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Darren hated magic. That wasn’t accurate, because his late-blossoming magical Talent had given him the power to save his boss and lover from a serial killer set on stealing Kavon’s power. So as a federal agent, Darren appreciated his new shamanic abilities. However, his eyes were about to fall out of his head as he tried to plow through training materials related to the use of magic to obtain evidence. Since Darren had been a mundane during most of his time with the FBI’s Talent Unit, Kavon had insisted that Darren reread every directive, regulation, law, legal brief, and memo regulating the use of Talent while on the job.

“I hate this,” Darren complained.

Traci chuckled. “If you violate one suspect’s rights or destroy one case, you’ll never forgive yourself. Read your rules, young padawan.” Traci Frane was the oldest member of the team. She’d spent most of her career as a surveillance and information specialist, but she’d transferred to the Talent team after getting bored with life behind a desk. She was a white-haired magic user who specialized in incantations.

“Star Wars references. Great. I’m suffering, and you’re taking joy in my pain,” Darren protested dramatically.

“Bruh, too much,” Les warned him in a stage whisper. “Dial down the angst, and maybe you’ll get a little sympathy.” Kaleolani “Les” Gillette had brought his adept skills to the Talent team when he transferred in from Hawaii, and he’d quickly become Darren’s closest friend and the one most likely to verbally torture him.

“No, I won’t,” Darren said.

Les grinned. “Nope, you won’t. Besides, Traci’s right. You don’t want to screw up a case. I mean, you have to go home with Boucher. If you make a mistake, you can’t escape the man.”

When Les rolled his eyes, Darren realized a stupid smile had crept onto his face. He loved living with Kavon, and every time someone brought up the fact that they were now officially a couple, Darren couldn’t stop grinning. He was too happy.

“Lolo haole,” Les muttered.

Darren didn’t bother asking for the translation since Les was probably insulting Darren using the truth. With an overly dramatic sigh, he grabbed his coffee cup and headed toward the break room. “None of you appreciate me,” he accused them. The short hall to the break room was empty, which was normal. The Talent Unit handled crime related to magical powers. Until Darren’s magic had shown up far later in life than Talent normally appeared, he had been the only mundane member of the field team. Now their team was made up of all Talent, and sometimes non-Talented norms got a little nervous around magic. That explained why the FBI gave them their own office in an isolated corner of the DC building. It was small and unspectacular, and their bathroom was tiny and painted a distressing shade of 1970s green, but they had the space to themselves.

As Darren poured himself a cup of coffee, Les came into the room. “I’m glad you and Traci are more civil with each other now.”

“What?” Darren had never had a problem with Traci. Sure, he’d had huge issues with Ben Anderson, but the adept had left in disgrace after he’d used his weak magic to try to force Darren off the team and away from Kavon. Since Darren now shared a soul bond with Kavon, that clearly hadn’t worked.

“When we all thought you were a munny and lusting after Boucher, she got a little frustrated, but it seems like you two are clicking better now.” Then Les’s voice turned more serious. “Are you doing okay with the legal stuff?”

“Yeah.” Darren put the coffeepot back on the burner. “I know almost all of this, but Kavon worries that I might have ignored something during my training. Maybe he thinks I slept through that part of Quantico.”

Les headed for the refrigerator and pulled out one of his vegetable drinks. “You studied those laws as a munny. Now that you have Talent, you can see how they apply to you.”

“Except they really don’t,” Darren said. “Kavon has been trying to teach me a few tricks of the trade, and I suck at the whole shamanism thing.” Shamans were supposed to be the big dogs of the magical world. Magic users could train to manipulate magical artifacts, but shamans had spirit guides that gave them a pipeline to the source of all magic. Despite that, Darren’s powers had a few glitches.

“Are you nuts?” Les demanded. “You magically blew up the most powerful crystal spell Coretta had ever seen, and that woman knows her crystals. The way I heard the story, you fucking rearranged the shamanic plane with some sort of superstorm.”

Darren narrowed his eyes. “Where did you hear that?”

“That nurse you had after the accident? Anita? She is a very fine woman,” Les said in a reverent tone.

“I thought you avoided shamans—something about them being manipulative assholes.” Darren knew full well that Les’s distrust went beyond that. Les was an adept with innate magic, a status he couldn’t easily hide since the gift caused spiderweb markings that ranged from bluish to light beige along the backs of his hands and up his arms. Against Les’s dark Hawaiian skin, the marks stood out. And because he was an adept, many shamans wanted to bond with him. A connection to an adept could help anchor them to the physical plane when they spirit walked. However, shamanic power did not equal moral soundness, and plenty of shamans had tried to manipulate Les to get what they wanted. It had left him a little shaman-shy. He’d only joined the Talent team because back then Kavon had been adamant that he would never form a permanent bond with any adept.

“That’s because most shamans take that path because they want power,” Les said. “And as much as I respect Boucher, he’s the same. The man has an unhealthy interest in it.”

“Boucher hates power. He spends more time ducking the shamanic council than he does trying to lay claim to any authority.”

“He hates political power. Now the spiritual sort...yeah, he likes that.” Les’s tone grew softer. “But Anita is different. She never wanted to be a shaman. Did you know that?”

Darren nodded. “Yeah. She was in an accident and did the whole near-death experience.”

“Walked with her friend into the next world and then came back,” Les said. “She is not into power at all. I feel safe around her, but she’s the one who told me that the magical eruption on the spirit plane a month ago was all you. She said you even came back to the hospital and spirit walked to help the patients who were trapped and couldn’t find their physical bodies again. So don’t tell me you don’t have your mojo on.”

“Between us—” Darren stopped when Les grabbed his arm and started pulling him toward the conference room.

“When you start off like that, I get twitchy about what you might say. And keep in mind, if this is about your sex life with Boucher, I am very happy for you, but I do not want to hear any specifics. None.” Les closed the door to the conference room.

If Darren’s spirit guide were in the room, he’d feel the magic settle over his skin as the privacy wards set.

“Okay, finish your thought,” Les said.

Darren swung a seat around and straddled it. “If my guide is not in the room, I am about as magical as a turnip.”

Les gave him a strange look.

“I know, I know. That breaks the rules of the universe or something. Trust me, Kavon has told me.”

“So, if your guide is in the room, you’re one of the most powerful shamans on the East Coast. If he’s not, you’re a turnip?” Les sank into the nearest chair.

“Yep,” Darren said. “It makes it easy to convince people that I’m a super low-powered shaman who only came online because something in the O’Brien case triggered my instinctive need to protect Boucher.” Darren made air quotes around the last phrase. That was the shamanic council’s final determination. It meant they lost interest in Darren as a potential ally or threat, and that was good, but it still hurt his ego a little. In fact the council had decided that Boucher worked so well with him because Darren was nonthreatening.

They were clearly idiots, and Darren had considered shooting them to prove he could still threaten people as efficiently as the next well-armed federal agent.

“Bruh, this is messed up. I mean, I’m more focused when my guide is around, but half the time he wants me to focus on something that is not all that important.”

“That’s the other thing.”

“Oh God. There’s another thing?”

“Bennu rushes to do things for me.” Darren understood that most guides had only one form. In Les’s case, his guide was a wasp. Spirits joined with minds they found compatible, and a spirit that normally enjoyed living inside wasps had chosen Les. The spirit guide matched Les’s loyalty to his friends and his laid-back attitude, but more than anything, his willingness to defend others. A wasp would die to protect a queen, and Les would put his life on the line to protect the innocent every damn time. Darren’s guide had three forms. Bennu was old, and he’d been on Earth when an extinct form of heron had walked the Nile. In that form, he stood nearly six feet tall. However, that bird had gone extinct, and now Bennu took the forms of an ordinary cattle egret and of a great blue heron. In any form, spirit guides were supposed to be difficult to work with, cantankerous, and fickle. Bennu broke that rule too.

“Seriously, you are weird,” Les said. From someone else that would be insulting, but Les said it with a touch of admiration.

Darren shoved him with his foot.

Les scooted his chair back. “Hey, I’m just calling it like I see it. And really, it’s good that you don’t do the whole magic spots like most shamans,” he said, and Darren had to agree. When Kavon used his magic, the inner glow of living magic highlighted the freckles that were normally invisible against his dark skin. It made it hard for Kavon to hide his power. “You know how many suspects freak when they see signs of Talent.” Les held up his colorful hands. “If you looked like one of us, we’d definitely have to hire another munny to play go-between.”

Leave it to Les to put his finger on the real problem. “Yeah, but if a suspect demands non-Talent interrogators, what are we going to do? I’m on record as a shaman, even if the council has decided that I’m so weak that my powers don’t really count.”

“Aw, crap. Does that mean we have to take in another newbie? Because it turned out so well with Anderson.”

“Yeah, but this time we won’t be hiring an adept to try to partner with Boucher. Kavon is mine.” Darren felt a rush of power, and then Bennu appeared in the middle of the room, all six feet tall and ruffling his feathers. He stuck his bill up in the air and clacked as he did his weird neck-wiggle thing. “And even if Anderson didn’t turn out so well, Traci’s been a big help. She can track down electronic information faster than anyone other than Wyatt, and he’s been all tied up with other teams lately. And before that, you didn’t turn out half bad as a newbie.”

“I did turn out badly. I was brought in to provide adept support for Boucher, and that turned out horrible. That man is...” Les sighed. “Difficult.”

“Yeah,” Darren said fondly. Boucher had a big personality and a lot of power. It was damn sexy. And that sex appeal kept right on going with his neatly trimmed beard, shaved head, ebony-dark skin, and amber-brown eyes. Darren had wanted Kavon long before he’d been lucky enough to land in the man’s bed.

“You are a lovesick puppy.”

“Yep,” Darren agreed.

Les rolled his eyes. “I have no idea what to tell you because I have never heard of someone having different levels of Talent based on whether their guides were around, and I really have no advice about Boucher because I think you’re nuts for bonding with him.”

“Best decision I ever made.”

“Every idiot needs a home, I guess,” Les teased, but he was allowed. Les was like a brother to Darren. Now Darren’s parents...they had been less than thrilled. He’d always thought of them as being open-minded. They’d never participated in any of the Talent bashing, but having a son with Talent was apparently a little much. They weren’t condemning as much as they’d been awkward and distant. Thank God they were back in Iowa.

The conference room door opened, and Coretta stuck her head in. “Boucher is looking for you,” she told Darren. “The higher-ups are pulling you and Boucher off the human trafficking case.” Coretta made a face, but she at least avoided public condemnation of their bosses. Darren guessed that Boucher had a few unkind words for the assistant director. And everyone wondered why the Talent team was underfunded.

“Why?” Darren headed for the door.

“Do you really think he stopped to explain it to me?” Coretta asked. She was the second in command of the Talent Unit, so Boucher was more likely to share intel with her than the rest of the team, but that didn’t change the fact that he was sometimes a closed-off jerk when it came to sharing. Through the bond Darren could tell that Kavon wanted to avoid infecting her with his frustration. He didn’t have a high opinion of the human race in general, and he didn’t think Coretta needed his brand of pessimism. Now had he told her that? Of course not.

“I’m sure he would if he had time.”

Coretta narrowed her eyes. “No, he wouldn’t, but that’s fine. He left me a file, and I’ll review it once I get his ass out of the building. Now move it.” She stepped aside, and Darren hurried down the hall. He wasn’t even halfway to the main room when Kavon came out of the break room.

“There you are. We’ve got a case.”

“Call if you need backup,” Coretta offered from behind Darren.

“The DC council has requested our assistance with a potential murder case. You want to come hang out with the Council?” Kavon asked, and Darren could feel the sharp aggravation travel through the bond. Bennu appeared at Darren’s side, his head swiveling as though searching for an enemy.

“Hell no,” Coretta quickly said. “However, if it’s a case, I’ll get the job done.”

Kavon was about to say something blunt and unhappy. Darren allowed his own appreciation for supportive teammates to flow through their bond. Kavon looked at him with an eyebrow raised, but Darren decided to study the cracking paint on the wall. Kavon cleared his throat. “Thanks, but I’m not sure we even have a case. This might be the Council’s way of making Darren and me sit down and spend more time with them.”

“Yeah, that sounds like them,” Coretta said. “Don’t kill anyone. The paperwork is a nightmare.”

Kavon grunted and turned to head for the garage.

“I’ll grab my sidearm and meet you at the car,” Darren said as he hurried past. He felt a rush of gratitude and ducked his head. Sometimes Kavon got annoyed when Darren pushed too many emotions, and that made sense. Darren definitely wouldn’t appreciate it if Kavon tried telling him how to feel. But Kavon’s love for the team, the sense that his team was his family—his herd—didn’t always come across to people who didn’t share a bond with him.

Kavon’s spirit guide appeared while Darren was retrieving his weapon. The giant cape buffalo bull filled the room, his shoulder vanishing into the side of Darren’s desk because the space wasn’t large enough for him. Bennu took his cattle egret form and settled on the bull’s wide shoulders. Unlike Bennu, Kavon’s bull rarely bothered with events on the physical plane unless Kavon called him. Kavon accused the bull of being lazy, but given the three and a half feet of spread on his horns and the thick, caplike bone over his forehead, Darren appreciated the bull’s lethargy. When he got worked up, he was exceptionally dangerous.

Part of that was his nature. This spirit had chosen a cape bull because he would rather avoid conflict, but he had also chosen this form because when provoked, the cape bull showed extraordinary aggression and would happily take on a lion or any other predator in his way. This particular spirit bull had also absorbed a lot of energy from Darren’s crane, so it was even more powerful. After all, Darren’s spirit guide was thousands of years old, and despite what Les had said, it was Bennu and not Darren who had ripped up the spirit plane in order to save Kavon.

Not that either looked threatening right now. Kavon’s bull had grass hanging out the side of his mouth while he slowly chewed, and Bennu was running his bill through the buffalo’s hair in search of parasites. They weren’t exactly the sorts of spirit guides that Hollywood loved to invent for detective shows.

“You’d better stop staring off into space,” Traci said.

“Yeah. Thanks,” Darren said as he finished securing his weapon in the holster.

“Spirit guides?” Traci asked. She couldn’t see spirit guides even if they were in a mood to make themselves visible to random shamans and adepts.

“Just gathering wool. Thinking,” Darren said vaguely as he headed toward the garage. “Text us if something breaks on the trafficking case.”

“Will do,” Traci promised.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two
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“So where we going?” Darren asked. Kavon’s frustration was a living beast that crawled along the bond they shared. “And why are we going if the council called us?” Personally, Darren was in favor of ignoring them. When Henry Halverson, one of the three members of the DC Shamanic Council, kept showing up in the middle of the O’Brien investigation, Darren had assumed he was the asshole of the group. It turned out he was the nice one. Susan McLean was all smiles and gray hair and offers of coffee, but she suspected their every move. The woman had turned twitchy into a way of life. And Charles Cruz made every handshake feel like a sexual encounter. His mother had been some beauty queen, and he had used his looks and his father’s money to make a name for himself in business. Now he was a hotshot shaman.

“Do we ever ignore a potential murder?” Kavon asked.

“So, where’s the case?” Darren asked. They were headed for Massachusetts Avenue, which was politics central.

“Connecticut Avenue,” Kavon said, and for a second Darren thought they had dodged a bullet on this being some political hot potato. Then Kavon added, “The Egyptian embassy.”

“The actual embassy, or was someone shot dead outside the embassy on American soil where we have jurisdiction?”

Kavon was busy trying to perform a lane change in front of a particularly aggressive SUV and didn’t answer right away. When he did finally get around to providing a little information, his voice was flat. “A visiting diplomat dropped dead inside the embassy.”

That made no sense. “Inside would imply it’s Egyptian territory, so why would the FBI get involved? Are we looking at domestic terrorism or assassination?”

Kavon’s hands tightened around the steering wheel until he seemed to be strangling it. The waves of frustration coming across their bond vanished, so Darren guessed Kavon had realized he was broadcasting and quieted his emotions. “We have a sixty-four-year-old woman who died for no reason,” Kavon said.

Darren waited for some sort of explanation, because right now the pieces were not fitting together. “And?” he finally asked. “Why bring us into this?”

“Because these people are magical royalty, and the council is trying to placate them.”

“Cruz?” Darren asked. Sucking up to royalty would be right up Cruz’s alley.

“Halverson.”

“Oh, great. My second least favorite asshole.”

Kavon gave him an amused look. “These are the most powerful shamans in the DC area. You’re supposed to be impressed by them.”

“Remind me later, and I’ll try to work up a nice genuflect. None of them are as strong as you.”

“I’m not sure about that. I think I could take either Halverson or McLean, but Cruz has a lot of power. And if those three worked together, they could handle any shaman. It would require another council to stop them.”

Darren didn’t argue, but he also didn’t agree. Kavon’s bull might not be as aggressive as other guides, but he didn’t yield, and Kavon knew a lot about magical lore. His teacher had been one of the most powerful shamanic mentors in the United States. Besides, given how fast Darren and Bennu were rewriting the magical rules, the councils didn’t know as much as they assumed.

“This is it.” Kavon pulled into a drive with huge iron gates. While Kavon showed the guard his identification, a second security person ran a mirror under the SUV. The guards were grim and unwelcoming, but after studying Kavon’s ID, they handed it back and the gates slowly opened.

“Do you get the feeling we’re not completely welcome?” Darren asked.

“Yeah.” Kavon didn’t say more, but some of his worry leaked across the bond. Darren wasn’t even a little surprised when the bull and Bennu showed up on the embassy lawn. A young man stood next to the open front door, but his expression was about as friendly as the guards’ had been.

Kavon parked the car and strode up the wide steps. “I’m Supervisory Special Agent Boucher and this is Agent Oberton. We were called about a body.”

The man made a quarter turn to put his back to the door and stood like a statue. No greeting. No directing them to the body. Nothing.

Darren stepped forward. He was the one who played nice with the locals, so maybe he could get further. “We got a call that someone died, but if our presence is a problem, we respect that this is Egyptian soil. We’ll be happy to leave.” Usually a speech like that either inspired cooperation or earned an invitation to get out. Instead their doorman kept doing his statue impression. Darren looked at Kavon and shrugged.

“If we aren’t needed, we have a trafficking case to work.” Kavon turned and headed back to the SUV. He hadn’t gone two steps before his phone rang.

“Boucher,” he snapped. He listened for a second before turning back toward the open door. “Seriously?” Kavon looked at Darren. “Halverson says we should go in and take the second door to the right.”

Darren eyed the Egyptian guards, all of whom were armed. “Are we really going to walk into an embassy uninvited?”

Kavon shoved the phone in his pocket and strode past the guy at the door and into the embassy. Darren had a moment of panic before he realized that none of the guards were even reacting. In those few seconds, Kavon had gotten pretty far down the ornate entry hall, and Darren hurried to catch up. The double doors on either side of the front doors opened to enormous ballrooms, but Darren and Kavon passed those and went to the second door, which opened into a much more modest four- or five-hundred-square-foot lounge with a gold fireplace.

A number of people sat around, but the only one Darren recognized was Halverson. “Agent Boucher.” Halverson stood and held out a hand to Kavon. “I appreciate you making time to come.”

“I have other cases, but if there is a murder that requires investigation, we would be happy to assist. However, I’m not sure anyone wants us here.” Kavon turned his attention to the others in the room.

A man with gray hair and gold wire-rimmed glasses introduced himself. “I’m Ezzat Sherif, Agent Boucher. Welcome. I apologize for the others, but the nonmagical staff will not interact with you. In my country, the untouched do not get involved in the business of the jinn. Mr. Halverson suggested that since you are a team made up of jinn, you would be best suited to assist in this investigation. Thuya was a well-respected woman, and her loss with no explanation is likely to stir emotions back home.”

“The jinn?” Darren asked. Kavon might have a bit of curiosity going under all his frustration, but there was no way he was going to request information.

Sherif turned toward Darren. “Ah, would this be your newest shaman?”

“Special Agent Darren Oberton.” Darren introduced himself. He stepped forward and shook Sherif’s hand.

“Very pleased to meet you, Agent Oberton. Please, have a seat.” Sherif gestured toward one of the fancy couches that looked as uncomfortable as hell. Darren perched on the edge. Kavon retreated to the side of the room near a huge tapestry. Sherif gave him a concerned look before taking a step back and sitting between an overweight woman and a man who was about the same age but who had slightly darker skin and a gray beard. Halverson chose a chair to one side.

“‘Jinn’ is our word for the spirits from the world of Adam’s clay. I believe you call that world ‘the bridge plane’ or ‘spirit plane,’” Sherif said. “We also call those humans who have the ability to walk in that world ‘jinn.’ Islamic law is very clear that the matters of jinn are not the matters of man, and man will not involve himself in such. So the authorities here will not question any jinn, and since it is possible that one of us, either one who came from Egypt or a jinn living in this city, has done Thuya harm, they will not investigate.”

“Well, you’re in the US now, and we don’t segregate,” Kavon said. “But this isn’t FBI jurisdiction. I haven’t even seen evidence of a murder at all.”

“Boucher,” Halverson said, his voice brusque, “the director has asked that you investigate.”

Darren wasn’t the least surprised when the bull appeared in the corner of the room, slowly chewing as he watched the proceedings. Darren wondered where Bennu was, because his own spirit guide rarely wandered far from the bull.

Kavon moved to a spot next to where Darren was sitting. “If you want my help, put your cards on the table.” An awkward silence filled the room as Kavon and Halverson faced off. Darren felt a wave of relief when Bennu appeared and settled in on the bull’s shoulder. Other than the slow shifting of the spirit guides, nothing moved.

Finally Sherif spoke. “Perhaps Mr. Halverson does not wish to share information, but I have no objection. My concern is that among my people, the strength of the jinn as well as the depth of his faith and goodness are always questions that require investigation. I do not assume that because you are jinn I have any cause to trust you. A jinn may choose the path of evil as easily as a man. Do you agree?”

“Yes.” Kavon turned the rest of the way around and faced Sherif, which meant he had his back partially to Halverson.

Halverson’s crocodile appeared under the closest couch and grumbled.

“I’m sure you’ve seen my record.” Kavon gave Halverson a cold stare.

“I have,” Sherif said. “You have acted honorably; however, my concern is with your young apprentice who hid his nature. To hide one’s true form as jinn is the first step of one who would trick the untouched.”

“You’re questioning my morals?” Darren asked. This was a first. “Hey, I’ve risked my job in the agency in order to uphold the law. I have never done anything unethical. At least not intentionally.”

Sherif asked, “Then why hide your nature?”

“I didn’t. I didn’t know I had Talent until I got caught up in a magical explosion.”

“So, you have only been a shaman for a matter of weeks?” After asking Darren the question, Sherif turned to Kavon as though seeking confirmation, but Kavon simply stared back.

“Questioning my honesty is not the best way to endear yourself to him. He has a protective streak that’s about a mile wide.” Darren held out his hands to show the width of it. “If you want to know something, ask me.”

“Very well, how long have you been a shaman?”

“Four weeks, five days,” Darren said. “I still do things wrong on a daily basis.”

“Why then bond with such a powerful shaman?” Sherif looked at Kavon.

Kavon said, “That is off-limits,” at the exact same time Darren said, “To help navigate—” Darren stopped before saying more, but Kavon was giving him the hairy-eyeball look that meant he was not amused by Darren’s choices. Darren shrugged.

Sherif gave a small laugh. “I assume your jinn takes the form of a bird.”

“Ezzat,” the woman said softly, but it was clearly a condemnation of Sherif’s manners.

Darren answered, “Not randomly giving people information about my guide was the first rule Agent Boucher gave me about the whole shaman deal, so I have no comment.” Darren’s egret stretched his neck out and flapped his wings before settling back down. Darren sent a silent reminder to stay invisible around the other shamans.

“And how much control do you have?” Sherif asked.

“Enough,” Kavon said. “I won’t have you questioning his skills.”

Darren put his hand on Kavon’s arm. “I’d rather be honest. I have very little control. I can’t levitate a pencil or tell if someone is lying unless I connect with my guide and ask him to help out. The whole flow of magic from him to me doesn’t happen on its own. And when I ask him for help, the results are unpredictable. However, none of this changes the fact that I’m a damn good agent. If you’re worried about my ethics, don’t. If you’re concerned about my lack of magical power, then keep in mind I’ve been a mundane my whole life, including while I investigated Talent-based crime with Agent Boucher’s team. I don’t need my magic.”

Sherif leaned back and remained silent for a long time.

“Agent Boucher has a long-standing preference for weaker Talent,” Halverson said.

“Keep discussing my preferences, and you’ll find out how I prefer to handle those who stick their nose in my business,” Kavon warned. His bull snorted.

Kavon turned back to Sherif. “Untrained does not imply weak.”

The smile Sherif gave Darren was kind, but Darren didn’t trust it. “No doubt the young shaman simply needs time to form a stronger relationship with his jinn. When I was young, I had very little control. We should not expect Agent Oberton to have the skill of a shaman who has trained for years simply because his talent developed late.”

Kavon moved in front of Darren. “I’m less interested in discussing Agent Oberton’s training than I am in the murder. I haven’t seen any sign of one.”

The woman stood. She was in her forties and had dark hair and fair skin that showed the light-blue shamanic freckles across her cheeks. Kavon’s marks only showed when he used his power. Then again, maybe she was doing something like securing the room from eavesdropping. “I am Ilham Massri. I was Thuya Sherif’s primary student. We came to America together at the invitation of Susan McLean. She had called a number of women shamans to have a time of sharing and discovery. Thuya’s body is still in her room, and we have sent our two servants to prepare the way for her to have a local burial. The idea of her body being so far from home grieves me, but Thuya would wish her vessel to return to the ground before sunset.”

“Sherif? Any relation?” Boucher looked at Ezzat Sherif.

“It’s a common name,” Sherif said, which wasn’t an answer, but he lacked the emotional distress that usually marked a family member.

“No autopsy?” Boucher asked.

Massri walked toward the exit. Sherif, the second Egyptian, and Halverson all remained seated, and Darren nodded to them before following Massri and Kavon back out into the main entry. A grand staircase led upstairs, but Massri detoured around it and headed for a much less ornate door in the shadow of the stairs.

“Why didn’t you have her body taken to the morgue if you suspect murder?” Kavon asked.

“Because she must be in the ground by sundown,” Massri said. “We are jinn, and that places us outside Islamic law in many ways. But we are still Muslims, and she would not want the law broken.”

“Would she rather have her murderer escape justice?”

Massri hesitated, her hand on the wall. This clearly bothered her, but she was trying to hide her emotions. After taking a deep breath, she said, “Tariq is skilled at finding illness. He could not sense any reason for Thuya’s death, so I don’t believe it was disease that took her. Yesterday, she felt so good that we visited local landmarks. She was taken with Arlington Cemetery and the general sense of strength she perceived there.”

“Tariq?” Darren asked.

She gave him a small smile. “Tariq Hassan was the other man in the parlor. He has known Thuya for many years.” She glanced toward Kavon, and her smile faded. “I haven’t touched the room. When I came to wake Thuya, I realized she was gone.” She pushed the door open. The lack of a guard was disturbing, but there wasn’t much they could do about that now.

The room inside didn’t match the lavish decorations in the rest of the embassy. It was a simple room with a window at one end. Very little sun came through the dark curtains, and Massri turned on the overhead light. “I shall let you do your investigation.” She nodded at them and backed out.

Darren silently called Bennu, and both the bull and bird appeared in the middle of the room.

“They could scatter any signs left by another spirit guide,” Kavon warned as he moved forward. The bull vanished, but Bennu only flew over to a high dresser, where he perched and watched curiously.

“Are there signs?” Darren asked. He really wasn’t any good at this part of shamanism. Kavon could perceive and manipulate energies without his guide. Darren couldn’t.

“Nothing obvious.” Kavon sounded distracted, and Darren watched silently as Kavon worked his way around the room, his hands moving slowly through the air in front of him. There was an intensity in every gesture. Darren felt the bond between them pull tight, and then he could see wisps of smoke rising around the room. There was a strong plume above the east nightstand and another above the body, but smaller clouds drifted through the room. Now he could tell that the hand gestures were Kavon cupping his hand around each wisp and pulling it close so he could inhale the smoke.

“Is that magic?” Darren asked.

Kavon looked over his shoulder. “Is what magic?”

“The smoke—the plumes you’re investigating.”

Kavon turned all the way around, his eyebrows high as he considered Darren with clear surprise. “They aren’t magic as much as they are magical artifacts.”

“Which are?”

“The traces of some magic done in the room,” Kavon said. “How many can you see?”

Darren nodded toward the dresser where Bennu sat. “With him around, a lot. You’re stopping at each one, though, so I don’t think I see more than you.”

Kavon went back to exploring each wisp as he moved closer to the body. “She was meditating. Probably spirit walking. She had a lot of power, and I can feel her on the spirit plane.”

“Do you want to go talk to her there?”

“Not while my physical body is here,” Kavon said. He looked around at the room, at the twin bed where Thuya Sherif with her beautiful white hair lay under a plain blanket. He looked at the old, chipped dresser where Bennu watched, and the ten-year-old television on a shelf by the door. “I get the feeling the people in this embassy don’t have a lot of respect for Talent.”

“Hey, at least they aren’t out hunting them down and killing them,” Darren pointed out. Their last big case had been a serial killing. Adepts from conservative churches had been tied down and tortured to death before their body parts had been sold on the black market. The man doing the torturing had believed he was doing God’s work. Too many churches equated magic with Satan. Unfortunately for their killer, he’d been the pawn of a shaman by the name of O’Brien who had been after the power he could drain from the adepts and the money he could make from the sale of their parts. The Talent team had taken down the religious fanatic, but O’Brien had gotten away.

Kavon said, “Very few Christian churches are like that, and the Catholics are one of the big magical players.”

“Still, it’s nice to know that someone’s religion specifically forbids burning people alive.”

“The Christian church forbids burning anyone,” Kavon said. “And plenty of Muslims are anti-Talent, no matter what this group says.” He stopped and studied the body on the bed. Thuya was curled on her side, her eyes closed and her features starting to sag in death. Kavon bent over and touched the back of her hand.

“Anything?” Darren asked after Kavon had gone silent for so long Darren was afraid the man had slipped onto the spirit plane.

Kavon stretched his back. “Nothing. I don’t even know if we have a murder.”

“I don’t suppose Halverson would take that as an answer, would he?”

“No. Let’s go back to the office and see if we can find her on the spirit plane. Make sure your guide can recognize her spirit.”

Darren had no idea how to do that, but before he could say as much, Bennu blasted out his satisfaction at being able to do something to help.

Kavon turned and gave Darren an odd look. Rolling his eyes, Darren poked his thumb in Bennu’s direction since that was where the emotion had come from. Yeah, most spirit guides might be lazy, but Darren’s was more than happy to get involved in the investigation.
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Chapter Three
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Kavon’s mood was worsening by the minute. If these people wanted to find Thuya on the spirit plane, they had the resources. He could feel significant power from both Sherif and Hassan, and Massri was the dead woman’s student. If Thuya wanted, she could easily track her own student on the spirit plane. He suspected that burying the woman before sundown had as much to do with political maneuvers and avoiding an autopsy as religious faith. They were trying to force an investigation when Kavon suspected that Thuya’s death had been natural. If someone had actually killed her, she could easily tell her people.
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