will. But not yet.”

“Not yet?” He stepped closer to me and I backed off, almost before I realized I’d done it. I saw that impact him in some way too and bit my lip. He lowered his voice, talking to me more gently than maybe he ever had.

Somehow that only made it worse.

“Miri,” he said, holding up a hand. “Miri... this is big. This is really big. This isn’t a small thing. You need to talk to someone.”

I swallowed, avoiding his eyes. I knew Nick knew what he was talking about. While we’d been in Afghanistan, he’d been taken once. I knew some of what happened to him there, what they’d done to him. I hadn’t been his shrink, of course––we both knew that probably wasn’t a great idea, just because we’d been friends for so long. Even so, we’d talked. A lot.

Over a lot of alcohol mostly.

“Please, Miri,” he said, his eyes serious. “Please. As your friend who loves you...” He stopped on the word, as if it shocked him. “Please, okay? I’ll make the appointment for you. I’ll drive you there... wait for you. If you don’t have anyone, we’ve got a good guy. He does critical incidents... not just for cops. He’s talked to a few kidnap victims too... including vets.”

I nodded. I’m not sure I was really hearing him, though.

“Okay,” I said. “All right.”

“You’ll do it?”

I barely hesitated that time, nodding. “Okay. Sure.”

I think I just wanted that look out of Nick’s eyes.

I watched him stalk off the mat, unwrapping the bindings on his knuckles as he went. I saw a puzzled look from our coach as he looked between the two of us, but I also felt him intuiting to stay out of it. Even as I thought it, he went back to giving pointers to the other paired fighters sparring on other parts of the mat, pretending he hadn’t noticed that Nick and I weren’t doing the exercise with everyone else.

I could feel where Nick was going, too.

Being a psychic sometimes gave me information I neither looked for, nor really wanted.

He was going to get his phone. He was going to make an appointment for me right now, even if it meant calling his “guy” at his private residence and threatening him with bodily harm to make a hole in his schedule for the very next morning.

Nick was a “get it done” kind of guy. It was how he coped.

I knew that about him.

I was okay with it usually, but now I wished he was a little less proactive. A little less Type-A, maybe. A little less afraid for me.

All of what happened in Bangkok felt too recent, too new... too raw. It also, paradoxically, seemed so long ago now. I wanted it just to go away. I didn’t want to talk about it with Nick’s guy, no matter how good he was. I didn’t want to talk about it with anyone.

But that’s not really true either, is it Miriam... ? a voice whispered.

It was my voice, not Black’s.

The words still clutched at my heart.

I bit my lip, watching Nick on his phone. I watched him frown, pacing back and forth in the carpeted observation area filled with folding chairs that overlooked the sparring mats.

Of course Nick was right.

My “shrink” brain knew he was right. Although the days had blurred together in the time since, confusing me, I’d only been back from Bangkok a week at that point. Ten days at most.

It hadn’t been long at all.

The truth was, I wanted Black.

Some part of me hated that I wanted him, but I couldn't help it. I’d never been dependent on anyone like that before. I’d never been that kind of person.

But I wanted Black.

And Black was gone.
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HE CALLED EVERY night.

He called during the day, too.

He called me through his work, trying to reach me at my desk at the building on California Street. He tried to reach me through his assistant, who even routed calls into the apartment’s intercom system while I was still sleeping in his bed. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to quit my job yet, even apart from the six-month contract I’d signed with Black Securities and Investigations, so technically I still worked for him.

I still refused his calls.

When I worked out of my old office on Fillmore, they routed calls from him there, too. I didn’t answer those either.

After another week had gone by, he started sending me things, too.

I didn’t open them.

When I moved out of his apartment, he knew. Someone on his team knew at least, since the packages started showing up at my old apartment in the Richmond instead.

I think it was around the fifth package I received that I started bringing them back to the building on California Street. I left them in his apartment rather than his office, placing them in an orderly line along the smooth, volcanic-stone bar in his kitchen.

Nick’s trauma guy, another vet turned shrink by the name of “Roger,” although about twenty years older than me, asked me why I didn’t open any of the boxes. That was our fourth or fifth session, I think. By then, I’d told him that I didn’t blame Black for what happened to me in Bangkok. I told him that I understood that Black needed to leave, that I knew it had nothing to do with me, that he probably had good reasons for not telling me where he was.

Roger asked, so then why not open the boxes?

I didn’t know how to answer.

I didn’t know how to tell him that I didn’t even want to touch them, since somehow every one of those packages felt like him.

Whatever answer I eventually gave, I could tell it didn’t satisfy Roger.

I wondered if he was talking to Nick about me.

Either way, Nick came by a lot.

He didn’t call ahead, probably because he knew I’d tell him not to come. He usually brought wine. A few times he brought harder things.

One of those nights, I kissed him.

I think it confused him more than anything, although he kissed me back. After those first, awkward few seconds, he kissed me back harder... and then enthusiastically enough to catch me off-guard. I slid my arms around his neck when he pulled me against him. My mind went blissfully blank for some part of that as I lost myself in his lips and tongue.

Something made me pull back though, not long after he started undressing me.

Nick was hard by then, turned on enough that both of us were having trouble thinking straight. Maybe I’d expected him to be the one to say no. Maybe I’d been waiting for him to do that, and let it go on too long as a result. Either way, I ended up feeling guilty, and like I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it to Nick––and it wasn’t only the weirdness of trying to seduce one of my oldest friends while he felt sorry for me and both of us were drunk.

I didn’t want to think about what else made me pull away.

Nick left not long after.

I could feel guilt on him, some sense he’d let things go too far, too.

He didn’t let that stop him from coming by my apartment to force me out of the isolation of my cave, however. He showed up the very next night, another bottle in hand, his trademark smile curving his lips. He pushed his way through my front door before I could make up my mind whether to let him in, then he was on my couch with the remote, flipping through channels and muttering about comedies on pay-per-view.

He also told me he’d invited Angel.

She showed up maybe an hour later, three bags of Chinese food in tow and looking like she just got off work.

Nick brought Angel along more often than not after that, I noticed.

Another thing changed, too.

That same day, the phone calls from Black finally stopped.
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IT DIDN’T SNOW in San Francisco. Well, it maybe had one or two times, in my entire life.

My point was, unless you’re really big into shopping or hanging out downtown, it’s easy to forget when Christmas is coming here. I usually tracked it more through decorations on the stores and in the malls, and sometimes on my neighbor’s and friend’s houses.

I’d been doing a lot less of that this year though.

Shopping. Going to friends’ houses. Going to parties.

I’d been doing a lot less of everything, really, and I’d never been a big holiday person before.

It’s hard to face holidays when you’ve lost most of your family. My sister and I lost our parents when we were kids. I lost Zoe not long after I turned eighteen.

For the same reason, I also didn’t want to stay home for the holidays on my own, though.

As a result of all these things, ever since I’d met him over in Afghanistan, Christmas had become a holiday I spent at Nick’s house. There, surrounded by his crazy family and usually part of Angel’s, since they grew up in the same neighborhood and their families were still close... it was easy to relax into someone else’s idea of normal.

Nick was a first-generation American in a Japanese family, but his parents loved American holidays.

They’d also lived in the United States long enough to have embraced American-style Christmas with open arms. I was pretty sure Nick’s mom, who didn’t even speak Japanese very well at this point, despite her parents barely speaking English, came to the United States when she was four or five. So to call her an immigrant was only marginally accurate, at least in terms of culture.

Culturally speaking, Yumi Tanaka was American, through and through.

Whatever the mish-mash of their family’s backgrounds and philosophical views on American culture itself, on the issue of Christmas, they were all in perfect agreement.

Namely, they went all out.

Their Christmas started firmly at ten o’clock in the morning on Christmas Eve.

It was pretty much a full two-day affair too––including sleepovers for those directly involved––and not including all of the decorating, tree hunting and gathering, gift shopping, alcohol purchasing, cooking, clothes shopping and other pre-Christmas festivities that occurred in the lead-up weeks prior to the event.

At the Tanaka house, it was all big trees, lights everywhere, gifts for Nick’s nieces and nephews that were often as tall as they were, stockings on the chimney, Christmas carols, plates of cookies and carrots for Santa and his reindeer... a disturbingly large collection of Christmas decorations on the lawn and multi-colored lights on the eaves.

Some of that might have been the shift in incomes, since one of Nick’s older sisters hit it big as a corporate lawyer and investment banker.

About ten years ago, she’d moved their parents to a house in Potrero Hill, which gave them the freedom to indulge their Christmas fetish to a whole new level. Their old neighborhood in Hunter’s Point, where Nick grew up with Angel, tended to be a lot less “festive.” In Hunter’s Point, Christmas decorations were more likely to be ripped out of lawns or off roofs... or maybe wrapped around the front bumper of some punk kid’s car as he did donuts in your front yard.

Their new place in Potrero Hill was significantly more neighborly.

Potrero Hill meant long walks to look at the other houses on the street where all of the trees were lit up and their neighbor’s Christmas displays gave them a run for their money. Potrero Hill meant bus trips down to Ghiradelli Square to get chocolate and watch the lit-up cable cars pass by. Potrero Hill also meant bigger trees from the tree farms up near Big Basin, along with more singing, more presents, more shopping... more lit-up reindeer on the lawn and more ridiculous inflatable Santa Clauses and abominable snowmen and oversized wreaths.

Nick wouldn’t take no for an answer this year.

Believe me, I tried.

I even tried feigning sick, but he didn’t buy it.

He sent Angel and her cousins to get me the morning of Christmas Eve–-which they did––enveloping me in warm, jacket-clad bodies and talking over and around me in loud voices as we stuffed ourselves in the back of Angel’s mint condition, midnight blue with white racing stripes, 1970 Plymouth Hemi Barracuda. It was a vehicle I often forgot she had since she only rode her motorcycle to work, and generally kept her car safely locked in a garage where she maybe wiped it down with an oiled cloth diaper once a week.

It was a tight fit, getting five of us in the back seat and two up front with Angel, who gripped the wheel like she expected us to hit an IED any minute.

The car was her baby, though.

She’d fixed it up with her father before he died.

She only took it out a few times a year, and usually for road trips. Carting around the female half of her extended family in the middle of a major city to pick up alcohol, coffee, donuts for the next morning and more corn chips for Nick’s cousins before heading to the Tanaka house probably had her blood pressure halfway up to critical.

Angel’s family, the Deveraux’s, were equally Christmassy in orientation as the Tanakas, so when I got crammed into that back seat between four of her cousins, spirits were already high. I almost couldn’t hear for the laughter and the bantering around me and at least one of them smelled distinctly of Peppermint Schnapps.

A few times, Angel caught my gaze in the rearview mirror and chuckled, which told me that shoving me in the back with her garrulous cousins hadn’t been an accident either.

It was hard to hide, surrounded in all of that warmth.

When we got to Nick’s parents’ house, it only got harder.

I ended up in the backyard with Nick and five of his nieces, four of his nephews, Angel’s three younger cousins and Angel herself, playing a game of soccer with the weirdest rules I think I’d ever encountered––rules that kept changing every three or four minutes.

Most of the adults chose to sit the game out, although a few joined in here and there before retreating to the back deck where they sat and gossiped and drank beer while they waited for the chicken and ribs to finish cooking on the barbecue.

I had a few pangs that I should be helping his mother in the kitchen, but Nick only rolled his eyes when I mentioned it.

“Cooking isn’t your gift, doc,” he teased me.

“I can cook a few things,” I said, indignant.

“Really?” he tossed back. “When’s the last time you made Kaiseki Ryori? Or rolled sushi for that matter?”

“That's what she’s making?”

“She makes that every year.”

Remembering he was right, I nodded.

“She likes doing it anyway,” Nick added in a lower voice. “And she’d grill the crap out of you if you went in there. She’ll want to know all about Ian and why you two broke up and who I’m dating and whatever else.” Flushing a bit, maybe because he’d just tracked what he was saying back to the other night at my apartment, he shrugged. “She means well... but she has all the tact of a drunk rhino, you know that. And she’s been hoping you and me would hook up since I met you.”

“Really?” I said, stunned. “Since when?”

He rolled his eyes again, that time snorting in disbelief.

“Since always,” he said. “She didn’t say anything when you were with Ian, of course. She’s not that out of touch.”

I must have looked blown away still, because he snorted again.

“Jeez, Miri... she’s not exactly subtle. And she likes you, so it’s kind of a no-brainer. She can’t stand most of the women I bring home.”

Somehow, in the wake of our aborted make-out session the other night, the conversation landed with me differently than it would have, even a few weeks earlier. I also found myself somewhat wary of why he’d brought it up. For the first time, I found myself thinking Nick might actually be probing me, trying to get a reaction.

As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I found myself looking at him differently. I watched him try to hide embarrassment once he noticed me watching him, too.

As far as the cooking, I knew he was right, but I also felt strangely guilty getting let off the hook so easily. In previous years I’d been there to help decorate the tree at least, and to help Nick’s father hang the Christmas lights without killing himself. I’d also done a lot of table-setting and cleaning and washing up and so on, and usually I helped set up the spare rooms.

This year, no one asked me to do anything, which made me wonder what Nick told them.

Still, it was a lot easier to avoid probing conversations with adults while surrounded by kids who just wanted me to kick a ball at them or swing them around by the arms periodically.

After we’d all stuffed ourselves on food and I’d had enough beers to get talked into playing poker––a game that got pretty rowdy and included Nick, Angel, Nick’s father, Nick’s sisters, Maya and Naomi, two of his uncles and Angel’s three cousins, all of whom claimed they were going to have us for breakfast, being card sharks from Louisiana––Nick’s mom announced we were all going for a walk to look at the lights and “burn off some of the fumes” as she put it.

She wasn’t wrong really.

It was while I was strolling along the sidewalk, smiling as Nick’s nephews and nieces ran up and down the street pointing at lit-up cartoon characters and animals, that I first felt him.

I stiffened, biting my lip even before he spoke.

Miri...  His voice was soft, almost a caress. Miri... please talk to me... please...

I felt my jaw clench, although I couldn’t pinpoint the emotion there exactly. It wasn’t that cold out, especially since we’d been climbing up and down hills for the past forty minutes, pausing now and then to get our breath on the steep sidewalks. Even so, I pulled my coat around me tighter, shoving my hands deeper in my pockets.

Miri, please... please talk to me... I’ll do anything...

I felt that pain starting in my chest, the same one I couldn’t breathe through the day he left.

Miri, I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to.

But you did, I sent, before I knew I meant to.

I’ll explain everything when I get back. I didn’t have any choice. You have to believe me...

I shook my head, but I couldn’t decide what I meant by that either. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him, not exactly. Maybe some part of me was just telling him to go away.

I miss you, he sent, softer. I miss you so much.

I swallowed, glancing over at where Nick stood with his nephews, staring up at a house with so many lit decorations across the front, it looked like something from a movie set.

You haven’t missed me as much lately, I sent drily.

Silence. I could almost feel the intensity behind it that time.

Realizing I was jabbing at him deliberately, I sighed.

Merry Christmas, Black, I sent, softer.

Can you... get away from him? His voice sounded openly frustrated, even inside my mind. Can we be alone for a little while, Miri? Please? Gods, I need to be alone with you...

Why? I sent. You’re not here. We wouldn’t really be alone anyway.

The frustration I felt on him grew more intense.

I could feel him trying to restrain it, just like I could feel him doing everything in his power not to ask me about Nick.

I’m not sleeping with Nick, Black, I told him finally.

He didn’t answer. I felt the heat there though, intensely enough that I was having trouble thinking past it. Anger wasn’t the right word. Fear wasn’t either... or even jealousy. Shaking my head when I felt him restraining himself from answering, I exhaled.

You’re being ridiculous, I told him.

He didn’t answer that time, either. His presence flooded into me though, nearly making me lose sight of the street around me as I walked. It confused me, brought that pain back to my chest, then another irrational flush of anger.

We both know your bed hasn’t exactly been empty since you left, I retorted, still trying to get a reaction out of him. Or were you about to lie to me about that too, Black?

The silence deepened.

Then he sounded openly surprised. Maybe even hurt.

Why would you say that to me, Miri?

“Why the hell do you think?” I snapped, speaking aloud.

Nick’s mother turned, giving me a startled look.

I bit my tongue, shoving my hands deeper in my pockets as I sped up my pace.

I didn’t bother to answer her questioning look.

Even so, I felt myself flush, and not only because I’d been acting like a crazy person in the middle of their holiday stroll through Christmas lights and neatly manicured front yards. I didn’t want to talk to Black, but I couldn’t seem to make myself want to shove him away, either.

I didn’t want him to see me acting like a crazy person, either.

I didn’t want to have to explain to him why I didn’t want to talk to him, or why I did want to talk to him, or why I cared, or why I couldn’t even come up with coherent words to explain any of how I felt to him, or why I so badly wanted to yell at him right now. I didn’t want to talk to him about why my stomach hurt just from hearing his voice, or why I felt so fucking abandoned when he walked out that day and acted like it was no big deal to leave me.

Miri. His presence grew achingly soft. Warmth blasted into my chest, affection, making me close my eyes, pulling on me. Miri, gods, Miri. I––

I could feel what he was about to say, and I shook my head.

No. Don’t say it. I gritted my teeth. Don’t say that to me when you’re thousands of miles away and sending me trinkets with your vast millions of dollars, just to shut me up...

That’s not why. That’s not why!

Then why? What do you want from me? Feeling my anger harden, I thought about Nick again, deliberately thinking about that kiss, about how good it had been, the fact that just that afternoon, Nick had been feeling me out for more than just a drunken kiss. Feeling the intensity of Black’s reaction somewhere in the background, even as he tried to keep it from me, I realized I was trying to hurt him, trying to shove him away from me.

Or maybe trying to bring him back.

Miri, he began. Gods, Miri. You’re driving me fucking crazy. You must know. You must know how I feel about you. How much I––

But I still couldn’t hear it.

Go away, Black, I sent coldly.

He fell silent. I clenched my jaw harder.

Just leave me alone and go away, I sent. Please.

That time, after what felt like a really long pause...

He did.
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I FELT BAD about what I’d said to him later.

I felt bad, I saw how crazy I was acting, how I wasn’t being reasonable.

So when they offered me a place on the couch, I told them I was going to take a cab home and come back in the morning.

Nick frowned. From his expression, he maybe even guessed what I was thinking.

Or maybe... probably... I just read into the look he gave me to a ridiculous degree.

Either way, I didn’t budge on leaving. I promised all of them that I’d be back in the morning before they woke, and that I’d be there when they came down to open their presents. I promised Nick and Angel first, but I didn’t see Nick relax until he saw me saying it to his kid nieces.

It’s one thing to lie to adults, but Nick knew I’d never lie to those kids.

So I called a cab, and sat on the porch with Nick and Angel, sharing sips off a bottle of tequila Nick opened while we waited for the cab company to wade through the dozens of drunken calls they’d already gotten. Almost an hour had passed before it was finally my turn on the queue and a bright green cab pulled up to the curb.

“You really don’t have to leave, Miri,” Nick told me, grabbing my hand as I stood up from the porch steps. “There’s plenty of room. Really.”

That time, maybe because he’d drunk enough, I felt the heat behind the request. I also felt the extra pressure on my fingers as he held on to me a few seconds too long.

I almost wondered if Angel noticed too, since she cleared her throat, looking away as she took another swig off the half-finished bottle, her expression neutral.

I disentangled my hand from his gently.

“I need to go home, Nick,” I said. I smiled at him. “But I’ll be here bright and early to help you fine-tune that hangover. And I’ll bring coffee.”

He grunted, smiling, but I saw the tautness behind it.

Briefly, I almost wondered if he’d ask me about Black.

He didn’t though. He just watched me until I walked to the curb and opened the cab door.
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HE MUST HAVE been listening. Watching at least.

I went home and took a shower, then crawled into bed without bothering to get dressed. I lay there, under the covers, naked with wet hair, when I felt Black’s presence cautiously pooling around me again.

Something about the way he did it felt almost like asking permission.

You’re not going to open any presents from me, are you? he sent softly, after I exhaled, making it clear I knew he was there. Not even one? Not even if I ask?

No, I sent.

Even so, I felt the part of me that had already softened.

Some deeper, less conscious part of me had already relaxed; it couldn’t help but relax once I felt him with me. I wasn’t sure if that irritated me more than it genuinely relaxed me though, at least in the conscious part of my mind.

I didn’t like needing him. I didn’t want to need anyone, not like that.

We’re seers, he sent, hearing me. Things work differently for seers, Miriam.

He said it matter-of-factly, as if that explained everything.

I knew for him it did... in some ways, at least.

His thoughts grew even softer.

Not even one present, Miri? Not even if I ask really, really nicely? He pulled on me more, his thoughts warmer, more deliberately coaxing. I sent you an actual Christmas present this time, Miri. A real one.

I let out a low snort. As opposed to what?

Groveling presents, he sent at once. The others were groveling. This is a present-present.

Sighing, I stared up at my ceiling. Is it here? The non-groveling present?

Yes. I felt a flush of pleasure on him when he felt me wavering. Outside your door. You practically tripped on it walking in. I didn’t want to say anything then.

Staring up at the ceiling, I fought with the part of me that wanted to argue with him more, that wanted to resist the warmth he was pooling all over me.

It felt futile though.

Exhaling in a near growl, I threw back the covers.

I could feel that he’d relaxed too, and not entirely because I wasn’t yelling at him anymore. I didn’t really want to think about why that was, or if it had anything to do with the fact that I’d left Nick’s house, knowing Black wouldn’t want me to sleep there.

It doesn’t, he sent. His thoughts grew more blunt, carried more of an edge. But I appreciate it, doc... a lot. More than I should probably tell you right now.

I’m not sleeping with him, Black, I sent, exasperated.

Just shoving your tongue down his throat when you’re drunk, he growled. Just letting him put his fucking hands on you...

The words came out hard, abrupt. I felt regret on him the instant he said them.

I also felt I wasn’t the only one who had been drinking.

Even so, a denser heat reached his thoughts.

Gods, Miri. Don’t do that again... please. I just about fucking lost it. I’m still not... handling it well, Miriam...

I shook my head as I crossed my living room in the dark.

You don’t get to tell me what to do, I informed him. Not when you leave like you did. Not when you take off and won’t even tell me why. You don’t get a vote, Black.

Don’t I? he sent, harder. You seem to have some pretty strong opinions about what I do with my cock when you’re not around.

I flinched, frowning at that, but I didn’t answer at first.

We’re friends, Black, I sent. That’s all.

Bullshit.

I meant me and Nick, I sent, annoyed.

No you didn’t, he sent back, sharper. And stop fucking with me, please. Please, Miri. And stop pretending you don’t know I think of you as my girlfriend. Or that you don’t know how completely fucking insane it made me, having to watch you with Nick the other night...

No one made you watch, I retorted.

You’re my girlfriend, Miriam... in my mind at least. Don’t pretend you didn’t hear that part. If you want me to think about you differently, you need to tell me...

I sighed, shaking my head. We’ve never even slept together, Black.

Is that the criteria now? For being with someone? To have had intercourse?

No. I pursed my lips though, standing in front of my closed front door. Why haven’t we slept together, Black? You know I would have, those days when we first got back from Bangkok. I as much as asked you for it.

The silence deepened again.

Can we talk about that later, Miri?

I paused, even as I finished undoing the last lock on the door to my flat.

“Why?” I said aloud.

He didn’t answer.

Exhaling in exasperation when the silence deepened, I opened the door, not thinking about the fact that the outdoor light was on over my porch until I’d already swung it wide. Making a snap decision, I leaned out and snatched the package up anyway, despite my lack of clothes.

Bringing it inside, I closed the door behind me.

Thanks for that, he muttered as I re-locked the door. Now I’m going to worry about your fucking neighbors, on top of everything else...

Did any of them see that? I sent.

There was a silence, and I shook my head when I realized he was actually looking.

You’re ridiculous, I told him.

I’m worried about you, he snapped.

Biting my lip when I felt the emotion behind that, I decided to let it go.

I looked at the box I held in my hands. His mind had gone silent again, so I didn’t have access to any of my usual guessing games.

Pausing to light a few candles on the coffee table where I’d left matches earlier, I sat cross-legged on the floor by the same table, on a rug I had left over from my parents’ house. Pulling one of the glass candleholders down to the floor, I placed the box down in front of me. I didn’t bother to look for scissors but found the seams in the brown paper with my fingers, plucking at the tape and then tearing the paper to get it open.

The box was relatively small. It was square, about the size of something that might hold a coffee mug, or a balled up T-shirt.

Wrong and wrong, Black sent, but his voice sounded calmer again, almost amused.

I finally got the box open, only to find tissue paper inside.

Look harder, he sent, smiling at me through the space.

At the bottom was a felt bag. Lifting it up and hefting the weight a little, I opened it, and a pendant dropped out, landing in my palm.

I held it up to the candlelight, and immediately flinched, recognizing it.

Fingering the design compulsively, I realized I could feel him on it too and stopped, swallowing. Where did you find this? I asked him. Realizing tears had come to my eyes, I blinked them away, swallowing. It was lost. It wasn’t on her when––

I know, he sent. And I can’t tell you how, not right now.

But it’s hers? I sent, almost afraid of the answer.

Yes. He sighed, and I felt grief on him, real enough and intense enough that it closed my throat. Do you know what it means, Miri? he sent, his voice softer, but lighter somehow too. I could feel him pulling on me softly, trying to pull me out of the spiral where I could feel myself going. It was your mother’s once, wasn’t it? Before she gave it to your sister?

I nodded, wiping my face with one hand. I found myself clutching the pendant again once I’d done it, unwilling to let go of it with either set of fingers.

Yes, I sent. Yes. It was a wedding present. It was supposed to be about her and my dad.

I expected Black to be puzzled by that, to ask me what I meant.

Instead, he went completely silent again.

That means something to you? I sent.

I felt him hedging, but not really in avoidance.

Maybe, he sent after that pause. I honestly don't know. But where I’m from, the original seers, it was said that the seer races first came from the ocean. Some of the original clans... older tribes I mean, where I was from... they believed some animals were the relatives of seers. They thought that even now, those same animals carried their souls. And humans, they were the third race, according to that myth. The third race is said to come from the stars...

He paused, and I could almost see him there, sprawled out on a couch, his arm slung over his head as he gazed up at the ceiling.

The main myth that people believed, they called it the Myth of Three, he added. It got distorted a lot over the years, and used by different groups for some pretty dark things, political and otherwise. But the original Myths, they’re beautiful, Miri. Like living light. It’s like music to hear them... especially when they were spoken by some of the elders.

I listened to him, realizing I’d never felt him like this before.

Looking down at the symbol in my hand, I nodded, thinking about his words.

Whatever it was to Black, to me it was Tlingit art, a Native American tribe from the Northwest. Some of my ancestors supposedly came from that tribe, on my mother’s side. My mom proudly told us she came from several different tribes––plains tribes, and those from the coast, a clan of warriors who lived on the sea. Her grandfather, who still lived in the Northwest, near Canada, had been an artist in that tradition.

The symbol in my hand was that of a Blackfish, or an Orca.

I’d never seen another one like it before, which is how I knew it was Zoe’s.

It was the same pendant she’d worn for as long as I could remember while she’d been alive, but that had been missing from her body in death.

According to our mother, our grandfather made it when she and my father were married. It depicted a Blackfish in silver in the middle of an arcing jump, with three bright stars below it, nestled in the curve of its body.

Ocean and stars. Water and sky––like Black said.

It was beautiful and ornate and it was family somehow, like a living representation of what I was. I’d been jealous that my mother gave it to Zoe and not to me.

Now I would give anything if I could hand it back to her.

Looking down at it now, I rubbed it with my fingers, trying to feel my sister and my mom through the metal. I felt Black instead, the warmth of him, as if he’d stared at it like I was now.

Merry Christmas, he sent softly.

Wiping my face again, I nodded, clutching the pendant in my hand.

I’m sorry about Nick, I told him. I’m sorry I flipped out when you left.

I felt Black relax, even as a harder pulse of pain left him.

I’m sorry I left, he sent, even softer. You have no idea how badly I wish I could’ve stayed, Miriam. How badly I want to be there right now.

When are you coming back? I asked.

It came out more like a demand than a real question.

He sighed, and I almost heard him making that clicking sound of his as he laid there, eyes closed where he stretched out on a couch on a different side of the world.

He didn’t answer me.
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I HAD THE pendant around my neck when I slid back under the covers.

I felt him there still, almost felt the question on him when I realized he wasn’t going to leave.

What? I sent. Did you want to talk some more?

Talk? he murmured.

There was a loaded pause, then I felt that heat intensify in my chest. Pain followed it, a pulling, aching kind of pain I associated only with him. It wasn’t really pain, not exactly, although he called it that, too. It was more like desire––an intense, frustratingly intense, longing kind of desire that I felt almost physically.

No. I don’t want to talk, Miri, he finished.

Letting my weight sink into the mattress, I smiled in spite of myself, shaking my head as my eyes looked up at the dark ceiling. The pendant felt cold against my bare skin.

Is this like psychic phone sex? I asked. Is that what you’re angling for right now?

We called it Barrier sex where I’m from, but yeah, he sent. I want to fuck, Miri. When I reacted, flushing at his words, that heat on him intensified, making my breath catch when he felt me thinking about it. What about you? he sent, his mind coaxing again, cautious. Can we do this? Are you still mad at me, Miri?

Are you going to leave your clothes on? I asked him, still fingering the pendant.

No.

I watched in my mind’s eye as he sat up. He pulled the shirt over his head, then reached for his belt, unbuckling the clasp with clumsy fingers. He was already breathing harder, even before he stood up, unfastening the front of his pants before he shoved them down, stepping out of them along with the boxer briefs he wore below and leaving them on the floor by the couch. I couldn’t help but notice that he was already hard, that his body was warmer where I felt it through the connection between us.

The urgency sparking through him caught in my throat, even before I saw him lay back down, his eyes closed as he settled on the leather couch.

Gaos...  he muttered. I can already tell this isn’t going to be enough.

Whose fault is that?

Shut up, he murmured. Are you really okay with me doing this?

I smiled, puzzled. I assumed we were just going to watch each other masturbate?

Not exactly, he sent, cagier that time.

Before I could ask him what he meant, his presence flooded over mine. It was so intense that time I let out a low gasp, my back arching even as he pulled me out of my body, pulling me...

Black, I sent. Black... what are you doing?

Then we were somewhere else, and he was there too.

I felt his body against mine, shockingly real... his hands almost rough as he pinned me to whatever I lay on. Once I focused down on it I saw a bed––complete with sheets and bedposts and a silk comforter. I knew it wasn’t real, just like the stars above me weren’t real, the water I saw flowing by our bed, the long black dorsal fins gliding through the glass-like surface.

He had his fingers in me then and I groaned, arching against him.

I couldn’t slow down the intensity of feeling that washed over me.

I was clutching his back then, gasping when he kissed me, and I felt his tongue. My fingers fisted in his hair, pulling on him, my legs wrapped around his waist, but it wasn’t enough. I felt like I was trying to pull him inside of me, under my skin... I felt him trying to do the same. Those flickers of frustration were the only things that broke the illusion, reminding me that it wasn’t real.

A memory hit me, of what I’d wanted from him before he left, and his whole body writhed above me, right before he let out a deeper-toned, heavier groan than I had.

Miri... can I... can I... ?

I nodded to him somewhere in that and then...

He was inside me.

I cried out, feeling him there, but still not enough.

He drove into me harder.

Then harder, liquid heat swimming through me... through him.

I felt a near violence on him. A wanting so intense it made me want to hurt him.

It wasn’t enough.

It wasn’t enough.

Fuck...  His voice broke, even as he let out a longer cry. Fuck... Miri... Miri...

My hands dug into his back, but it still wasn’t enough. I wrapped my legs tighter around him, gasping, pulling him further inside me.

Nothing was enough.

He arched into me again, harder, and I felt that frustration building on him too. I saw his eyes close in that space, got a glimpse of him naked and sweating on that couch.

I came... hard.

So hard I bucked against him, my jaw clenched, eyes closed. I lost track of both places even as I heard him talking to me, felt his hands on me... felt his frustration... his desire. I felt him wanting to have sex with me for real. I felt him fantasizing about it, even as his hands roamed over me in this unreal place, even as he kissed my mouth, slowing his body right before he slammed it into me harder.

He raised his head, his jaw clenched as he slammed into me again, letting out a low groan.

Gods...  he groaned. This is making me fucking crazy...

Images flickered behind his eyes. Some of them were intense enough to make me flinch. On my knees in front of him, his fingers clenched in my hair, my body... gods. He had things in me, my wrists cuffed behind my back... then the image broke, shifting... and I was tied to his bed, his hands holding me down, his mind and his tongue, his cock and fingers learning things about me that made my skin blush where he held me. He started off coaxing me, seducing me... then he started making demands, forcing me with his body and hands. He pushed on me harder, looking for limits. Looking for where I would say no.

Right then, he didn’t hit very many, and I felt that pain on him worsen.

I remembered that he was built different.

He was built like a seer, not a human.

Seers had an extra part. He called it a hirik, which meant “thorn” in the language where he was from. It looked like a thorn too, a hard, curved thorn out of the soft end of his cock, that was supposed to fit like a puzzle piece in an equal but opposite part of me.

He wanted to use that on me. He wanted to use it so fucking badly.

Just thinking about it made him have to fight not to come.

That pain in me worsened, grew unbearable...

I’m a virgin, he blurted.

I looked up at him, stared at him, at his body and face silhouetted by stars.

He must have felt my disbelief.

He’d just been showing me images of him tying me to his bed, blindfolded, my legs locked apart. Fucking me from behind while he––

I don’t mean that, he sent, clenching his jaw. He was still breathing harder, exuding frustration so intensely I was gripping his arms in both of my hands, unable to loosen my hold. Embarrassment swam over him, even as his fingers tightened on me more. I mean I’ve never been with another seer. I’ve never had sex with a seer, Miri... a female seer. Only humans.

I blinked up at him, lost somehow in the conflicted emotions I felt coming off him.

I was practically a kid when I came here, Miri... to this dimension. You’re the first female seer I’ve met here...

He seemed at a loss, not sure what else to say.

Miri? He prodded me lightly with his mind, even as he remained inside me, pulling on me. You asked why. You asked why I didn’t sleep with you before I left...

I closed my eyes, pulling him against me as much as I could in that space.

For a long moment, I could only lay there, turning over what he’d said.

I massaged the back of his neck, curling my fingers into his black hair.

Everything I’d been feeling over those days... all of it, the assumptions I’d made. The stories I’d spun in my mind about where he was. Why he’d left. What he’d been doing.

Why he didn’t want me anymore.

Miri? Black sent. He caressed my face, still lying on me, still exuding heat although I felt him trying to control it again. Miri, he murmured. ... I should have told you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before I left. I didn’t want to lay that on you, I guess... not after everything you’d been through. I didn’t know how you’d...

He hesitated, embarrassment pluming off him again.

... I didn’t know how you’d feel about it, Miri.

That harder feeling in my chest began to lift, cracking like a fissure in clay.

Curling my fingers tighter into his hair, I pulled him down to me.

We could try it here, I sent softly. Do you want to try it here, Black?

I pulled on him as I said it, tugging on him gently, teasingly, like he had me.

Pain coiled out of him, hitting me hard in the abdomen, right before his eyes closed. Here, in this other place, his eyes were an even lighter gold, pale stars that seemed to reach through me as he studied my face. When he opened them again I found myself kissing him, caressing his light skin with my fingers, even as I wished it was his real body under my hands.

Yes, he said, answering me finally, his voice gruff as his fingers wrapped around my hip. Yes, Miri... so badly I’m ready to beg you for it...

That time, it was me who closed my eyes.
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“JEEZ, SOMEONE DIDN’T sleep much.” Nick smiled at me, shaking his head as he handed me what had to be a Bloody Mary from the thick tomato juice and the sprigs of celery sticking out of the tall glass. “A little hair of the dog, doc?” he teased.

Two of his nieces ran by, screeching, as two of his nephews ran after them, wielding toy guns with foam darts that they pelted at their retreating backs. The Christmas tree was in shambles in the living room to my right, colored paper ripped to pieces by the kids and then by the dog and two cats, toys pretty much everywhere underfoot.

I’d kept my promise though. I’d dragged myself out of bed at six a.m. and got here right before the kids came tumbling down the stairs at six-thirty.

I smiled back at Nick and saw him double-take me.

I saw a question in his eyes, but before he could voice it, Angel walked up, slinging her arm around Nick’s shoulder and grinning at me openly. Her eyes took me in with a puzzled once-over, then she broke out in an open laugh.

“Jeez, Miri,” she said, grinning wider when I flinched. “You don’t have much of a poker face. You look positively post-coital. Does that mean you finally made up with Black? Or is there some other reason?”

I felt my face flush hot.

Taking a sip of the Bloody Mary, I rolled my eyes, shrugging.

Miri laughed louder. “What did he do? Call you last night? Grovel for a few hours then talk you into a little phone sex to seal the deal?’

I bit my lip, a little unnerved by her accuracy.

Fingering the pendant I wore around my neck, I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“So he is your boyfriend, isn’t he, doc?” she said.

I looked up, tensing a little.

“Come on,” she urged. “Say it. ‘He’s my boyfriend. I’m actually the girlfriend of that crazy fucker, Quentin Black’...”

“Angel!” Nick’s mom said, giving us a disapproving look as she walked by, herding kids.

But Angel only grinned at me.

“Well?” she said. “Are you going to ‘fess up, doc? Or not?”

Her tone, while still teasing on the surface, sounded different that time. Rather that just giving me a hard time, or trying to embarrass me like before, she wanted a real answer. The slight edge to her words was subtle, but I heard it.

Glancing at Nick, I saw the scowl on his face, the anger flashing in his dark eyes right before he turned that scowl on Angel, telling her with his eyes to shut up.

Angel looked only at me though.

Her expression, while a lot more sympathetic than Nick’s, held a lot more knowing, too.

For a few seconds... a bare few seconds... it struck me to be annoyed that she brought this up in front of Nick, versus dragging me to one side like she normally would have done. Then it occurred to me, as those seconds passed, that Angel had done that very deliberately too. Not just for me. She’d done it for Nick. She wanted Nick to hear this, probably as much as she wanted me to admit it aloud.

“Yes,” I said, sighing in defeat. My fingers still clutched the blackfish pendant. “Yes, the crazy bastard is my boyfriend.” I gave Angel a harder stare, but quirked my lips in a smile. “And thanks for that. Especially since I know I’ll never hear the end of it now...”

When I glanced at Nick, I saw zero amusement.

Truthfully, the look in his eyes bordered on murderous.

Angel pretended not to notice. Grinning wider, she swiped my Bloody Mary out of my hand, downing a long swig before she handed the glass back to me with a wink. Slinging her arm back around Nick’s neck and shoulder, she shook him a little, maybe to snap him out of the full-on glare he still aimed in my general direction.

“Aww,” she said, smiling between the two of us. “Look, Nicky... here it is, all Christmas and everything, and doc here finally admitted she’s in love.”

Feeling my fingers clench tighter on the pendant around my neck, I frowned, not answering.

When I glanced at Nick that time, he’d noticeably paled.

I wondered if that more horrified look on his face came from Nick, my friend with the slight crush on me... or just Nick my friend, the one who’d liked Black for murder not that long ago, and who’d been convinced Black was a cold-blooded psychopath. Whatever Nick’s deal might be with me, I knew he didn’t trust Black.

I also knew he was wrong about Black. In the important respects at least.

Looking down at the pendant around my neck, it hit me that it didn’t matter, in any case.

Well, it didn’t matter to me.

I already knew the answer.

To Angel’s question, at least.
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Quentin Black and Miri Fox finally get a chance to consummate their relationship after being separated for months while Black was held captive in Paris. Little does Miri know, being new to the whole “seer” thing, this means a few weeks of being lost in a sex-induced haze, barely able to function like a normal person, or really relate to anyone apart from Black himself. 
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Synopsis for BLACK SUPPER




Quentin Black is a seer, a race that gets a little weird when they’re in the middle of a sex-fueled bonding. He and his new mate Miri somehow decide going out to dinner in the midst of this sex-fog madness is a good idea. It’s not. Not really. 




Being in public right then isn’t exactly something they can pull off… not without being really conspicuous. 




Although the food is good, at least when they remember to eat it.




NOTE: Takes place just after the end of BLACK ON BLACK (Quentin Black Mystery #3)





“BLACK SUPPER”




HE’D ONLY BEEN back a week.

Well, we’d only been back a week technically, since we’d flown back together, but it still felt more like Nick and Angel and I brought him back, not that we traveled back as a unit.

So much had changed in just that short week.

I’d more or less lost track of time since those first few minutes when we’d finally been alone, starting with the hallway of his penthouse apartment on California Street. We hadn’t even made it to the shower, much less the bed.

I’m honestly not sure how long it took us to get to either.

The seer thing with sex––whatever the hell was happening between us right now––it pretty much wiped everything else out. It erased inhibitions. It erased time. Boundaries. Relevant details outside the two of us. Awareness of appropriate behavior in front of other people.

Black said this wasn’t normal for seers, either.

He hadn’t really explained what he meant by that yet, not in a way that made sense to me. I definitely got the sense he was implying more than simply saying he had intense feelings for me. There was a personal element to this too, of course.

But there was something else there, as well.

Something that really did feel borderline physiological.

Well, maybe physiological wasn’t the right word, but it definitely felt organic.

Or maybe organic wasn’t the right word either––the more scientific areas of my mind weren’t functioning well enough to be sure about anything.

After seven days of more or less zero interaction with the outside world, or with anyone but Black himself, I wasn’t ready to classify this thing. I wasn’t ready to even pretend it mattered to me that much truthfully. I was aware enough to know it probably should matter to me, but at that point in time, I didn’t really care. The how of it all struck me as irrelevant.

Especially since I was pretty sure there was nothing I could do to change it, even if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to. Not at all.

All I know is, we definitely weren’t fit for public consumption that night he decided he wanted to go out to dinner.

He got a craving for pasta.

He wanted us to go to this particular place in North Beach, the Italian part of San Francisco, where they made a seafood pasta thing he really wanted. He wanted to show me the restaurant, too... introduce me to the chef, who was one of his old military buddies. I’d noticed as we talked over those seven days that he wanted me to meet just about every friend of his he’d ever had. He mentioned a P.I. buddy of his who lived in New York. An oceanographer friend on the big island of Hawaii. Another friend, he’d met doing government work in Iraq. Yet another did some kind of archeological work and lived in New Mexico.

We were naked when he brought up the pasta thing. His stomach had just growled.

It seemed like a good idea.

Hell, it seemed like a brilliant idea... but looking back on it, it was probably brilliant in that way that people high on psilocybin mushrooms think it would be brilliant to go to the circus or drive to Las Vegas at two in the morning.

We were cold sober, so we couldn’t blame drugs, or even alcohol.

We’d barely remembered to eat for those past seven days, much less drink anything besides water. We only thought of food when one of us got hungry enough to complain about it, and then Black called someone to bring food to his door.

But he really wanted to go out this time.

Getting dressed to leave his penthouse apartment was humorous enough. We each asked the other to check our appearance a dozen times at least, even though we stood right next to one another in the bathroom while he shaved and washed his face and I made a somewhat ridiculous attempt to put on make-up and brush my hair.

Clothes were challenging. We hadn’t been wearing those much either.

Black answered the door stark naked at least once.

Not for shock effect or even to yank my chain but because it didn’t occur to him he was naked until he’d already opened the door. His poor administrative assistant, a fifties-ish woman named Lizbeth who’d worked for him for years, shrieked as he opened the door. Then she turned her face away, her free hand clamped over her eyes while she handed a bag of food to him as it if were a dirty diaper.

I thought it was funny as hell.

He was concerned at first, mostly that she’d seen him naked and might have noticed something strange about him there... then he seemed to blow it off.

I suspected he let it go because he trusted Lizbeth.

The car came for us promptly at seven o’clock.

We were more or less ready an hour before that, even though we took over an hour to pull ourselves together. Of course, we didn’t hear the phone when the driver called up. By then we were lying on the couch half-naked again and kissing. Also, I don’t think either of us had our phones. I had no idea where our phones were, to be honest. They’d probably run out of charge days earlier, in either case.

Eventually the driver came upstairs and knocked on his door.

By then, Black was hungry again. So was I.

After another five or ten minutes of us double- and triple-checking one another’s appearance all over again, we eventually made it downstairs, the driver shooting us wary looks pretty much the entire time we descended in the elevator. I knew we were acting pretty weird, but I honestly couldn’t tell if we should be concerned about that fact or not.

When we finally reached the curb in front of Black’s building, I found myself scanning the street, suddenly conscious of us being outdoors and visible. I saw a dark-windowed van parked across from Black’s building. I barely paused to stare at it before Black ushered me towards the limousine at the curb and through the open door the driver held for us... but I knew the van was probably the police, keeping an eye on Black’s building.

Truthfully, it was probably Nick.

Nick might even be in that van. He might be watching us right now.

Frowning a bit, I shoved the thought from my mind before Black felt it. Black already hit Nick once, primarily for that drunken kiss between me and Nick while Black had been out of town. Black had been more or less coherent when he did that, too.

I was afraid to know what he’d do now, given the state both of us were in.

A repeat of their testosterone-on-overdrive thing definitely wasn’t advisable. The last thing either of us needed was Black getting arrested for assaulting a homicide detective, whether that homicide detective was conducting quasi-illegal surveillance on us or not.

I knew Nick was worried about me.

But I couldn’t think about that right then either.

Once I was curled up on the leather seat in the back of the limousine, I forgot about Nick.

Black had his hand up my dress before I’d managed to rearrange it from sitting down, and then we were kissing again. In seconds I was lost in that pulling, heated space we fell into pretty much anytime we were touching one another for more than a few minutes.

When I came out of it next, the car had already pulled up to a curb.

Before I could really focus my eyes, I saw Black lunge for the handle of the door even as it started to open right by my head, which now rested on the flat part of the seat. He barked out a command, not in English, and I burst out in an involuntary laugh, right before I looked back and saw the driver’s eyes widen through the crack of the partly open door.

I was still laughing when Black realized his mistake and switched to English.

“Give us a minute. A minute. We’ll let ourselves out...” His voice sounded pained.

Before the driver could answer, Black had already slammed the door closed.

He looked down at me, his gold irises looking unreal and flame-like again.

“You ready for this, doc?” he said.

I laughed, tugging his black hair. “You’re asking me?”

He smiled, even as another jolt of that heat and pain went through me, that time definitely coming from him. “Yes.” His eyes flickered between mine. “I should warn you, Miri. I’ll probably try to fuck you in there. Unless they serve us really quickly...”

I laughed again. “Do you want to spend the night in jail?”

“Not particularly.”

I thought about that for a minute too. “We could get the food to go?” I said.

I admit, it was a strangely disappointing thought. Maybe just from all the build-up about going out, leaving our cave, if only for a short time.

I saw Black consider my suggestion.

“No,” he said, shaking his head, once. Those odd mannerisms had gotten more prominent, I’d noticed. Even the way he shook his head looked weirdly not-human. His accent grew more noticeable too. “No...” he repeated. “We’ll eat here. It’ll be a test...”

“What kind of test?” I said.

He glanced down at me. “I don’t know. Just a test-test.”

“A non-specific test regarding our ability to comport ourselves in public?”

He smiled. “I thought it might motivate us.”

When I tugged him down to me, still gripping his hair, we kissed again.

I pulled out of it when I felt that more drugged sensation washing over the two of us again.

“Okay.” I shoved at his chest, using him as leverage to sit up when he obeyed and slid backwards on the leather seat. I managed to get myself more or less upright again, and started smoothing my hair. “Okay. Let’s do this. We can totally do this... I know we can. We’re on this. Completely and totally on it...”

“Like a sports deodorant commercial?” Black said, giving me that killer grin of his.

“Exactly like that,” I said, copying one of his strange nods.

When I glanced at him next, he was looking at me, that nearly-physical heat of his coming off him in plumes. I told myself it was a seer thing, that he’d told me a dozen times himself that the heat-sex-pain-tugging-longing thing was something that all seers did, especially when they really wanted someone, but it still struck me as distinctly his in some way.

He was still breathing hard from what we’d been doing, his white collared shirt halfway open under the jacket and showing his densely muscled shoulders and chest. His gold eyes glowed faintly in the dim light in the back of the car. That coupled with his high cheekbones and long jaw brought a pain to my chest that felt physical, too.

Truthfully, I’d never seen any man look so beautiful. He didn’t look real to me at all.

I definitely couldn’t believe he was mine.

That heat coming off him turned into a furnace. He caught hold of my hand, yanking me towards him, putting my hand deliberately on his cock.

He was hard again, straining his pants.

His eyes were glassed when they met mine.

“I’m definitely going to try and fuck you in there,” he murmured, clasping my hand over him tighter. He leaned closer, pulling on me with his other hand, kissing my neck.

You need to watch your thoughts, doc, he sent softly with his mind, still kissing my throat. Remember I can hear them. You start thinking stuff like that in there, and for real, joking aside, I might act on it. Probably right in the middle of their goddamned dining room floor... and then we’d both be in trouble, and not just with your buddy, Nick...

I laughed, pushing at his chest.

I’m serious, Miri...

Shaking my head, I laughed again.

Raising his head, he kissed me lingeringly on the mouth right before he grinned at me, already refastening the buttons on his shirt with stumbling fingers. I looked down at myself when I realized what he was doing.

After a few seconds of squinting on my clothes, I tugged the dress back down, arranging it around my thighs. I wondered briefly what had happened to my underwear before deciding that it didn’t matter.

I had on shoes. I was more or less covered by the dress. I still wore a bra.

I still had both earrings.

The make-up thing was probably a lost cause.

“You look hot as fuck,” he said, sending me another dense pulse of heat. When I glanced up, he flashed me one of those killer smiles. “Just-fucked hot. Needs-to-be-fucked-again hot. Every guy in there is going to want to bend you over a table.” I flushed and that heat on him intensified again. “Hell, if they were seer, they’d probably try to fight me for you, doc...”

I let out a skeptical grunt. I was still preoccupied with arranging my dress around my body, since it looked odd to me in some way.

Minutes later, after we’d each made sure the other was more or less put back together in a socially-acceptable way, he began sliding across the seat towards the car door.

“You ready, Miri?” he asked me, his hand on the latch as he glanced back.

When I saw the humor sparking in his flecked gold eyes, I laughed.

I couldn’t help it.
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“CAL, HEY. I wanted to introduce you. This is my...” Black hesitated, glancing at me. For a few seconds, I felt him fighting with words.

I lifted an eyebrow, puzzled.

“...Girlfriend,” I finished for him, holding out a hand to the shorter man with the tattoos wearing an apron and black and white checkered chef’s pants. “Miri Fox.”

The man took my hand, his face erupting in a genuine smile.

He was handsome, I noticed, with shocking green eyes that stood out in a dark complexion. Dark brown hair. Muscular, with broad shoulders. He looked ex-military, like Black.

His gaze flickered down me as he continued to hold my hand.

I caught a glimmer of his thoughts, probably in part because I was touching him.

Black doesn’t have girlfriends. I wonder if this poor chica knows that... dios de mio, she’s hot as hell though. He looks pretty wrapped up in her now... but maybe I could get her number for when he’s finished with her. Fucker gets the most unbelievable pussy...

Black stiffened next to me. Aggression flared off him in a sharp burst.

Not just aggression. Fury. Violence.

It tensed every muscle in my body. I looked up at him.

Black... chill, I warned. Chill, baby. You need to relax... he doesn’t mean anything by it.

You heard that?

He’s not wrong, is he? I sent drily. Usually, I mean. He’s not wrong about you? So how can you get mad at him for that?

My words had zero effect on the intensity I felt coming off him.

Realizing it wasn’t being helped by my holding the other man’s hand, I tried to let it go gracefully but the handsome man in the chef’s hat kept ahold of me. Not wanting to make a thing of that either, I let him, leaning deeper against Black’s side where we stood, trying to calm him down that way.

“She’s stunning, my friend. An absolute angel––”

“She’s my fucking wife,” Black said, his voice hard.

I jumped a little, and not only at his words.

The aggression in his voice was thick, unambiguous.

The man in front of me flinched, dropping my hand like it was a hot iron.

“Dios, brother...” His smile widened, but I saw the nerves that touched his green eyes as he looked from me up at Black. “Congratulations! Wow... you got married, Black? When?”

“Recently,” he said. “We’re keeping it low-key for now.”

He still seemed to be having controlling himself.

I didn’t speak, but fought to keep my expression still.

The other man nodded, smiling wider. He still looked nervous, but more than that, faintly embarrassed. I could tell he felt guilty for his thoughts, even before he backed away from me somewhat, keeping his eyes focused on Black alone now.

“Well, everything’s on the house then, brother. Whatever you want... it’s on me! You want some champagne? We got that too... or wine, if you prefer...”

He ushered us to a booth in a back corner of the high-ceilinged restaurant.

Black ordered something or other. I let him do all of that. Frankly, the feelings coming off him still alarmed me, so I didn’t pay much attention to anything he or his friend said before “Cal” finally walked away.

I found myself massaging Black’s stomach then his thigh once he had, and then we were kissing again, and the sheer territoriality coming off him alarmed me a little. When I felt us starting to slip into that other place, I pushed him back, right around when a waiter brought us over an ice bucket stand and a bottle of what had to be expensive champagne.

I’m not a big champagne drinker, but I couldn’t believe how good it tasted... nothing like how I normally thought of champagne tasting at all.

Black still had his hand on me under the table as I took my first few sips. He pulled my thigh over his seconds later, holding it possessively as I drank more from the thin-stemmed flute.

I watched his face, noting his dilated pupils as he massaged my leg.

“Married, huh?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow at him with a smile.

He didn’t answer, but I saw his lips firm.

His fingers tightened noticeably on my thigh.

“You know, you don’t have to make things up to keep other guys away from me,” I added, nudging him playfully with my shoulder. “I’m not going to start dating your friends, Black... you get that, right?”

Again, he didn’t answer me.

I watched his high-cheekboned face as he continued to stare out over the rest of the dimly lit restaurant. When he didn’t glance my way after a few more seconds, I eventually followed his eyes, taking in the rest of the dining area for the first time.

The first thing that struck me were all of the small lights, like fairy lights. They jutted off trees with winding trunks that stood in planters inside the high-ceilinged room, their leaves and branches decorated with those tiny lights as well. White, sheer cloths hung down from the edges of walls and partitions dividing different areas of the room, giving whole segments of the restaurant the illusion of privacy, particularly our own.

Black’s friend, Cal, put us in a corner booth where it was pretty dark, but the rest of the restaurant was covered in those white lights, giving the restaurant a dim, almost surreal glow, since no other illumination came from the ceiling or floors. A full-sized stone fountain stood in the middle of the foyer area by the street. We must have walked right by it when we came in, but I barely noticed at the time; now I could only see the edge of it on the other side of the dividing wall, although I could hear it, even with the murmur of voices and violin music. Water gushed down from a flute held by a stone woman posed almost like Venus de Milo.

I was still looking around when I felt Black’s eyes on me again and turned.

“Miri,” he said. “You know how I feel about you, right?”

I froze. Refocusing on his gold, cat-like eyes, I stared up at him, bewildered. He studied my expression as I reacted to his words, then frowned.

“You really don’t know.” It wasn’t a question.

I felt a harder pain come off him. That time, it didn’t feel like sex-pain, that feeling that came with him being a seer, that had more to do with contact and desire than anything physical. I didn’t know what this other pain meant, but I found myself massaging his thigh, trying to get him to look at me.

“Hey,” I said. “Black, what’s wrong?”

He stared off, his expression unreadable.

Before I could get him to talk, they brought us our food.

The sheer amount of it startled me.

Black got that dish he’d been describing to me back at his place. Something his friend made as a specialty, a personalized version of spaghetti alle vongole, from what Black told me. I’d already figured out he was a fan of Italian food... and seafood... which meant he lived in the right city. One of the right cities, anyway.

He’d gotten me a salmon and spinach fettuccine, which was to die for. I found I was ravenous, too––hungry enough to forget about pretty much anything else, for a few minutes at least. Of course, I still pretty much ate from his lap. I didn’t try to move my leg from where it wrapped around his, and he’d curled an arm around me, even as we ate.

His friend Cal came to check on us two more times after the champagne.

I definitely got the sense Cal noticed how handsy both of us were, but he was careful not to look anywhere but at Black’s face, even when he asked us about the food and I responded enthusiastically.

After he left the second time, I felt that pain on Black again.

I’d eaten enough by then to be less distracted by the food.

“Hey.” I slid deeper into his lap, wrapping my arms around his waist. “What’s wrong? You need to tell me... it’s driving me crazy.” Hesitating, I prodded him with my mind, opening myself up more, so he could feel more of me. “Are you waiting for me to admit how I feel about you?” I asked him, softer. “Because I will.”

He looked down at me. Tugging his napkin off his other leg, he wiped his mouth, then sat back in the booth, meeting my gaze.

“No,” he said.

I frowned a little, but he didn’t wait for me to speak.

I’m wondering if you take this thing with me seriously, Miri, he sent, still watching my face. I’m not looking for platitudes. I’m wondering if you see me how Cal does... as someone who can’t be trusted with anything real.

Studying my eyes, he curled his fingers into my hair, stroking it back away from my face. His expression didn’t soften. I still saw that tauter scrutiny in his gold eyes. Is this just some fucking thing to you, because of how you see me?

I let out an involuntary laugh. There wasn’t a lot of humor in it.

“You’re not serious right now, are you?” I said.

Do I seem not serious to you? His eyes didn’t flinch. You understand that I never lied to any of those women, right? I never told any of them I was dating them... or that I wanted to. I never said anything to any of them that wasn’t true. His frown deepened as he continued to watch my eyes, clearly looking for a reaction. I never asked any of them to be exclusive to me. I never expected that from any of them. Ever, Miri.

I still couldn’t get past my surprise.

I understood the basics though. I’d hurt his feelings.

“Black...” That disbelief reflected in my voice.

Feeling him withdraw in some way, even though physically he didn’t move, I wrapped my arm further around him, maybe in some attempt to pull him back.

Black, I murmured to him. What’s going on? Is this because of what I said about you and other women? Because I wasn’t accusing you of anything.

He shook his head, but I didn’t get the sense it was a “no” precisely.

I found myself massaging him, not to distract him, but maybe to pull him out of wherever that part of him had gone. He’d never come across as insecure to me––far from it. I wasn’t sure if this had to do with what Cal thought or what I said, or something more to do with where we both were right then.

Either way, he responded to having my hands on him.

I felt him opening more, the longer I touched him, even as that harder edge I’d felt began to gradually soften. A few minutes later, he was kissing me again. We kissed harder, seconds after that, then he pushed me down to the booth seat, groaning.

Black... Remembering where we were, even as I could feel where both of us were going, I shoved on his chest, half in a panic. Black... we can’t. Black... you need to stop...

His pain wrapped into me, blanking out my mind.

I let out a gasp, gripping the top of the booth seat as I tried to pull myself out from under him. He was still kissing me, but I managed to untangle myself somehow and slide backwards.

Then I was around the edge of the seat and standing, watching him from the other side of the booth, where he stared up at me, breathing harder. His lion-like gold eyes reflected light from the Christmas strings wrapped around the trees behind where I stood.

Are you going to leave me? he sent. Am I just some child to you? Someone you’ll fuck until the fun wears off? Before you find some human to bed for real...?

I stared at him, my jaw hanging.

Black, what the hell are you––

Answer me, Miriam. Please. Just answer the fucking question... please.

I closed my mouth with a snap.

Holding out my hand, I firmed my jaw.

“Come on.” When he didn’t move, I sharpened my voice, enough that a few people looked our way, startled. “Quentin,” I snapped. “Come here. Right now. We’re leaving.”

Pain came off him, hitting into me with a force that sucked in my breath.

“Now,” I said, louder. “Right now.”

He slid his way around the booth. Seeing Cal walking towards us from the kitchen, looking faintly alarmed, I held up a hand to him before he got too close.

“The food was great. Quentin’s not well. We’re leaving... sorry to miss dessert.”

I said it more or less in a rush of words.

I might have barked it at him honestly. Either way, Cal came to a abrupt halt when he was still at least five yards from our table. I saw his eyes go round as he looked between me and Black, alarm coming off him like a scent.

Black had regained his feet by then. I caught hold of his hand once he was close enough and I didn’t wait. I marched him to the door of the restaurant and to the curb outside.

Luckily, the driver hadn’t gone far.

He saw us as soon as we walked out the front door.

What felt like too many minutes later, the car stopped smoothly in front of the red carpet that led to the edge of the curb under the green awning. The driver was out and opening the door for us before I tugged Black the rest of the way there.

A minute after that, we were heading back to his building on California Street.
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I BARELY GAVE the white van with the blacked out windows a glance that time as we left the car. Black didn’t speak to the driver, who seemed to know enough to leave us both alone. He did walk with us to the front door of the building though, and use his key to let me and Black inside. He also handed me his personal keycard, which worked on the private elevator.

I thanked him profusely. I didn’t have to ask Black whether he’d thought to bring his.

It wasn’t until I got him up the forty-odd flights to his penthouse floor and managed the keys and the locks and got him inside, that I bothered trying to talk to him again.

Even then, I didn’t try to address his question directly.

“Take off your clothes,” I told him.

We weren’t even in his living room yet.

Pain expanded off him in a cloud. I still felt that heavier sadness on him too, but he didn’t argue with me. He shouldered off his jacket without leaving the foyer and let it drop of the floor. He took his shirt off next, kicking off his shoes as he unfastened the buttons. He took off his pants and underwear after that, and I dragged him onto the living room rug, between his giant bay windows on one side and his leather couch on the other.

Lie down, I told him.

He did that too.

I straddled his waist, maneuvering him inside me before he could get turned on enough to extend, which would have made things more difficult for both of us. Being seer, he had an extra part on his cock, what they called a hirik, or “thorn” in his language. When he got turned on enough, it came out, and while that worked for me, being a seer myself––and in more ways than I can possibly explain to anyone who’s never felt anything so mind-blowingly, unbelievably good––it only worked if it happened after he was already inside me.

Otherwise, it could really hurt.

So when I angled my body, moving over him and in so that he was pressed up into that deepest part inside me, I groaned. When he felt me there, he groaned too.

Then he extended all the way, pretty much in that same set of seconds.

“Miri...” he gasped.

He arched up into me, aiming with a precision that made me cry out.

For someone who’d never had sex with a female seer before we met, he was getting scarily good at it already. He groaned when he did it again, and I felt myself going away in seconds, going back into that dreamlike, fugue space, where nothing else existed but him.

I felt that other pain on him still.

I fought to open it, to try and understand what it meant now that I had him alone. I knew he’d had a rough childhood. More rough than I could imagine really. Some flavor of that flickered around whatever bothered him now, but I couldn’t get any specifics. The confusion of things that reached me in those few seconds didn’t really help. I felt that fear in him worsen, even as he gripped my hips in his hands, arching up into me again, violently that time.

“Gaos,” he groaned. “You’re not going to tell me, are you...? You’re not going to fucking tell me anything...”

Pulling his hands off my hips, I leaned over him, pinning his wrists. He arched up into me again, harder that time, closing his gold eyes as he broke out in a sweat. The lean muscles of his body grew taut as he arched into me again, bringing a hard pain to my chest.

I let out a low cry when he did it again, and he gasped.

“I’m not going anywhere, Black...” I managed, still watching his face. “I promise you, I’m not. I don’t know what else to say... I don’t know what’s wrong, why you’re asking me this...”

I gripped his wrists tighter when he wouldn’t meet my gaze, writhing over and onto him in a way I’d already figured out he liked. He closed his eyes, his face tightening just before he let out a heavier groan, briefly struggling against where I had him pinned.

I gripped him tighter though, trying to get him to look at me.

“Why are you asking me this?” I said. “What’s wrong, baby? Tell me...”

The pain coming off him worsened. I felt him wanting to tell me something. I felt it pulling at him, even as he turned it over in his mind.

Something to do with what he’d said to Cal.

When I understood, the answer stunned me.

“You want to get married?” My words reflected that shock. “Why?”

He groaned again, arching up into me. “Why the fuck do people normally want to get married, Miriam?”

I bit the inside of my check, fighting pain as I watched his face.

Truthfully... his words turned me on.

I also couldn’t make myself believe them.

It had to be something to do with this seer thing... with whatever the hell was going on with us right now. He wasn’t thinking clearly. He couldn’t be. What he’d said made absolutely no sense otherwise, given how new this thing was between us. Even though in some ways I felt he knew me better than anyone, in reality, we’d only known one another a short time.

We’d been sleeping together for a week.

Somehow, thinking about that, remembering that, my mind cleared.

We didn’t know one another that well... not really.

Meaning in the normal, couple-sense of things.

No rational thought lived there for me yet, either, but I found myself doing everything in my power to hide my reactions from him, to keep him from feeling any part of them. I must have succeeded, because seconds later, he’d shut down on the subject, too.

I felt sex on him alone after that, along with zero willingness to talk, or to think... or to feel any of what had bothered him earlier.

A part of me wanted to do as he asked in that, too.

Another part of me hurt, feeling him close.

The fact that he was lying under me, sweating as he slammed up into me, definitely didn’t help with either thing. I stared down at his face, trying to make sense of his expression, but all I saw was sex-pain there now. I tried one last time.

“Black... maybe we should talk about this...?”

He arched up into me again, harder, gasping.

Pleasure exploded through him, and then through me––so much of it that my mind blanked. Then he was pulling on me in that way he had, enveloping me in that more heated wanting. He dragged me out of myself, into some part of him, out of any last semblance of rationality.

I lost myself there, and after awhile, I forgot what I’d been holding onto so tightly.

I forgot what I’d so badly wanted to ask him.

At least a few hours passed before my mind would return to the question again.
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