
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Death isn’t always the end.

	 

	 

	Dorran’s life could be better.

	He likes his job as a freelance translator, and he loves his boyfriend, but he and Eli have been fighting, and he’s not sure how to solve their problems. There’s nothing Dorran can do about seeing ghosts, no matter how much Eli hates it, and the situation with Eli’s family isn’t helping matters. Dorran wants to give Eli time to deal with his parents, but he also doesn’t want to be kept a secret.

	Dorran temporarily forgets all about his problems when his neighbor, Emanuel, wakes him up at one in the morning and thrusts a bloody knife in his hands. Emanuel insists he didn’t kill his boyfriend. Dorran believes him, but everything points to him. Dorran isn’t sure he’ll be able to prove Emanuel had nothing to do with the murder, not even with the help of Francis, the ghost who shares his apartment. He’s going to try—there’s no way he’d letting an innocent man go to jail when he might be able to help, even though that might be the last drop that ends his relationship with Eli.
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	Leverage: in translation, the practice of reusing translated terms in new translations or the rank which evaluates how much of the previous translation can be used.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Dorran was enjoying himself until Eli’s phone rang.

	He sighed and paused the movie. He was used to having their lives interrupted by Eli’s phone. With his job, Eli was often called away from him at any given time during the day, and while Dorran wished he wasn’t, he’d never said anything about it. He’d known what he was getting into when he’d started dating Eli. You didn’t date a detective without having to share him with his job.

	Eli snatched the phone from the coffee table, looked at the screen, and grimaced. That was enough for Dorran to realize it wasn’t work. Eli loved his job, even though there were dead bodies involved.

	“Hey, Ma,” Eli said. He wasn’t looking at Dorran, which was just as well.

	Dorran was never happy when Eli talked to his mother or any other member of his family.

	Dorran had liked the Hayes back when he and Eli were best friends as teenagers. He’d liked them when he and Eli had realized they were in love.

	He didn’t quite like them now that they were still trying to get Eli to date women even though he’d come out to them.

	Of course, he didn’t know that for sure, because he hadn’t seen them since he and Eli had gotten back together. Eli made sure the Dorran part of his life and the family part were kept separated, as if he was afraid that his family would find out he and Dorran were together.

	He probably was.

	“Yeah, I’ll be there for Sunday lunch, don’t worry. Unless something comes up with work.”

	Dorran could almost hear Eli’s mother. The woman’s voice was loud even when she didn’t try to be. He still remembered that, and it would have made him smile if he hadn’t been so miffed.

	He knew he should get up and give Eli privacy. Eli kept sneaking glances at him as he talked to his mother, no doubt to gauge his reaction. But Dorran stayed where he was, his arms crossed over his chest, his gaze firmly on the paused film on the TV screen. This was one thing he wasn’t going to make easier for Eli—brushing him off as if he didn’t matter, as if he wasn’t even in Eli’s life.

	“No, Ma. Yeah. I’ll be alone.” Eli glanced at Dorran again.

	Dorran didn’t move. Of course Eli would go alone to Sunday lunch with his parents. He and Dorran had been back together for months now, but he still hadn’t told them about him. They didn’t know he spent half his nights in Dorran’s bed. They didn’t know he spent most of his evenings on Dorran’s couch, making out with him.

	“No, Ma. I told you, I’ll be alone. You know I don’t... no, I don’t have a girlfriend. Come on, Ma. Why are you even asking that? You know I’m not seeing anyone right now.”

	Why was she asking that indeed?

	Dorran decided he’d had enough of listening to a one-sided conversation in which Eli’s mother tried to fix him up with one of her friends’ daughters. It happened often enough that he knew about it, and he hated that Eli didn’t just remind his mother that since he was gay, he wouldn’t do much with a woman in his bed.

	Eli never did, though.

	Dorran got up and went to the kitchen. He could still hear Eli’s muttered conversation with his mother, but at least he couldn’t see the expression on Eli’s face. It was always a mix of embarrassment, pain, and defiance, as if he expected Dorran to force him to tell his mother about him. Dorran wished he could sometimes, but he knew better than to try. Eli would tell his mother about him when he was ready to do it and not one second before that.

	But would he ever be ready?

	Dorran realized it was hard for Eli. Even though he’d come out to his family several years ago, they hadn’t accepted it. They still behaved as if he was just a bachelor who hadn’t yet found the right woman. It had to hurt to see the people who meant the most to you behave that way.

	But there was a reason why Dorran had broken up with Eli when they were eighteen, and this was it. He hadn’t wanted to stay in the closet, and even though he’d loved Eli back then, that had been more important than love.

	It still was. Eli hadn’t asked Dorran to hide their relationship. Hell, he’d even told his partner on the force about them. But when it came to his family, he’d isolated Dorran from them, and Dorran was starting to be hurt by that. He didn’t want to become another son to them, but he also didn’t want to avoid them for the rest of his life—or as long as his relationship with Eli would last. They were a huge part of Eli’s life, and Dorran thought he was, too. Keeping them separate was stupid, and hurtful, at least to Dorran.

	The fridge opened on its own, and a bottle of water came floating out of it. Dorran smiled and took it before it could land on the counter. “Thanks, Francis.”

	An invisible hand squeezed Dorran’s shoulder.

	He didn’t know if Francis was becoming stronger as more time passed since he’d died, or if Dorran’s ability to see and feel him was. Not that it mattered. Dorran was glad he had Francis right now, even though Francis was a ghost. “Thanks,” he said.

	Francis wasn’t visible right now, but it took him a lot of energy to do that, so Dorran wasn’t worried. Francis tapped the back of Dorran’s hand in what Dorran thought was probably a question.

	He sighed. “It’s nothing. I’m just tired of this situation.” Francis tapped again. Dorran wasn’t sure what to tell him. “I know Eli is trying to do the best thing for everyone, but I don’t think the best thing for his family is the best thing for me, and I’m not sure where that leaves us.”

	“Dorran?” Eli called from the living room.

	Dorran didn’t have the time to get back there because Eli walked in. He forced himself to smile and opened the bottle of water. “Yes?”

	Eli peered around. “Who were you talking to?”

	He knew who Dorran had been talking to. “Francis.”

	Eli’s expression twisted. “I hate when you do that.”

	“And I hate when you tell your mother that you don’t have anyone in your life, but hey, you still do it. I guess we both have to deal with shit we don’t like.”

	Eli’s expression flattened. “It’s not the same thing.”

	“You’re right, it’s not. I’m talking to a ghost. You’re hiding our relationship from your family.”

	Eli rubbed his face. “I’m not hiding our relationship.”

	“Didn’t your mother just ask you if you had a girlfriend?”

	“She always asks me that. You know it.”

	“You’re right, I do. And didn’t you say you don’t have anyone in your life right now?”

	“Dorran—”

	“No. You know what? If me talking to Francis bothers you so much, you know where the door is. It’s not like I’m your boyfriend anyway, is it? You don’t have anyone in your life.” Dorran knew they should talk about it. He knew he shouldn’t lash out.

	But he had, and he didn’t care. He wanted Eli to leave. He wanted Eli to admit they were together and to stop hiding him.

	“Come on, Dorran. Don’t be this way.”

	Dorran crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you ever going to tell your family about me?”

	“You know it’s complicated.”

	“That’s what I thought. Goodbye, Eli.”

	“Dorran—”

	Dorran shook his head and walked past Eli. He didn’t want to listen to the same excuses Eli always gave him. He knew them by heart by now. He hoped Eli would leave. He didn’t want to fight with him. He didn’t want to say things he’d regret. No matter how angry this situation made him, he loved Eli, and he wanted to be with him. Eli was worth a lot.

	But was he worth going back into the closet, even if only part-time?

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Dorran locked his door after checking that he had everything he needed to go to the grocery store—his phone, his wallet, the reusable bags to carry the groceries. He wasn’t looking forward to this, but he was out of bread and milk, and pretty much everything else. Even the toilet paper was getting low, and that wasn’t something Dorran ever wanted to be without.

	“Hey, Dorran.”

	Dorran didn’t groan, but it was a close thing. Instead, he plastered a smile on his face and turned toward Emanuel. “Hi.”

	Emanuel always looked gorgeous—and he always made Dorran feel like a troll crawling out of his nest. His long brown hair was tied back from his face, and there was a hint of stumble on his cheeks. Instead of looking unkept like Dorran would if he didn’t shave every morning, Emanuel looked like he’d just rolled out of bed after a night spent making love to another gorgeous man.

	“Where are you going?” Emanuel asked.

	Dorran held up his bags. “I need food.”

	Emanuel laughed. “Don’t we all. Hey, is everything okay? I heard you and your boyfriend fight last night.”

	Dorran sighed. Of course Emanuel had heard them. He lived next door to Dorran, and while the apartments were somewhat soundproof, they could still hear what was happening if someone was yelling. Dorran and Eli hadn’t exactly been screaming, but Dorran had been especially loud, and Eli had slammed the door when he’d left. “We’re fine.” He hoped Emanuel wouldn’t push for more answers.

	“You’re sure? I know we’re not exactly friends, but if you need someone to talk to or a shoulder to cry on...”

	Dorran blinked. Emanuel was right—they weren’t friends. They saw each other fairly often, but that was mostly because they lived next to each other, and the only reason Dorran knew what he knew about Emanuel was that he’d suspected Emanuel had killed the man Dorran had found when he’d first moved into his apartment. “I’m okay.” He appreciated Emanuel’s offer, but he didn’t think he could tell him what was happening with Eli.

	Emanuel nodded. “How about a coffee?”

	“Right now?”

	“Why not? I’m sure the grocery store will still be open when you’re done.”

	Dorran wanted to say no, but he didn’t want to be rude. He had to live next to Emanuel after all, and he should probably maintain their relationship—if he could call it that—at least pleasant. “Sure. Why not?”

	Emanuel’s smile was beaming. “Come on in, then.”

	Dorran had expected them to go to the nearest coffee shop, but he couldn’t back out of this now. He followed Emanuel into his apartment. The smell of fresh paint slapped Dorran in the face, and he relaxed. He might not be an artist—he could barely draw stick figures—but something about the smell of paint always made him feel better.

	Dorran stayed in the living room area to look at the paintings and sculpture there while Emanuel went to the kitchen to get the coffee ready. Dorran couldn’t see him where he was, but he could hear him. He wandered along the paintings, leaning closer to a few of them to get a better look.

	“Want another one?” Emanuel asked.

	Dorran shook his head. “No. I still feel guilty that you gifted me with the first one.”

	“It wasn’t much. I’m not famous or anything.”

	Maybe he wasn’t, but Dorran liked art, and he could tell when something was expensive. Of course, Emanuel had made sure to tell him he didn’t need the money because his father paid his rent and whatnot, but that didn’t mean Dorran felt better about it.

	“Why don’t you come to sit down at the table?” Emanuel asked, disappearing into the kitchen again. “Milk? Sugar?” he called out.

	“Both, thank you.” Dorran settled at the table and looked out the window. The sun was shining, and it felt like a betrayal, given how dark Dorran’s emotions felt.

	He was still angry. He also wanted to talk to Eli, to make him see that he couldn’t do anything about seeing ghosts and that he didn’t want to be kept a secret, not from the most important people in Eli’s life. But he knew that if he tried to bring it up, Eli would probably get angry. Eli hated that Dorran could see and communicate with ghosts, and he hated talking about his family and the way they behaved about him being gay even more. Either of those topics would become arguments, and Dorran had enough of those right now.

	Emanuel placed a steaming mug in front of Dorran. “There you go.” He put down the milk and sugar next to the mug, then went back into the kitchen, no doubt to grab his own coffee.

	“Thank you.” Dorran still wasn’t sure what the two of them were doing—trying to become friends? He wouldn’t mind that. He didn’t have a lot of friends. He worked from home, alone, and while he still had his best friend, he didn’t see Charlie often enough since he’d moved out of the apartment they’d shared.

	He should probably try to make small-talk or something. “I see work is going well,” he started, but he wasn’t sure how to finish that.

	Emanuel slid into the chair in front of Dorran. “It’s going, yes. Better than I thought. I’ve been selling a lot of stuff on my website.”

	“That’s good.” What else could Dorran ask about? He didn’t want to give Emanuel time to think about the fight he’d heard last night. “So the job is going well. What about a boyfriend? I don’t think I’ve seen anyone around lately.”

	Emanuel took a sip of coffee and shrugged. “I have a boyfriend. Well, kind of.”

	“Kind of?” Dorran leaned back in his chair. “What does that mean?”

	Emanuel waved. “It’s nothing serious. I mean, I like him well enough I guess, but he comes with a lot of baggage I’m not sure I can deal with. It’s not like I’m in love with him or anything, and I don’t think I ever will be. He’s nice to spend time with, though.”

	That didn’t sound like Emanuel was in love, no. Dorran wasn’t sure how that kind of relationship worked—he’d rather be alone than be with someone he didn’t think he could love.

	Emanuel leaned forward. “But enough about me. I have nothing interesting to talk about anyway. What’s going on between you and the cop?”

	Dorran couldn’t help but smile. It looked like Emanuel still held some resentment about Eli suspecting he’d killed John Mitchell. “The cop has a name, and he’s a detective.”

	“Same thing. What’s going on between you and Eli? It’s not like you to fight.”

	Dorran sighed. He traced the tip of his finger along the rim of the mug. He and Emanuel weren’t friends, but would it be so bad to tell him what was going on? Dorran no doubt needed all the help he could get. “He hasn’t told his family about me yet.”

	Emanuel frowned. “He’s not out to them?”

	“He is, or at least that’s what he told me. But from what I know, they’re happily ignoring the fact that he’s gay, especially his mother. She keeps pushing women toward him, and while he hasn’t dated any of them, he also hasn’t told his family that he’s with me. When his mother asks if he’s dating, he says no.”

	“And that hurts you.”

	“Yeah.” Dorran looked at his coffee. “I get why he’s doing it, but I can’t help how it makes me feel.”

	“I understand that. Your family doesn’t have a problem with you being gay, right?”

	“No.” His mother cared about nothing but getting drunk. Bettany, Dorran’s sister, had never cared, and even Dorran’s brother had come around.

	“Can I give you some advice?”

	Dorran smiled. “I guess.”

	“I understand where you’re coming from, but also where Eli is coming from. You know I’m not out to my father, right?”

	“You told me.”

	“Sometimes, family can be hard to deal with. They should be the ones who support you the most, but it doesn’t happen often enough. Eli knows his family better than you do. You should talk to him and tell him how much it hurts you, but I wouldn’t push him if I were you. That kind of thing never ends well.”

	“I’m not pushing.” Dorran could have demanded Eli be honest, but he hadn’t.

	“Good. So no pushing, but don’t let Eli walk all over you, either. What the two of you have is worth fighting for, but not if you end up hurting all the time. Think about what you want and what you can stand. Then tell him. It’s obvious you can’t go on like this forever.”

	Dorran knew that, but sometimes it felt like Eli didn’t, like he’d happily keep Dorran a secret from his family for the rest of his life.

	 

	“You know, I don’t mind watching movies with you, but it’s kind of weird that you’re half-transparent,” Dorran told Francis without looking at him.

	Looking would have made him freak out a bit. They were both on the couch watching some movie Dorran had put on. He hadn’t picked something he knew he’d like, because he wasn’t paying attention to it. Francis seemed to be, though. He’d settled next to Dorran earlier, scaring a year off him when he’d suddenly appeared there. Dorran wasn’t sure if he liked Francis better when he was invisible or when he could look through him, like right now. He was glad not to be alone, though.

	Francis’ hand appeared in front of Dorran’s face. He flipped Dorran off.

	Dorran laughed. “That’s what you use your ability to be visible for? To flip me off?”

	Francis couldn’t talk, or at least Dorran couldn’t hear him when he tried to. He probably could if he focused and meditated, but he wasn’t in the mood, especially not to have to hear Francis tell him to fuck off.

	Francis rolled his eyes. Dorran was tempted to flip him off, too, but a knock on the door interrupted him. He and Francis looked at each other. Francis cocked his head, and Dorran knew him well enough to know he was silently asking who it was.

	“I have no idea. I’m not expecting anyone. Maybe it’s Emanuel. You know we had coffee earlier.” It was weird, but Dorran had gotten used to sharing his apartment with a ghost, and he often talked to Francis when he was there. He’d told him about Emanuel when he’d come back from grocery shopping, and Francis had looked happy that Dorran was making friends with him. He’d known Emanuel when he’d been alive, and from what Dorran knew, they’d been friendly.

	Eli? Francis mouthed.

	Dorran wasn’t sure if he wanted the person at the door to be Eli or not. “I don’t know.” He got up. “Just stay here, yeah? That way you can disappear if it’s someone who shouldn’t know about you.” The only person who would be comfortable with finding Francis on the couch watching TV was Carole, but then, she was a psychic. She wouldn’t have a reason to be here tonight, though. They hadn’t planned to meet, and while they were friendly, they weren’t friends yet.

	Dorran opened the door. He wasn’t sure how he felt when he saw Eli standing there. He’d wanted it to be Eli, yet he hadn’t.

	He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorframe. “Eli. What are you doing here?”

	Eli rubbed the back of his neck. “Can we talk?”

	This was what Dorran had wanted to do last night, but he was wary. “It depends.”

	Eli sighed. “Look, Dorran, I know how you’re feeling. You don’t like that I haven’t told my family about you yet, and I get it. I wouldn’t be happy if you were hiding me from the people in your life. But it’s complicated.”

	Of course it was. Wasn’t it always?

	Dorran stepped aside to let Eli in. He didn’t want to fight. He wanted to get into bed and cuddle, to enjoy Eli’s presence while he could. Dorran had no way to know if Eli was going to stick around or if he’d want him to.

	He’d been happy when they’d gotten back together, and he loved Eli, but this felt too much like what they’d had years ago when Dorran had broken up with Eli because Eli didn’t want to come out.

	Eli walked in. “Thank you.”

	“What for?”

	“For giving me a chance to explain.”

	“There’s nothing to explain, Eli. You won’t tell your family about me. You’re letting your mother thrust women at you even though you’re gay.”

	“I don’t want to push them. You don’t know how hard things were when I told Mom I was gay. She didn’t speak to me for weeks, Dorran. I don’t want that to happen again.”

	Dorran knew he couldn’t understand what Eli had gone through. He’d never been close to his mother, and his father had died when he was a kid. He didn’t have the kind of relationship Eli had with his family with anyone. He wasn’t even close to his siblings, even though he saw them more often after what had happened to Chris, his brother.

	So maybe he didn’t understand. “Are you going to keep me a secret from them forever?”

	Eli raked a hand through his hair. He looked like his day hadn’t been easy—his tie was loose, his shirt rumpled, and there was a stain of what Dorran thought was coffee on the bottom of it. “I want to tell them about you. I want them to know I’m happy and in love. Can you give me more time?”

	Dorran nodded, even though he wasn’t sure he could. He didn’t want this conversation to be the end of their relationship, though, and he knew that was what would happen if he said no. “How long, Eli?” he forced himself to ask.

	“I don’t know. I’m going to be firmer when it comes to the women Mom keeps introducing to me, okay? And I’ll tell her I don’t want to date any of them.”

	Dorran supposed it was something. He wanted more, but maybe—hopefully—this was the first step Eli would take.

	It wasn’t like Dorran expected to be welcomed by Eli’s family with open arms. They’d been nice enough when he and Eli had been friends as teenagers, but Dorran didn’t fool himself into thinking they would have continued to allow him into their home if they’d known what kind of relationship he’d had with their son. The same would happen now. They might welcome him if Eli told them they were friends again, but Dorran had no doubt they’d kick him out if Eli told them that they were boyfriends.

	So why did he want them to know?

	It wasn’t an easy question to answer, but he did know that it wasn’t his place to make that decision.

	He closed the door, signaling that Eli was welcome to stay. “I was watching a movie.”

	“I can stay?”

	It wasn’t often that Eli sounded so hesitant. “Of course you can. You’re my boyfriend, aren’t you?”

	Eli caught Dorran’s hand and pulled him closer. “I am. And I’m sorry this can’t be easier. Trust me, I hate having to be careful about what I say to them. I hate not having you by my side on Sunday lunch while my brothers can bring their wife and girlfriend without even having to think about it.”

	Dorran stepped into Eli’s arms. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, reminding himself why he was with Eli.

	He loved Eli. Eli was a good man. He worked hard to bring justice to the victims of the crimes he investigated. He could be hard and uncompromising, but it wasn’t anything Dorran couldn’t deal with. He could also be sweet and gentle, and those were the moments Dorran treasured.

	He could too easily imagine what his life without Eli would be, and he didn’t want to live it. He wasn’t sure how long he could push through, but he was going to try. He and Eli had a second chance, and Dorran didn’t want to waste it. He didn’t want to lose it, not without trying as hard as he could to make things work.

	“Why don’t we watch the rest of the movie? Or I can put it back to the beginning if you want,” he said, stepping away.

	“Nah. I’m beat. We can finish watching it and go to bed.”

	Dorran nodded and went back to sit on the couch, Eli next to him. He settled against Eli’s side, but things between them felt fragile, as if a word or
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