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            VESPA CRABRO

          

        

      

    

    
      When duty—aka the office—calls, Detectives George Donovan and Andrew ‘Andi’ Hayes follow, albeit reluctantly.

      In Spartanburg, people are dying by arthropod, and the office sends Andi and George to investigate. At first, everything looks like a coincidence and well within statistical probability, but the deeper they dig, the blurrier and sinister everything becomes. And as if a chief hell-bent on protecting the reputation of his precinct and an FBI agent on the warpath weren’t enough, George’s mother has announced a family visit for his upcoming birthday.

      Andi and George don’t know what’s worse: a string of nonsensical murders with leads sizzling away faster than spittle on the hood of a car on a hot summer day, or a mother in lioness mode determined to protect her “innocent” cub—George—from an “evil” menace—Andi.

      Finding their strength in each other might be the key to surviving both.

      Vespa Crabro is the fourth book in the Andi Hayes Detective series. It’s M/M, low on the romance (demisexual main character) and high on the murder, with a healthy dash of family drama, ghosts, and—of course—enough creepy crawlers to make the hair on your nape stand up. It does have an HFN, depending on one’s definition of a happy ending for a story with multiple dead people in it. The main characters are reasonably happy, so that counts…right?
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers, thank you for returning to the adventures of Andi Hayes and George Donovan. While writing the second book, Eruca, I’ve realized something I failed to explain in the first book, and I hope no enraged biologists are going to come knocking on my door because of it.

      The first book, Arthropoda, makes a generous use of the terms “arthropods” and “insects,” as if they were synonymous, but strictly speaking, they aren’t. Just as all German Shepherds are dogs, but not all dogs are German Shepherds, all insects are arthropods, but not all arthropods are insects. Commonly, “arthropod” is used as another word for insects, but accurately, insects are defined by having six legs. Spiders, who have eight legs, are arachnids but also arthropods. The same goes for pill bugs and centipedes. They are not insects but arthropods, and for the layperson there’s no big difference between them because they all are creepy crawlers. I also took and take the liberty of using “arthropods” and “insects” as somewhat synonymous terms, not least because it allows me to diversify my writing a bit.

      For the scientifically interested person, I want to stress again that arthropod is the term describing all animals with segmented legs, including insects, arachnids, chilopods (centipedes and the likes), Armadillidiidae (pill bugs), and crustaceans.

      For example, the common honeybee would be described as Phylum: Arthropoda; Class: Insecta; Order: Hymenoptera (because of the wings); Family: Apidae (general for bees); Clade: Corbiculata; Tribe: Apini.

      In the books, I don’t go into such great detail; what’s important is that all animals falling under the term arthropod are part of Andi’s geschenk.

      Andi is also able to connect with worms, which are Annelida, which means invertebrates.

      All biologists reading this, please forgive me the liberties I took with the terms!
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            TRAPPED

          

        

      

    

    
      “Daniel, I need your help.”

      “And hello to you too, beloved little brother.”

      George took the time to hold his phone away from his ear to scowl at it. This was an emergency, and Daniel was making fun of him. Yes, it was true, he could have started with ‘Hello’.

      “I’m sorry. I just talked to Mom.”

      “Ooh, and you’re forgiven.” Daniel chuckled. “Though let me add it’s your own damn fault. You’ve been avoiding her for months now, George. That was never going to fly.”

      George sighed. He tucked the cell between his ear and shoulder so his hands were free to pull the ingredients for chocolate chip cookies from the cupboard. Andi was outside doing a round of yoga and would appreciate a tray full of sugar-reduced goodness. Or so George hoped. Living with Andi gave him the wonderful advantage of being able to monitor Andi’s diet closely, and his hard work was bearing the first fruits, even if he said so himself. His boyfriend had gained no less than five badly needed pounds and was looking healthier all around.

      “I know. But what was I supposed to tell her? Oh, Mom, by the way, the man I’m living with—as in the living conditions you do not approve of because Andi is my partner on the force—that man, he’s also my boyfriend. That wouldn’t fly either.”

      “True. So to what do I owe your call? And did it make you happy saying Andi is your boyfriend?”

      “I hate you. Yes. It did. And I’m calling because it has to fly now. Or rather, in five weeks, on my birthday.”

      There was a long moment of silence during which George found the bowl he wanted to use to make the dough as well as the hand mixer. His brother had recently quit the military police and was now an internal investigator for the Army Rangers, a job that would further his career and no doubt help him figure out what George hadn’t told him yet.

      “Oh. Oh.”

      “Yes. Oh.” George put the call on speaker, deposited his cell on the windowsill above the kitchen counter and started measuring flour and sugar.

      “Have you told Andi?”

      “Not yet. He’s in the garden, and Mom just called. But he’ll know the minute he comes into the house.” Depending on how focused he was on his yoga, he might already know that something was brewing. The arthropods in the house were terrible tattletales, especially the silverfish, which were notorious for ratting George out. Sometimes, it made his life easier, because not having to talk about everything was a greater relief than he ever thought possible. Sometimes it made his life harder, like potentially now, when Andi could sense that something was amiss but didn’t know what exactly. His boyfriend and partner was usually good at letting George deal with things himself before he even thought of butting in. And because he was a damn good detective, he had an uncanny knack for butting in when it was most inconvenient.

      “How do you manage living with him? I remember distinctly that we all had a huge party the moment we were able to escape Mom’s scrutiny.” Daniel sounded wistful, probably fondly remembering the insane nights of drinking when first Griff, then he, and lastly, George, had left their parents’ home.

      “He’s nothing like mom.” That much was true. In some ways, Andi was a lot more accurate when gauging George’s moods than their mother could have ever been. He also didn’t care about the things their mom had gone nuts over—making a bad impression somewhere (Andi was the definition of bad impressions and didn’t give a damn), leaving the house in disarray (Andi wasn’t messy but didn’t have energy to waste on excessive cleaning and didn’t expect it from others either), having the wrong friends/acquaintances (Andi had few friends and didn’t make acquaintances), or tipping his hand in front of somebody who could be considered an enemy (as far as Andi was concerned, everybody was an enemy, which made the point of having them kind of moot—it was a twisted kind of logic, but it worked for him).

      “That’s what I hope for you. Anything else would be weird, even for you.”

      “I swear, if I didn’t need you right now.” George started whisking the butter with the sugar by hand, partly to vent some of his nervous energy and partly because it was a workout opportunity he wouldn’t pass up, even though not many people seemed to know about the great things baking could do for their muscle tone.

      Daniel snickered.

      “Any ideas on how to approach this? Do I tell her now, over the phone, where she can’t eviscerate me with a look, or do I wait till you’re all here, hoping she won’t make a scene in front of Andi?”

      “I’d go for option B,” Daniel said a little too fast.

      “You just don’t want to miss the show.” George worked the butter a little harder, the wooden spoon making clinking noises against the glass bowl.

      “Can you blame me?”

      “With your new job, I thought you’d get plenty of entertainment.” The butter was now almost white, and the sugar melted completely. Time for the eggs.

      “Yeah, but it’s usually bloodier and a lot less funny.” Daniel’s tone suggested he was still getting used to his new job and was unwilling to discuss any problems. George could live with that. He had enough of his own. And Daniel would come to him when he really needed help. “As much as I’m hoping for a good show, I think it would be safer to tell her within the next few days. On the phone. Then she has plenty of time to get used to the idea before she comes here.”

      “Time to get used to what before who comes here?” Andi entered the kitchen on silent, naked feet, looking at George with his head cocked to the left. “Daniel? Did you make my man nervous, kind of fidgety, too much energy, not bad, anticipatory, not joy either, something big?”

      “Hi, Andi.” Daniel chuckled. “I’ve missed your brand of crazy.”

      Since George talked regularly to Daniel, it was inevitable for him and Andi to get to know each other at least over the phone. They had yet to meet in person. Perhaps because of this distance, which allowed Andi to interact with Daniel without all the additional information he always got when being among people, the two had established a strange camaraderie. For Andi, Daniel was a rare gift, a person he could interact with like all the ‘normal’ people did—arthropods didn’t telegraph through the phone, after all. For Daniel, Andi was a mystery he wanted to solve but not enough to forgo the entertainment every talk with Andi provided him. George knew Daniel still thought Andi was somewhere on the autistic spectrum, which suited George and Andi perfectly, as it gave his partner some leeway to be himself with George’s brother. How things would progress once the two met in person was anyone’s guess, but until then, George was glad his lover had this.

      “Hi, Daniel. What did you do?”

      “Nothing!”

      “Then why is George beating the eggs and butter as if they personally offended him?” Andi looked pointedly at the glass bowl, where the cookie dough had gotten to the perfect consistency without George noticing. He sighed and stopped whisking. Time to fold in the flour.

      He opened his mouth to explain the situation, but Daniel was faster. “Because he fucked up and has to face the consequences and doesn’t know how to make it all go away…”

      “I assume you’re not helpful?” Andi sounded as dry as the desert.

      “What makes you think that? You wound me, Andi. As an older brother, it is my solemn duty to help my little brother when he’s in need.” George was sure he could see the sarcasm dripping through the phone’s speaker.

      “Then you definitely have to work on your older brother skills. It was nice talking to you, Daniel. Bye.” There was a mock-enraged gasp when Andi ended the call. George couldn’t deny the rush of satisfaction at seeing his lover/partner protecting him in such a brusque manner. It was nice to know he was appreciated. Daniel wouldn’t be angry. He was happy when Andi treated him like another brother.

      The silence after the call hung in the air for a few minutes, and Andi was probably deciding whether he should dig deeper or let it go. As surprisingly smooth as their relationship was running, there were still times when they struggled to adjust. Case in point, they still needed to figure out the whole talking/not talking situation.

      The dough was ready, and George took the scoop to start with the cookies. The oven was done pre-heating, meaning it was merely fifteen minutes until they could enjoy some baked solace.

      Andi hopped onto one of the stools in the kitchen, watching him. With most other people, George would have known it to be a passive-aggressive tactic under these circumstances. With Andi, he was simply watching George preparing cookies. There was no hidden meaning to his glances, no tactic to get George to fold. As a detective, Andi knew, of course, how to do all that but not with his lover/partner. He wasn’t that kind of person. No, Andi was giving him time to decide what he wanted to do without any pressure. If George decided to keep this thing with his mother to himself for the time being, Andi wouldn’t pry, and he certainly wouldn’t be offended. Perhaps it was because he was so used to keeping his own secrets that he didn’t mind other people having theirs as well. Or he was just that kind of person, rare as they were. Anyway, there was no pressure, and George found himself speaking easily.

      “You know how my mom isn’t too happy about us living together?”

      Andi just snorted. He was there when George told her about moving in with him. She’d ranted so loudly, there was no need to put her on speaker.

      “Well, I haven’t told her yet that we’re also together.”

      “Sensible.” Most other spouses would have been enraged about being kept a secret. And even though Andi’s view on the matter was purely pragmatic, if Miranda Donovan didn’t know about their relationship, she couldn’t make a fuss, so dealing with her wasn’t draining energy Andi didn’t have to begin with, problem solved beautifully for everybody involved. George was still amazed how Andi’s geschenk—or curse, according to him—put things in perspective. Not always a welcome perspective or one worth embracing, but usually reasonable.

      “I’ll have to now. She called while you were outside meditating to tell me she’s coming here with the family to celebrate my birthday since I ‘obviously cannot be bothered to make the trip to Boston,’ per my mother.” He sighed. His mom had no problem being dramatic when it suited her. Like Daniel and Griffin ever came home for their birthdays. No, this was about meeting and judging Andi, and there was no way around it unless they decided to move to the Arctic Circle, and even then, she’d probably take a snowmobile to follow them.

      “Not telling her is out of the question?”

      “I’m afraid so. We might be able to pull it off—emphasis on might—but she’s not easily fooled. Daniel, on the other hand? He’s the weak link.”

      “I can totally see that.” Andi’s gaze became absent-minded, a sure sign that he was receiving. “You’re not as agitated as I assumed you’d be after keeping it from her.”

      George shrugged, almost dropping one of the cookie dough clumps. “I knew it was coming, I guess. The peace was nice while it lasted though.”

      “When are you going to call her?”

      “After the cookies. Probably. Perhaps. For this, I need sugar.” George placed the last batch of cookies on the tray before sliding them into the oven.

      “And afterward, you can go for a long run to soothe your conscience and let off steam.”

      George went over to kiss Andi’s forehead. “You know me too well. Want to come with me?”

      The look he got was pure gold.

      “And subject myself to a lecture about how important personal fitness is? Please. Me and the cookies…we’re going to wait for you here.”

      George laughed because his grumpy boyfriend was a lot fitter than he gave himself credit for. His occasional nagging was an attempt to establish a more regular routine for Andi. So far, he has yet to succeed. Andi had a healthy distrust of things he called regulated fun, and when George had assured him that he could make the workouts anything but fun, Andi had uttered some colorful words in Bavarian and left. So yes, work in progress. Slow and long progress.

      Half an hour later, George left Andi with the remaining cookies and their tiny housemates to burn the calories he had just taken in and to ponder how best to broach the subject of his relationship with Andi to his mother. He came back exhausted, sweaty, and not really wiser, but Andi had found a college basketball game on TV, successfully distracting him for the rest of the evening. Postponing the call was inevitable when there were sports to watch, or so he told himself.
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            A NEW CASE?

          

        

      

    

    
      When they entered the precinct the next morning, Detective Sandra Mescew greeted them with a wave. Andi waved back, something he wouldn’t have done four months ago, but since they had worked on the serial killer case together, Sandra and her partner, Tobias Gentry, had somehow stayed friendly with them, but certainly not based on any encouragement from Andi. He could tolerate them both because they were decent detectives who brought their own specialties to the table but getting used to colleagues greeting him “just because” was still difficult. His fellow detectives as well as the beat officers usually knew better than to approach him in any way unless it absolutely couldn’t be helped. It was probably George’s fault, Andi decided. His partner was a team player at heart, inviting people to come and stay close, even if they weren’t needed any longer. With him as a buffer, though, Andi found he didn’t mind it too much.

      The precinct was peaceful this morning, just the usual coming and going, the silverfish calm, the spiders content and fat from all the flying insects summer so generously provided them through open windows and doors. Luke Gelman was here one week sooner than Andi would have expected, which could mean a case from the office for them. This past spring, they had agreed to work for this mysterious governmental branch, so Luke had started coming down monthly to check in with them and show them how to fill out the forms the office needed. Apparently, even super-secret agencies needed tons of writing to be functional. They were still waiting for their first mission, not that Charleston was providing them with generous amounts of corpses.

      Since Chief Norris now knew about him as well, the atmosphere at the precinct had changed for the better, allowing him and George to work their cases in peace, knowing Norris would have their backs—not enthusiastically since they hadn’t progressed that far yet—but with a growing sense of responsibility for her two best detectives.

      George had already reached their desks with the two whiteboards they used to brainstorm their cases when her voice cut through the hubbub of the bullpen. “Hayes, Donovan! My office!”

      Her attitude might have changed a bit, but her methods were still the same. It was something Andi could respect. He and George detoured to her office, making their way through the maze of desks where their fellow detectives were working on their cases.

      “Gelman is with her,” Andi whispered to George, who took the information with a nod.

      “One week early. Guess it’s going to be our first case for the office.”

      Clearly, they were thinking along the same lines. George opened the door for Andi to enter the office first, something he could now do without getting all his defenses up. There was still a certain weariness, as his memories of the chief’s office weren’t happy ones, but seeing the same feelings mirrored in Chief Norris’s face made it easier for him to adjust to the new normal. The spider living outside the window was…

      Barging toward the fly, hunger, hunger, the wild vibrations of the net where the prey was caught racing up through his legs, telling him size and exact location, even the weight, poison pumping into his fangs, tiny drops forming at the tips, ready, he was ready to kill, the prey was fighting, more and more lines of the net ripping, floating in the soft breeze, but it was no use, he was there, on the huge bluebottle, his fangs sinking in, the poison seeping into the body, dissolving the insides, his hind legs already guiding the new thread forward under his back segment, toward the dead prey, to spin it into a neat package, for consumption as soon as the insides were liquid, his fangs⁠—

      “Andi?” Luke sounded a little worried.

      “Hmm?” That, too, was an improvement. George didn’t have to cover up for him when talking to the chief and Luke. His partner’s warm hand on his lower back helped him to return to the office, to Norris and Gelman staring at him with a mixture of wonder and amusement in their eyes. George was his usual calming presence, one Andi needed more and more these days. He had gotten quite good at shielding himself, almost as good as it had been before this latest surge in his geschenk. Still, there were instances, like now, when he got sucked into a single arthropod, his connection taking on new dimensions where the lines between him and them got so blurred he couldn’t tell where he ended, and they began. “Sorry. Just witnessed a brutal murder.” He pointed with his chin to the window frame where the partly destroyed net was visible, together with its owner and her latest meal.

      Luke shuddered, Norris just rolled her eyes, and George gently guided him to one of the chairs in front of the chief’s desk. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your premature visit, Luke?” George grinned at the man who they were still unsure if he was an ally, an enemy, or simply a nuisance. Andi leaned toward the latter. Luke’s pheromones didn’t taste of betrayal or something similar unpleasant, and he would never be able to see the man as a true friend. Not that Andi had any of those to begin with.

      Luke nodded at them, returning the grin. “Outstanding detectives that you are, you have probably guessed I’m here on business.” He gestured to Norris. “As I’ve already informed your chief, I’m going to steal you for what will hopefully just be two days to give your counsel on a case in Spartanburg.”

      The chief tapped her fingers on her desk. “Agent Gelman’s timing is impeccable because you’re in between cases, aren’t you?”

      George nodded. “We wrapped up the murder in Goose Creek last Friday.”

      “Then consider yourself officially dispatched to Spartanburg to aid the police there in solving a possible murder case.” She closed a file she’d had in front of her. “As I was told, I’m not needed for further procedures. You can take Agent Gelman to your desks where he can brief you.” When Luke cleared his throat, she shrugged. “Or you can show him to one of our conference rooms to be briefed there without anybody being able to listen in. Better?” She lifted a brow, clearly reaching the end of her patience.

      Gelman grinned, which caused the tiniest twitch of her lips, something else Andi wouldn’t have thought possible a few months ago.

      George was already up and opening the door, gesturing for Andi and Luke to go outside. Andi nodded at Norris, who lifted her chin. For them, it was practically heartwarming. “Chief.” George did his own chin-lifting, which got him a “Detective Donovan” in return. They left the chief’s office and marched through the bullpen to the back door, behind which a small corridor with several conference rooms was located. George took the first one, shutting the door firmly once all three of them were inside.

      Luke sauntered to the table and put his messenger bag down before pulling out a thick file. Thick files were never good. The silverfish in the room informed Andi that Luke was still in a battle with his nail fungus, the sharp profile of the polish he used as much a part of him as the unique shape he presented through the legs of the spiders in the corner and the pheromone picture the dying moth at the ceiling provided. For Andi, it was as if Gelman’s body, the solid thing he could see with his own—very mediocre—eyes, was over-layered with versions of him that were at the same time more accurate and yet a lot blurrier than what Andi’s human senses provided.

      George stepped next to him. His profile so familiar, Andi immediately relaxed. His partner braced himself on the backrest of one of the chairs. “What have you got for us?”

      Luke opened the file, his body language just hesitant enough to make Andi look closer. There was a spike in his pheromones. Something wasn’t quite right, not inherently wrong either, for that Luke was too calm.

      “Well, the more correct question will probably be, what have you got for us?”

      George cocked his head. “Are we playing twenty questions?”

      “No. I’m just not entirely sure how to present the facts to you because I’m not entirely sure what the facts are.”

      “How about you just hit us with whatever you think you got, and we’ll go from there?” His partner, always the diplomat.

      “Fine. If you ask the chief of the Spartanburg Police Department, Timothy Savalle, he’ll tell you that there is no case whatsoever. That it’s all just a string of freaky coincidences.”

      “By the tone of your voice, I assume there are people who do not share the chief’s view?” Andi always marveled at how good George was with words.

      “Well, there is one FBI agent, Susannah DeCapristo, who very loudly insists that there is no such thing as a coincidence.”

      “She’s probably right.”

      “Not necessarily.” Luke selected a paper from the file. “We’re looking at nine possible murders, starting last year in April.”

      “You think that because…” George tried to be patient, but Andi could read it in the tension of his muscles as well as in the tiny electric shocks that said tension sent through the room, unnoticed by the humans but like lightning for the pill bugs under the skirting.

      “I don’t think anything.” Gelman paused. “Let me rephrase that.”

      “Too late.” George snickered.

      “Agent DeCapristo thinks it’s because one of the victims is a retired judge from North Carolina—there’s your jumping of state lines in case you were wondering—who was known to be mercilessly strict with certain groups of people.”

      “You mean he was an asshole toward anybody who wasn’t White, male, straight, and Christian? Or was it just straight? Or just male? Or just White?” Andi might not be as good as George when it came to reading between the lines of polite bullshit, but he knew what Gelman wasn’t saying. Sadly, it was always the same or varying degrees of the same.

      “Your words, not mine,” Luke said calmly. “But yes, he was that kind of fucker. Anyway, the reason I’m here is the way those people died.” He pulled out photographs of six men and three women, all very dead, all very obviously taken on morgue slabs. “They were killed by insects.”

      “Sorry, I just heard you say these people were killed by insects.” George stared at the photos, all headshots, no bodies visible. Andi could see that Gelman was growing agitated. The man didn’t know what to make of the whole situation.

      “You do know that death by arthropod is always an accident?”

      “I knew it until I saw several swarms of bees killing a killer. Bees called by you.”

      Ah, that was the crux of the matter. Andi felt George’s hand on the small of his back. His partner was in defensive mode already.

      “You’re saying that because you’ve seen one incident where arthropods were used as a weapon, you think it’s possible? After you’ve told us how unbelievably unique Andi is?”

      Luke lifted his hands in a placating gesture. He was very adamant about respecting George’s role as Andi’s caretaker. “It’s not just that.” He shuffled through the photos. “Look at these two, Matthew Blank and David Tennet. They died last year in April, when they accidentally destroyed a beehive on a property they were preparing for groundbreaking.”

      “That’s a classic. Bees don’t like being disturbed.” It was a fact quite a lot of people learned the hard, painful way, Andi had found out.

      “Yes, a classic. And then you have Albert Dunhill, the judge, and his pal Trevor Asten, who were fishing on a lake when they were attacked by a swarm of hornets. On the water.”

      “And that’s unlikely?” George looked at Andi.

      “Very. Non-water-dwelling arthropods rarely have a reason to fly across it, especially not an entire swarm. Especially not hornets. It’s…unlikely.”

      “Which is why I need you to take a look.”

      George was already shaking his head. “Six weeks ago? Let me guess, the hive was either destroyed or removed? Or not found at all? And the corpses? What happened to them? If neither the victims nor the reason for their demise is present, how is Andi supposed to do this? What do you think he is? A wizard?”

      Strictly speaking, there were quite a few things Andi would be able to determine if he went to the site. Other arthropods would fill him in. Something as major as somebody dying always left an impression. And if they knew where the hive was or had been, Andi would surely be able to get some answers. Hives, even abandoned ones, always left imprints. Something about the presence of a swarm, the combined sensory impressions of hundreds of individuals. It might not be very clear, but there would be hints.

      The reason George was against it was that purposely going back almost two months to look for a specific event was bound to cost Andi. With his geschenk growing stronger seemingly each day, navigating time in addition to the battering of everything else was something he preferred to avoid.

      “I don’t know what Andi is.” Gelman shrugged. “Apparently not even Andi knows it.” The small smile playing around his lips at his own joke vanished when he saw their serious expressions. “Sorry. You must understand that the situation in Spartanburg is on the fast track to becoming volatile. Chief Savalle is young, only thirty-five, and finds it extremely offensive that the FBI is insinuating he didn’t do his job. Agent DeCapristo, on the other hand, only came down because the dead judge was from another state and, you know, a judge. She should be elsewhere entirely but now needs to prove her hunch was spot-on to justify the spending of money for her trip there, and all this negativity on top of not knowing if there even is a case to speak of has everybody close to exploding.”

      “And you want to put Andi in the middle of that? You must know that’s like pouring gasoline onto a fire.” George shook his head with even more emphasis than before. Andi briefly wondered whether he should be offended or flattered and decided it wasn’t worth the hassle either way.

      Luke shook his head. “No. I want you to march in there while Andi quietly does his thing, and once it’s determined whether we’re really talking freak accidents or murder, we’ll continue from there.”

      “I don’t like it.” George folded his arms in front of his chest, a display of body language he usually tried to avoid. He wasn’t one for giving things away so easily, at least not when dealing with potential wrongdoers. Luke was a potential threat. George’s pheromones and the impatient flickering in his electric field, like fireworks on LSD to the pill bugs, attested to that. Andi inched close enough to feel George’s body heat, which immediately calmed his partner down. His rigid stance loosened just a bit. It still amazed him how readily George went to war for him, how willing he was to do everything in his power to protect Andi. It was such a new thing to Andi. He still didn’t know how to handle it, so naturally, he ignored it.

      “Me neither.” Luke shrugged, his expression too empty, his heartbeat just a tiny bit too fast, his scent, gray smeared with purple through the eyes of the moth, not in accordance with what his words and body language tried to say. It was like listening to the refrain of a song, where the same note was off and irritating enough to tempt Andi into saying something.

      “You don’t think there’s anything to this, do you?”

      Luke opened his mouth, no doubt to protest, then looked first at George, then Andi, and sighed. “No, I really don’t think there’s anything substantial going on. Freak coincidences do happen, and the laws of probability don’t exclude such a clustering of insect-related deaths. I even checked the International Classification of Diseases, cross-referencing it with the death statistics for accidents with wasps, bees, and hornets. Even the distribution of the victims is close to the 80 percent male casualties the US sees in this field on average per year.”

      “Arthropods,” Andi corrected absently. Luke was of course right. His tiny informants would never kill a human because they felt like it. Usually they were provoked, the blobs stumbling around like the clumsy bags of flesh they were.

      George kept his gaze on Luke. “But you’re sending us, nevertheless.” He took a sharp breath. “You want to do a trial run.”

      Andi knew George wasn’t sure if he should be offended or amused, his tells oscillating between the two emotions. He thought it was prudent, seeing how the two newbies were doing without the pressure of something big looming over them.

      Luke lifted his hands in surrender. If anything, he seemed to be relieved that the cards were on the table now. “Hear me out. Yes, you could say it’s a trial run, but there’s a lot of positives. First,” he lifted the index finger of his right hand, “it’s not far away. If need be, you could even commute to Spartanburg. Well, if you fancy three hours on the road, one direction. Second, since this is likely nothing, you can test the waters of your new status without the need to bring forth a solution. Third, the office can do the FBI a favor, which can be cashed in at a later time. See, it’s a perfect opportunity.” Now Luke was grinning broadly.

      George, however, could not be fooled. “The fact alone that you sound like a third-class used-car salesman makes me highly suspicious.”

      “You wound me.”

      “Bad enough to give us another reason?” Andi knew his grin was wolfish, and he enjoyed it.

      “Fine.” Luke caved more easily than Andi would have expected. “It might be that my—our—higher-ups want to make extra sure this isn’t some deep-level conspiracy for reasons I have stopped thinking about because I can do without the migraine.”

      “This is the politics you dreaded, isn’t it?” Andi looked at George. He reached for his partner and lover, leaning into George’s touch.

      “Don’t worry, Andi. This is something you don’t have to engage in. Politics is what my mother has groomed me and my brothers for since we were old enough to understand what power is.”

      The words were reassuring and depressing at the same time. George was sure of himself and his skills, yet there was an underlying taste of something bitter that Andi might have mistaken for distaste in this new case if he weren’t so in tune with his man.

      “So, we drive to Spartanburg, talk to the chief there and the FBI agent, and Andi tries to find out what’s going on. Now, what if there is something?”

      Luke started to answer, but Andi was faster. “Which is highly unlikely. Looking for the murderer without knowing what these persons looked like is going to be—interesting already.”

      “Uhm, you have these.” Luke pointed at the photographs. The hesitancy in his movements as well as the nervous twitching of the tiny muscle fiber around his eyes made it clear he wasn’t at all sure.

      George rolled his eyes. “Andi can look at these photos for hours, and they won’t do shit, pardon my language. He means he doesn’t know what these people looked like to them. The first hurdle will be to identify them in a manner Andi can work with, which will probably be doable with the last victim. What was his name?”

      Luke rustled the papers on the table. “Jagger Thomasin. He lived with his girlfriend and her daughter in a small apartment. Died there too. Black widow in a drawer.”

      “Okay. Sounds freaky. Anyway, if he died at home, Andi will be able to identify him and therefore see his death. Maybe he’ll even find the spider. The judge and his fishing buddy were before Jagger, am I right?”

      Luke nodded. “Yes, as I said before, they were attacked on the lake.”

      Andi felt the need to put in his two cents if only to placate George before he bit off Luke’s head—not an entirely unwelcome picture, granted, because Andi still held a grudge for how things had gone down with the chief, but not prudent either. “I’m reasonably confident I’ll be able to get something about these two events. Maybe even about the others. I just can’t tell how helpful my…insights might be.”

      Luke nodded. Whether he was acknowledging Andi’s words or George’s worries, it was hard to say. “If that’s the case, then so be it. But after everything I’ve seen from you, I doubt you will fail.”

      “Interesting choice of words.” George’s eyes narrowed.

      “I can assure you, without deeper meaning. Just a lack of a more fitting term.” Luke started fiddling with the photographs on the table, stacking them haphazardly, then spreading them again as if fascinated by the gruesome theme.

      “I’ll take your word for it—for the time being,” George stated, stroking Andi’s lower back, a movement meant to soothe himself as much as his partner. Andi loved it. The connection grounded him, and the ability to give George at least a little bit in return for his care satisfied the part of him that would always chomp on him needing anybody in the first place.

      “Let’s say there is a case—who takes the lead? Do we watch as the FBI and the chief in Spartanburg duke it out? Or do we have superiority?” George was now going for the details, always important and seldom something people bothered with before realizing they didn’t like them.

      Luke’s left eyelid started to twitch a bit. “As you know, technically, it’s an FBI case when one of the victims is from another state. What I’ve heard about Agent DeCapristo suggests she won’t let go easily because she has plans for herself. She does know she can’t dismiss you, and in theory, you rank higher than her, which she doesn’t know. Also, there’s the matter of you stating if there even is a case. She’s going to need you and not going to like it.”

      “I see. In theory. I also assume we can’t tell her outright who sent us or why. And she’ll probably hate not being the one in control.” George was already assessing, going through possible scenarios. His ability to plan far ahead was quite the opposite of Andi’s stance of reacting when a situation occurred. It was also another reason they were so successful. If one of their strategies failed, it was almost sure the other would work. A doubly woven safety net, so to speak. “What about in the field?” George’s brow rose, clearly knowing where this was going and not liking it much.

      “In the field, it would be appreciated if you played nicely with the other agencies to maintain the fragile truce we have with them unless, of course, Andi’s well-being is somehow in jeopardy. He’s the top priority.” Luke sighed. “Not everybody out there is happy to have unconventional help when solving cases.”

      “You mean nobody wants to play with the freaks.” Andi smiled, sad and mocking at the same time. He had learned to live with being the outcast, but sometimes the feeling of hurt jumped in out of nowhere. George’s fingertips at his lower back, softly digging in, were a consolation Andi only knew he had always needed now that he had it.

      “You’d be surprised how many field agents would actually jump at the chance. It’s mostly the higher-ups who are stilted in their enthusiasm.”

      “You’re awfully inventive with your vocab today, Luke.” George cocked his head, his hand never leaving Andi’s back.

      “I’m just trying to get in the right diplomatic headspace because I’m going to come with you and establish the first contact.”

      “I’d say I’m wounded at how little you trust us but having you as a buffer actually tickles me.” George looked at the clock on the wall. “If we go home now to pack, we could be in Spartanburg early in the afternoon.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Luke swept the files into his bag. “I’ll text you the address, and we’ll meet in Spartanburg.”

      “See you there.” George gently led Andi toward the door.

      It seemed they had a new case.
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      “I hate packing.”

      The words came out of the blue, seemingly, though not for George. He had been waiting for some kind of reaction since they’d gone back to his Escalade.

      “I’m going to do it for you. Perhaps you can find us a hotel? Something decent with as few crawlers as possible.”

      Andi scoffed. “You do realize the number of mites in any hotel, no matter how meticulous they are about cleaning, is enough to have me drowning in information if I don’t shield properly?”

      “I do realize.” George glanced at his partner. “Is there anything we can do to make it easier for you? Perhaps chase them off somehow?”

      “If you’re referring to me directing other arthropods to do my will, I’m not sure I’m ready for that level of self-dissolution yet.”

      “I was more thinking along the lines of something we can spray on the bed…some herbal concoction or the likes.” George didn’t want Andi to actively try directing arthropods. They were making slow progress on him handling the passive influx of information without Andi going crazy or losing himself. Active usage of the bond was out of the question. Just like using the geschenk for a wild goose chase in Spartanburg. “If you don’t want to go to Spartanburg, just say the word. Gelman said it himself—he doesn’t think there’s a case.”

      Something in his body language must have alerted Andi because his partner stared at him. It couldn’t be any arthropods, or so George hoped, because his car was usually crawler-free. For something as obvious as George’s disdain for this excursion, Andi didn’t need them anyway. Even without the extra input, his partner was scarily good at reading people and if that talent had developed to its current state because he usually got so many additional clues or if it had always been there and only been enhanced, it was like wondering which came first—the hen or the egg.

      “You don’t want us to go.” It was a statement, not a question. Andi rarely asked questions anymore.

      “Not really. I don’t see why we should endanger the fragile balance we have achieved by poking our noses into something that’s probably just a glitch in probabilities.”

      “I can see where you’re coming from.” Andi put his hand on George’s on the middle console. It was another new development between them, and Andi was actively seeking contact. “And I share your worry. I don’t think I’m stable enough to just dive in for the heck of it.”

      “But? I hear a very strong but coming.”

      They both grinned. “But I see this as a chance as well. You heard Gelman. There is nothing to be lost here. No pressure to get results quickly. As cases go, it would be relaxed. Ideal for trying out things, ideal to learn.”

      “And we’re jinxed.” George mock sighed.

      “You don’t believe in magic.”

      “I’m not sure jinxing qualifies as magic.”

      “Debatable.” Andi waggled the hand that was not holding George’s.

      “Fine. It could perhaps be magic.” George set the blinker to get into the driveway of Andi’s—now their—home.

      After he had parked, they both got out and went into the house. George went to pack, and Andi sat down in the kitchen and booked them a hotel room. It took them the better part of an hour to get everything done, secure the house, make sure the fridge was emptied of perishable goods—Luke might think this was going to be only a two-day stint, but George decided to not be so optimistic—which they brought to one of their neighbors, Mrs. Gray, a kind elderly lady who never said no to George’s cooking or their supplies.

      The drive to Spartanburg was quiet and uneventful. George knew Andi needed to prepare himself for the inevitable onslaught of arthropods he wasn’t familiar with, and he himself used the time to make plans for all the eventualities they might face. He always felt better when he knew he was ready to tackle whatever they came across. Going into another precinct was always a delicate matter that needed to be handled with care. Not stepping on toes unless it was absolutely necessary was a skill George had perfected during his time in Narcs, and he was proud of it.

      The situation in Spartanburg, as Luke had described it, was definitely even more complicated than the average joint operation between precincts and would no doubt require him to walk on the proverbial tightrope. If it weren’t for his worries about Andi’s well-being, George would enjoy the challenge. As things were, he felt the pull in different directions, knowing it would increase when they had their first real case. George was still not sure what to think of this trial run. Then again, perhaps thinking wasn’t really necessary.

      After he had parked in front of the Spartanburg precinct in a spot that had just been vacated by another car, George turned to his partner. The fine lines around Andi’s eyes and mouth were more prominent than during the drive, the circles under his eyes getting darker while George watched. It was never a good sign. He reached over the middle console to touch Andi’s hand. It was cooler than George would have liked. Cool hands indicated a level of stress requiring meditation, not walking into a hostile situation. He waited.

      “Commotion, back, forth, up, up, too loud, adrenaline, chuff, chuff, thump, heavy, vibrating, sssrt, ktch, anger, wrath, so loud, too much!”

      George took Andi’s hand, placed it on his chest, over his heart, deliberately slowing his breathing, his heartbeat, to offer Andi an anchor. For a few moments, only Andi’s ragged breathing disturbed the silence in the car. Then he inhaled, shuddering, his words merely a whisper. “Thump, thump, thump. Steady, slow, home.”

      George’s gaze never left his partner, who tried for a smile. It was weak, but it was there. “Thank you, George.”

      “Always, my dear.” Andi made a face at the endearment but accepted it. After he had vehemently protested the use of ‘baby’ and ‘honey’, George hadn’t dared to introduce even sweeter names like ‘sugarplum’ or ‘honeysuckle’. After an intense discussion, during which Andi had explained in great detail why he didn’t like endearments—George had already known his partner wasn’t a romantic but having perfectly innocent terms of adoration shredded by admittedly spot-on logic, had driven home the fact with a vengeance—they had compromised on ‘dear’.

      George had been willing to try to forego endearments completely, but Andi had sensed how much it meant to him to be able to use them in their relationship and suggested this one since he found it less irritating than the others. George himself hadn’t been aware how important this verbal reassurance of love was to him until he had been in danger of losing the privilege to use it. Living with Andi was one epiphany after another, not all of them pleasant. He was pretty sure he could thank his parents for this one. No matter how pragmatic they were in every other aspect of their lives, they did embrace the love they had for each other wholly, including silly endearments and sometimes sickeningly sweet gestures of love—at least in the eyes of three growing boys.

      “Is Luke already here? I can’t see his car.” George looked around the parking lot.

      “Yes. I think he’s parked in the back. The silverfish here don’t like his anti-fungus nail polish any more than the ones at home.” He opened the passenger door to step into the blaring sun.

      George followed, carefully locking his Escalade. “Will it ever go away?”

      Andi shrugged. “Not with the nail polish, no.”

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      “I’m a bit torn. On the one hand, it makes him easy to discern. As if he’s walking around with a neon sign flashing over his head. Then again, I don’t want him to lose his nails. Or for the fungus to spread on his body.”

      “Wait, that’s a possibility?” George shuddered.

      Andi didn’t seem overly concerned. “It could. When it gets bad enough on his feet, he starts dragging particles up with his underwear and trousers. Typically, the fungus starts growing on the inside of the thighs, close to the crotch, next.”

      “You need to tell him! Immediately!” The mere thought of fungus anywhere near his nether regions had George breaking out in a cold sweat. He was very meticulous about hygiene and proud of it.

      “Well, the solution is for him to start pissing on his feet when he’s in the shower. I’m the first to admit that I’m no expert in social interactions, but
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