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Chapter One
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Supervisory Agent Kavon Boucher slammed the phone down as Darren walked into the room. Darren considered turning around and leaving rather than deal with the fury he could feel pouring off the man. However, that would have left Coretta alone with Mt. St. Boucher. So instead Darren girded his loins and headed into the fray.

“I warned them,” Kavon snarled.

Coretta didn’t even look up from her computer.

“Problem?” Darren asked, feeling like he was poking a land mine.

Kavon’s anger flared, and the emotion traveled through the bond Darren shared with Kavon. “Canada lost him,” Kavon finally said.

Darren didn’t need to ask who Kavon was talking about. O’Brien had been part of Charles Cruz’s plan to create his own magical kingdom. O’Brien had been the hired killer who had murdered people and collected body parts to deliver magic to Cruz, and their scheme might have worked, except Darren’s spirit guide was an old guide—an ifrit with unimaginable power. After Darren and Kavon had won the great battle, Cruz had refused to return from the spirit plane, and his heart had eventually given out. It had ended his dream of being the shaman king and thrust Kavon into shamanic politics, both with the DC council where he now held a seat and with the Egyptians.

While Cruz had been the mastermind, O’Brien had been the sadistic murderer who had enjoyed slaughtering adepts to steal their innate magic. Since O’Brien tortured them to heighten that magic and enjoyed doing it, Darren considered O’Brien a rapist as well as a serial killer, but the DA had chosen to focus on the first-degree murder charges.

“Was anyone hurt when he got away?” Darren asked. The last time the local police had closed in on O’Brien, a small but violent storm had badly damaged a city block.

Kavon’s expression turned thunderous, so Darren suspected the answer was yes.

“You could call Halverson or McLean—have them intervene,” Darren suggested. Kavon refused to throw around whatever political weight he might carry as one of three members of the shamanic council of DC, but the other two council members would be more than happy to make a few political waves. Halverson drooled over any opportunity to intimidate others.

And actually, Kavon did a good job threatening anyone he considered an idiot, but he generally stuck with menacing suspects in the Talent team’s criminal cases.

“I’m not calling them,” Kavon said. Something shifted in Kavon’s mood, and it traveled through their bond. He’d reached some sort of decision, but he didn’t explain what that might be. He stood and headed off toward the long hallway that led to the main elevators.

After Kavon had left, Darren sat. “He’s in a great mood.”

Coretta looked up. “The trafficking case is driving him insane. If the lead over in cyber-crime makes one more comment about Boucher being an unnecessary distraction when dealing with normal people, Boucher might file an official complaint. And I’ll join him. Normal.” Coretta snorted.

Darren cringed. Shamans and magic users and adepts had magic, but that magic came from the natural world and a connection to the spirit plane. It was all normal, so using the word normal to mean mundane or non-Talented was slightly passive-aggressive. “This thing with O’Brien can’t help either.”

Coretta finally rolled her chair away from the computer and looked at him. “O’Brien killed adepts. Any shaman would get twitchy about that. You know they get protective.”

“Les thinks they’re more possessive than protective,” Darren said, and Les would know since he was an adept. He had a checkered history with shamans who wanted to use him for his innate magic. “Where is Les anyway?”

“With Ahtisham at the gun range.”

Darren turned his computer on and settled back in his chair as he waited for it to load the FBI interface. Coretta had clearly embraced their newest team member, but Darren wasn’t sure he was ready to be on a first-name basis with Agent Ahtisham Boyd. New agents were trouble. “I know Boyd doesn’t need the practice.” Kavon had accepted Boyd’s transfer in as a mundane for those times when people invoked their right to be questioned by a nonmagical agent. His time on the Hostage Rescue Team had come to an end when a section of a wall had landed on him during a hard entry.

“He promised to teach Les a few tricks,” Coretta said. “You know Les—he likes to be around people who don’t fuss over him because he’s an adept.”

“Like you do,” Darren said. As second-in-command, Coretta often made decisions about who went in the field, and Les didn’t get his share of street time.

Coretta gave him a narrow-eyed glare. The woman had a wicked scowl. “Because of those adept marks on his hands, anyone with a problem with magic targets him.”

“He’s a big boy. He can handle it,” Darren said.

Coretta turned back to her computer and changed the subject. “You didn’t improve Boucher’s mood by bringing up the council.”

“Yeah, I know. I just feel like Kavon keeps ignoring the council, and it’s going to bite us in the ass. I mean, Susan McLean is willing to work with him, but he won’t even return her calls. How long will it be before McLean and Halverson decide to turn against him? And the politics.” Darren groaned thinking about it. The number of people sucking up to Kavon was horrifying. But apparently the council ran some pretty lucrative programs, like the Djedi Centers and training for law enforcement or doctors who wanted to work with those who had Talent. They even had legal counsel who worked on shaman rights. And where there was money, there were money-sucking leeches.

“Bad?” Coretta asked with some real sympathy.

“Can I switch to being a crystal user? Is there paperwork for that?”

“Why? Do you really think magic users are any better?”

“I assume you don’t have all the sycophants.”

“So, you think that the shamans are the real power? Is that it? You didn’t take long to develop the arrogance of a real shaman.” Coretta gave him one of those disappointed-mother expressions that made Darren feel two inches tall, but this time he hadn’t said anything wrong.

“Actually, I assumed that you guys were saner and that shamans were all a little crazy from spending too much time on the spirit plane.”

Coretta blushed. “Oh.”

“Yeah. Thanks for assuming the worst.”

“Sorry,” Coretta said with a shrug. “Honestly, a lot of shamans like to think that they’re the source of all magic, and the worst part is, they probably are. The crystals I use or the spells another user might cast all rely on the power that’s leaked into this world from the spirit plane, and shamans are the number one reason for leaking.”

“Leaking. That sounds messy.” The last time Darren had asked his spirit guide to leak a little magic into the mundane world, Bennu had supercharged all Coretta’s crystals to the point where one had exploded. Apparently Bennu hadn’t lived on earth for a few thousand years, and he had more power than common sense. Overall, power was a topic Darren would rather avoid. “So, where’s Rima?”

“She is on call for testifying in the Priscila Waldron trial.”

“Magical forgery?” Darren checked. He hadn’t done a lot of the work on that particular case.

Coretta nodded.

Darren logged on to the computer and stared at the screen for a long time before turning back toward Coretta. “How do I get Boucher to stop ignoring the politics?”

“You’re asking me?” Coretta gave an unladylike snort. “I can’t get the man to do anything he doesn’t want. He’s a damn good agent, and there is no one I trust more at my back, but he turns stubborn into an art form.”

“Tell me about it,” Darren said sadly. “Susan would do anything for him, and he won’t give her the time of day.”

“Because he doesn’t want anyone giving him power due to his Talent. He hates that the council acts like they’re an authority unto themselves. You know that.”

“Okay,” Darren said as he thought the issue through, “how do we convince him that working with the council is like working with any other agency?”

Coretta turned her chair around. “Seriously? You’ve worked with him longer than anyone. How well does he do interagency cooperation with DEA or Homeland or Customs? The last time we had a joint case with the Air Force OSI, their liaison offered me money if I would keep Boucher away from his agents. I’m only half-sure he was joking.”

“He follows the book. He would never refuse to cooperate with an interagency investigation.”

“He follows the rules too closely for a lot of agents, and he isn’t warm and fuzzy.”

“He’s not warm and fuzzy to anyone,” Darren pointed out. He didn’t add that Kavon loved to cuddle in the morning or that he was a sucker for a sappy movie. That fuzzy side of Kavon was all for Darren, and the joy of that still gave him a thrill every time he thought about it.

Coretta considered him for several seconds. “If you want my opinion, don’t get between Kavon and politics. Then again, you’re as stubborn as Boucher.”

“No, I’m not.” Darren was offended. He was the laid-back one in the group—the person who got victims to open up and trust him. But Coretta stared at him blankly as though unwilling to believe his denial. “I’m not,” Darren repeated.

“You listen on the small stuff, but when you get something in your head, you are as bad as him. Two words: Ben Anderson.”

“Hey, he turned out to be a bad guy.”

“No, he was a confused and insecure twerp who got between you and your irrational crush on Boucher. Now, it turned out your crush was not as irrational as we all assumed since you had a hidden Talent; however, everyone told you to give him some space and stop pushing. Did you? No.”

Darren crossed his arms and tamped down the anger rising in his chest. Bennu appeared out of thin air, flying across the room to land on a file cabinet. “Are you saying it’s my fault Anderson used his magic to attack me?”

“He was an adept. He didn’t have enough magic for it to qualify as an attack. He was annoying and harassing you, and that was one hundred percent wrong. However, he was a little fly.” Coretta held up her finger and thumb to show how little Ben Anderson had been. “And you took him out with a rocket launcher.”

“If he hadn’t attacked me, I wouldn’t have retaliated.” Darren stood. He was too angry to keep sitting. Besides, at the time, he had no idea he had access to magic. He’d simply grown so angry that his spirit guide had nearly blown up a street trying to defend Darren from a perceived attack.

Coretta sighed. “I know that. And you had a right to defend yourself, but he was a stupid kid. You wouldn’t listen to any of us when we tried to tell you that because you’d made up your mind. And yes,” Coretta said, holding up a hand when Darren tried to talk, “in that case you were absolutely right. He earned his demotion and a ticket off the team and even those misdemeanor harassment charges. But don’t get it in your stubborn head to force Boucher into politics. He won’t be pushed as easily as Anderson.”

Rather than risk losing his temper, Darren headed down the hall. He hadn’t decided where to go when the elevator at the far end of the corridor opened and Kavon came striding out. “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

Darren stopped and looked around to see if there was some reason for alarm. Given how their lives had gone lately—shamanic attacks and council takeover attempts—it wasn’t unreasonable to expect a full-scale magical attack in the middle of the DC headquarters of the FBI. “What?” he asked when he didn’t see any problems. Then he realized that Kavon was looking at him. “Oh. I was just upset.”

“Just upset?” Kavon visibly sagged with relief.

Darren modified his answer. “Just very upset? Coretta might have accused me of being a little stubborn and not listening to advice.”

“I could have told her that. Wait, I have told her that.” Kavon walked toward the Talent unit’s offices.

“I’m the friendly one, you know,” Darren said.

“Until you dig your heels in,” Kavon said, and amusement ran along their bond.

“You’re in a good mood.” Normally once Kavon got upset about a case, he stayed that way for hours. He was a quiet man, and it’d taken a long time for Darren to realize that Kavon tried not to share all his displeasure with the world. The quieter he was, the more he wanted to bitch someone out.

“I talked to Assistant Director White. He’ll get in touch with the Canadian authorities and point out that you and I have gone head-to-head with O’Brien and won. The bastard got away, but he didn’t win that shamanic fight. Hopefully that will be enough to get us an invitation to come help with the manhunt.”

They reached the offices, and Kavon sat at his desk. Darren understood his partner’s frustration. Kavon had signed off on Traci Frane’s transfer to the Talent team, and the woman had spied for O’Brien, bugging FBI computers to give him intelligence on both the O’Brien manhunt and other active cases.

“You know,” Darren said as he followed. His desk was the one closest to Kavon’s, and he sat on the corner. “You wouldn’t have to burn through your favors with White if you could find someone to handle this, shaman-to-shaman.”

Kavon’s expression didn’t change, but a thread of aggravation traveled along the bond they shared. Darren touched his left hip where he wore Kavon’s claiming mark, and the emotions between them were amplified. Darren felt all Kavon’s aggravation, but he hoped Kavon could feel all Darren’s hope that they could turn this situation into something useful. Slowly Kavon leaned back in his chair.

“The DC council is one of a few dozen influential councils across the country. Why do you think they would have any political influence on Canadian law enforcement?” Kavon kept his voice even, but Darren could feel the dark emotions.

“That’s an issue, but there’s one magical council that nearly everyone listens to. After all, there are two magical groups that survived the Purge with their knowledge of magic intact.”

Kavon’s shock was palpable. After their last interaction with the Egyptian council, Darren knew this would be a hard sell. Kavon’s protective streak meant that he wanted to keep Darren and Darren’s guide, Bennu, as far from the Egyptians as possible. When Kavon was feeling overprotective, he was almost impossible to nudge around corners.

“You want me to call Tariq Hassan? You want to ask him for a favor?” Kavon’s voice was low and steady and devoid of any emotion at all, which was kind of terrifying. Darren could feel Kavon’s steel grip on his boiling anger. He could also feel the deep well of fear under the surface.

“Tell him the truth—that you don’t want to handle all the political bullshit when you work with other shamans.” Hassan thought Kavon’s guide was the return of the old ifrit—the guide kings. Although that wasn’t exactly accurate. The Egyptian council saw both spirit guides and shamans as jinn—touched by magic. Since they believed Kavon’s spirit bull was a royal ifrit, they wanted to crown Kavon as well. As the Egyptian regent for the shamanic or jinn community, Hassan considered it his duty to serve Kavon, a duty made more difficult by Kavon’s refusal to be the king the Egyptians wanted. Kavon was too American and too determined to integrate the Talent and mundane worlds under one set of laws.

“And what would he do? Call every shaman and tell them to listen to me?”

“Maybe he would have some advice on how to handle the politics of suggesting to other shamans that you could kick their ass if you put your mind to it,” Darren said. Since most American councils worked on a system of challenges and duels, that would make them worry. “Besides, most shamans listen when the Vatican or the Egyptians ask for something. Everyone knows they have a lot of pre-Purge knowledge.”

“I’m not playing on their religious beliefs,” Kavon said firmly.

“What’s the difference between White calling the Canadian authorities and Hassan calling the Canadian shamans?”

“If you can’t see it...” Kavon let his words trail off. That was about the time Coretta got up and abandoned ship. Coretta Nixon was no fool, and clearly she didn’t want to be ground zero of the discussion. Darren couldn’t blame her. He didn’t want to have this fight, but Kavon couldn’t keep asking White for favors. The man’s favors came with huge strings and future requests.

Kavon watched her leave before turning his attention back to Darren. “I refuse to play this game where if I’m stronger, I have a right to push in anywhere I want and tell people how to do things.” He even had the grace to avoid mentioning that much of his magical power was borrowed from Darren’s guide. Kavon had trained hard to be one of the most powerful shamans on the East Coast, and his cape buffalo bull could handle most challenges; however, as an ifrit, Bennu had powers that few could imagine.

“I get that.” Darren leaned forward and caught one of Kavon’s hands. Kavon threaded his fingers together with Darren’s. “But if these shamans listen, it’s because they respect the Egyptians’ knowledge, not because you’re bullying them. There’s probably more strong-arming going on through White’s office.”

“And if Hassan takes this as an invitation to push into our business? What if he throws around his power so much that people resent us and we can’t get our jobs done?”

That was a real danger. “Every time agencies interact, there’s a danger of that, but I’m good at juggling egos.”

“You’re good at being passive-aggressive,” Kavon said.

“Hey! I am not.” Darren thought about that a second. “Not all the time.”

Kavon gave a dark laugh. “If this backfires, it’s your job to get Hassan to back the hell off, because if I have to tell him, we’ll have another interagency conflict like the one I had with the air force. Neither of us wants a repeat of that incident.”

“Nope, we really don’t,” Darren agreed. That had been unpleasant. At the time, Darren had been able to shuffle most of the drama off to Coretta since she was the second-in-command. But if Hassan made trouble, Darren would have to handle it. It gave Darren a reason to plan carefully and make sure Hassan knew the ground rules before he stepped on any toes.
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Chapter Two
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Later in the day, Kavon got called back up to White’s office, which was when Darren decided to put Operation Politics into play. Tariq Hassan would have taken Darren’s call. Probably. But Darren didn’t want anyone to feel passed over, so he decided to start with Susan McLean. She was friendly with the Egyptians, so most likely she would want to help facilitate the conversation. As he pulled out his phone, he started mentally composing the text. He needed to be pleasant enough to get her to meet him, but formal enough to make it clear he wasn’t sucking up to her or trying to ingratiate himself with someone who might be a political ally.

Coretta was typing away, and for half a second he considered asking for her advice, but Coretta wasn’t the schmoozer of the team. That was Darren’s job. He sent McLean the text and went back to reviewing paperwork on the few cold cases on his desk.

He heard Les’s voice long before Les and Boyd came through the doors to their shared office space.

“So, what trouble have you gotten into?” Les came over to Darren’s desk and sat on the corner.

Agent Boyd went to his own desk and logged into the computer. It still felt wrong to have someone else at Traci Frane’s desk. She’d been one of them, and the whole time she’d worked for Cruz and O’Brien, feeding them information on the Talent team. Cruz had used her inside information to recruit magical criminals to support him. Coretta had been homicidal when she’d figured out that Frane had protected the human traffickers on O’Brien’s orders because O’Brien planned to blackmail them and use their network for himself. Cruz had thought he was the real power in the partnership, but O’Brien had been the psychopath actually arranging the death and destruction. On O’Brien’s orders, Frane had fouled their computer systems so badly that Coretta and half the tech support department had spent a week sorting it back out. However, the DA didn’t fully understand the depth of Frane’s magical involvement and had only charged her with dereliction of duty and a few dozen accomplice-to-felony charges. Darren would consider that a slap on the wrist, except Frane was nearly sixty, so a thirty-year prison sentence was a life sentence.

Ahtisham Boyd put his gun away in the drawer that had been hers.

“Bruh, you with me?” Les asked.

Darren shook himself free of the memories. “Yeah. Sure. And I resent your implication that I get in trouble.”

“I’d worry, but the truth is a mighty defense, and you are a trouble magnet. Besides, Coretta texted me to get back, so I’m assuming you’re considering doing something at least marginally stupid.”

Darren leaned back so he could see around Les to Coretta.

She smiled at him. “I assume you’re texting someone from one of the councils. Keep Les in the loop since you’re dealing with shamans. He has more experience with their version of crazy.”

“I was going to go meet with McLean, and this really isn’t FBI business. I’m sure there’s some rule about not using agent time for stuff like this.”

“Then it’s good Boucher isn’t here to quote the regulation,” Coretta said without mercy. “And if you’re going to meet, Agent Boyd could use a demonstration of how to work with people instead of pissing them off, so take him.”

“Did you just imply I piss people off?” Boyd asked. He was in his late thirties, but he already had salt-and-pepper hair that made him look older than Coretta.

“Nope, but if you work with us long enough, you’ll pick up the habit, so go hang out with the nice half of the team,” Coretta said.

Darren’s phone vibrated, and he looked down to see Susan McLean had invited him to come to her apartment in the Kalorama Heights area. “I don’t need backup,” Darren told Coretta.

“I’m your boss, not your mother,” Coretta said in a sweet voice—the one she generally used before metaphorically eviscerating someone.

“So, how do you guys feel about a road trip?” Darren asked Les and Boyd with false cheer. No way would he contradict Coretta when she used that tone.

Boyd took his weapon back out of his desk, and Les sighed dramatically. “Did she say shamans and councils? You know how I feel about those people.” Les continued to whine as Darren led their merry little band toward the stairs.

While walking down, Boyd held the rail tightly. He had an awkward hitch in his step, but when Darren had once offered to go down to the elevators, Boyd had insisted that stairs were fine. Darren knew Boyd had been badly injured during a hostage rescue, but he rarely showed any physical sign. “I still don’t get why you dislike shamans when you’re an adept. Don’t those two things go together?” Boyd asked.

“Les goes together with Shaman Anita very well,” Darren teased as he slowed down on the stairs. Les aimed a punch at his shoulder, and Darren danced away. “Hey, I call it like I see it, and you two are very cute.”

Boyd got a pained look on his face, kind of like the one Rima got when the conversation turned to sex and relationships. Darren cleared his throat, and Les quickly changed the subject.

“Too many shamans are into power.”

“Why are we going to see them, then?” Boyd asked.

“Because they have power,” Darren said. “We need someone to convince the Canadians that they should play nice with Boucher. If there isn’t a powerful shaman on this manhunt, O’Brien is going to keep slipping away.”

Les stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Please tell me that you’re not doing this behind Boucher’s back.”

“Do I look suicidal?” Darren demanded.

Les made a big production out of studying Darren, and Darren flipped him off.

“I’m confused,” Boyd said. “Isn’t Agent Boucher a member of the shamanic council?”

“Yep,” Darren agreed, “but he doesn’t like all the power grabbing. They have a lot of money from the Djedi Centers and various training classes, but Halverson in particular is always looking for ways to push shamans’ rights into places where Boucher doesn’t think they should go.”

“Like trying to oversight and veto power over the Talent team,” Les said. “I bet he would want the team full of shamans.”

“What?” Boyd looked startled.

Darren unlocked the SUV. “Yep. Halverson wanted final say on what cases we took and the right to oversee our work on the theory that the council is in charge of shamans, and apparently, all magic. I think Coretta and Rima might have a few choice suggestions for where Halverson can put that sort of magic-user prejudice.”

“But we’re law enforcement,” Boyd said in a bewildered voice.

“Hell, yes,” Les agreed as he got in behind Darren. “I heard Halverson and Cruz wanted to take control of Talent immigration, using some sort of supercouncil formed from the most powerful shamanic councils in the US.”

Darren rolled his eyes. “In today’s political climate, that’s just stupid.” If those with Talent got perks, like a path around the US’s difficult immigration laws, mundanes would take issue. Too many people didn’t like magic. Sadly, his own parents were on the fringe of that group. His mother had been moderately dismayed when she found out he’d shown late signs of Talent, telling him that he should talk to a Catholic priest and maybe he should go into the priesthood where they would teach him to handle magic appropriately. Kavon had not been amused.

“Cruz is the one SSA Boucher killed, right?” Boyd asked.

“Oh no,” Darren was quick to say. “Boucher defeated Cruz on the spirit plane when the man tried to set himself up as a king, and the man chose to stay there, giving up his body and letting it die.”

“After Boucher ripped all his magic out,” Les added from the back.

Darren glared at him in the rearview mirror. “Most of his magic. He still had a little version of his guide.” He held up a finger and thumb to show how the squid had been miniaturized.

Boyd rubbed a hand over his face. “There’s a steep learning curve on this magic shit.”

“No joke,” Darren said softly.

“I just can’t figure out why we have to do the negotiating,” Les said in an impressively dramatic whine. Boyd turned in his seat to give Les an odd look before he faced front again.

“That’s the only part I understand,” Boyd said. “I was military for six years, and sometimes officers sent an NCO in because too many high-ranking officers in too small a space led to some explosions. So, I assume you’re supposed to smooth the way, but what is the goal here?”

Darren frowned. He knew that Coretta wanted Boyd to understand the team and all the roles they played, but after Traci’s betrayal, Darren was uncomfortable around the man. Les spoke before Darren could decide how much to admit.

“I’m guessing we need the Egyptians to help us.”

“Yeah,” Darren said. He glanced over to Agent Boyd. “Egypt and the Vatican are the two big boys of the shamanic world.”

“I read that. They have the only pre-Purge magic texts.”

So Boyd had been doing his homework. That was less reassuring than Darren expected. “Yeah,” Darren said. An awkward silence fell until finally Les started a conversation about Boyd’s wife. She was a teacher, and apparently her new school was truly wretched. Boyd told a number of stories about her first days, and Les countered with tales of his own misadventures and trips to the principal’s office. By the time they pulled up in front of Susan McLean’s building, some of Darren’s tension had eased.

“Give us a second, okay?” Les asked.

Agent Boyd’s gaze went straight to Darren. “Yeah. Sure. No problem.” He opened the SUV door and hopped out. When there was a small break in traffic, he hurried across the street.

“Man, what is your issue?” Les asked.

Darren unhooked his seat belt and turned. “Don’t you worry? What if someone put him on our team to keep an eye on Boucher?”

“You mean, what if he’s another Traci,” Les said. “You can’t be suspicious of everyone.”

“Seriously? Yeah, I can.”

Les glared at him. “You’re my friend, and I like you, so listen to me when I say this. You’re acting like an asshole.” With that, Les got out of the car. For a second, Darren sat alone and tried to sort out how much of his doubt was reasonable and how much wasn’t. Since he didn’t have any way to know for sure, he shoved the entire controversy to the back of his mind.

After an uncomfortable trip up the elevator, they reached Susan McLean’s apartment. Bennu appeared out of nowhere, and then Darren could see the magical wards painted all over her door and walls. It looked like the work of a spell caster. Darren held out a hand to stop Les from getting any closer, especially since he didn’t know what the spell did.

“Wards?” Les asked.

“Big ones,” Darren agreed. “Technically it’s illegal to set spells in public areas, but I don’t want to get in a pissing match with a council member.”

“Do I need to call for backup?” Boyd asked. Bennu flapped his wings, and a wind started down the hall. “What the hell?”

“The spell can’t affect mundanes, or it would zap every delivery person who walked down the hall,” Les told Boyd. “But sometimes those with Talent get zapped. Could you hit the bell?”

Boyd gave Les a suspicious look, but he reached for the doorbell. Before he could touch it, the door opened, and Susan McLean stood there. She smiled at them. “The spells are for monitoring who is in my hall and listening to their conversations. I could put in a speaker that would have a similar effect, which makes the legality questionable, but not a clear violation.” She focused on Darren, and he definitely felt the soft warning in her words. “But please, come in.” She stepped back to allow them into her apartment.

Darren took the lead since it was his idea to come. The place was more modern than Darren had expected from an older woman who always dressed in sweaters and never dyed her grandmotherly hair. Most of the walls were a soft gray and all the furniture white and burnished nickel. One vivid blue wall had a huge abstract painting.

“I didn’t realize you were bringing others.” McLean gave Darren an almost disappointed look.

“These are agents Les Gillette and Ahtisham Boyd. We’re all from SSA Boucher’s team. Agent Boyd is the mundane recently hired to support us with investigations.” Darren didn’t bother to give details about Les’s involvement, because the adept marks on his hands would have made it clear that he had every right getting involved in shamanic business.

McLean’s expression was devoid of any emotion as she shook their hands and then invited all three of them to sit. “How can I help you?” she asked, her attention directed at Darren.

“The Canadian authorities tracked O’Brien, but when they moved in to arrest him, he overpowered their law enforcement. Canada has a real lack of shamans or even magic users in the police force, and that’s making it difficult for them to deal with this situation.”

McLean closed her eyes for a second. Bennu appeared, sitting on McLean’s piano and considering her curiously. A half second later, her guide showed up. He was a dark horse with intelligent eyes, and he slowly walked between Darren and McLean and leaned into her knees. He also had a shimmer to him that Darren realized was some sort of shield that was supposed to prevent other people from seeing him. However, Bennu had far too much power to be fooled by a shamanic trick.

McLean waved her hand in a gesture that could have been one of those pointless gestures people sometimes made, only her spirit guide walked through the coffee table and wandered over to the large windows. “That man is proving more resourceful than I would have guessed. What can I do to help?”

Darren appreciated that she was getting right to the point. He wasn’t sure Boyd would learn all that much, because most other agencies and groups weren’t as quick to offer assistance. “We need to convince the Canadians to invite Boucher in to help with the hunt. Shamans have been hurt and killed up there.”

“And every time O’Brien kills a shaman, he takes their magic into his own,” she concluded wearily. “I can certainly make calls to the shamanic councils in the area, but I don’t have as much political influence as, say...Henry.” She gave Darren a pointed look, but then the hostilities between Henry Halverson and Kavon were no secret. Darren had come here because he didn’t know how to handle the other man. Halverson made it clear that he still distrusted Darren’s late onset of magic and he disliked the support the Egyptians threw behind Kavon.

“I was hoping you could speak to the Egyptians. I know Kavon is uncomfortable with the amount of power they attribute to him, but their knowledge is greatly respected, and if they called the Canadians, someone will move to accommodate them.”

McLean leaned back and looked over at Les and Boyd. “And what do you want the Egyptians to tell them?”

“Not that Kavon is a king. That would not go over well with anyone, including Kavon,” Darren said firmly. Kavon would not budge on that, and the irony was that from the Egyptian point of view, Darren would be the king since he was the one with the old one as a spirit guide. However, in the fight with Cruz and his spirit guide, Bennu had deflected the attention away from Darren and onto Kavon and his spirit bull.

“He is an unlikely prince,” McLean said sadly, “but then the rest of us have made assumptions about the ifrit, and they chose Boucher, perhaps because he does not have such an assumption.”

“And we’re avoiding the word ifrit,” Darren said since anyone with an Internet connection could get some interesting information on it, most of which was inaccurate, with a small percentage being terrifyingly close to reality.

McLean’s gaze flickered back toward Les and Boyd. “Are we?”

“Boucher’s team will eventually figure out that he has a very old and very powerful guide. He wasn’t exactly a shamanic lightweight before defeating Cruz,” Les pointed out.

“True,” she said slowly, keeping her attention focused on Darren. “But I’m not sure what you really want me to ask the Egyptians. Does Boucher want to call them up and use them when he sees fit and then refuse to return their calls when he doesn’t?”

And that was the kicker. In a perfect world, Kavon would want that exact thing. However, that wouldn’t get far with McLean, who had studied under the old Egyptian regent, Thuya Sherif, and was friends with Ilham Massri, who had some position of power that Darren didn’t understand. “Kavon doesn’t want a lot of power focused on him. If Hassan or Ezzat Sherif showed up and declared him the heir to the throne, he’d try to have their visas revoked. We need someone who can quietly suggest that the Egyptian council has seen Kavon and his guide on the spirit plane, and there are reasons to believe that he can handle this better than other shamans.”

“That will raise a lot of questions.”

“And Kavon can happily ignore everyone who asks them.”

“He is contrarian enough to enjoy that,” she said drily. She might politically be on Kavon’s side, but she clearly wasn’t a fan in general. “Is this Boucher’s plan, or are you scheming behind his back?”

Darren looked over at Les. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? But to answer your question, Kavon told me to handle it. He also told me that if someone tried to make him king, he would get directly involved and it would be unpleasant for everyone.”

McLean looked thoughtful. “Fair enough. I’ll call Ezzat and see what we can work out.”

Darren stood. “Thank you.”

She took his hand. “I am hopeful that you can help Boucher see that his people need him.”

“Agent Boucher will always see his people as Americans. Don’t ask him to put shamans ahead of anyone else.” Darren thought back to when Bennu had first seen Kavon as a young man. Kavon had risked his life to try to save his spirit guide because he wouldn’t put his own life ahead of his guide’s. Maybe that was why Bennu had watched him for so many years. And in all the years Darren had known Kavon, the man always treated everyone equally. No one got preferential treatment.

“If the ifrit have chosen someone who refused to bring back the rule of magic, I won’t argue it,” Susan McLean said, “but I would avoid telling Henry that mundanes and shamans are the same in Boucher eyes.”

Darren understood that. Halverson would not appreciate Boucher’s attitude. “Thank you for your help,” he told her.

She nodded before turning to the others. “Agent Boyd, Agent Gillette, thank you for coming.”

“Ma’am,” Agent Boyd offered. Les muttered something polite, although Darren couldn’t quite hear it, and then they were all heading out.

“Ezzat?” Boyd asked once they were in the elevator with at least an illusion of privacy.

Les answered. “Ezzat Sherif, the public face of the Egyptian jinn and one of the most powerful people in the world of Talent, and she knows him on a first-name basis.”

Boyd groaned. “This job is going to give me ulcers, isn’t it?”

“Yep,” Darren answered. He was fairly sure he had one or two himself.
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Chapter Three
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“How’d it go?” Kavon asked when the three got back to the office.

Darren answered while Gillette and Boyd headed to their desks. “McLean will call the Egyptians and ask for help, but she will make sure that doesn’t include sharing their slightly less than mainstream beliefs.”

“That you’re a Muslim jinn prince,” Boyd said.

Darren looked over in obvious alarm. Kavon wondered if something had happened. He hadn’t felt any particularly strong emotions from Darren, but he didn’t know if their claiming bond would work over long distances. Agent Boyd looked taken aback at Darren’s reaction, focusing on him before looking around at the team.

“I’m Muslim. I know what an ifrit is,” Boyd said. “Muslims aren’t supposed to talk about jinn and ifrit, which is why we always did as kids.”

Kavon hadn’t expected that. “How many Muslims believe Talent comes from jinn?”

Boyd shrugged. “I have no idea. I know my family never did. But that doesn’t mean much. My parents are the pray-once-a-week sort of Muslim, which means we observe the faith in theory more than in practice.”

“If the Egyptians start throwing the word ifrit around, I need to know if it will lead people to making assumptions.”
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