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Chapter One
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“Come on. Is that all you got? Loser!” Darren sang the words as he danced backward out of Kavon’s reach.

“You’re asking for it,” Kavon warned. When he narrowed his eyes, the danger was palpable, but Darren adored getting his lover worked up.

“You aren’t going to deliver it, old man,” Darren teased.

Kavon was a sloppy dribbler, so Darren darted forward and stole the ball. Darren’s impromptu team screamed their approval. Darren passed to Tyler, a pre-law student who had an apartment on the third floor. He leaped and threw. The ball hit the rim, and Amy from Kavon’s team grabbed it on the rebound. Phil elbowed her, and Darren shouted, “Hey! Uncool.” He might have done more, only Amy brought her foot down on Phil’s instep and passed the ball to Tyler. He barely had time to turn before Safoora from Kavon’s team darted in, stole the ball, whirled around, and passed to Phil. Phil dunked it before anyone could stop him.

“Ha! I deliver more than you do,” Kavon crowed. He spread his arms in a universal gesture of bring it.

“Yeah, yeah, big man. I notice you’re not the one dunking the ball,” Darren taunted.

“And neither are you,” Tyler called from the other side of the court.

“Traitor!” Darren pointed at his teammate. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

A couple of the players laughed, but Phil complained, “Are we playing here or not?”

“Chill,” Safoora told him. He settled with some grumbling.

“Actually, I think for me, the answer is not,” Kavon said. Darren turned, and Kavon was looking at his cell phone. “The office is calling.”

“Well, crap.” Darren hated that Kavon seemed to be on twenty-four-hour call, but DC only had one team for dealing with federal crimes involving Talent. While most mundanes treated those with magical talents fairly, very few of them understood magic well enough to investigate crimes where a shaman might use his Talent to summon a dust storm to cover his escape or a crystal user might create a spell for cracking a safe. It meant their Talent team ended up fielding a lot more cases than most FBI teams.

Kavon looked up from his phone. “You don’t have to come.”

Darren went to the bench and grabbed his water bottle. “If you’re going, I’m going.”

“I’m the team lead. I’m paid to get called out too much,” Kavon said before he headed toward the gate. They were both sweaty and dirty from the game, so they couldn’t head out to a crime scene without changing.

“I’m the person who makes you play nice with others, so if you’re on scene, the rest of DC would prefer it if I was there to make you growl less.” Most of the remaining players laughed at Darren’s observation.

“He’s got your number,” Tyler called after them.

Darren followed Kavon toward the apartment building.

When they got to the doors, Kavon said, “I can handle this. I’ll look around the scene and then call someone in.”

“Coretta is taking personal time, and Les and Rima handled the last callout. Guess who’s up in the roster?”

“You and Boyd. I know. But this might not be our case. The locals have started calling us when any random con artist claims to have Talent.” Once they were in the elevator, Kavon stabbed the floor button with more force than required. Darren understood his frustration. They were getting a lot of nuisance calls, but if the team didn’t check the scene for signs of magic, they couldn’t know if the case involved Talent or not. It would help if more local cops had Talent. Recognizing the signs of magic was child’s play for even inexperienced shamans and magic users.

Adepts had less magic than any other type of Talent, and they could tell within seconds if a suspect or victim had cast spells or used the sort of nature powers common with shamans and adepts. But the community had a difficult relationship with police, and discrimination was still too common. So not many people with Talent bothered going into law enforcement.

Darren had never known an adept to join local police. Their Talent showed up in tattoo-like markings on their hands and arms, and it often made them a target for bigots. Wearing both adept marks and a police uniform would be a little like painting a bull’s-eye on your own back.

Kavon stopped just outside the elevator, and Darren felt magic tickle the back of his neck as Kavon called his spirit animal. The cape buffalo bull appeared, his enormous body filling the hallway and his sides vanishing into the walls. Kavon mentally pushed. The bond Darren and Kavon shared with their two spirit guides surged with power and expanded. The bull stopped chewing and stamped his foot at Kavon, but finally he sent back a sense of security before he vanished with one last burst of aggravation.

“I get the feeling your bull doesn’t like you that much,” Darren said.

Kavon gave him a dirty look. “He doesn’t like getting bothered for what he considers trivial reasons. I still trust him to guard the apartment more than I trust your guide.” Kavon didn’t say anything else until they were in the apartment with the doors closed. That way the security and privacy spells Coretta had created for them engaged. Then Kavon added, “Your guide might be powerful, but he lacks common sense.”

As if he heard that accusation, Bennu appeared on the back of the couch and gave a warbling cry. He had several forms he could take because his extreme age had allowed him to live on earth for so many years, but he was currently in his favorite form—a cattle egret.

“But I don’t have to play dominance games to get my guide to help out with a little magic,” Darren said in an overly sweet tone designed to annoy his lover. He then looked at Bennu and sent a clear thought. With only one bathroom, Darren wanted a quicker way to clean up. Bennu cocked his head to the side as though listening.

“If this backfires, I’m going to make fun of you,” Kavon said before he headed into the bedroom.

“Bennu’s magic backfire? Never!” Darren said in defense of his beloved guide. “Well, except when we knocked you over the couch and then blew up Coretta’s crystals. And then there was the time he knocked down the suspect’s front wall.”

Kavon snorted. He sounded more like his bull every day.

Darren turned back to Bennu. “But we’re doing better now that we’re training, and I know you won’t do anything like strip the skin from my bones, right?”

“He won’t what?” Kavon bolted out of the bedroom, but he was a second too late. A wave of magic crashed into Darren. Bennu had definitely put too much effort behind the spell because Darren stumbled back and Kavon had to grab the edge of the door.

“What the hell?” Kavon demanded.

Darren grinned. “You can have the shower,” he said as he stripped off his T-shirt. He, his clothes, and even his hair were all clean. Kavon had caught the edge of the spell because his left side was clean and fresh while his right was still sweat stained and dirty.

“Seriously?” Kavon demanded incredulously.

“Hey, you knew we were doing magic. You didn’t veto it.” Darren and Bennu had given Kavon veto power when Darren and Kavon had bonded. Bennu lived mostly on the spirit plane and the deeper wells of magic that were the original home of the first spirit guides. Concepts like cause and effect sometimes eluded him, and Darren was so new to magic that he didn’t always recognize the danger. However, Kavon had to actively veto any spells that Darren and Bennu thought up. It wasn’t like they couldn’t do any magic without his approval.

Kavon sounded indignant as he said, “I thought you were going to have him check security. We had been talking about the way my bull guards the apartment.”

“So, where’s the crime scene?” Darren asked as he passed Kavon and headed to the closet.

Clearly distracted, Kavon didn’t answer right away. Even with skipping the shower, Darren would still take longer to get ready. He took pride in his appearance and liked to get his suit and hair perfect. While Kavon was stunningly handsome, he never did much to accentuate his deep black skin or striking features. Hell, he even shaved his head. It was unfair how quickly he could get ready and still look damn good.

Darren would have to trim his fast-growing beard and use mousse to tame his hair, or he’d end up looking like a homeless guy. True, he’d look like a vagrant in a designer suit with color-coordinated accessories, but Darren required more prep time before charming anyone or playing the professional.

“You two are dangerous,” Kavon said wearily. “One of these days he’s going to knock you on your ass, and I’m going to laugh. That’s assuming you don’t get broken.”

“Bennu would never hurt me,” Darren said with confidence as he sent his jeans flying through the air in the general direction of the bed.

“Intentionally? No. And we’re headed to Washington Highlands. A Maryland parole officer got cornered near Southern Avenue, and someone used magic to blow him up.”

“A cop killing?” All humor fled as Darren considered the implications of that. He and Kavon were about to show up on a scene where someone with Talent might have killed a cop. Everyone might give lip service to equality, but Darren was fairly sure that the Maryland cops would not want to see shamans show up right after losing one of their own to magic. “Do we have an invite?”

“From the assistant director,” Kavon said. “The officer died on the DC side of Southern, and he wants me to see if this is a Talent case or if the guy used more mundane explosives and the investigators on scene are overreacting.”

“Collateral damage?” Darren asked. If it was a magic explosion, the bomb could have caused profound destruction. Darren had seen that more than once. At one point Kavon had summoned an earthquake while Coretta had an amplification spell going, and they’d managed to take down a building that had stood for a hundred years.

“Minor,” Kavon said, and then he vanished into the bathroom.

A second later, Darren heard the shower start. Darren chose a nice Bonobos suit in gray. He didn’t want anything too flashy when people were going to be upset. Until six months ago, Darren had been the mundane on the team, the one who could walk into any group and smile and charm them out of filing official complaints against Kavon for his hard-nosed attitude and lack of social skills.

Now that Darren was a shaman, everything had changed. The second people learned Darren had Talent, it was like a switch got flipped. They were suspicious and assumed the worst of every word out of Darren’s mouth. Honestly, if Darren had dealt with this level of disdain his whole life, he wouldn’t like humanity. Sometimes he wondered how Kavon could be such a good man with so many reasons to turn against the human race as a whole.

But he hadn’t. Kavon cared about justice and protecting victims more than anyone Darren had ever known. He would sacrifice his own happiness or even his own life to protect the innocent. That dedication had made Darren fall in love with the stubborn, cantankerous man. Darren never had to worry about their relationship compromising a case, and he never had to wonder if an official commendation was genuine or simply a lover’s way of making him happy.

Kavon’s inherent sense of right and wrong made him a bull of a man who had little room for others’ failings, but it also made him perfect. Darren trusted Kavon to avoid the little games and petty power struggles that had characterized most of Darren’s earlier failed relationships. If Kavon thought or felt something, he tended to simply say so.

Bennu appeared on the dresser and fluffed his feathers before settling down to preen while Darren fixed his hair. Darren waited until the shower had stopped to ask, “Who’s running background this weekend?”

“Yves Walter. The basic info on the parole office is on my phone.”

Darren snagged Kavon’s phone and opened the e-mail. The small screen drove him a little nuts, so he forwarded the e-mail to his own larger phone. He was reading when Kavon came out already dressed and ready to go.

“Unless you plan on skipping the jacket, tie, and shoes, you’d better hurry. I’m leaving in four minutes,” Kavon warned. He grabbed a pair of socks.

“You’re an asshole,” Darren complained as he pulled on his suit jacket and grabbed a blue-checked tie.

“You’re welcome to stay here and play basketball.”

“You can’t get rid of me that easy,” Darren said as he hurried.

“I don’t want to get rid of you, but I hate ruining your Sunday.”

“If I have a choice between playing basketball with college kids and going to a scene with you, I’ll take the crime scene.”

Kavon stopped and gave Darren a fond look. “I don’t know if that means you like me, you don’t like the neighbors, or if you’re just not that bright.”

“All of the above. Sort of. Not number two. Your neighbors are way better than mine were in my last place. I had a cranky old man who beat the wall with his cane, and I could never get a game of basketball going.” Darren had been thrilled to give up his old apartment, and even more so when it turned out his landlord had been an anti-magic asshole who had rushed to tear up the lease when he learned that Darren had developed Talent. The man had made so many veiled comments about hell and damnation that Darren had been tempted to paint a pentagram on the wall and leave behind Satanic books. It might have been worth losing the deposit. However, in the end, he didn’t want to add to the deeply entrenched discrimination a percentage of the world harbored.

“The college students come home drunk and occasionally piss in the hallway.” Kavon said. Clearly he was not as fond of the neighbors.

“Thank God we’re near the top floor,” Darren said. He had seen things get a little out of hand on a few nights near the end of the previous semester, but he still preferred it over his old place. “So I’m ready if you are.”

Kavon headed for the front door. “Brief me on the ride there.”

“Got it,” Darren agreed as he pulled up the e-mail on his phone. “Did you know the victim, Officer Peterson, had received awards for lowering the recidivism rate in his parolee group?” On paper, the man sounded like a saint. If he was half as good in real life, the local cops were going to be out for blood. Kavon didn’t answer, but the bond between them quivered with anxiety and determination.
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Chapter Two
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The street was a sea of flashing lights. The black-and-green police cars were from Maryland and the white ones from the DC metro police. Kavon drove slowly through various barricades until the cars blocked the whole street. Then he stopped the car and put it in park.

“Holy convergence,” Darren said softly.

Kavon agreed. Most people assumed mundanes didn’t have magic, but they did. The levels were remarkably low, but under emotional duress, humans could project magic out into the environment. Here, the anger and anguish had created its own pool of emotional magic that hovered over the landscape. These men and women were grieving one of their own, and strong feelings could lead to poor decisions. If the Maryland police pulled out, it would let the emotions settle some, but there was no way they were going to leave, not when they could see the DC crime scene from their side of Southern Avenue.

“Send Bennu up and have him keep an eye on the scene,” Kavon said. He was glad he wasn’t walking into this scene without backup. Kavon disliked dealing with local law enforcement under the best of circumstances. The aggression flowed like oil, making the air feel slick.

“You could ask him,” Darren said, his voice low and cautious. Kavon glanced over, but Darren didn’t seem overly concerned, just hyperaware of the emotions on scene.

“Yeah, but when I ask him to do things, he always seems to misunderstand. He definitely doesn’t listen to me as well as he does to you.”

“Your bull is the same. He ignores me,” Darren complained, but he closed his eyes for a second, and Kavon felt the slight pressure change that meant Bennu had joined them in the physical world.

Kavon didn’t say anything, but his bull didn’t listen to anyone, including Kavon. Spirit guides weren’t pets, and they didn’t answer to their shamans. At best, they would sometimes do favors if their shaman had a forceful personality and could make them. Their goal was to follow a shaman and experience the world through him, not to play sidekick.

Darren’s guide broke all those rules. He was all too happy to get involved, especially considering that his understanding of the physical world was a little shaky. Kavon preferred to leave the Bennu wrangling to Darren unless the two of them were doing something that had the potential to blow up. Literally. The amount of power Bennu wielded still scared the shit out of Kavon.

He wished his old mentor was still around. If he could talk to Dave about all this, he’d feel better. Unfortunately, Dave had died over a decade ago, and he had vanished from the spirit plane after Bennu had nearly blown the entire plane apart in an effort to save Kavon from a soul-stealing spell. That spell should have stripped Kavon of his free will. God knew that no one in the shamanic world had the power to stop it, but Bennu had shredded the entire spirit plane and ripped the spell to pieces.

It worried Kavon that Darren had such a close and casual relationship with Bennu when the guide was like a walking time bomb ready to unleash incredible magical powers at the least provocation. At least Darren and Bennu had asked Kavon to be a sort of failsafe so he could check their magic, but Kavon didn’t have a lot of illusions. If he was distracted, Bennu and Darren had the power to rearrange the world before Kavon could stop them. Luckily for the people of Earth, neither seemed interested. The few disasters they’d had—blowing up a street and taking out a few buildings—had been slips in control and not any attempt to do serious harm.

Slips.

Kavon had caused his share of catastrophic damage, but usually it happened when he was using all his concentrated Talent and he got his wires crossed with one of the magic users on the team, and they amplified one another. Having the ability to accidentally bring down buildings without even straining was not something Kavon would want.

“Worried?” Darren asked.

Kavon shook his head and concentrated on the here and now. “They aren’t going to want us on scene.”

“Hell no,” Darren agreed. “So, can you tell if anyone threw magic around?”

“I can’t tell from here,” Kavon admitted. “There’s too much background magic from all these strong emotions. I need to get closer to the scene to know for sure.”

“But your gut?” Darren asked.

Kavon hated making guesses; however, he trusted Darren to treat any comment as speculation and not hold him to it later on. “I think someone had Talent.”

Darren nodded. “Bennu agrees. He’s found a thin thread of magic.”

“Where?” Kavon expected Darren to tell him. Instead an aerial view of the scene was superimposed over Kavon’s own vision. The ghost image showed people walking around a large crater in the middle of the landscaping strip that separated a huge apartment complex from Southern Avenue. A tree was down, the roots still dripping dirt while officers stood around in angry knots and talked. A thin stream of directed magic lay slightly to the left of ground zero, but that trail could have drifted like smoke in the breeze, especially considering that the anger in the surrounding area was generating significant mundane magic. While natural Earth magics were pale when compared to the higher magics the guides and shamans could access, and the raw emotions of the officers made it a significant problem here.

“Enough,” Kavon said, and the vision vanished.

“See it?” Darren asked.

“Yeah. I need to time walk. Maybe I can see the direction the suspect headed in.”

“Good idea.” Darren got out of the SUV, and Kavon pocketed the keys before following him. Kavon stayed well behind Darren, letting him show credentials and navigate through the maze of law enforcement. There were too many people on scene—the forensics was getting trampled under dozens if not hundreds of cops surrounding the area. If Kavon started talking, he was going to tell all these people exactly what he thought of their ability to handle a scene. But this wasn’t his lead, and he wasn’t in charge.

At this point, Kavon wasn’t sure who was.

They got to ground zero without Kavon seeing any hint of a command structure or supervising officer. The crater appeared even larger now that Kavon saw it from ground level instead of sharing Bennu’s bird’s-eye view of the scene. Something had blasted a huge hole into the earth, and the dirt had landed everywhere, including on the nearby body of Officer Peterson. The coroner had put a cover over the victim, but Kavon could still feel the fading echo of life. The magic had drifted north of the actual crater, but there was too little for it to have created so much damage.

Kavon tugged on the bond he shared with Darren, and Darren gave a quick nod. While Kavon time walked, Darren would keep watch. Darren and Coretta were the only ones Kavon would trust to guard his body while he was so distracted. Kavon laid a hand on the nearest car to ensure his body didn’t lose balance and fall while he was mentally elsewhere. Normally Kavon could easily slip into the time stream and slide backward in order to see what had been. Kavon pulled on the inner well of power that he gathered while on the spirit plane, and his chest burned with it. Time reversed itself, and one by one, the police cars screamed away from the scene at high speed, but as Kavon got closer to the time of the explosion, the image shook and blurred. Kavon struggled to hold onto the thread of reality, but waves of emotion crashed into him, shattering his concentration.

In a second, Darren was at his side. “Trouble?”

“Too much emotion around here,” Kavon said. It was true, and it allowed him to avoid saying that the mundanes were generating magical interference. People didn’t want to think of themselves as part of nature and therefore part of the magical tapestry of Earth, so those with Talent generally avoided telling them.

“Need some help?” Darren asked. Someone listening would likely assume that Darren would give the assist, but his innate magic was no greater than a mundane’s. However, he had a guide with unlimited power.

Kavon measured off an inch between his finger and thumb. “A little help. Do not get overenthusiastic.”

“On it,” Darren agreed. He closed his eyes and rested his palm on Kavon’s arm. When he opened his eyes, Kavon felt the rush of magic.

Kavon let out a slow breath and tried to push into the time stream again. Instead of a steady flow, time jerked. Kavon saw a man raise his hand as if to ward off a blow or maybe throw magic. Time jerked again, and the tree fell in slow motion before reversing direction and slowly settling back into place. Dirt rose into the air and rushed back toward the hole as the explosion reversed itself. Officer Peterson appeared, time lurched, and Kavon watched horror spread across his face before he tried to dive for the tree. Time stuttered, and a second unfamiliar man with dark skin appeared again. This time Kavon could tell he was throwing magic, but before Kavon could recognize the spell or even get a good enough look to definitively identify the suspect, Kavon lurched back to the present.

“Company,” Darren said as he nodded toward the older woman making her way toward them. “District Commander Wilma Emerson.”

Kavon waited until the woman was closer before he took a step toward her. Kavon offered a polite, “Commander Emerson.” She shook hands quickly and scanned the area. This was a woman used to being in the field, not an office.

“Assistant Director White advised you were coming. Is this a magical scene?” So much for small talk.

“Yes,” Kavon said. Since the woman didn’t seem interested in details, he didn’t offer any. Darren’s aggravation stained the bond, so Kavon figured he was being a bastard again. Rather than get in Darren’s bad graces, Kavon offered a peace offering. “A small stream of magic traveled through, so there was a spell of some sort, but it wasn’t strong enough to cause this explosion.”

The woman’s expression turned incredulous. “So there was an explosion that killed an officer, and there was magic, but the two aren’t related to each other?”

Luckily Darren jumped in before Kavon could offend her more.

“We’ve seen magic used as a trigger. Fire is a natural element, so even poorly trained shamans and magic users can control it with a little practice. It could be this was a trap and the suspect planted some sort of conventional explosive and then triggered it with a spell. We just know that there isn’t enough magic around for it to have done this much damage.”

Emerson seemed placated by that explanation. “That makes sense. Still, I don’t care how much magic there is on scene. You will not take over a DC Metro case. I have enough trouble trying to keep the Maryland police on their side of the street, and if you even try to take this case, I will go straight to the director, and if that fails, I’ll go to the press.”

That seemed a little aggressive, considering that Kavon hadn’t brought up jurisdiction. A part of Kavon wanted to snap at her that he should take the case, considering she couldn’t even secure the scene. Both magical and forensics evidence was getting destroyed by the crowd. Darren jumped in.

“We are offering resources, and not simply the magical sort. We’re happy to use FBI facilities to help with any forensics you have, but since you have a magic user involved, we can be a great asset to any investigative team.” Darren projected a sort of competent calm.

“We don’t need you to come in and play cowboy.” She directed her glare at Kavon, so clearly she had heard one or two stories.

“We don’t play when it comes to cases. We close them, whatever it takes.” Kavon didn’t bother hiding his own aggravation.

She stared at him, and Kavon stared right back. Darren appeared calm, but he sent his amusement and exasperation across the bond loud and clear. When they got back to the SUV, Darren would definitely make a crass comment about measuring dick sizes.

“So did you get anything from the magic around here?” she finally asked.

Kavon waited a second before answering. He needed the time to rein in his temper. “I tried to see into the past to view what happened, but there are too many strong emotions around, and the images weren’t clear.”

She gave a cruel laugh. “And I thought you were supposed to be some all-powerful hotshot shaman.”

Kavon considered saying that he could have gotten a better view if she hadn’t turned the area into a three-ring circus. However, that would be counterproductive. Kavon knew people thought he was a cantankerous bastard, but considering how often he had to bite his tongue to avoid pointing out the stupidity of others, he thought he managed to be nicer than people deserved.

“I have a hell of a lot of power at my disposal, but if a circuit is broken, pushing more power through it won’t make it work. I could only get a quick look at Officer Peterson and a second person who appeared to be using magic. Non-white, male, mid-thirties maybe.”

She straightened up. “If we had pictures, would you be able to identify someone?”

“I could eliminate some suspects, but I couldn’t make a definite identification,” Kavon said.

Darren sounded regretful as he explained, “The courts are very iffy about identifications made through magical means anyway. The court will throw out our case if we focus on one suspect based on distance viewing; however, we can use the information to identify certain people to investigate before others.” He made it sound like the limitations were legal rather than due to Kavon’s inability to get a solid identification.

“I didn’t realize that,” the commander said, and now the hostility had largely vanished. Maybe she recognized she didn’t have the skills for any sort of investigation into Talent.

“Using magical evidence in court requires knowing a whole new set of laws,” Kavon said.

She considered him for several seconds. “I can see that. I’m going to assign Lieutenant Roger Kowalczyk to work with you. We’re going to have a task force with Maryland, so get him your e-mails so he can loop you in.” She pointed to a squarish man with gray hair who was speaking to a young woman. “Go introduce yourselves.”

Without comment, Kavon headed for the lieutenant. Darren would handle the niceties more effectively than Kavon could.

Behind him, Darren was already charming her. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “This is our card if you ever need to get ahold of us for the case, and we’ll make sure to leave one with the lieutenant as well.”

Kavon wasn’t sure where Darren got the patience to deal with incompetence.

Maybe calling the commander inept was going too far, since Kavon certainly didn’t know how to get the sea of officers from two different jurisdictions to leave, but if he were in charge, he would have tried. The lieutenant was asking the woman about what she had heard when she was in her apartment, but her story sounded generic enough to be useless. She’d heard an explosion and thought there’d been a car accident. She only looked out the window when she’d started hearing all the sirens. Lieutenant Kowalczyk thanked her without even asking her to come down to the precinct to make a formal statement, and she hurried away.

“Kowalczyk?”

At Kavon’s question, the lieutenant turned toward him. “Can I help you?”

“Supervisory Special Agent Kavon Boucher, FBI. Your district commander said you were collecting e-mails for the task force.”

A flash of surprise crossed Kowalczyk’s face, and Kavon wondered if he should be insulted. The man quickly covered his reaction as Darren moved to stand with Kavon.

“This is Special Agent Oberton,” Kavon introduced him, and now Kowalczyk smiled.

“I’m grateful you took the time out. Terrorism taskforce?”

“Talent,” Darren said cheerfully. Kavon braced for a negative reaction, but Kowalczyk nodded.

“Then the rumors that this was magic are right.” He glanced over toward the crater. “I hear Underwood was some sort of wizard, but so many of these low-lives try to claim they have power to intimidate their rivals in the other gangs. I wasn’t sure.”

“Underwood?” Clearly the local law enforcement knew more than they were sharing. Kavon opened his shamanic sense of the world and tried to glimpse Kowalczyk’s emotional state. Les, with his skill at reading emotions, was much better at this sort of evaluation, but then, he was an adept. His innate ability to use his Talent more than compensated for his lack of power, which is one reason Kavon kept him on the team. Kavon had to truly focus.

The first impression Kavon caught was that Kowalczyk didn’t like working with Kavon and Darren, but there was no specific emotion attached to that dislike. For all Kavon knew, he had a prejudice against the FBI. Plenty of law enforcement did.

“Who’s Underwood?” Darren asked when Kowalczyk didn’t seem interested in sharing. Darren played the part of a junior agent completely oblivious to a local officer’s unease at giving the FBI information. Sometimes the act worked, and sometimes Kavon had to come in and play the heavy. This time it worked.

“Peterson had Alan Underwood in his calendar for today. He was a dealer with a long history of violence—domestic abuse, assault, suspicion of murder and rape. He did six years for cocaine trafficking, and some damn judge decided he deserved another chance.” Kowalczyk looked at the crater and grimaced. “Look how well that turned out.”

“Do you have a picture?” Darren asked.

“I’ll have to get one for the briefing. If you leave me your e-mails, I’ll get you information on when and where Commander Emerson is going to set up.”

Kavon pulled an official card out. “I’d appreciate that.” He handed it over, and when he used the brief moment of contact to try to get another emotional read, he could sense unease and fury, but nothing directed specifically at Kavon or Darren.

Darren handed his own card over. “We appreciate you keeping us up to date, and if you need any help from our end, don’t hesitate to call me. I wrote my cell number on the back.”

Kowalczyk’s negative feelings eased as he turned the card over to see where Darren had scribbled his cell number in cramped, uneven strokes. “Thanks. Right now we have too much help.” He looked around at the crowd. “I wouldn’t want to be Commander Emerson on this one.”

Darren huffed. “No joke. I try to avoid the sort of political fight this is going to turn into. I just hope that everyone remembers this is about Officer Peterson.”

Kavon still had his shamanic vision focused on emotion, so he could see the bright flare of gratitude emanating from Lieutenant Kowalczyk. Darren did have a way of charming everyone; it was one of the reasons Kavon had first hired him. Darren’s commitment to justice and his ability to work with people made him the sexiest man alive. Of course, his dark good looks and brilliant smile helped. Kavon liked the whole package.

He rested his hand on Darren’s arm. “Let’s go.”
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