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Chapter One
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A blast of hot air slammed into the corner of the brick school building so hard that red dust settled over Darren. “Too close!” he yelled. He checked around the corner, pulling back just in time for another hit and another rain of fine brick dust. He wished real life was more like television, where federal agents got to fire randomly and crystal magic users always had the exact right spell at the exact right time. Instead, Coretta was crouched down behind Darren’s primary partner, Les, her lips moving as she chanted over three crystals. Les had his weapon pointed at the abandoned school where they had pinned their suspect.

The oldest member of their team, and ironically the latest to join them, stood at the far corner so the suspect couldn’t double back around. Traci Frane had her weapon in her hand, but more importantly she was chanting, a soft lyrical song that sent ripples of protective magic across the team. They needed the help to keep a wall from landing on their heads. Darren was the only mundane on a team of all-Talent federal agents, but none of them had the magic to counter their asshole suspect, and the team’s shaman hadn’t arrived on scene yet. Another blast crashed into the corner of the building above Darren.

“How much mojo juice does he have?” Darren yelled to Les. Adrenaline caused Darren’s question to come out much louder than he anticipated.

“Can’t say. But he has to run out sometime.”

“Not fast enough,” Darren said.

A black SUV came screaming into the parking lot. The team’s shaman and the head of the Talent Unit had arrived in his usual style. Kavon Boucher never broke a rule, but he sure bent a few. Darren was almost sure the director had sent a memo about driving safely even in emergency situations, but Boucher had a unique definition of safe. He drove over the curb and then cut across the parking lot, narrowly avoiding a pothole big enough to swallow a small house. Using a brick wall as cover, he parked the SUV and ran for the place where Darren was crouched.

Boucher stopped and went to one knee. “You okay?” He touched Darren’s shoulder, and Darren fought to ignore the gesture. Noticing all the small tokens of affection hurt too much because they were usually followed by a hard retreat. At one point he and Boucher had moved toward friendship, but now Boucher was his boss. Nothing more.

As if to remind Darren of that, Boucher’s newest shadow, Ben Anderson, appeared behind him. Boucher leaned away from Darren, and his hand darted out to shield Ben or keep him from rushing into the line of fire. Straight out of training, Ben was untried, and he’d earned his place on the team because of his adept magic, not because of his abilities as an investigator.

“Report,” Boucher snapped.

Darren packed away his regrets and focused on work. “We got a tip about a car matching the suspect’s and came to investigate. The others were ahead of me, and they took cover there.” He gestured toward the larger brick structure. “The suspect seems to have a better line of fire on me, but other than that I don’t have much to report.”

In the beginning when it had been the two of them, he’d thought there was a spark between them. Not long after Darren had joined Boucher as a probationary officer, Coretta had joined them with her quiet and cutting sarcasm. It had been perfect. But over time, Boucher had slowly withdrawn. Soon Coretta started talking about how shamans had to keep a certain distance because of their powers. As the official mundane, Darren didn’t care about shamanic powers or the dangers of a mundane being physically or emotionally close to a shaman. Darren just missed the way Boucher had taken him out for beers after a hard case or asked Darren’s opinion.

A blast hit the brick wall again, this time with twice as much force. Chunks of bricks flew. Boucher wrapped an arm around Darren’s waist and pulled him backward. Their bodies pressed together, and Darren felt the totally inappropriate tingle of attraction. He bit back a groan of frustration because he knew what was coming next. Sure enough, as soon as the danger passed, Boucher shoved him away.

Darren wondered if that strong arm around his waist had been instinct or caring or simply FBI training meant to keep team members safe in the field. After all, Darren was the only mundane on the team—the person who could work with the more conventional police departments and even other federal teams. Not everyone wanted to work with magic users, but Darren could charm most agents into interagency cooperation, where Boucher had to use injunctions and get official requests from the assistant director.

Darren backed up and then turned to head for the east side of the small building they were using for cover. Maybe he could get a better shot from there.

“Oberton!” Boucher called.

Darren turned around. “Sir?”

“Stay clear of the edge. This guy is unhinged.” That hint of concern was then followed by, “Watch while Ben and I go on spirit walk.” With no more warning than that, Boucher sat cross-legged and pulled Ben down close to him. From this plane of existence, it looked like the two of them had fallen instantly asleep, but Darren knew they had moved to the spirit plane, where Boucher had the biggest cojones of all the shamans. Hell, Les said that most shamans had to meditate and sit in the dark to even reach the spirit world, but Boucher moved there in a blink.

One second Boucher would be sitting in a car on stakeout, sighing while Darren explained the virtues of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee, and the next Boucher was just gone, his eyes mostly closed and his breathing even.

And now he took Ben with him as he delved farther into the spirit realms. Apparently adepts, while they had little magic of their own, were great at keeping the door between the two worlds open or something. Darren might be on a Talent team, but the agents with Talent were still slow to share much magical intel with him. And maybe he avoided asking.

“What’s the plan?” Les called, and another wave of magic hit the building, but this time Darren felt the difference. The impact had much less power, and it created more wind than concussive force.

“I have no idea,” Darren answered.

Darren wished Boucher would have kept working with Les. He was an adept, so technically he had similar skills to Ben’s. Both could navigate the spirit world. More importantly, it would have kept Boucher’s new adept away from the team. However, the longer Boucher and Les had worked together, the less successful they’d been. Darren had feared Boucher would transfer Les to another team, but Les’s ability to perceive truth when he talked to someone face to face was invaluable.

And Darren liked partnering with Les. He was from Hawaii, and he had brought his laid-back island attitude to a team full of type-A personalities. Rima and Coretta, and even Traci, tended to get overprotective. After all, Darren was a munny, a magicless, talentless norm. But funny enough, Darren had a gun, and he’d found bullets worked better than magic, no matter what his team sometimes assumed.

Coretta moved to the corner of the building she was hiding behind. “Get the suspect to fire at this,” she said as she shoved a piece of cardboard with a crystal on it into the middle of the walkway. Darren assumed the crystal had one of her rebound spells, but it was too far away for any magic aimed at him to trigger it.

“Push it farther this way.”

“I don’t have anything to push with. Get Boucher to pull it closer magically,” Coretta said.

Darren snorted. No way was he going to try to break a shamanic trance. So that left him. Darren holstered his weapon for a moment and shrugged out of his jacket. Then in a move right out of a bad prison break movie, he tried to throw his jacket over the crystal while holding one of its arms.

“Oberton, if you get yourself shot, I will personally torture you,” Coretta said darkly. The woman had a mean scowl on her, but she still didn’t have anything on Boucher when he was unhappy, so Darren ignored her. She rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say anything more, especially since his trick worked.

“Down!” Traci called from the other end of the building. Darren threw himself backward and collided with Ben before a large, concussive force hit the corner of the building and Coretta’s crystal spell. And then all hell broke loose. Darren had seen Coretta use trace-back spells with her crystals in the past, so he knew the crystal should have reflected most of the energy of the magic user back toward him, but the second blast was far too large for that.

“What?” Ben’s voice was unsteady as he blinked his way back to consciousness.

Darren moved away before Ben could realize that Darren had knocked him to the ground. “We had an explosion in the direction of the suspect,” Darren said, his tone professional.

Boucher uncurled his long limbs and stood. “Report,” he said.

Darren had no idea what had happened, but luckily Coretta answered for him. “The suspect hit a cast-back crystal I asked Darren to get in place, but there was a larger explosion than I expected,” she said.

Boucher moved to the corner and held his hands out as though ready to block a magical attack. Darren could swear he felt the magic, but that was imagination. Norms couldn’t feel shamanic power unless they were in the middle of getting knocked on their asses by it. Moving slowly, Boucher stepped out of cover. Nothing happened.

Coretta followed, her weapon in one hand and a crystal in the other. Ben tried to follow Boucher, but Darren caught his arm. Even if Ben was Boucher’s adept partner, he was still a newbie.

“Stay back,” Darren said. He followed the two team leads, and Les moved to his side. Traci, their other newbie, stayed behind, watching their six.

A crack in the sidewalk started when they were halfway to the main building. The destruction continued to the building, which looked like it had been ripped so there was a gaping hole in the facade.

“Earthquake,” Boucher said.

“Seriously? An earthquake? That was a little overkill, wasn’t it?” Coretta asked, her glare focused on Boucher. He didn’t comment, and Coretta looked back toward Les and Darren. But Darren was not getting into the middle of this fight. He might have been the first to join Boucher’s team, but Coretta was the official second in command. Boucher could fight his own battles, because Coretta scared Darren.

“He was firing at my people.” With that, Boucher walked faster. Coretta sighed and followed.

“Bruh, that is one serious case of overkill,” Les said before he moved to cover the left side of the ruined building. Darren covered right while Boucher and Coretta headed straight into the main building.

Two seconds later, Coretta yelled, “Call for a bus...and a rescue team with heavy machinery.”

“Crap,” Les muttered, but he pulled out his phone to make the calls. Darren moved forward. Drunkenly leaning walls were visible through the open doors. Boucher stood next to a deep chasm in the floor.

“Wow, boss. Way to not pull your punches. Is the suspect alive?” Darren asked.

Boucher ran a hand over his dark, shaved head, but he didn’t say anything.

Coretta said, “We can’t tell what happened. We don’t know how much of this was the suspect’s spell redirected back at him and how much was Kavon’s.”

Darren nodded. “Yeah, I get the feeling the suspect had more firepower than he was showing until the end. But can’t you make with the magic and see if there’s still anyone alive down there?” he asked as he looked at the deep chasm full of debris and the wall that was threatening to fall into it. He didn’t like the idea that someone might be hurt down there.

“I don’t have a crystal spell for that,” Coretta said.

Darren looked at Boucher. He was the hotshot shaman, and shamans were all about life force. Hell, the most popular show on television featured shamans who stole life force and created herds of zombies that they aimed at each other and the ragged human survivors caught in the middle of the war. Surely Boucher could tell if someone was breathing down there.

Boucher backed away from the fissure, his weapon still drawn. “Life force fades slowly; it doesn’t blink out like a burned-out bulb. If he’s dead, I won’t be able to tell for an hour or so.”

Coretta headed for the door. “I’ll get some Talent EMTs out here, but you’re calling the director,” she said.

Boucher grunted. She headed outside, and Darren and Boucher were left guarding the ruins. Dust had settled in Boucher’s closely trimmed beard, giving him the appearance of gray hair even though he wasn’t more than forty. His black hair and dark skin didn’t normally have a trace of age, although Darren wasn’t sure if that was the result of good genes or shamanic magic.

“Oberton,” Boucher said.

Darren immediately focused on the case. “I’ll get crime scene techs to the car and check on registration. The suspect probably stole it, but at least we’ll have an idea of where he’s been hiding. That will give me a place to start pulling surveillance tapes.” Darren headed for the door. He’d learned early that if he couldn’t find his own investigative leads, Boucher tended to make him dig through dumpsters. Let Rima take those jobs. Agent Rima Dolen was a freakishly beautiful blonde who specialized in charms, and she seemed weirdly pleased when Boucher ignored her femininity and looks and assigned her to dig through trash.

Outside, Darren started making his calls. Dead or alive, their suspect had used his Talent to carry out a string of bank robberies, and the team needed to tie all the loose ends together so the case could be officially closed. Outside, in the gray light of a cloudy DC day, Darren looked at the small building where he’d taken shelter. It had taken more damage than Darren had realized. The corner was all but gone and surrounded by red brick dust. Huge cracks went up toward the roof, and one wall bulged. The whole thing looked ready to fall.

Les walked up to him. “The bosses are not going to be happy with this,” he said as he looked at the chaos. An ambulance was just pulling into the small, cracked parking lot. Despite the fact that the school was abandoned, the lot was still half full as people in the area took advantage of the free parking. The ambulance had to take the tight corners carefully to avoid hitting cars parked in ragged rows since the parking spot lines had long ago worn off.

“The only bosses we have to care about are Supervisory Agents Boucher and Nixon,” Darren said.

“And since they’re the two that blew this place up...” Les let his words trail off, but Darren got it. Assistant Director White came down hard on the Talent team because every bit of damage caused a PR nightmare. Darren turned his attention to the car, but not before he caught Ben glaring daggers at him.

Great. Whatever. Yeah, Darren had knocked him down and then ordered him to stay back, but Ben was the newbie on the team, and he could follow orders in the field or find another team. At least that was what Darren hoped happened. Unfortunately, Darren knew one thing about magic: the more powerful the shaman, the more they needed the help of an adept to balance out that power. Darren’s great fear was that Ben Anderson was around to stay. His greater fear was that with Ben in the picture, there was no place for Darren. He would start looking for departmental transfers, but the Talent team was his family, and he would rather fight for them than give up.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two
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Darren watched Ben Anderson from the safety of his own desk. At least he hoped his desk was safe—the damn adept was definitely trying to do something. His eyes were narrowed and he clutched the arms of his chair. Not only was he using his Talent, but he was straining the limits of his weak abilities.

Once adepts’ magic appeared, they could almost immediately use their innate powers. Some excelled at creating illusions or compelling people to tell the truth. Others could manipulate water or affect temperature. In the three weeks since the Rook bank robbery case ended with an old school collapsing on the suspect, Anderson seemed to be focusing on giving Darren bad luck.

Crossing his arms, Darren glared at Anderson. Sure enough, that broke Anderson’s concentration, and he grimaced before leaning forward. “You got anything on the victims, munny?” he asked, smirk in place

Darren gritted his teeth. Maybe the others on the team could get away with calling him that, but when Anderson said it, the insult wasn’t a joke. If Darren retaliated by calling him an ab, or worse, an abnormal, Anderson would have him up on charges.

“Hey!” Coretta barked. “I don’t want to hear that shit in the office.” But a half second later, her tone softened as she spoke to Ben. “I know we sometimes call each other names, but until you’ve been shot at with someone and had to hide in a dumpster, keep it professional. After you’ve been in that situation, we can reassess.” She gave Darren a quick wink as though sharing some inside joke. Unfortunately right now Darren felt very much like the odd man out.

“Yes, ma’am,” Anderson said meekly. He played up the whole helpless adept stereotype in spades, and Darren hated that his coworkers fell for it. Well, Les didn’t. As the other adept on the team, he hated Ben’s poor me attitude, but despite that, Les didn’t believe the little shit was sabotaging Darren.

Darren gave Anderson an overly sweet smile. “I’d ask what you have for the boss, but we both know.” So far, Anderson couldn’t master the FBI computer search parameters well enough to find the nearest pizza shop.

Coretta sighed, but she didn’t say anything.

“Investigation isn’t my job, but Boucher expects you to come up with something, doesn’t he?” Anderson asked in a snide tone.

“Worry about yourself,” Darren suggested before going back to his files. Three adepts had disappeared. Adepts were rare and easy to spot by the spider webs of color that stained their hands and feet. Anderson’s were pale yellowish marks across the backs of his hands, but they were so light that someone glancing at him wouldn’t even notice.

“What have you found?” Boucher asked as he walked into the room. Darren was ready to brief his boss, but when he stood, his shoelace caught in the roller on the bottom of his office chair, and he stumbled. He caught himself on the desk, accidentally shoving his paperwork onto the floor. Pictures of victims, crime scene reports, and interview notes all fluttered to the ground like a flock of sickly birds.

Darren looked up at Anderson, who was smirking. Damn luck adepts. Darren opened his mouth to accuse the asshole directly, but Boucher cut him off.

“Get your shit together and bring it to the conference room,” Boucher ordered.

“Do you need me?” Anderson asked.

Darren ignored the flash of jealousy he felt when Boucher nodded. As a shaman, Boucher functioned more effectively when he had an adept. By their nature, adepts were connected to the real world, and shamans sometimes needed that connection as they moved into the spirit plane. Shamans who connected with mundanes got lost and gave the mundane in question migraines or worse.

Anderson gave Darren a malicious grin and then hurried after Boucher. Sighing, Darren headed around his desk to hunt down the papers. They had scattered, landing under desks and behind chairs. Coretta bent down and picked up the bits that had landed in her area.

“Seriously, you need to get your head in the game,” she warned him.

Darren took the papers from her. “That was Anderson’s fault.”

She caught Darren’s arm. “Stop. Look, I understand why you hate Anderson. And I wish there were some way to make this easier for you, but Boucher needs him.”

“I know that,” Darren snapped. “That’s not my problem.” It wasn’t. When Boucher brought Les in, Darren had swallowed his jealousy and made friends with the agent from Hawaii. It turned out that Les made a better friend than an adept to partner with Boucher.

“Then what is your problem?” Coretta asked. She stood and grabbed her own folder. “I don’t see him doing anything different. He treats you the same as the rest of us, but you’re always poking him.”

“He’s using his magic against me!”

Coretta gritted her teeth for a moment, her frustration front and center before she visibly calmed herself. In her suits and close-cropped hair, she was all business most the time. She didn’t like messes in the office—literal or emotional ones. She said, “No, he’s not. He doesn’t have to because you’re letting your jealousy get out of hand. Now, if you want some help with that, I can help you meditate. It’s not just for users, you know. A little meditation might help you refocus.”

The worst part was the sympathetic look in Coretta’s eye and the little squeeze she gave Darren’s arm. If she were taking sides because Anderson had Talent and Darren didn’t, then he could rail about how unfair life was. No, she had to go and worry about him, which made Darren feel like a three-year-old having an illogical temper tantrum. Coretta walked away like she hadn’t just gutted Darren. The pain settled into his stomach, and he wondered—again—if he should transfer.

He grabbed the last few pieces of paper and headed for the team’s conference area.

Walking in felt like being late for Mr. Fujimora’s class. That little man had been vicious to students who didn’t take his criminal law class seriously, and Boucher had that same look on his face now. Coretta kept her back to Darren, and Les looked at the ceiling. The only one making eye contact with Darren, other than Boucher, was Anderson. He definitely had that smirk going.

Boucher had the videoconference screen on, and the computer tech they shared with two other field teams was visible.

Wyatt cleared his throat. “I’ll keep this brief since I don’t have much. I have lots of crazy people online. All three of our missing adepts were part of fringe communities of religious groups that have some wacky ideas about magic.”

Boucher studied the screen. Wyatt had changed the image to display hate-filled chat rooms and web pages connected to their missing person cases. Some of the worst magic-is-Satan groups were among the bunch. “We all know what fundamentalist groups think of us,” Boucher said wearily.

Les raised his water glass in a toast. “Here’s to all the people who told me that I was going to hell for having magic.”

Boucher clenched his jaw, and Les put his glass down without drinking.

“More facts, less rhetoric,” Boucher said firmly.

Coretta pulled the document camera to her side of the table and opened her file. The first document was a family tree of victim number one. “Zach Nestor showed signs of the Talent from an early age, some say as early as fourteen. However, he never requested information, never went to any Djedi Center, and never talked to counselors. His father, Clark Nestor, is pastor of the First Purity Church of Maryland, which has the usual fringe prejudices. He has six brothers and two sisters, all of whom work in Fredericksburg. Since these people are a little touchy, Les and Darren did the interviews.”

Everyone turned and looked at Darren. While he’d picked all his papers up, he hadn’t yet reordered them, so he had to shuffle through to find the right notes. The color rose to his face as he flipped through, desperate to find the notes he’d taken at the scene. Boucher never trusted the reports that got typed up later for the official FBI files. He said that the mind invented too much detail, and he wanted to see what had been written down at the time.

Darren got to the end of the file without finding the right paper, and bile stung the base of his throat as panic set in.

“That looks like it,” Rima said, pointing to a paper written in Darren’s neat, tight handwriting.

The relief that swept through Darren only lasted a moment. He looked up, and Anderson was staring at him hard. That little fucker. He’d used his magic to throw more bad luck on Darren. One of these days Darren was going to snap and shove the bastard’s foot up his own ass. Let him good luck his way out of that.

As much as Darren wanted to call Anderson out, he didn’t think it would do any good. Between five and seven percent of the human population had the Talent, and they were widely discriminated against, hated, called the seed of Satan, and targeted for hate crimes. It meant they stuck together, and Darren was on the outside of that club. So he forced himself to smile as though apologetic and put the notes under the document camera. Which promptly died.

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Darren said in a near shout.

Les leaned over and grabbed the camera. “Hey, the tech around here isn’t exactly state of the art. Chill.” He wiggled the power cord, and the screen flickered and came back to life. “Okay, bruh?” he asked. He looked genuinely concerned as he studied Darren. Les was a truth adept, which was a form of emotional-reading adept who had a special talent for spotting the special blend of emotions that meant someone was lying his ass off. Right now, Darren worried about how much of his emotional storm Les might be picking up.

Darren pointed to the first line of his notes. “The Nestor interviews were hostile. The oldest brother insisted on all the siblings meeting with us at once.”

Rima looked up from her own paperwork. “And with that much hostility, they let an adept do the interviews?”

Les held up his hands. Normally his dark skin was a riot of color, his webbing ranging from a pale beige to the bluish color of a vein. Those were missing. “Thank God for makeup. And Darren introduced me as his probationary officer, so the Nestors pretty much ignored little old me.” Les was over thirty, but he had a laid back attitude and good genetics that hid his age well.

“These people believe those with Talent are trying to take over the world, so they would never believe that a magic user would take orders from a mundane. They insisted on anointing my hands with oil, but they ignored Les,” Darren explained.

“And that let me take the read of the room while Darren asked the questions.” Les reached across the table, offering Darren his fist. Darren returned the fist bump. Then he noticed the glower on Boucher’s face. Right, more facts, less rhetoric.

“The oldest brother is Samuel Nestor. He showed a lot of pride about the fact that the younger Nestor ‘didn’t give in to sin.’” Darren put finger quotes around the last four words. “They report that Zach’s adept markings were even more vivid than our last known photograph, and they believe his ability to contain his magic made him the poster boy for how to be a good Christian boy after being targeted by Satan’s minions.” Darren quickly ran through the interviews, since nothing stood out. All of them were good little bigots, donating their time to charity work and the church while tithing to support organizations that decried Talent as the work of the devil, stopping just short of calling for a return to burning witches at the stake.

Boucher listened, taking a few notes of his own. When Darren finished, he turned to Les. “Anything to add?”

Les shook his head. “No signs of deception. The bastards called their own brother a clown though.” He shook his head in disgust at the common slur.

The ever brightening of the adept marks came from a refusal to use magic. The normal beiges and browns and faint blues would slowly turn more and more vivid, picking up deeper blues and greens and sometimes brilliant reds. Zach Nestor had been one of those unfortunates whose color had been particularly bright, and the cobwebbing covered his hands and went halfway up his arms before fading out. It marked him as someone with Talent, but it also meant that he had rejected his magic and refused to use it. He would never fit into any part of society.

And now he was missing, which would probably be dismissed as a potential suicide or runaway, except that three other “clowns” were missing from the DC area. Adepts were rare. Adepts who refused to use their talents for such a long period of time were even rarer, so the FBI’s top Talent team had been assigned to figuring out what was going on.

Boucher looked at Rima. She offered a quick report on those with Talent in the area, reporting the positions of any higher-level users and shamans at the time of the disappearances. Traci provided information on ambient magic. She’d used incantations, and Coretta had used her crystals, to make any trace magic light up and found only a significant lack of magic in the area, which wasn’t all that surprising since Zach’s house was in the middle of a strongly anti-Talent neighborhood. When they all finished, it was clear that they’d come up with exactly nothing.

“I’ll spirit walk again and see if I can’t find trace of Zach or the other two now that I know a little more about them. Everyone except Anderson, out,” Boucher ordered.

The team grabbed their stuff and all fled the conference room. Boucher was a little on the touchy side when he spirit walked, so no one wanted to stick around for that. Well, no one except Anderson, who looked thrilled.

Again, Darren had that sense of wrongness. Of course he couldn’t help Boucher because the non-Talented couldn’t link to a shaman and help tether them to this realm. But leaving Boucher in Anderson’s hands felt amazingly wrong. Darren hesitated at the door, looking back at Boucher and Anderson until Les reached around him and closed the door.

“Come on, bruh, let’s get some lunch,” he said.

Darren couldn’t think of a valid reason for arguing. “Sure. Why not.”
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Chapter Three
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Les poked the salad on his plate like it might grow tentacles and attack him.

“It’s good for you. You might look young, but if you don’t get your cholesterol down, you’re going to end up benched,” Darren warned.

“Yeah, yeah. Wyatt keeps telling me the same thing. So do all you munnies nag this much?” He stabbed his kale and shoved it in his mouth with a grimace.

“That’s right. All mundanes have exactly the same personality, and we’re all mother hens.”

Les grinned.

“And all you abs are arrogant assholes who think you’re indestructible when you have heart attacks at the exact same rate as the rest of the world.”

“Whatever,” Les said around a mouthful of salad. His manners didn’t match his FBI-appropriate suit and tie. Some days Darren wondered how the man had survived the FBI culture before joining the Talent unit. Boucher came down like a psychotic drill sergeant when a report wasn’t done correctly, but he didn’t care if someone was ten minutes late coming back from lunch or if they tended to call everyone bruh. The rest of the agency was a little less laid back about that.

“My friend, you have got to tone down the hostility with Ben,” Les said.

“Me? He’s the one who keeps throwing bad luck in my direction.” Darren stabbed his chicken and ripped a piece off without bothering to cut it.

Les stared at him like he had grown a nose in the middle of his forehead.

“What?” Darren asked without bothering to swallow first.

“You are way off base. When an adept uses his magic, it leaves a trace. You know this. Do you really think we wouldn’t have checked after the first couple of incidents? You don’t have the magical stain of someone who’s been fucked with.”

“We?” Darren asked. As an adept, Les had limited Talent, and checking for magical trace was not in his wheelhouse.

“Coretta and Rima both checked you out. You know how those two are. I swear, I don’t know why Boucher has a crystal user and a spell user on the same team. It’s like having onion and coconut on the same salad,” Les said, pointing his fork at his plate.

“They used to get along better,” Darren said. It was like Ben had thrown the whole team out of alignment. Darren didn’t go out dancing with Rima anymore, and Coretta’s sarcasm and sharp temper had vanished under layers of overly polite smiles. They’d had other new people join the team without this kind of turmoil, so Darren was chalking it up to Ben’s influence.

“But the point is that they both checked. You’re clean as a whistle.”

Darren shook his head. “I know what he’s doing. I catch him staring at me with the same expression you use when you’re trying to dig into someone’s emotional pile.”

Using his fingernail, Les picked at a tooth and stared at Darren. They’d been partners long enough that Darren recognized the stalling technique. It usually meant that Les was about to say something wildly unpopular.

Darren put his fork down before he gave in to the temptation to stab his partner. “I never had these sorts of problems before Anderson joined the team,” he said.

“True that. It doesn’t mean that Anderson is causing it. It could be that you’ve got your pretty little head up your very nicely formed ass.”

“Fuck you.”

“I would if I swung that way,” Les shot right back. “But I don’t, and you’re my partner, so I don’t want you to get your ass in a sling because you’re leading with your libido. Coretta is near the end of her rope with you, and if Boucher takes official notice of this...” He swirled his finger in the air to suggest the whole mess. “This won’t end well for you. The FBI does not approve of one-sided sexual attraction.”

Horror swept through Darren. If he couldn’t trust his partner to respect his privacy, then he couldn’t trust the guy at his back. “So you scanned me?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous. He’d file charges. Yeah, it would end his career because having an unrequited crush on your boss was not a good career move, but no way was he going to let that sort of illegal invasion of privacy slide.

Les put both hands up. “Whoa. You’re sniffing up the wrong path, brother. I never scanned you. However, I have two eyes just like any munny, and you look at Boucher like he’s the last piece of chocolate. I am willing to admit—in a very heterosexual sense—that Boucher is a beautiful man in a tall, dark, and dangerous sort of way, but that does not excuse eye fucking him in the middle of the office.”

“I do not.” Darren was too damn angry and shocked to put up more of a defense.

Les snorted. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that, but Rima grinds her teeth every time you do something particularly heartbroken, and Coretta keeps getting a constipated expression. A shaman can’t afford to get involved with a mundane. You can’t anchor Boucher, and if he tries holding onto you, he could end up ripping out bits of energy you can’t afford to lose.”

“I know that. I’m not lusting after him.” Darren focused on his lunch, but he wasn’t hungry.

“Bruh, you got it bad. I don’t need my Talent to tell me that.”

“Whatever.” Darren shoved food in his mouth and chewed mechanically.

“If Boucher has to choose between you and Anderson, he’s going to choose the adept who helps him use his powers.”

Darren didn’t want to hear that. He had been the first person to join Boucher on his new Talent unit. Darren had been a probationary agent with the Albany office, and he’d risked his career to go over his supervisory agent’s head when the man had ignored potential crimes against people with Talent. Boucher had shown up to investigate and had sort of confiscated Darren, for lack of a better term.

The transfer had stuck, and since that time, Darren had always been Boucher’s right-hand man. Coretta had more experience and was the official second on the team, but Darren made the Talent team work. He interfaced with other agencies, some of which refused to have Talent in their own ranks. He interviewed witnesses who were too afraid to talk to magic users. The idea that Boucher would toss Darren aside for Ben fucking Anderson hurt more than Darren wanted to admit. He had a hard ache in his gut, which was stupid because Boucher was just his boss. Right.

“Why can’t he use you?” Darren asked. “You’re an adept, and probably more powerful than Anderson.”

“And Boucher barely tolerates me. When he had to anchor on me, I think he was tempted to drop himself into the deepest black hole in the spirit plane just to avoid coming close.”

“He respects you,” Darren said. Boucher didn’t suffer fools, and he wouldn’t have Les on the team if he didn’t believe in Les’s skills.

“Respects me? Sure. I’m the best at reading emotional piles and finding the truth. If I’m on the top of my game, there’s no way to lie to me. However, respecting me as an agent and liking me are two very different things. Trust me, if I had to shoot someone in the line of duty, Boucher would not show up at my apartment with a six pack of beer.”

Darren ached. He’d nearly quit after that shooting, but Boucher had talked him through it. They’d drunk beers and stared out the open patio door, and Boucher had convinced Darren to forgive himself. Darren had gone into law enforcement to help people, and he’d never wanted to be part of the point-one percent of law enforcement officers who intentionally fired at a suspect, much less join the tiny fraternity of those who killed a suspect.

“Anderson does hate you,” Les said, “but he hates you because you act like the jealous ex-boyfriend, and Boucher emotionally backs away from everyone when you do that. He doesn’t know how to handle your shit.”
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