
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Cooper is dead. Valerian isn’t.

	 

	 

	Valerian is finally safe. After years on the run, then being kidnapped, he’s found a home, and if he has anything to say about it, he’s never leaving it. The dragon shifters have welcomed him, and Cooper is with him, which is all he needs.

	Cooper has been dead for a few years now, and he’s getting used to it. Falling in love with Valerian probably wasn’t a good idea, but there’s nothing Cooper can do to change his feelings, and he isn’t sure he wants to change them. He has his brother back, something he hadn’t thought possible, and Valerian is finally safe.

	What more could he want?

	Valerian isn’t just a psychic. His father was a mage, and so is Valerian. The mix of both abilities is interesting, mostly because he can make Cooper and other ghosts corporeal. Can he do so permanently? What will it take for him and Cooper to be together?

	And what are the cockatrices and Curt up to?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Valerian stared at the door. He wasn’t a prisoner anymore, but he might as well be, since he was stuck in bed. He wanted out but wasn’t sure his body would go along with the program. He should give himself more time, but his skin itched, and he needed to know for sure that he wasn’t locked up in here like he’d been for so long with the cockatrices.

	So even though he knew it was stupid, he swung his legs to the side of the bed and sat up.

	“What are you doing?” Cooper asked, immediately there.

	Valerian had to resist the urge to roll his eyes. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

	“You need to stay in bed. You heard the healer.”

	“He said I’ll be fine.”

	“He also said you needed to rest and that your body went through a lot.”

	Cooper reached for Valerian, but he didn’t touch him. Valerian wondered why and whether Cooper was freaked out by the fact that when they touched, he became corporeal. That shouldn’t have been the case, since Cooper was a ghost and had been dead for a while. Valerian had been surprised that it happened the first time, too. Now, he was just happy he could give this to Cooper, yet at the same time, he wished Cooper would leave him alone and do something that wasn’t hovering over him, like finding his brother.

	“I know better than anyone what my body went through,” Valerian answered, trying not to get angry. “And I also know I’m going to go nuts if I stay here.”

	Cooper’s expression told Valerian he knew why Valerian felt that way. That wouldn’t be difficult, since he’d stuck by Valerian’s side most of the time Valerian had been a prisoner. He’d found him only a week or so after Valerian had been taken, and he was still here, keeping him company.

	Valerian knew how lucky he was. He’d thought things were over for him when he’d been kidnapped. The cockatrices hadn’t hurt him initially, but kidnapping him meant they needed him for something and were planning to use him, and he hadn’t been keen on finding out how. He still wasn’t, even though he was curious.

	But after he’d been taken, he’d known things would end there for him. He didn’t have anyone who would look for him and worry about him—anyone who would realize he was gone.

	That was when Cooper entered the scene. He’d been confused in the beginning, having wandered in the area since he’d died without anyone being able to see him. He’d wanted to know what Valerian was doing there and why he didn’t leave, and Valerian had told him what he knew, which wasn’t a lot. It still wasn’t, which made him anxious, but he wasn’t about to go back to the cockatrices and ask them what the fuck they’d been thinking.

	Cooper had been his rock in the storm, the only thing that had kept him sane during the weeks of his captivity, and Valerian didn’t want to lose him. He wouldn’t lose him, especially not now that they were both safe.

	Cooper sighed and sat next to Valerian on the bed. Their clothes brushed against each other, but Cooper still didn’t touch Valerian. It was as if he was afraid to become corporeal. But he was a ghost—why wouldn’t he want to be corporeal?

	“I know why you feel that way, but is it better to stay in bed and be uncomfortable or fall down the stairs because your legs can’t carry you?”

	Valerian scowled. “I’m not that weak.”

	“You kind of are, but that’s okay.”

	“It’s not. I’m an adult man. Even though I was kept a prisoner, no one did anything to me.” Valerian had worried for the first few days after he was taken, but eventually, he’d realized they wouldn’t hurt him—not too much, anyway.

	Cooper scowled. “I was there when that prick beat you up, remember?”

	“I remember.” Valerian sighed. “I know I’m not a prisoner anymore, but it scares me to be stuck here.”

	“I understand that, and I don’t think I’m the only one. Do you want me to ask York to come and stay with you? He can keep you company.”

	Valerian shook his head, pressed his palms against the mattress, and pushed himself to his feet. Cooper scrambled to his feet, but Valerian wasn’t going to wait for him. He put a foot forward, turned to grin at Cooper, then took another step.

	His legs buckled.

	He felt himself fall and tried to reach for the bed, but he was too far. He knew this would hurt, so he steeled himself. He never hit the floor. Strong arms wrapped around him from behind and hauled him up, and he found himself pressed against Cooper’s chest.

	A very corporeal Cooper.

	Even though Valerian was angry, he allowed himself to lean against Cooper. Cooper had his back, but then, he always did. They’d become close during Valerian’s captivity, and Valerian never wanted to lose him.

	“I understand why you need to get out of this room,” Cooper murmured as he guided Valerian back toward the bed. “But it’s not a good idea for you to try to walk. You’re still too weak.”

	“It doesn’t make sense.”

	“Why doesn’t it? Curt hit and starved you. What did you expect? To rebound from that without worry? You need more food and rest, and I’ll make sure you get it.”

	Even though Valerian was angry, it wasn’t at Cooper. He chuckled at Cooper’s words and turned to look at his friend. “That sounded like a threat.”

	Cooper helped him get back under the sheets. “It was. Don’t you dare get up from the bed again.”

	“What if I have to use the toilet?”

	“Then you call me, and I’ll help you.”

	There was no way Valerian was doing that. He’d rather call out for anyone else to help him or even get to the bathroom by scooting around on his ass than ask Cooper to see him like that. He realized it was ridiculous, because Cooper had already seen him in worse situations, but things were different now that they were out of that hell.

	Valerian just wasn’t sure how different.

	He hadn’t expected to ever be free, and now, he wasn’t quite sure what to do. Rest and get better, of course, but what would happen after that? The dragons hadn’t talked to him yet, but he expected them to eventually. They hadn’t rescued him out of the goodness of their hearts, or at least he didn’t think so. They probably wanted something from him, and while at least they weren’t beating and starving him, he wasn’t sure he should give it to them. He didn’t know them well enough to be able to make a decision.

	He twisted to his side and buried his face against his pillow. He’d hated his life before and wasn’t sure he liked it now. He didn’t enjoy feeling like he needed someone to keep an eye on him twenty-four-seven, even if that someone was Cooper.

	“How about I open the door?” Cooper asked. “That way, you can see the people walking in the hallway outside the bedroom.”

	“Fine.” That would be better than staring at the ceiling or out the window. The clan seemed to be in a lovely place, but Valerian had enough of staring at trees.

	Cooper looked from Valerian to the door.

	Valerian realized what the problem was and groaned. “Never mind,” he said.

	“Okay, so I can’t open the door, but I can go look for someone to keep you company.”

	“You’re enough.”

	Cooper patted Valerian’s hand. “I might have been once, but now you know all my secrets. I have nothing new to tell you, so I understand why you’re bored.”

	Valerian glared at him. “I’m not bored of you.” That would never happen, but Valerian felt vulnerable enough as it was. He couldn’t admit that.

	“Not of me, but of the situation you’re in. Let me do this for you, Valerian.”

	“You’re going to do it even if I say no,” Valerian pointed out because that was how things usually went between them.

	Cooper grinned, and like that, he was even more handsome.

	But that wasn’t something Valerian could think about. Cooper was dead, while Valerian was very much alive. No matter how big his crush on his friend was, he couldn’t afford for it to become bigger, or worse, for it to turn into love. Cooper was never coming back. Valerian could die, but he wasn’t about to unalive himself, and if anyone tried to hurt him, he’d fight back. He wasn’t ready for death, even though he was a psychic and knew better than a lot of people what could happen to him once he died.

	But he was very much alive, and hopefully, he’d stay that way for a long time.

	Why didn’t knowing that make him happy?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Cooper hovered over Valerian for a moment. He wanted to do so much more for him, but he was only one man, and one dead man at that. He wished he could give Valerian the world, but he had to be content with giving him company. There was nothing else he could do, being a ghost.

	Valerian finally rested against his pillows, even though he still had a stubborn expression.

	“Fine. Find me someone to talk to. But I’m not saying you’re not good enough for that. You’re perfectly fine to talk to as far as I’m concerned.”

	Cooper smiled. “You’re perfectly fine to talk to, too.”

	Valerian rolled his eyes. “But we already know everything there is to know about the other. I get it. You don’t have to stay with me here if you want to do other things. I know your brother is out there, and you’ve been looking for him for so long. You should spend time with him.”

	Cooper desperately wanted to. As soon as he’d realized what had happened to him after the car accident, he’d tried looking for his brother. He’d needed to find York and reassure him that even though he was dead, it didn’t mean they would be separated. It had been only the two of them after their parents had died, and Cooper hadn’t wanted to leave York alone.

	But he had. He’d been dead and hadn’t known how to get to York. So instead, he’d drifted off. He’d died close to cockatrice territory, and eventually, he’d found his way there. It had taken him some time to digest the fact that no one could see him, and just when he thought he had, Valerian had appeared.

	Cooper had known about psychics, since his brother was one, but he hadn’t expected to find one a prisoner in cockatrice territory. He’d wanted to help Valerian, but in the beginning, he’d never been corporeal, not even when Valerian tried to touch him. Besides, Valerian hadn’t tried to do that initially. They’d been wary of each other, even though they needed one another. Valerian had needed company, and Cooper had been lost and more than happy to provide him with that. It had made him less lonely, and the same had gone for Valerian.

	But things were different now. They weren’t in cockatrice territory anymore, and Valerian wasn’t alone. He could have company if he wanted it, and it was clear he did. He’d been alone for a long time, and Cooper wasn’t enough anymore. It was odd to think that, but not a problem. Cooper wanted to give Valerian everything he’d ever wanted in life. Even more, he wanted Valerian to be happy, because he hadn’t had enough of that.

	So he left Valerian in bed and headed to find someone to keep him company.

	He hated that he wasn’t enough anymore, but he and Valerian had been each other’s everything for too long. They hadn’t had a choice while Valerian was a prisoner, but he wasn’t anymore, and it was time for him to start living again. Cooper wanted him to, especially because he’d never start living again.

	He wasn’t jealous. He’d known he’d feel this way as soon as he’d woken up and realized he was dead. He’d just wanted to get his brother back, and now, he had. There was nothing more he could want from the afterlife.

	Or rather, there was, but it was better not to think about it. Valerian was alive, and Cooper was dead. Nothing would ever change that, or at least, nothing Cooper could accept. He didn’t want Valerian to die. He didn’t want anyone to die. He was happy as long as he and Valerian could spend time together. He didn’t know how he’d react when Valerian met someone, but his crush wouldn’t be enough for Valerian to stop living. Cooper wouldn’t allow it to.

	He left the bedroom, wondering where to go. He needed to do more for Valerian, especially considering the nightmares and everything else. His body was still weak because of what the cockatrices had done to him, but he was stubborn and wouldn’t give himself time to recuperate. Cooper couldn’t force him to, but it looked like Valerian’s body would. He had to stay in bed at least until he was strong enough to get out of it, something he wasn’t ready to accept.

	Cooper understood the situation wasn’t easy. There was nothing he could do about the nightmares, unfortunately, but he could find someone to distract Valerian for an hour or two so he wouldn’t dwell on the nightmares and on how weak he felt.

	The nightmares occurred because of what had happened with the cockatrices, but Cooper suspected there was more. He and Valerian had talked about Valerian’s life before, but he’d never given Cooper many details, even after he’d realized he could trust him. Valerian didn’t like to talk about it, and Cooper understood, so he’d never pushed. Besides, the situation with Curt and the cockatrices easily explained the nightmares.

	If Cooper ever saw Curt, he’d make sure he knew how Cooper felt about what he’d done. Of course, Curt wouldn’t be able to see Cooper since he was a ghost, but Cooper would find a way.

	Once he reached the entrance, Cooper hesitated. He felt uneasy walking around the house when only a few people who lived there could see him. It was almost as if he was invading other people’s private space, and he supposed he was. The alpha had agreed that he could live here, even though he couldn’t see him, and Cooper was grateful for that. It meant he didn’t have to worry about any of the psychics in the house noticing him and freaking out.

	Cooper drifted through the house for a bit, trying to find one of the psychics. He felt like he didn’t belong, and he didn’t. He was dead, which meant his place wasn’t amongst the living.

	But he wasn’t going anywhere.

	Eventually, he found one of Victor’s brothers in the living room. The man was looking at his phone and poking at it, with the tip of his tongue peeking out at the corner of his lips. Cooper cleared his throat, getting the man’s attention.

	He looked up and grinned at Cooper. “Hey.”

	It was still odd to think that people could see him. Until recently, it had only been Valerian and Curt’s girlfriend—whom Cooper had avoided like the plague—and Cooper was still trying to make sense of all of this. He didn’t just have Valerian and York anymore. He had a bunch of other psychics who could see him and made him feel like he was almost part of a family.

	“Am I bothering you?” he asked.

	Victor’s brother shook his head. He was still looking at Cooper, and Cooper felt a bit uncomfortable. He shuffled his feet, then looked at the door, wondering if this had been a bad idea.

	“You can’t remember my name, can you?”

	Cooper couldn’t, but at the moment, that was the least of his problems. Still, he wasn’t about to pour out his heart to this guy he barely knew, so he shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t be. Everything’s been a mess recently, and with so many people moving into this house, I’m having a hard time remembering everyone’s name, too.” He gave a little wave. “I’m Roslin.”

	“Cooper.”

	Roslin chuckled. “I know. Now, what can I do for you?”

	“I was wondering if you or someone else could spend some time with Valerian. He’s been climbing the walls and feels like a prisoner again, and he’s even tried to get up and leave the room.”

	Roslin grimaced. “That doesn’t sound good.”

	“Because it’s not. He needs to stay in bed and rest, but it’s not easy to convince him of that when he feels trapped.”

	“I’d be happy to visit with him and talk to him, but maybe we can think of something better. How about we ask the healer if Valerian can leave the bedroom?”

	Cooper frowned. “He’s too weak. He can’t walk.”

	“He doesn’t have to walk. There are plenty of strong dragons in this house. Surely we can find one of them to carry Valerian to the living room or the kitchen.”

	“We don’t want to be a bother.”

	“Neither of you is. I don’t know much of your history, so I understand it might feel like a lot to you, but you’re part of the family now.”

	“I don’t see how.”

	Roslin waved Cooper’s words away. “It’s convoluted, but the how doesn’t matter. The only thing that does is that you are family, as is Valerian, and I’ll be more than happy to invade his bedroom and keep him company.”

	For the first time in a while, Cooper found himself relaxing. He wasn’t sure he entirely believed Roslin, but maybe he didn’t have to. Maybe he just had to remember that he’d found a place where he belonged.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Valerian groaned at the sound of someone knocking on his bedroom door. A few days ago, he and Cooper had bickered because Valerian had tried getting up. Cooper had brought him one of the psychics who lived in the house, Roslin, and that had seemed to be the beginning of the end of peace for Valerian. For an hour, he’d been happy to have someone to talk to. The problem was that his bedroom seemed to have acquired a revolving door since then. Someone was always knocking and asking if he needed company, and he never had the heart to tell them he was fine on his own. He wasn’t entirely sure that was the truth.

	Was he fine on his own? Or was that something he’d told himself when he was with the cockatrices?

	He realized he’d been lucky he’d lasted for as long as he had. After Cooper had found him, it had been easier to resist the things Curt had come up with. Valerian would never have said yes to working with Curt, but sometimes it hadn’t been easy to hold strong. He’d been alone and terrified, and a lot of the time in pain. Curt knew what he was doing when it came to that kind of torture, and Valerian knew himself well enough to be aware of the fact that eventually, he’d have caved and said yes.

	But he wouldn’t have to, because he wasn’t with Curt anymore. He was with the dragons, who’d given him a home and seemed intent on becoming his family. It wasn’t just the psychics who had started to visit him. They’d dragged along their dragon shifter boyfriends and partners, and after the other dragons had realized that Valerian was fine with having them in his bedroom, they’d started coming around, too. Valerian had gone from being alone most of the time to rarely being on his own, and it was overwhelming. He’d wanted to take advantage of the fact that his bedroom was blissfully quiet right now, but it looked like he wouldn’t have that opportunity.

	“Come in,” he called out.

	The door opened, and a head poked through. Valerian recognized Elijah, the dragon alpha. He tried to get to his feet, but Elijah quickly strode toward him and raised his hand.

	“Stay in bed,” he said.

	Valerian nodded and dug his fingers into the sheets that covered his lower body. He felt stronger today, but the last time he’d tried getting up on his own, he’d almost fallen face-first in the toilet. He was proud that he’d managed to get to the bathroom, but he’d needed Leo to rescue him, which he hadn’t liked.

	“How are you doing?” Elijah asked as he pulled one of the chairs that had been brought in for Valerian’s visitors closer to the bed.

	Valerian hesitated. Should he tell the alpha that everything was all right, or should he be honest? He didn’t know Elijah well enough to be sure of how the alpha would react.

	Elijah chuckled and leaned forward in his chair. “You can be honest. I’ve heard a few things that tell me you’re not entirely happy with your stay here.”

	Valerian huffed. “Have people been talking behind my back?”

	“Not exactly. Every person who came to talk to me about you did so because they were worried. They wanted to know what they could do to help you.”

	Valerian looked at his lap. He’d been alone most of his life, and even when he hadn’t been, he couldn’t count on more than one or two people, if even that. He wasn’t used to having such a big group of people worry about him and wanting to make sure he was all right, and he didn’t know what to do about it or even if there was anything he should do. He’d need to thank all of them, but how? Words didn’t feel like enough.

	Nothing did.

	“Why don’t you think about it?” Elijah offered. “You’re part of the clan now, and if there’s anything I can do to make you happy and make it easier for you to recuperate, I want to do so.”

	“Why?” Valerian asked. He could hear the desperation in his voice, but he wasn’t sure Elijah could. He just needed to know why these people were doing all of this for him. They didn’t know him. He wasn’t one of them, yet they’d been more welcoming than anyone else ever had been in Valerian’s life.

	Elijah’s smile was gentle and understanding. “I just said why. You and Cooper are part of our family, although I’m not quite sure how to deal with that. We’ve never had a ghost clan member.”

	Valerian snorted. “That’s not true. There’s Kenneth.”

	Elijah rolled his eyes. “Yes, I suppose there is. He seems content to spend time with his family, though. He’s easy to take care of, certainly easier than the living members of my clan. They’re not who I’m worried about, though. You are, and I’d like to know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

	Valerian wasn’t an idiot. He didn’t doubt that Elijah was worried about him, but he was also worried about what the cockatrices had wanted from him. There had to be a reason they’d taken Valerian, and while Curt had tried to convince Valerian to help him, he hadn’t explained what that meant. Valerian supposed he would have found out if he’d said yes, but he hadn’t, and he didn’t plan to.

	So where did that leave him?

	He could leave the clan behind and go back to his lonely life. He was used to it, or at least he had been before he was taken. It would be hard to be on his own again, but he’d survive. He had before, and he was still strong.

	But he didn’t want to have to go through that again. He might not have expected the clan and everything that came with it, but he wanted to stay. He didn’t know if it was a foolish decision or the best one he could make, but here, as he looked at Elijah, he knew what to do.

	If he wanted to stay, he needed to be honest. He wanted Elijah to know everything there was to know about him before deciding to welcome him into his clan.

	“My father was a mage,” Valerian said. He looked down at his hands again, not wanting to look at Elijah as he explained his past. “He was part of a coven, and they kept to themselves like most covens do. They worked jobs for humans, but when they weren’t working, they stuck to their house. My father met my mother while he was on a job his clan had sent him on, and they fell in love. But she was a psychic and not a coven member, which meant she wasn’t welcome there. My father decided to leave the clan when they told him that, and for a few years, they were happy.” Or at least, Valerian liked to think they had been. “Then they had me, and the coven was outraged. From their point of view, mages and psychics shouldn’t mix.”

	“Why?” Elijah asked softly.

	“Because it gives the child that is born from the union too much power. I’m both a mage and a psychic, and it’s not something a lot of people can say. When I was born, the coven decided to come after us. We were on the run for most of my life, and it was normal for me. It’s the only way I ever knew my family.”

	Valerian swallowed. It was always hard to think about this, let alone talk about it.

	“Take your time,” Elijah murmured.

	There was no rush in his voice, nothing telling Valerian he was impatient. Valerian still didn’t know if he could trust the dragons and Elijah, but he wanted to. Something told him they would be good for him, and he hoped it was true.

	He needed it to be.

	“I was fifteen when the coven caught up with us. They demanded my parents hand me over. They were going to kill me, but they wouldn’t have hurt them. I was the problem, not them, even though they dared create someone like me. They told the coven to fuck off.” Valerian chuckled darkly. “They fought, and the coven won. My mother made sure I knew how to escape if something like that happened, and I did exactly that. I had to leave them behind, and by the time I
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