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      I, Jonathan Andrew Bane, had a little problem.

      At least, I was trying very hard to keep it a little problem. My middle name should have been Complicated, though, and I had a feeling I was heading towards Serious Issue Land on an express train.

      The anniversary of the day Donovan moved in with me was fast approaching. In a month, we’d have lived together for a year. I, of course, wanted to do something special to mark the occasion, but I was currently at war with myself about what that should be. Part of me wanted to play this safe, do a vacation package and maybe a nice present of some sort.

      The rest of me called bullshit, because that wasn’t at all what I really wanted to do.

      Our year together had been a rollercoaster—ups, downs, and all of the in-betweens. We’d come through it rock solid, confident in both our trust and our hearts. I couldn’t imagine loving anyone more than I did him, and I knew he felt the same way about me. Donovan was very much not the issue.

      Old scars, that was the issue.

      I’d gone back and forth, waffling about what to do, but decided in the end that this was something I needed to discuss with someone. I couldn’t discuss this idea with my mother. While she would understand, she’d be defensive, too. My mother could admit she made mistakes, but she also tried to defend those mistakes with me. I guess it was hard to admit that she was part of the reason why I so strongly hesitated in relationships. No mother liked the idea that they’d screwed up their children. Anyway, she didn’t have the experience necessary to give me good advice. But I felt like my father would. So, I settled at the bar with my red kitchen phone and called Caleb on his cell, hoping that at this hour of the evening, he was off work and at home.

      It was Neil who picked up. “Hi, Jon. Trying to reach your dad?”

      “Yeah. He’s not available, I take it?”

      “No, he is. Just currently has his hands covered in oil. He was basting some chicken; give him a second. Something up?”

      My step-father was a detective at the Sevierville Police Department and damn good at his job. Neil was quick and observant and no doubt heard something in my voice that tipped him off. Since reconnecting with my father, I’d gotten to know Neil rather well and was honestly glad to have the man as another father figure. My father might have screwed up royally on his first marriage, but he’d done well on his second.

      “Yeah. I, um, maybe want to talk to both of you about something. Get some advice.”

      “Sure, son. Hang on, he’s joining us. I’ll put you on speaker.”

      My father’s slightly rougher baritone sounded warm. “Hi, Jon. Everything okay over there?”

      “Yeah. Crazy cases, co-workers pulling pranks, the usual. It’s just, um, there’s something I’ve been thinking about, and I’m not sure what’s holding me back. I’m—” I had to suck in a breath and slowly let it out again, trying to stay calm. Just saying this rattled me. I felt jittery and unsettled, even though I was sitting still. “My anniversary with Donovan is coming up in a few weeks. I’m really tempted to propose to him then.”

      Both men released surprised noises. Caution weighed in my father’s voice as he said, “Son, you sound nervous as hell.”

      “And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I don’t understand my own reaction. Donovan and I are great together. I love the man to hell and back; there’s nothing there to give me pause. I know Donovan would love to be married. He’s only biting his tongue because he’s giving me space and time to come around to the idea. That and he swore after he moved in that he wasn’t going to push the issue. Moving in was the last selfish request he was going to make.”

      Neil snorted. “Sounds like him. So, are you considering this to make him happy?”

      “If you’d asked me that six months ago, my answer would have been yes. But…it’s not true. I find I want it just as much as I know he does. It also scares the hell out of me. Dad, I guess what I need to know is, what gave you the courage to do it again?”

      “Oh, Jonathan.” Caleb sighed, and the sound was pure pain. “Your mother and I really did a number on you, didn’t we?”

      “I’m not asking the question to cast blame.” I winced. I really hadn’t worded that right, had I?

      “No, I know. It just pains me that you’re still so hesitant because of what happened between us.” He sighed again, a decade’s worth of sighs rolled in one. “Son, I admit, right after the divorce, I was very raw and not willing to do it again. But after therapy, I finally realized that the marriage vows, and the rings, and all of that were only symbols of the commitment I’d already made. People make a lot of fuss about wedding days and such, but really, it’s not the end goal or even the start of a relationship. It’s a milestone marking the love, trust, and commitment you’ve already cultivated with that person. A promise to continue doing so in the future.”

      I rolled that around in my head a little. “So, you’re saying the mistake was not in marrying Mom but in forming a relationship with her to begin with?”

      “It’s hard for me to view it as a mistake, because I won’t unwish my children. But certainly, I knew it was the wrong step when I started dating her because I couldn’t commit to her as she needed me to. Marrying her wasn’t the start of the problem. It just compounded the problem already there.”

      Neil pitched in. “Part of the reason we dated as long as we did was because we both needed to be sure. My experience was a little different, but I was in a long-term relationship that didn’t pan out. We needed to know that there weren’t any major issues between us. Sliding a ring onto someone’s finger doesn’t change the person.”

      I looked down at my left hand, imagining a ring there. It was true, we wouldn’t be different people when we married. Why had I thought it would change us? Was that really what had scared me, the thought that we’d change and I’d lose the happiness I had now?

      “Jonathan, I knew on my wedding day that I’d made promises I’d have a very hard time keeping. But I naïvely thought that if I tried hard enough, I’d succeed. I wasn’t true to myself, and that’s what caused the break in our relationship. Lauren’s forgiven me for that, and I’m glad, but I don’t want you to use our marriage as an example. If anything, use my marriage with Neil as your standard of what a marriage should be.”

      “Awww, honey, I love you too.” Neil started making kissy noises.

      I cracked up. Trust Neil to break the tension when we needed it.

      “I guess I was looking at this backwards. But it’s sort of like graduating from college, huh? You don’t just arrive at graduation day; you spend time and effort getting to that day.”

      “That’s a good way to look at it,” Neil said approvingly. “If you cheat on your exams and pretend to understand, then even if you get that diploma, it doesn’t mean anything. You haven’t put in the work, so graduating just puts you in a position to fail. A marriage isn’t much different in that sense.”

      That put it into perspective for me. And it was true. When I looked at my fathers, or when I looked at my sister’s marriage, I felt like marriage was an amazing thing. Hell, Kanye and Alani’s marriage could set the standard of what a relationship should be. It was watching them, seeing how much they loved each other even after nearly forty years together, that made me re-examine my views on marriage. My own parents might have made a disaster of it—twice in my mother’s case—but there were people out there who could do it right.

      I really wanted to do it right.

      “Does that help?” Caleb asked hopefully.

      “Helps a great deal. Thanks. I kept going in circles in my own head without reaching any conclusion. But really, what you’re saying is that as long as I have a good foundation in my relationship now, then getting married can only enhance that.”

      Caleb sounded relieved. “Yes, that’s it exactly. From what I see of you, the two of you have an amazing relationship.”

      “I think we do. We certainly try. But don’t tell him about this. I want to sleep on it.” I felt like it was the right decision, but when making such a monumental step, a wise man gave himself time. And I wanted to really think about the consequences, not just the action.

      Of course, I say that, but I’d already bought the ring. And it was hidden not far from where I sat now. Was I fooling myself into thinking that I wasn’t ready for this step? Maybe nerves were getting the better of me.

      “Sure,” Neil said. “I take it he’s not home right now?”

      “No. He’s out playing basketball with Garrett and Brandon. I think they roped Mack into it, too. I took the opportunity to call and talk to you while I could. I swear he has bat ears.”

      “We’re always available to talk when you need to,” Caleb promised. “And if you feel that you should wait and give each other a bit more time, that’s fine. Don’t feel that you have to meet some arbitrary deadline.”

      How different he was from Rodger. Caleb never pressured me or made me feel inadequate. He always did his best to help me work through the issue, giving advice but not demanding anything in return. It was relaxing to talk to my fathers, knowing that they would support me however I needed. The evil step-father had been a thorn in my side and nothing more. I was very glad to be rid of him. “Thanks. Both of you. I do want this. I’m just a little shaky thinking about it.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’ll say yes, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Neil drawled.

      I laughed, feeling a little strained. “I’m not even worried about that. It’s just a pretty big step.”

      “It is, and I don’t want to downplay that.” Caleb was audibly trying to straddle a line. “But I don’t see how the two of you could be any more committed to each other than you already are, either. It will change things, but it also won’t, as odd as that sounds.”

      “I get what you’re trying to say. I think, more than anything, I want to give my brain a chance to process the decision. This is a little different than the other thing we’re currently talking about.” I realized they probably hadn’t heard the current debate. “Donovan’s really keen on getting a pet.”

      “Warm- or cold-blooded?” Neil inquired.

      “Warm. He’s always wanted one, but with his career, it was pretty hard to even keep a goldfish. We’re debating between cats and dogs right now. We’re leaning towards a cat, for the simple fact that it would be more self-sufficient than a dog. We sometimes work eighteen hours when shit hits the fan, and trying to juggle someone coming home long enough to let the dog out is not really feasible. And we don’t have a yard.”

      Caleb made a humming noise. “All things to think about. Rescue or buy?”

      “Also something we’re debating. Leaning towards rescue. If we do go with a cat, it would have to be an inside cat, so I’m really tempted to adopt an adult. I have no freakin’ clue how to litter box train a kitten.”

      “That is one of the benefits of adopting an older cat over a kitten. And the shelters are always full of adult cats.” Neil’s tone shifted into that of an excited five-year-old. “Honey, how about we get cats, too?”

      “Now look what you started,” Caleb groused playfully.

      I shrugged, even though they couldn’t see it. “Sorry, not sorry.”

      The back door opened, and I peeked my head around the end of the bar to see my lover walking through. “And he’s home. I’ll talk to you later?”

      Donovan’s head came up, and he gave me a curious look as I said love you and bye to my fathers. I was glad for the interruption, honestly. Emotions, hopes, and ideas swirled through my brain, all trying to vie for center place. It was too much to readily process, and I didn’t want to even try with Donovan right there, waiting to distract me. I didn’t want to talk about this anymore but instead just think about it, let it settle in my brain.

      I slid off the stool to hang up the phone. Donovan was sweaty from his work-out in a delicious way and had taken off his tank-top as soon as he was through the back door, leaving him in just basketball shorts. I was thrilled to see it. He’d really come a long way in that department, now freely showing his back to me without a conscious thought. He was still shy with anyone else looking at him, but with me, at least, he didn’t care.

      Every time he casually stripped off his shirt, it made me want to do things to him as a reward. Bad, bad things.

      “Talking to someone?” Donovan inquired as he toed off his shoes.

      I had to mentally yank my brain out of the gutter. He’d asked something…oh. “The dads. They’re now debating whether to get a cat or not.”

      “Ha! That’s funny. Skylar wants one, too. Mack was teasing Brandon about it, but I think they both know a pet isn’t really viable for them right now. Maybe later in their careers, when they get more settled into an area instead of globe-hopping.”

      “Their last case must have been a doozy. They were gone, what, almost a month?”

      “That was partially them on vacation, though. Which I don’t blame them for. If things went that badly, I’d definitely find time for a few days of vacation.” He leaned in to kiss me, sweet and slow, mouth lingering.

      I tilted my head up, sighing into the kiss. When we parted, I smiled at him. “Hi yourself.”

      “I need to get sweaty more often,” he murmured against my mouth, tone wicked. “Every time I do, you get this look in your eye like you want to pin me against the wall.”

      “Oh, I want to do more than that,” I assured him, returning his wicked smile. With one hand, I traced a lovely bicep and then smoothed my hand down his chest. “All this is lovely enough, and certainly tempting, but I happen to know what’s under those too-baggy shorts—”

      He groaned a little as my hand slipped under the waistband and stroked over him with a flat palm, awakening his cock.

      “—and I do enjoy it so very, very much.”

      Donovan dove for my mouth, taking it in a harder kiss, his hands finding my ass and palming both cheeks as he brought me in closer. Both of us were only ever about two seconds and a look away from enticing the other into bed, so this was hardly new, but I loved moments like this. Something about being the center of Donovan’s attention would always be remarkable, and I could never take it for granted.

      He pulled back and panted, “Shower?”

      My lover needed one, but he was certainly not going in there alone.

      “Shower,” I agreed, pulling my hand free.

      Donovan whined in protest. “I like your hand there.”

      I threw him a lecherous smirk over my shoulder as I headed down the hallway. “And my hand likes being there, but let’s get up the stairs first. We tried holding onto each other last time, and that didn’t work so well, remember?”

      Making a face, Donovan agreed. “That’s a good point.”

      Because I have the most amazing luck in the universe, the phone rang. We both stopped dead and gave it an irritated look. It was seven o’clock in the evening and we weren’t first responders. There was no reason to answer that phone.

      “Ignoring it,” I said firmly.

      Donovan grunted in agreement and caught my hand, towing me towards the stairs.

      That was when his phone rang.

      We stopped again and looked at each other. Okay, if our phones were going off within seconds of each other, something was obviously up. Donovan pulled his phone out of his pocket, slid it free of the case, and looked at the screen with puzzlement.

      “It’s not a number I know.”

      I glanced at the screen and swore. I knew that number. Unlike most millennials, I didn’t have a smart phone and couldn’t rely on technology to remember phone numbers for me, so I had a very good memory for phone numbers and addresses. And if FBI Special Agent Freeman was calling me and Donovan seconds apart, then something was on fire somewhere.

      “That’s Freeman. Answer it.”

      Donovan tapped Accept and immediately put it on speaker. “Hi, you’re talking to Donovan and Jon.”

      “It’s Freeman.” The FBI agent sounded stressed to the max. “I don’t have a lot of time to explain this, but here’s the gist. Jon, I have a volatile bomb set in the Aria Casino in Vegas and twenty-one hours to defuse it. I need you here, and I need you here as of yesterday.”
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      I stared at the phone in confusion. I’d heard once about Jon defusing a bomb at the Psy office, but that had been an emergency situation. He’d touched the electronics panel on the bomb, defusing it, and then the bomb squad had moved in and taken care of the rest. That hardly made him an expert, so I didn’t understand why Freeman was calling for Jon now.

      Jon, however, seemed to understand perfectly. His eyes were closed in a fatalistic way. “You can’t meet the demands of the bomber?”

      “We tried. Bit of a shit-show there. I’ll have to brief you on the way. But we’re on our own now. I’m seriously at my wit’s end, here. The guys are telling me they can’t do anything with this bomb. It’s cleverly rigged so that if someone even sneezes on it, it’ll go sky-high. But, if I can get you in here—you, who can disarm part of it with a single touch—then we stand a chance of getting this thing defused before it goes off. If we don’t, then we’re looking at about five square miles worth of damage.”

      I winced. God, it was that bad? How had something like that even gotten past security? The Aria was a casino and hotel combined. Shouldn’t that mean casino security would have been on top of things? Obviously not, if there was a bomb inside.

      But even as all that raced through my head, it wasn’t what I was really focused on. Two different parts of this had my adrenaline kicking into overdrive. First, Freeman wanted my lover to waltz into a room with a deadly bomb and use his Touch of Death on it. I wasn’t a fan of this plan. Not one iota. I wanted to argue, but one look at Jon’s face said he was seriously considering going.

      How, I wasn’t sure, because logistically, this made no sense. Nevada wasn’t exactly close to Tennessee. It would take many hours to drive there. Even if we left now, it didn’t give us much time. In fact, I didn’t think we had enough time to make the drive.

      “Freeman, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that over a twenty-hour drive?”

      “Twenty-six,” Freeman answered grimly. “I looked it up before I called you. Needless to say, you can’t drive this time. I’ll need to fly you in, Jon.”

      I almost scoffed at that. Anyone who knew Jon understood that he and airplanes were like fire and oil. But Jon wasn’t immediately arguing that point; instead, he was looking pensive. It told me there was something I didn’t know, some information I was missing.

      Incredulously, I demanded, “Can you fly out?”

      Jon grimaced and nodded. “It’s one of those things I learned while talking to an FBI recruiter. They do sometimes carry things that need EMP shielding, so they have a variety of EMP tents to put around them. If Freeman can lay hands on one of those fast enough—”

      “Already have,” Freeman assured him.

      “—then yes, this is feasible. I will have to be carried in in a Faraday bag and stay in the tent until I’m carried off again, but it’s possible.” Jon chewed on his bottom lip and looked up at me.

      I hated that expression—the way his eyes failed to properly meet mine, the pinched way his mouth and brows drew together, like he was hunching defensively on some level. I’d not seen it in a while. That look harkened back to the early days with him, when he was uncertain around me and didn’t know how to ask for what he needed. I just knew I would hate whatever came out of his mouth next.

      “It’s still dangerous. Unless the EMP tent is perfectly sealed with no rips, I’ll still be leaking a bit. I might still send the plane down. Donovan—”

      I shook my head, cutting him off before he could say it. “Like hell you’re going.”

      “Guys, I don’t have time for a lover’s spat right now. I’m already cutting this close as it is. Bomb squad still needs several hours even after Jon gets here. I need an answer, and I need it now. Jon, are you coming?”

      Jon carefully didn’t look at me. “Yes. I’ll be at the airport in thirty.”

      Chills pricked at my skin. That answer terrified me. It also pissed me right off. I couldn’t believe he was making that decision, something that would put us both in danger, without talking it over with me first. He hadn’t even tried. Just jumped feet first.

      I hadn’t lost my temper with Jon in a long while, but I could feel it snap.

      Freeman, on the other hand, was all gratitude. “Thank you. I’ll finish making arrangements. They’ll be standing by for you at the terminal. Just find an FBI jacket at the front doors.”

      “Will do.” Since he couldn’t end the call, he didn’t try. Just turned and headed up the stairs at a dead run, no doubt to pack a quick overnight bag.

      I, on the other hand, had full use of my phone and took it off speaker before lifting it to my ear and growling, “Freeman, I don’t like the sound of any of this.”

      “Frankly, Havili, I’d be very fucking surprised if you did. I swear to you that we’ll put him in a bomb suit before sending him in.”

      I wanted to know how the hell this had been decided without anyone asking my input. Jon was not a bomb expert, technically he shouldn’t be called in for this. It sat ill with me. Didn’t they understand I would’ve vetoed this immediately if they’d asked? Or was it because they understood that no one had asked how I felt about it?

      Maybe the decision was made, maybe it wasn’t. I had time to argue this out with Jon. Of course I wanted to help the people out in Vegas and felt bad about the situation they were in. But my first priority, always, was the man currently packing a bag upstairs.

      I closed my eyes, breathing steadily, trying not to let my temper get the best of me. I felt it was a stupid question to ask but double-checked anyway. “And those travel arrangements include me, correct?”

      “Do I look like an absolute moron? Of course they do. Even if Jon argues, he can’t boot you off the plane.”

      “That’s all I need to know. Bye.” I hung up and took the stairs three at a time.

      Despite my speed, Jon already had a suitcase out on the bed, throwing clothes into it in a haphazard manner. He was nervous and rattled, movements far from efficient, as haste made him clumsy. He began talking as I entered the room, words tumbling out of his mouth a mile a minute.

      “You’ll need to drive the Humvee to me, as I really don’t want to fly back if I can help it. Just drop me off at the airport and—”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “If you seriously think you’re getting on that plane without me, Bane, then you’ve been dropped on your head too many times. And let’s back up because you’re assuming you’re going.”

      His head came up, hands stilling. “Of course I’m going. Freeman’s asked for me—”

      “Jon, just because someone asks for your help, it doesn’t automatically mean you go.” I couldn’t believe I had to explain that to him. Well, actually, I could. This was one of Jon’s buttons. He couldn’t say no when someone asked for his help, especially not a friend. And I knew that he considered Freeman a friend. But what about his own wishes? Mine?

      Hell, what about his own safety, dammit?

      Jon was already shaking his head. “I have to go.”

      “No, you really don’t. You can tell Freeman this is too dangerous. That you need to talk this over with your anchor first, that you need to think about it for a minute—”

      “No. Every minute counts,” he countered, and he was back to packing like a madman. “I’ve got to leave now.”

      Even though I was reminding him that he hadn’t talked this over with me, he still wasn’t going to ask, huh? Or was he so lost in his own head about the logistics of getting there that he wasn’t hearing me properly?

      I had a feeling it was the latter. And maybe I understood on some level, but anger and fear were at the forefront, beating at me. “Will you stop and just take a breath? You’re rushing into this like I’ve agreed to it. I haven’t. Just take a minute, stop and talk me through why you’re jumping into a dangerous situation.”

      “I do not have a minute,” he said absently. It was a response, not an answer. I don’t think he even really registered what I’d said, his eyes and hands trained on the next thing to pack.

      This terrified me. Did he really routinely just jump into danger without thinking about it? All because someone asked him to? I’d heard the war stories from before I joined, before we bonded, but we’d never encountered a situation like this in the sixteen months I’d known him. Danger, yes, but he’d been cautious. He’d been aware of the danger and did what he could to either get to safety or mitigate it.

      Why in hell he wasn’t doing that now, I did not understand. But it pissed me off that he was so careless with both his safety and mine. My protective instincts churned in turmoil. I could feel my anger building like a volcano waiting for the explosion point. “Jon, for the love of god! I do not want to get on that plane!”

      “Then don’t get on it,” Jon snapped back.

      Oh, hell fucking no. He did not. He did not just tell me to stay behind. I’d go insane if he were on a plane without me. And how the fuck did he even think he’d manage that, getting through the airport and onto a plane without me? Come to think of it, he’d never been on a plane before. He had no experience in an airport. Of course he wouldn’t understand how hard it would be for him.

      Either way, it smarted that he really thought I’d stay behind. That he was leaping into danger without any concern for how I felt about it. My anger ratcheted up another notch, writhing in my chest like a living thing.

      His expression clearly said that he was getting on that plane, no matter what I thought about it. That he’d get on even without me. It burned that I had no choice in this. And to me, there was no choice. If he went, I’d follow.

      “Like hell you’re getting on that plane without me.”

      There was that expression again, the one that was a little lost and unsure. “Donovan, it’s better if you bring the Humvee to me.”

      “It’s better…how? For whom? What I’m hearing is that it’s safer for me if I drive.”

      His eyes closed, shuttering part of his expression. “That’s…look, it’s safe enough for me to get on the plane. The EMP tents are no joke. I’ll be able to fly.”

      “Good. Then we’ll fly.”

      Jon’s eyes snapped back open, and I could see a hint of Irish temper peek through. “You’re going to insist on this, aren’t you? You’re not going to drive.”

      “It’s either safe enough for us to both be on the plane, or it’s not. So, which is it, Jon? Is it safe or not?”

      “You fucking stubborn man.”

      “I am stubborn. I’m also your damn anchor, and like hell are you getting on that plane without me. I’m not putting your safety in the hands of people I don’t know. People who don’t understand you. Who don’t know how to work with your talent.”

      “And what the hell do you plan to do, huh? Stay in that tent with me?”

      “No.” As much as I’d have liked to, it wasn’t practical. “No, I’ll be sitting outside of it so I can run interference as you need me to. And you will need me to. This isn’t the choice I would make, because frankly, putting you on a plane scares the fucking shit out of me. I’d rather we not be talking about this at all. I don’t want you to go. But if you’re set on this, I refuse to let you go alone.”

      He was angry with me now. I could see it in the glitter of those blue eyes, the tense way he stood, almost rigid. With something close to a snap, he started throwing things into the suitcase again. “Fine. You’ve got five minutes to pack.”

      If he thought that was a deterrent, he was mistaken. I had been in the Army, for fuck’s sake. I could move out in minutes if I had to. I headed for the closet, yanked out my duffle bag, and threw two of everything into it—pants, shirts, socks, boxers, an extra pair of shoes, and PJs. I went into the bathroom, grabbed my toothbrush, and threw that in. Zipped it up. My wallet and laptop were downstairs. I’d grab them on the way out. I did take a minute to change out of my sweaty clothes, into jeans and a shirt. Jon didn’t even beat me, despite having a head start.

      We left the house in a stony silence, locking the door behind us. I didn’t know how it ended up that I’d agreed to this insanity. I just knew I’d tried to stop him, and he was so hellbent on going that he’d leave without me. Short of physically tying him down, I couldn’t figure out how to stop this madness. Jon drove, and as he did, I shot off a text to my brother, alerting him to the situation and asking if he could come and get the Humvee.

      Brandon texted, Wait, Jon’s really flying somewhere?

      Yes, I typed back.

      And you’re okay with this?

      No. I’m not. He’s going anyway.

      Oh shit. I can practically hear how pissed you are. Bro, remember you love him.

      Why, so I won’t kill him?

      It should have amused me, Brandon’s warning. It didn’t feel funny just then. Mostly because I really was tempted to wring Jon’s neck.

      Yeah. Speaking as an anchor, myself, I know how it is when shit hits the fan and they dive into danger. Makes me hella mad at Mack. You’re probably livid.

      Ah, my brother knew me well. I was livid. Mostly that Jon was putting himself into terrifying danger and didn’t seem to think much of it. The only thing that could truly make me lose my temper was when Jon was in danger. And here he was, doing it to himself. And not giving me any choice but to allow it and follow. That grated almost as much as the danger itself.

      So, don’t kill him, ok? Brandon encouraged. You’d regret it later.

      That part was likely true, not that it helped calm me at all. I looked up, checking to see where we were. At this time of night, the highway was relatively calm, so we’d made better time than we usually would. Jon got off at Harding, heading towards the airport. I didn’t have a lot of time before we hit security. I shot off one more text, telling him we’d be in short-term parking. Brandon sent back an okay.

      Then I sent off a text to our boss, updating him on the situation. I assumed Freeman had already reached out to him, if he was snagging Jon, but it never hurt to communicate things. I hadn’t gotten a response by the time we’d parked.

      The atmosphere between us was silent and strained as we got our bags from the trunk. I wanted to try and talk this through, as going into a tense situation while angry with each other seemed like a poor life decision. But he wasn’t giving me any kind of opening. His temper was up, and he was giving off this prickly aura like a stepped-on porcupine. I didn’t know how to get him to stop and listen for a moment.

      And I was a little afraid that if I pushed him to talk, I’d just make things worse.

      We’d parked relatively near the doors, and as soon as we cleared the first few cars, Jon spotted an FBI agent. She stood near the entrance, scanning the area.

      “Agent!”

      The woman turned, saw him waving at her, and called, “You Jonathan Bane?”

      “That’s me,” he answered.

      “Good. We’ve got a plane waiting for you. Follow me.”

      We did, through a side door and into a part of the airport I’d never seen before. It looked like a hallway only airport staff would use, as I only saw people in uniform. As we walked, the petite blonde in front of us was quickly speaking, her words crisp and precise.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly. We really have no time to spare on this. I’ve got an EMP tent already set up and in the plane. I understand you can’t even brush against electronics, so for safety’s sake, I’ve got a Faraday bag and a wheelchair waiting to wheel you in.”

      “I can carry him in,” I interrupted her.

      She cast a glance over her shoulder, taking me in. “I bet you can. Alright, you do that. Havili, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “I’m Lansky, by the way. Nice to meet both of you. Inside the tent is a folder with all the information we currently have. It’s not much. I could only print what people have typed out, and we’re a bit busy for reports just now. I also have a glowstick, bottles of water, and some peanuts in there. What else can I provide you?”

      “That’s about all I need,” Jon assured her.

      She gave him a nod before looking at me. “And you?”

      “I’ll be outside running interference for him.”

      “Ah. Probably smart.”

      Lansky took the next right turn and led us into another section of the airport I’d never seen. Where they kept the private jets, it looked like. There were no waiting areas here, just terminal gates. At the second gate was another agent in a dark blue windbreaker with yellow FBI letters. He didn’t say a word, just opened the door, and we walked right past him.

      At the end of a narrow ramp sat the wheelchair with the Faraday bag draped over it. It was odd to see one in this size, with a zipped seal at the top, as they were made for other purposes. It looked like an oversized silver Ziplock bag, really. I’d never seen one this big in person. Jon dropped his suitcase and walked to it, pulling it on with an air of resigned familiarity. He’d been in this precise situation many, many times before. This was how his family had gotten him into cars in his younger years.

      Normally, I’d swoop right in and lift him into my arms without a second thought, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I was angry at the situation we found ourselves in and a little angry with him. He was mad at me and closed off. He wouldn’t look at me as I approached, and that alone said volumes. I didn’t know how to handle this Jon. He wasn’t a person I’d seen before. But then, we’d never fought like this before, either.

      I wanted to say something to him. I wanted to break this tension between us. What could I possibly say right now, though? Besides, we had no time for me to find the right words. I swallowed back the urge and focused on the task at hand. I could figure out how to handle this once we were in the air.

      Carefully, as we had narrow space to work in, I lifted him up into my arms. Jon closed the top of the bag over his head, sealing himself in. In a bridal carry, I took him onto the plane. I could hear Lansky grabbing our bags behind me and hurrying her fellow agent aboard. It was a cargo plane, not one designed for passenger comfort, but a smart choice. They’d need the floor space for the EMP tent.

      It wasn’t like a pop tent. It was rectangular, for one. An expanding frame stretched out over the top, with the tent itself hanging from it. There were no holes in the fabric anywhere. The base of the tent didn’t even zip but was a rigid floor the rest of the tent sealed to. Someone had thoughtfully put a few pillows and a cushion inside. I put Jon on the cushion before carefully backing out. I was free for only a moment before Lansky stepped around me and sealed the tent door.

      “Alright, Bane, you’re clear.” Turning her head, she called to the cockpit, “We’re set. Go!”

      The engines had already been running, but I could feel the plane move, backing out of the gate. I quickly found a seat nearby, one that faced forward but was next to the tent, so I was available if Jon needed me. I buckled in, searching for the bags. Ah, overhead bin. Okay. Lansky was quick.

      Her partner dropped into the seat next to me, also buckling in before he offered a hand. “Eric Shuma, nice to meet you.”

      “Donovan Havili.” I took the hand in a quick, firm grip. “Agent Shuma, we only got the briefest outline of what’s going on. Jon has the file in there, so can you read me in?”

      “I can, but it’s not pretty. In fact, if we come through this one without taking any damage, it’ll be a miracle of Biblical proportions.” Shuma ran a tired hand over his face. He looked maybe mid-thirties, somewhere near my age, with exhaustion adding another decade. Probably a handsome man, with his dark hair and olive complexion, but it was hard to see around the black circles under his eyes.

      Lansky dropped into the other seat nearby, a little ahead of us, although she turned to speak to me. She, too, looked exhausted, her makeup fading so I could see the dark bags under her eyes as well. “What all were you told?”

      “That there’s a bomb in the Aria Casino, it’s rigged to be tamper-proof, and you can’t meet the demands of the bomber for some reason. That’s literally all I know. I’m not even sure how Freeman called us in. I thought he was stationed in Memphis.”

      Shuma shrugged. “He took a temporary assignment to help us set up the new Vegas office. We’re damn glad of it, too. Not just for this situation but that he knew to call Bane in.”

      That would explain it. I had wondered but had had no time to ask. I wasn’t sure how to feel about him being out there, though. Was I glad that Freeman called us in because he knew how to work with Jon? Or was I upset that Freeman was in Vegas because he knew to call Jon in?

      Right now, my feelings sided with the latter.

      Lansky picked up the explanation, her fatigue a rough burr in her words. “We’re seriously up shit creek at the moment—”

      “Oh shit,” Jon said, audible through the tent walls, and he sounded both resigned and horrified.

      “I think your partner just figured out what went wrong.” Lansky’s smile didn’t have a hint of humor to it. “Let’s start from the beginning, shall we?”
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      I cracked the glowstick, thankful Freeman had read these two agents in well enough to have these basic necessities. Otherwise, I would have been sitting in the dark for the three hours it took to get to Nevada. Doable, if unpleasant. And it helped my nerves, having that light. I knew the tent was sealed in well; they wouldn’t have taken chances. But still. If someone had made a simple mistake, we’d be tens of thousands of feet in the air when things went wrong. I had no desire to crash land. For my sake and my stubborn Donovan, who refused to let me go alone.

      It would suck for anything to happen while we were in the middle of a fight. I was angry with him, to be honest. And there were a lot of reasons for it, all tangled together. Even reading my own lines didn’t help sort it much. Part of this was I’d faced a bomb before. It had been absolutely terrifying. And the only reason why I was willing to repeat the experience was because I knew Freeman must be at his wit’s end to call for me. A lot of lives were on the line. I couldn’t just…not go.

      What Donovan has never fully understood is that I’m a protector, too. As much as he safeguards and protects me, my ability has always been used to protect others. Generally not in this fashion, granted. If I was called for, I’d go. And him trying to keep me safe and protected in this instance just didn’t sit well with me. If he had his way, we wouldn’t be on this plane. We’d be safely at home. I was a little pissed he’d even tried to keep me from going.

      I knew why he was angry in return. I was mad, yes, but not stupid. I knew what had been the tipping point. His protective instincts had hit the roof just hearing the word ‘bomb’ and then proceeded to go straight past the roof and into space on hearing ‘plane.’ He’d been so irrational after that, I hadn’t even tried to get through his anger. No words would manage. Trying to explain my reasoning now would have been about as useful as speaking to a brick wall. For once, Donovan’s patience was nowhere to be found. He’d have to calm down before I could get anything across to him. And who knew how long that would take. I’d never seen Donovan this mad before, so I had nothing to measure by.

      Of course, that meant we were both on a plane and completely pissed with each other. It irritated me enough that I wasn’t even going to attempt speaking with him. In my current mood, I’d say the wrong thing and piss him off further. No point.

      Besides, if I tried to speak to Donovan now, he’d no doubt see the fear I was trying to hold at bay. And on seeing that, he’d strongarm me off again. I couldn’t let on that I didn’t like this situation one little bit. I hated being on this plane. Most things had some shielding to them. It’s why I could walk through buildings without instantaneously taking all of the lights out with me. The walls shielded it some. Here, too, the floors and walls of the plane shielded the electronics some from me. But there were just so many electronics. And if there was a short anywhere, it could bring the plane down.

      Back in my childhood, I’d once killed a car after an hour of being in it. The memory rose to the forefront in stark detail.

      Which I did not need.

      Thanks for that, brain.

      For my own peace of mind, I looked the inside of the tent over carefully, but it all looked well sealed. I didn’t see any issues. No lie, being on the plane unnerved me on a fundamental level. Like, I really would have preferred to keep my feet on the ground. My first ever experience flying wasn’t at all exciting. I could feel a nervous sweat building already, dampening my palms. Three hours would go by very, very slowly at this rate. Maybe they should have knocked me out for the flight. My nerves would handle that much better.

      I needed a distraction, and the folder sitting innocently on the floor promised a good one. I dropped onto the cushion, getting comfortable. With the glowstick’s white light spreading out, I spread the folder over my crossed legs, reading it through.

      I’m something of a speed reader. Comes from so many years with books as my only real source of entertainment. And after so many years of reading reports, I can pick through them quickly and get the gist of what I need. The folder in my hands wasn’t very large, maybe about twenty pages altogether, which was a silent testament to how quickly things were moving. Crime produced paper. Reams of paper. Even a simple case could generate a thousand pages, easily. If I only had twenty pages on an active case, it meant things had gone bad so quickly no one had had time to type up much of anything.

      My eyes grew big as I read the details.

      Bomb was as large as three medium-sized cardboard boxes, disguised as a delivery, and sitting in the server room on a dolly. They’d only managed to open the top box’s lid before realizing it was rigged to explode if anything else was disturbed. They could literally only work with the top layer. Timer was clearly only one part of the ensemble. X-ray machine had shown eight fusing systems, an anti-motion switch, and a float mechanism. Device was enclosed in a metal box with the lid secured by flat-head screws around the perimeter, bulletproof glass on top so the timer could be seen.

      The bomb was, in other words, completely impenetrable. Even if a bomb squad had weeks to work with it, the odds of them getting through that many layers of defense were practically nil.

      “Oh, shit,” I breathed, chills racing over my skin. They joined the chills I already had, and it didn’t make for a good combination.

      “I think your partner just figured out what went wrong,” Lansky said without humor. “Let’s start from the beginning, shall we?”

      I listened with half an ear as she read Donovan in. I couldn’t focus on her words, though, reading frantically through the rest of the report. I wasn’t up to speed on FBI tactics when it came to defusing bombs. Wasn’t my specialty. I only had my one experience with defusing a bomb under my belt. But from everything I read, and the tone of the report itself, they had no hope. This bomb was far too sophisticated.

      One of the things I remembered from my college days was that most bombs were simple. Even a dirty bomb had little more than a timer and wires to it. It was the threat of the bomb more than anything that usually coerced people into agreeing to the bomber’s demands. Hell, most bombs these lunatics created didn’t even go off because the bomb makers were using some Google-found schematics. They had no idea what they were doing.

      This guy, he knew what he was doing. And if that bomb was sitting in three full-sized cardboard boxes, that was a lot of explosive material. Just what kind of ordnance had he stacked in the lower boxes, anyway? The x-ray could only tell that it was a solid mass. TNT? C-4? Something else? Not good news, any way you sliced this cake.

      Yeah. I could see now why Freeman had put me on a plane. They had no hope of getting past any of the fail-safes without me. I figured that had to be the case, as I trusted Freeman’s judgement, but I now had that validation in black and white. Although, I couldn’t do anything about the float mechanism and the anti-tilt device. Those were mechanical. Best I could do was get the timer shut down, give them the ability to get past the first layer of the bomb, at least. And the battery operating the timer, I should be able to manage.

      I put the report down, staring in the direction of where Donovan sat. Surely he could see now that I was needed. We’d been read into the situation better, knew how crazy it was. Maybe it’d tempered his anger some?

      It was a rare moment that I couldn’t see for myself, not through the thick walls of the tent, but his voice still had an undertone of anger. I didn’t give it good odds that more information had sold my case in coming. Rather the reverse.

      It made me sick to my stomach to be in a fight with him. I hated the feeling. Worse, I knew he was hurt. It was that, more than anything, which pained me. I loathed arguing with him, even about minor things. And this was by far the most serious argument we’d ever had. Even though I felt I was in the right on this, it didn’t really help. I may be guilty of not talking this through with him, but it wasn’t like he was listening to me, either.

      No, that wasn’t fair. I closed my eyes and mentally reviewed that scene after Freeman called. He had tried to get me to slow down and talk, hadn’t he?

      A little kernel of doubt started to snake through. I’d done something like this before, something he hadn’t liked. During that crazy case in Clarksville, when I’d had to go deep and read people’s memories. Doing that had scared him and he’d been mad enough to punch a wall. I’d known before even saying it he wouldn’t like it. And I’d still chosen to do it. But what made it different this time was Donovan’s reaction. Then, he’d been unhappy about my decision but supportive. He’d had my back when I’d needed him to. He’d been tense and worried but not livid.

      That wasn’t at all how he was responding this time. Donovan wasn’t supportive; he was following me and waiting for shit to hit the fan. Not the same thing. And even hours after I’d made the decision and followed through with it, he was still boiling with anger.

      That kernel of doubt started to grow.

      Oh shit. Had I pushed him too far? Last time something went down, I’d talked it through with him.

      And this time, I hadn’t.

      Shit.

      Shit, I’d even tried to get him to drive. There was no way in hell my Donovan would ever let me go somewhere this dangerous without him. What in the hell had I been thinking?

      I let my head drop for a moment, kicking myself mentally. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I shouldn’t have done this. Well, no, I obviously had to go. Freeman wouldn’t have gone through this effort unless I was vital and probably a last-ditch effort. But if I’d just stopped for two seconds and been Donovan’s partner first and a psychic consultant second it would have made all the difference in the world. Instead of having my lover hurt and angry with me, instead of feeling like an absolute bastard, I’d be going into the bomb scene strong. I didn’t know what I would need to do to make up for this later. Groveling came to mind. I’d apologize, if the words didn’t get stuck in my throat.

      Seriously, how did I talk Donovan through this? I’d never pissed him off like this before. Every argument we’d had prior to this was minor. Something that blew over in minutes. But I knew this was different, I’d seen how deep his anger had turned. What could I say to him, to put him back in his usual good humor…yeah, no clue. And trying to make up with him in front of an audience made me squirm. We’d leave this plane (hopefully alive) and go straight to a bomb scene. I would have no privacy to talk through this with him.

      Okay, me, don’t despair. I’d be able to make up with him about this later. And once Donovan saw how necessary I’d been, surely his perspective on this situation would change. He’d see how important it was that I be here to help. If we could just get through this bombing, if I could prove myself, then it would surely be alright. Donovan would stop arguing with me about it. I would apologize for not properly talking this over with him first, though. Because that was very much on me. And hopefully he’d simmer down and not hold this against me. The only hope I had was Donovan’s legendary patience. I was, sadly, banking on it.

      His voice drew me out of my own head and back to the present.

      “Wait, wait.” Donovan sounded pained. “You’re telling me that there’s literally no chance of moving this thing, even after Jon gets to it?”

      “It’s rigged rather well with anti-motion switches. You see why we had to have your partner.”

      I perked up a little, hopeful. Yes, please convince him I was necessary.

      “Shit. Well, I figured it had to be bad; Freeman wouldn’t have called us in otherwise. But if this thing goes off, what’s the damage? How much area does that affect?”

      “Shockwaves are estimated at five miles out. Immediate damage, probably about half a mile radius. We’re trying to mitigate that. As we speak, sandbags are being put in around the surrounding rooms, insulating the bomb as much as possible as a just-in-case measure. We’re taking no chances with this thing.”

      That would only help so much. Even with sandbags surrounding the bomb, it would mean the Aria would be destroyed, at the very least. The surrounding casinos would be impacted as well. Hundreds of millions of dollars in property damage. Ouch. I sure hoped everyone’s insurance policies were fully up to date.

      “Stupid question, but I assume you’ve already evacuated people?” Donovan asked.

      “Yes. We’re still evacuating, to be precise. But I think that will be done by the time we arrive.”

      “At least no causalities, then. Good. Talk to me about the bomber. What do you know?”

      “Not much at this point. He left a note on the floor next to the boxes. It was found by an Aria security guard, who was fortunately smart enough to notice that a door was open when it shouldn’t have been. He was also smart enough to read the note and follow its instructions. If he’d even bumped into those boxes, it would have set off the bomb.”

      I winced at that mental image. But, unfortunately, the anti-motion switches were likely that sensitive. Once set, there was no moving that thing.

      “The note said that this individual was targeting the casino on purpose because he’d lost a lot of money there. The demand was for twenty million in unmarked hundred-dollar bills to be delivered through intermediaries. The bomber was kind enough to tell us some details about the bomb. The note said there’s a thousand pounds of TNT in the boxes.”

      So they did know what was in those lower boxes. God, that was a lot of TNT.

      “It said that moving, tilting, gassing, flooding, or anything else would set it off. We can’t remove the lid, as the screws holding it have wires attached. Not even the creator can dismantle the bomb. We were given twenty-four hours to meet his demands, otherwise the bomb just goes off. There’s a fuse panel box on the side with twenty-four toggle switches, and that’s how we apparently shut the box off. Meet his demands, he tells us the secret combination.”

      “Sounds simple.” Donovan was suspicious, and for good reason. We both knew situations like this never panned out like they should, and Freeman had already described the situation as a shit-show, so… “What went wrong?”

      “People can’t follow directions.” Shuma sounded a step away from murder. “As you likely know, our best bet on dealing with bomb threats like this is to meet the bomber and try to catch him during the exchange.”

      I nodded, as that was true in practically every situation. It was how most extortionists were caught.

      “The note instructed us to go to the Las Vegas airport, to a pay phone—”

      “Wait, pay phones still exist?” Donovan asked in surprise.

      “Not really,” Shuma corrected. “The pay phone itself is long gone, but the box is still there. He’d taped a burner phone inside.”

      “Ah, that makes more sense. Sorry, continue.”

      “We had a helicopter pilot go to the pay phone, with a SWAT team in a different helicopter hovering high overhead and out of audible range. We were ready to drop in on this guy, but…” Lansky let out a pained groan. “Miscommunication. The pilot was the one who took the call. The bomber instructed him to fly above Highway 15, towards the National Preserve, for about fifteen minutes. He was told he would see a strobe light on the right side of the road, and he was to land facing south. The next set of instructions would be waiting for him. Well, our pilot tried to follow all these instructions but realized later that he’d misunderstood. He thought he was supposed to fly towards the Preserve, then fly fifteen minutes along the highway.”

      Ouch. That part hadn’t been in the folder. I raised my voice a little to be heard through the tent. “He couldn’t find the strobe light?”

      “No luck. He was miles past where he should have been by the time he realized his mistake. I think we missed the timing completely. We’ve gone over that area several times. We can’t figure out where it is. I have a bad feeling someone saw a pretty light on the side of the road, stopped, and picked it up without realizing its significance. We’re now broadcasting on every radio, every TV station, through every social media platform, begging the bomber to contact us. Saying the strobe light was moved before we could find it. But so far, he’s not reaching out to us.”

      Shit-show indeed. If the bomber was so upset that he wasn’t trying to work with them, it really was on the bomb squad to deal with this. And me. I prayed right there that we’d be able to figure this out. That no one would get hurt in the process. If we could just defuse the bomb and prevent this from becoming a disaster, it would not only help the owners of all the casinos in the area, it would also help me. Because if I could prove to Donovan I really had been needed here, then he’d likely forgive me for dragging him into this. Despite the dangers of putting me on a plane.

      I hoped.
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      Bless whoever had put up the EMP tent. They did a beautiful job on it. None of my psychic power leaked out, the plane flew smoothly the entire way, and we landed without a hitch. It was an incredible relief to feel the wheels touch down on the tarmac, let me tell you. I felt like kissing terra firma as soon as we were off the plane, not that I would likely have the chance. Still. Being on a plane for three hours, afraid of the engines stalling the entire time, had been incredibly nerve wracking. I would not board a plane again unless life and death were on the line. Maybe not even then. Uh-uh, no sir, this boy’s keeping his feet on the ground from now on.

      I stayed planted inside the tent, as I didn’t want to destroy the very nice plane by walking out at this point. I slipped back into the Faraday bag, ready for Donovan to come fetch me.

      He did, his arms as careful and gentle as always when he lifted me. I stayed stiff, knowing that he was still upset and not wanting to tick him off further by trying to cop a cuddle. I knew my Donovan well after sixteen months. He was mad that I was in danger, and he’d been stewing for the entirety of the three-hour flight. Landing safely would not have calmed him down much.

      Maybe we would need counseling after this. It depended on how badly I’d pissed him off.

      I could hear the difference in his footsteps as we left the plane and entered the jet bridge. The sound echoed, and there was a touch more spring to it. He set me down, and I escaped the bag gratefully. Although not for long. I’d need to get back in it so they could drive me to the casino. Humiliating, but necessary. Otherwise, car go bzzzt.

      The agents lost no time in escorting us out of the jet bridge and through the airport. Donovan was right at my side, the protective shadow that kept everything away from me. I peeked at his lines now and again, but he was still pulsing hot red with anger, which made me wince. I’d half-hoped that, with all the information he’d gathered during the flight, he’d lose some of that anger. No dice, huh? Well. I was fucked.

      And not in a good way, dammit.

      The Vegas airport was large and confusing, so I focused on Lansky, trying to keep up with her. For such a short woman, she sure could move.

      We were out the doors before I realized it, and the dry desert air felt refreshing after being in air conditioning for hours. At 8:30 in the evening, it felt surprisingly cool. I thought deserts ran hot? Two black SUVs were waiting at the curb, and Lansky went straight for them.

      I handed my suitcase over to Shuma, letting him load it for me as I shimmied back into the Faraday bag. Ugh, I hated it. It brought back bad childhood memories.

      I barely had it up over my head when Donovan lifted me. I stayed still as he slid me into the back seat of the car and buckle me in. I could feel him take the seat next to me. It was hot and stifling inside the bag. I could only hope the ride would be short.

      Actually, I hoped the ride would be short for several reasons. The sooner all this was resolved, the better for everyone. I also wanted this over for the sake of my own nerves. And before Donovan’s last reservoir of patience ran out.

      “We’re good. Go,” Donovan encouraged whoever was driving.

      I couldn’t see squat in the bag, so I listened hard. I heard Lansky call someone and report, “We’ve landed. On our way. Yes, sir. We’re seven minutes out.”

      We were that close? Thank god. Well, no, actually, that would be problematic if the bomb went off. It would impact the airport as well. If we were only seven minutes away, that meant only a few miles separated the casino and the airport. Shit, that wasn’t good either. Why did this idiot have to choose a casino in the middle of a very crowded city?

      It seemed no time at all before the vehicle screeched to a halt. The door opened, and Donovan’s hands were once again drawing me out, careful as usual. As soon as my feet touched earth, I shed the Faraday bag with quick motions, glad to be free of it. At least for a while.

      I lifted my head as I got my bearings, turning to look around. Vegas was one of those cities that never slept, and between all the casino lights and the streetlights, it was incredibly bright. It illuminated the situation perfectly.

      We weren’t close to the casino, but instead across the street and in the driveway to another building. The cordon was in place and guarded at this point, keeping people at bay. Which made sense, you’d want to keep a healthy distance in situations like this. There were many vehicles parked nearby, mostly fire trucks, and a few mobile armored trucks. Typical of a bomb scene, or so was my experience with it.

      Even after I passed through the cordon line, I didn’t see my quarry. Freeman. Where was Freeman?

      “Jon!” called a deep bass voice I knew well.

      Ah, there he was. He stood near an armored truck with someone who was wearing a bomb squad shirt. I took a quick look at her lines as I made my way towards them. She was a little on the stocky side, short enough to hit my chin, Hispanic heritage. Mother of two, happily married, and good people. I preferred working with salt-of-the-earth people like this, especially when life and death were on the line. Both of them had lines of anticipation and hope chasing through their chests, which strengthened as I approached.

      It was nice that they were glad to see me. Also nerve-wracking that so much hope had been pinned on me.

      Freeman greeted me with an outstretched hand, a relieved smile deepening the crow’s feet around his hazel eyes. “Thank you so much for coming. I know it had to be scary getting on that plane.”

      I dredged up a smile as I clasped his hand. He put on a good face, but he was very nervous. His lines showed that. “I’d rather not do it again. For multiple reasons.”

      “I understand. Let me introduce you to Sandy Guereza. She’s lead on this.”

      I shook hands with her, too. “Agent Guereza. This is my anchor, Donovan Havili. Has Freeman told you how my ability works?”

      “He has. I need to know a few things. I understand you can kill electronics with a touch. Define electronics for me. Are we talking about just the interface? The machine itself? Do you affect the battery?”

      I knew why she asked. Every machine had to have a power source. In the case of a bomb, the power source was usually a battery, as the bombs were contained in something. Also, who would be stupid enough to build a bomb you had to plug into an outlet? Surefire way to defuse it.

      It was smart of her to ask, though. Not everyone thought to.

      “All of it, ma’am. My psychic power runs so high that what I actually do is short-circuit things. In the case of a battery, I override the power already stored in it and drain it. The battery’s usually the last to go, depending on its size. Do you need me to drain the battery?”

      “I’d prefer it. It’ll make our jobs a little easier if the bomb has one less source of power. Half the bomb is manually rigged, no way of getting around that, but taking out the battery tips the odds in our favor. Which leads me into my next question: do you need to touch the device to destroy the electronics?”

      “No. Even exposure will do it, but the farther away I am, the longer it takes. I understand that the bomb is motion-sensitive. Touch-sensitive, too?”

      “Correct. The damn thing is riddled with copper detonator tubes, and most of those are non-powered, judging by what we can tell from the x-rays. They’re shock tubes and aren’t linked to the timer device on top. We’re trying not to touch it for that reason. Hard to get a read on how sensitive the thing is.” Her dark eyes were sharp on me, evaluating. “You’ve experience with bombs, Mr. Bane?”

      “A little. I defused a much smaller version once, a few years back.”

      “So, you know something about them. Good. Alright, I can get you right up to this device. Can you melt the electronics without touching anything?”

      “Yes. It might take a minute or two, though. Depends on multiple factors. Definitely two minutes if you want me to drain the battery.”

      “Alright, that’s good intel. I can certainly spare you a few minutes. I’ve got two bomb suits waiting for you. I assume you’re going in as well, Havili.”

      Donovan spoke in a low rumble. “I am.”

      I didn’t have to look at him to know that he was absolutely pissed. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or bad that he insisted on going in with me.

      I feared bad.

      “I figured. We’ve got an FBI psychic out here, won’t go anywhere without his partner. I’m not fool enough to buy into that argument, not when we’re so short on time as it is. Come with me, let’s get you suited up.”

      I hoped she understood that the suit would have to be reworked after I used it. The controls on it would be shot.

      “I’m working on pulling all security footage, just in case,” Freeman told me. “And requesting another psychic I know to come in. Guereza won’t let me in there with you.”

      Guereza shot him a dry look. “We don’t need you. You’d just be in the way.”

      “So she’s informed me. And you don’t need me to boost your kill-electronics touch anyway, right?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. That’s natural to me. Do what you can out here.”

      “Thanks.”

      Guereza motioned for both of us to follow her outside to the Aria, which we did.

      Shuma stayed outside the cordon line as he told us, “I’ll report to the scene super you’re here. Go in.”

      This close, they probably were avoiding using radios and cell phones. I questioned not talking to the man in charge of the scene first, but time was not on our side. And it wasn’t like I was unexpected here, either. I chose to follow Guereza without comment.

      The Aria was a stunning building, one of those modern types that was all steel and glass. It looked like it was a good twenty stories high, although I didn’t stop to count. The casino didn’t have a direct street entrance, but instead a long, curved driveway that formed a sort of courtyard with shops lining the drive on either side. We were jogging, none of us willing to casually walk the distance. It felt eerie, to be honest. Like I ran through a ghost town. Aside from bomb techs, no one was willing to get closer than they absolutely had to. It made for a very quiet area.  The sight of all that glass made me wince. An explosion would do a lot of damage with glass like that.

      Donovan was a quiet shadow moving easily at my side. With all of his morning runs, he probably didn’t feel like this was even a proper warm up. I was sweating through my shirt, though. And it had nothing to do with the non-existent heat. Memories of the last time I defused a bomb were racing through my head. It had been stashed in a duffle bag under Carol’s desk, with a timer rapidly counting down. I’d had no choice but to defuse the timer to buy us enough time to get the bomb squad in. Without knowing how sensitive it was, with no protective gear to put on, just me and my ability to fry things. That hadn’t been a pleasant experience.

      I didn’t think this one was going to be any better.

      Especially not with my anchor angry with me. I kept thinking I should at least try to say something to him, but every time I looked at his lines, I winced. Maybe not while actively going into a dangerous situation, yeah. After things had calmed down here, I’d try to talk to him. Now seemed like a poor life decision.

      All the activity was in the front of the building. The main lobby led into the hotel proper, and it was huge, the carpeted area running lengthways for some distance. It was currently crowded with specialists, all of them doing what they could to either prep for disarming the bomb or pulling what evidence they could to help them find the perp. I got quite a few looks from people as I walked through, whispers starting up in my wake. People had clearly been told that I was coming, but none of them had been entirely sure what to expect.

      I felt a little like a celebrity who had possibly been involved in a scandal, one that everyone was trying not to mention to my face. It was uncomfortable, to say the least. Once we got past the foyer, through the hallways that apparently led into administrative offices, it got very, very quiet. It looked like any other corporate office back here, with black and grey carpet, light blue walls, and weird art.

      She took a turn into a room that was likely a break room most of the time but had been converted briefly for FBI use. Two men in bomb suits were waiting, drinking coffee and looking like this was any other day at the office. To them, it likely was.

      The bomb suits were army green and black. They looked like oversized snowsuits or maybe old-timey astronaut suits from the bad sci-fi days. I slid into my suit’s legs, and Guereza helped suit me up. The two techs who had followed us helped Donovan into his.

      “There’s a red latch here, so you can quickly get out of it,” she told me, putting my hand over my left shoulder. “If I put the helmet on, can you breathe? The control isn’t working.”

      “The control is electronic,” I reminded her patiently.

      “Oh, damn, I didn’t think of it. Alright, put the helmet on and suffer a bit. There are vents on the side, you won’t suffocate.”

      Oh joy. Guereza finished strapping me in, the helmet and huge collar coming up over the back. It left only my hands free. And then I got to walk like a penguin.

      Donovan didn’t look much better in his suit, although it was shorter on his legs, as they didn’t make bomb suits for giants. Naturally, his controls worked fine. For now, anyway. Depended on how close he stood to me.

      Guereza paused long enough to get suited up herself, which took a few minutes. I figured she’d lead us in, since she was in charge of this scene.

      We waddled out of the room, Guereza once again leading the way, the other two bomb squad techs following. It was a short trip, and we headed into the server room.

      In the middle of the room sat three innocuous-looking cardboard boxes with the top one open, still sitting on the dolly they had been wheeled in on.

      Showtime.
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      I followed Jon out of the room, taking up the rear as we went farther along the carpeted hallway. To say that I hated every second of this was the understatement of the year. I wanted so badly to grab him and haul him out of here. Out of the casino, the city, the damn state. I didn’t want him anywhere near a bomb.

      Jon routinely got into semi-dangerous situations, but not like this. Not where I didn’t have a prayer of keeping him safe. My protective instincts were going haywire, practically flashing with red alerts, and fighting them took a toll on me. I knew Jon would read it all in my lines. That likely explained why he was refusing to look at me. He was determined to see this through, and he didn’t want my emotions to make him waver.

      We were going to have a long, hard talk about this afterwards. Assuming we survived.

      I could tell we were close to the room as sandbags abruptly appeared. Lining the hallways, stacked in doors, going from floor to ceiling. Guereza motioned an agent in a bomb suit away from the door he’d been guarding. Once he stepped away, Guereza entered with Jon right at her heels.

      My first look at the room only confirmed that it really was as bad as I’d expected. There was very little floor space available. I could see a hint of server racks on the far wall, but sandbags blocked most of my view. It was a square room with three innocent-looking boxes sitting right in the middle. The top one had been opened, but nothing more.

      That sensitive, eh? Shit, that really wasn’t good. How could they even get past the cardboard to get to the bomb, then?

      Guereza had nerves of steel. She walked right in, although softly, measuring her tread so it wouldn’t impact the bomb. Jon copied her as well as he could. His helmet was starting to fog a little around the edges. The poor air flow was likely building up humidity from his breath alone. I’d have to watch him, guide his steps out of here later. He might not be able to see well.

      Jon inched up on the boxes, stretching a hand over the top. I could see a sliver from my vantage point. The bulletproof glass was intact, reflecting a red light, no doubt from the timer. I saw wires trailing down from the top to the sides, but not much else. The box impeded most of the view.

      “Here good?” Jon asked her.

      “Yes. Don’t lower your arm any more than that. You’ll brush the top of the box.”

      “Got it.”

      I knew from the report that the bomb was encased in a metal box and that inside the metal was thick, rubber insulation. It would dampen the effect Jon had on the electronics somewhat. It meant another minute in this room with his hand stretched out over the glass but not touching.

      Time oozed by in agonizing seconds.

      There was absolutely no sound in the room. Guereza stood right at Jon’s elbow, her eyes sharp on the box. She had a tool kit at her feet, ready to work her magic once he was done. I stayed a little farther back, angled so I could grab him and throw us both out the door in a hot second.

      If it unnerved Jon to have two people watching his every move, he didn’t let on. He stayed planted in front of the bomb, hand stretched over it like he was giving a benediction, and held rock solid.

      Nerves had sweat trickling down my back. My hands were clenched in a white-knuckled grip at my sides, dying to snatch Jon back. It took every ounce of control I possessed to remain where I was. To not say something. Do something. Seeing the man I loved more than anything this close to danger was killing me by degrees.

      “One minute,” Guereza announced, her words like a gunshot in the tense silence. “Bane, you said a few minutes.”

      “Yeah, I did.” Jon’s voice sounded muted through the helmet and a little strained around the edges. “The glass and the insulation are buffering the electronics from me a bit. Give it another minute.”

      “I can do that. How you doing, Havili?”

      Smart woman, to realize I wasn’t faring well.

      “I’ve had better days, Agent Guereza. How are you?”

      “Have to say, this is not a typical workday for me,” she answered with an ironic smile. “My bombs usually come smaller.”

      “Yeah? I imagine that’s the case.”

      “This will make a great training exercise later, though,” she tacked on thoughtfully. “This one is definitely going in the books; I can see it now. And at least we won’t have causalities.”

      “All good things,” Jon agreed.

      There was a bzzt sound, barely audible, and then the timer’s red light abruptly disappeared. Not two seconds later, the power light next to it winked out. The battery had also bit the dust.

      Guereza let out a hiss of excitement. “Bane, I could kiss you. You did it.”

      Jon retracted his hand, backing away immediately. “I’m glad that worked so quickly. We’ll retreat to the front, where Freeman is.”

      “Go, go,” she encouraged, waving him out. “Take the suits off out there.”

      It was an interesting reaction from her. Jon and I were so nervous we were sweating, and here she was acting like it was another day at the office. These bomb people had nerves of steel.

      Not stopping near the bomb to take off the suits sounded good to me. Getting Jon out of the blast radius before someone made a costly mistake and blew us all sky high also sounded really good. I took hold of his arm and practically dragged him out of the room.

      He came readily, some pep to his step so he could keep up with me. We bypassed the break room, and as we did, the other bomb squad members passed us. No doubt answering the call from their boss. I wished them luck. Wholeheartedly.

      We reached the front of the cordon, far too quickly; it was not enough distance for my peace of mind. Something more than the other end of the street would have suited me far better, but that was where Jon stopped.

      Freeman nervously paced by the armored truck. He normally looked like a well-put-together man, his greying hair giving him a silver fox look. At the moment, he looked like a Yeti, with dark circles under his eyes and stubble on his chin. He glanced up as we approached, expression hopeful. “Yes?”

      “Electronics are dead,” Jon reported with a relieved sigh. He yanked off the top part of the suit with one hard pull at the red lever on his shoulder. “The rest is up to them.”

      “Thank fuck.” Freeman’s eyes darted to the casino, as if knowing the hard part started now.

      Two techs silently came over—the same ones who had gotten us into our suits—and helped us take them off again. They weren’t simple things, those suits. I yanked mine off, and the techs left with both of them, no doubt packing them away before anyone could trip over them. I let them go with murmured thanks then shifted from foot to foot in agitation. I wanted out of here. Now. Jon had done his bit. It was time to put some distance between us and this place.

      Jon eyed me sideways, well able to read me. He dredged up an apologetic smile, although it was really more of a grimace. “Um, Freeman? Can you spare a vehicle for us? Donovan really doesn’t want us on-site any longer.”

      Freeman blinked at me and then seemed to realize what he’d been asked. “Of course. Sorry, I’m too focused on what’s happening back there. I’ll get an agent to drive you. Give me a second.”

      He lifted a walkie-talkie and muttered into it. Lansky, that name I caught.

      The danger to Jon alone had me antsy, but I also wanted some privacy. I had many, many words to say to my lover. And dammit, above all, I was exhausted. We’d worked a full day, I’d played basketball, and then we’d endured a harrowing plane ride in order to partially deactivate a bomb. I had no energy left for another crisis. My body said it was nearing midnight, and I wanted to be horizontal.

      He got an answer and grunted. “Alright, she’s swinging back around. She’ll be here in five minutes. Thank you both for coming, so, so much. You gave us a fighting chance to get in there. You’ll get more than consulting pay on this—hazard pay, too.”

      “We’ll use it for the therapy bills,” Jon joked, expression strained.

      “We’ll all need therapy after this one.” Freeman looked like he also longed for this to be over so he could crash in a bed. “Tomorrow, when this show is over, I’m taking you both out to lunch, okay?”

      “I think you definitely owe us lunch,” I agreed sardonically.

      My phone went off, and I pulled it free from my pocket. I’d gotten a text from my father, asking how it was going. I sent back an answer, almost absently. Come on, come on, where was that car? I couldn’t just grab Jon and take a taxi, not without a Faraday bag. Maybe I needed to start carrying one of those around for emergency purposes.

      Guereza came stomping over, still in the bomb suit, although she’d removed the helmet and had it tucked under one arm. She looked fit to be tied, and that wasn’t a good expression. I did not want to see that. I wanted her to look victorious.

      “Freeman,” she acknowledged. “Where’s my site super—oh, there you are Kennedy.”

      A man I didn’t recognize came out of the building behind us, looking harried. Sleeves rolled up to his elbows, slacks with creases in them, but overall he looked as if he’d been yanked out of a meeting with no warning or prep for this situation. Likely the case.

      “Guereza.  I do not like that look on your face. Tell me something good.”

      “We’re in control of the function, at least. With the timer disabled, we can choose when to set it off. That’s about the only good thing right now.” Guereza gave a nod to Jon. “I’m sorry to say this when you went through all the trouble of coming out here, but it didn’t help much. We got the top off the box, thanks to you. But we can’t do a damn thing more. Even trying to take the timer out upsets the float mechanism. We almost set it off trying to ease the timer up an inch, that’s how carefully balanced everything is. How the hell the maker got it in here without setting off his own bomb, I’d dearly like to know.”

      “You’re saying…” Jon stopped, swallowing hard as his face paled. “You’re saying you’ll have to set the bomb off in here? You can’t even remove it?”

      “No way in hell we can. That damn float mechanism makes it impossible. Most of the anti-motion switches are mechanical, too, I think. They’re working, at least, despite what you did. We can’t move this thing. We can’t even breathe on it too hard.” Guereza turned to Kennedy and commanded, “I want this thing set off sooner rather than later. We’re all exhausted and prone to mistakes at this point. Let’s not drag it out and make the situation worse.”

      Kennedy nodded, shoulders slumping. “I agree. I’ll call this up the line. Prep for functioning.”

      “Is everyone out of the line of fire already?” Jon asked in concern, his eyes darting between the two of them.

      “Not yet, but they will be in the next thirty minutes. Guereza, if you can get people moving?”

      She nodded and turned back around, already calling ahead of her to get more sandbags in place. Then she went out front, barking orders to clear the area.

      Jon looked crestfallen. His eyes went to the pavement and stayed there. I felt rather the same way about it. We’d gone through all of this for…what? Jon being here hadn’t changed a damn thing. I was ticked off all over again. What was the use of our argument, of the danger of flying here, if nothing good came out of it?

      At least the bomb wasn’t going to go off any second. That somewhat assuaged my taut nerves. I still felt like I was stretched out over some medieval torture rack, but there was a stay in execution. I was alright with that. Something had to give before I snapped.

      A small eternity passed, the seconds oozing by. I watched as the police cleaned up and packed equipment into vehicles. No one lingered much when word spread that the bomb would go off after all. It felt like twenty years, but my phone’s clock insisted only fifteen minutes had gone by when the last of the firemen disappeared. Half the police were gone as well. Funny how quickly people could move when properly motivated.

      Lansky arrived with the Faraday bag over her arm, draped like it was dry cleaning. Jon had to say a quick word to Freeman before he left, and it was all I could do not to chivvy him along. Finally, I got him out of the casino and headed towards the SUV.

      A part of me noted the splendor of the place as we walked out. The Aria was incredibly lush and beautiful, as most Vegas casinos were. It was a rotten shame that the place would be destroyed in the next hour. There was, sadly, no way around it. I hoped they had good insurance. But at least no one would die because of one man’s temper and greed.

      Jon climbed back into the bag, and I lifted him into the SUV. All evening, he’d stayed stock-still every time I picked him up, which was unusual. Normally, he’d relax into me. Or make some wise crack. Tonight, nothing. The silence from him, the way he turned from me, was starting to truly worry me. What was going through that pretty head of his?

      He was upset with me for getting on the plane with him, that I knew. He had been agitated and nervous the entire flight. And now he was frustrated and no doubt disappointed that it had all been for nothing, in the end. Was he embarrassed? Was that why he was avoiding me? I didn’t know. Once again, I cursed my inability to read him like he could read me. If I could somehow pay to be a telepath, even for five minutes, I’d shell out the money in a heartbeat.

      I was equally frustrated with myself. Seeing him in action today, I understood why he’d leapt. I forget that’s how he’s built—that at the core of him, he has to help. He just can’t ignore a dangerous situation. It’s what drove him to board a plane even with me yelling at him to stop. I hated that it put us both in a dangerous situation, but I really should have accounted for it, too. If I’d approached this better, I may have slowed him down long enough to get a word in edgewise.

      And now he was disappointed, hurt, confused, and couldn’t even look me in the face because of my anger. Shit. This day just wasn’t getting better.

      I settled into the back seat of the car with him. As Lansky got into the driver’s seat, I said, “Thanks for taking us.”

      “My pleasure. I’m sorry this didn’t pan out better, but at least we tried. Let’s get you guys at least five miles out, yeah? Away from the blast radius.”

      “Sounds good. You know of a hotel?”

      “I know several. I’m from here. How about the Red Rock? It’s on the outskirts of town, and it’s pretty nice.”

      I didn’t care at this point. If it had a bed, it was good. “Sounds great.”

      Lansky had something of a lead foot, which I approved of. She had us out of the Aria’s front drive and onto the beltway in a few minutes. As she drove, the walkie-talkie sounded off.

      “All agents confirm they are clear. Repeat, all agents confirm they are clear.”

      Several checked in, confirming. Lansky picked up the walkie-talkie and said, “This is Lansky, clear.”

      “Bomb squad confirms area is clear. We are functioning the device, over.”

      I turned in the seat, looking out the back window, even though I couldn’t see anything from here. Far too many buildings in the way. It seemed to take years before I heard and felt the shockwave of the bomb going off. It rattled the SUV, even at this distance.

      “It just went off,” Jon said quietly inside the bag.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed with a weary sigh. “Yeah, it did.”

      He didn’t say anything after that.
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      Donovan shielded the door as he always did for me, and I slid through like nothing was wrong. But entering that hotel room, I felt claustrophobic. I couldn’t help but study Donovan’s lines from the corner of my eye as I passed him, and what I saw made me wince. He was still pulsating with anger, bright red lines that chased through his chest.

      Frankly, it terrified me.

      I was barely through, scarcely into the room at all, when he announced in a quiet rumble, “I’m going for a shower.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, barely audible.

      The bathroom was immediately to the right of the room’s entrance, so it was easy for him to slip into it, sliding the door shut behind him.

      I walked farther in on autopilot and then stopped, confused about what to do next. For the first time in many years, I felt trapped. Pinned. I couldn’t leave the room—the door’s electronics would melt and lock me in. I couldn’t call out—none of the phones would last more than a second. I couldn’t even approach the far edge of the room, as a bar fridge and microwave sat there. I was limited to the king-sized bed and the closet.

      I’d not felt my surroundings like this since Donovan had first come into my life. He was as much freedom for me as an anchor for my heart. I’d never worried about opening a door since that first day, when he’d opened one for me. He was forever opening up paths that I’d feared closed. Regressing to this point was another low. The lows seemed to be chained together, much to my dismay.

      But worse than the feeling of claustrophobia was my ever-patient Donovan’s anger.

      Despair had me sinking to the floor, my back against the mattress. I folded over, my arms over the top of my knees, and I stared sightlessly at the floor. Donovan’s anger wasn’t new to me. I’d seen it before. But he wasn’t the type to hold onto grudges. His temper flashed bright, and then faded just as quickly. I’d never seen him angry for more than a few hours.

      And he’d never been angry with me. Not like this. Frustrated, exasperated, impatient sometimes. Not angry. But he was this time. He was very angry with me, and he’d been feeling that emotion for the entire night, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to fix this. He had every right to be mad, as I had put both of us in a dangerous situation, and I’d done it even knowing that he didn’t agree with me.

      I’d thought he’d forgive me once the bomb was defused. If it didn’t explode, didn’t do any damage thanks to my efforts, then it would be fine, right? A justifiable action. But it hadn’t played out that way. My efforts had been in vain, and I’d endangered both of us to no good end. I felt guilty as hell that I hadn’t been able to do more to defuse the bomb. Taking out the timer hadn’t been enough. If I’d only been able to reach more, see more, maybe I could have bought them more leeway.

      And now here we sat, across the country and trapped. It was too much. The day’s events had been too much. I’d done too many things wrong, and I couldn’t even find the words to apologize for any of them. How the hell would I even start?

      I didn’t have a lot of childhood memories of my parents together, but what I did have, was of them fighting. Of their arguments that eventually broke the relationship apart. As an adult, I understood what prompted those fights and they’d explained why, but…the child in me still equated fighting with breakups. And this was the worst fight I’d ever been in with Donovan. By far. He was nowhere near forgiving me.

      Donovan might leave me because of today. And I couldn’t even blame him for it because I’d pushed him to his absolute limits. Beyond them. He wouldn’t even talk to me. He couldn’t look at me. He was brimming with red, anger and regret and frustration, a veritable melting pot. It was terrifying, knowing that I was the cause of it all. My entire body shook, as though every cell rejected me in that moment. How could I have done this? How could I have pushed us to this point?

      Why hadn’t my priority been Donovan, when he always put me first?

      Oh god, had I broken us?

      “Jon.”

      I tilted my head, looked up. He was standing outside the bathroom with nothing but boxers on. I could hear the shower running distantly. But that wasn’t my focus. He was staring at me with the blankest expression I’d ever seen on his face. His lines were still red. I flinched at that sight, turning my head away again.

      “You too.” He strode forward, catching me under an arm and pulling me to my feet. “We both stink of sweat. Come on.”

      I went. Not because I thought it was a good idea to get into a shower with him right now, but because I couldn’t think of what else to do. Fear had my mind spiraling downward.

      Donovan stripped off his boxers and stepped into the shower, leaving the curtain half-open, anticipating that I’d join him. I swallowed hard and pulled my shirt over my head. My movements were mechanical, robotic in the worst sense. Shoes. Socks. Pants. Boxers. All kicked to one side, next to his clothes. Then I stalled, hands shaking. I had to apologize for this somehow. If I found the right words, he’d forgive me. He wouldn’t leave. I wouldn’t lose him.

      Shit, what could I possibly say to undo this?

      “Jon?” Donovan’s head came around the shower curtain.

      Right. Shower. I moved two steps and froze again, staring at this man I loved beyond reason, afraid I might have destroyed us.

      His brows drew together in a growing frown, and that broke me for some reason. Tears burned bright in my eyes as I said hoarsely, “Please don’t be angry with me. I know I deserve it, but I can’t—I can’t—”

      “Shit,” Donovan groaned.

      I flinched a little as he reached for me. Not for one second did I think he’d be physically abusive; it was a purely emotional response. He caught it—of course he noticed that reaction—and his touch gentled as he pulled me into the shower with him. I went, stumbling a little, confused as he pulled me directly into him. His hand carded through my hair as he held me close, his head resting next to mine.

      Oh. This could possibly be good. I tentatively put both arms around his waist. Was it his heartbeat racing, or was it mine? I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t read him all that well. I was too close to his body to see much of his lines. Had he done that on purpose, or was holding me instinctual?

      “I am angry,” Donovan admitted, his tone even with false calm. “But I’m just as angry with myself as I am with you. I should have handled this better. I should have remembered that, at your core, you like to help people. If you know someone is in danger, your first instinct is to protect. We are amazingly alike in that regard. But I forget, from time to time, because you’re not a first responder. It’s not until situations like today pop up, and you agree to leap into danger, that I’m reminded. And it kills me, Jon. Because I have to let you walk into that danger, and my instincts are going haywire with the desire to snatch you out of it.”

      That was all clear to me. And while knowing that helped, it didn’t solve the problem.

      “I can’t promise I’ll react any differently if something like this happens again,” I confessed in a halting voice.

      “And I’m not asking you to. The man I fell in love with is selfless, and I won’t change him to suit myself. I can’t do that. I can’t pick and choose which parts of you I’m going to accept, Jon. Love doesn’t work that way. You’ll drive me batshit crazy from time to time, much like you did today. I’ll get angry. I’ll probably do or say something I’ll regret later. We’ll have crazy hot make-up sex—”

      Wait, really? I pulled back a little so I could see him better. Those angry red lines started to fade, and the antique gold of pure love overpowered them, shining in my vision. It was a little hard to see through my tears, and I lifted my head, tilting it to look into his eyes.

      Those golden-brown eyes looked steadily back into mine, and there was a soft smile on Donovan’s face.

      “—followed by lots of cuddles, and then we’ll go back to normal. But the one thing I won’t do is walk away from you, no matter how mad you make me. I can’t. You’re the one carrying my heart around, beloved. I can’t get far without it.”

      The relief was overpowering. I hadn’t pushed him too far. He wasn’t leaving me. It weakened my knees enough that I might have fallen without my hold on him. I kissed him, holding him as close as I possibly could. “I love you.”

      “I know. I love you, too.” Donovan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You doubted that, didn’t you?”

      “No.” And that was even the truth. But I’ve lived long enough to know that just because you love someone, it doesn’t mean you trust them. Or want to spend time with them. And it would have killed me if Donovan had joined those ranks. “But I was afraid I’d pushed you too far. You’ve never been angry with me, not like this. And I’ve never seen your anger last so long. It was terrifying.”

      “You silly man. Of course I was mad, but…the thing that pissed me off most was that you just dove in. You never stopped to talk this over with me. And yeah, I know that time was of the essence, but two minutes. Two minutes of talking this over with me, and I would have been in a better emotional place to support you.”

      I breathed deep, my emotions jumping about like frogs in a hot skillet. “I realized my mistake on the plane. That I should have done that. I just panicked. When Freeman called, all I could think about was the logistics, and the danger, and how much I did not want you on that plane with me. And how much I did.”

      “I saw your panic. But we need to make sure not to repeat this, okay? Because all it did was stress us both out and make the situation that much more volatile.”

      I heartily agreed and nodded fervently. “Cross my heart, I’ll try to learn from this. If I ever start to do it again, sit on me. Force me to stay still and listen.”

      “I can do that.”

      I kissed him again, beyond remorseful. “I’m really so sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to hurt you or make you feel like you aren’t my priority. You truly are. I got caught up in a wave of panic. I have no other excuse.”

      “I forgive you for it, I promise.” Donovan maneuvered me until my back hit the shower wall, and he had that look in his eye that indicated he was on to the next part of the agenda. “But I think some payback is in order.”

      “I thought we were at the make-up sex part of the evening?”

      “We’ll get to that,” he rumbled in a deep voice, pushing my thighs apart. “First things first. For scaring me into an early greying, I think some punishment should be dealt out.”

      I may or may not have whimpered.

      Every couple had their signal. For us, it was Donovan kissing me on the side of my neck. Him doing so while holding me against a wall was an instant turn-on. My libido revved in point two seconds. He homed in there, sucking at the skin as his thumbs bracketed my groin, stroking just inside my thighs. The teasing was delightful; I wasn’t even mad about it. I relaxed against the tiled wall and enjoyed it.

      There was a wicked smirk on his face when he lifted his head, mischief dancing in his bright eyes. The shower slicking his skin with water made for a very pretty picture, indeed. I always enjoyed his size in these moments, the way he dominated me. It sent a tingle right up my spine.

      I stopped holding onto the wall, as I had to touch him. My hands found his arms, traveled slowly up to his shoulders. The amber skin was hot, traces of white scars rippling a little under my fingers. I knew those scars well by now, as I’d explored them thoroughly. Donovan no longer flinched under my perusal, just seemed both resigned and amused by my fascination with them.

      As if to distract me, he slowly teased my balls with his thumbnails.

      “Oh!” I felt the brush like a pleasant zing, and I twisted a little, eyes fluttering shut for a moment.

      “I just thought of the perfect thing,” Donovan murmured. That gleam intensified.

      “I think I should be worried.”

      “Don’t be,” he assured me cheerfully, already moving his hands. “You’ll come. Eventually.”

      Yup. Definitely worried. I wouldn’t begrudge him the fun, though. Not after the hellish day I’d put him through. That was my story, and I was sticking to it.

      He shifted so he had one arm around my back, bracing me, the other falling to my erect dick. I was happy to have that hand there, no doubt. Even if he didn’t fist it like I wanted but instead held it with a thumb against the underside, teasing the sensitive tip with slow strokes. It felt very nice indeed. I peppered kisses along his neck and jawline, loving the way he practically purred at the attention.

      The tension in my groin started to build. I could feel the casual pleasure of it change. Donovan’s hand was still in the same place, that thumb rhythmically stroking the tip, pad slightly rough. I had nothing against what that thumb was doing. It felt amazing. But I needed…I needed something more. More contact, more friction. Something.

      I latched onto his neck and sucked hard, hands drawing him in closer to me. Or trying to. Donovan could plant his feet and be a rock when he was of a mind to. There was no budging him.

      “Don-Donovan,” I whined, trying to arch into him.

      “Starting to feel a little desperate?” he asked in a tone that said he knew the answer. “I think I’ll let you come like this.”

      My attention was starting to focus solely on what was happening down south, so it took a second longer than it should have for those words to penetrate. “But don’t you want to fuck me?”

      “Oh, I will.” Donovan’s amusement was downright impish. “But first, you’re going to come like this.”

      I’d been on an emotional rollercoaster most of the day, and all of that bore down on me now. I could let go in this man’s arms, trusting that he’d catch me. It was a heady feeling, even as the tension in my body grew by the second. I arched into him, or tried to, but that arm around my back kept me firmly in place. The pleasure was building, cresting over into something else, and I could feel it like an oncoming express train. But it was mixed with frustration, as I craved more contact. A high-pitched whine escaped, my hands clawing at Donovan’s shoulders. No, I needed more. It wasn’t enough. I needed—I needed—

      My climax ripped through me. I shuddered under the force of it, a strangled scream caught in my throat as I spent myself over his hand and chest. My vision went black for a moment, stars dancing behind my eyes, and I lost all control of my limbs. I panted for breath, deep draws of air, even as the aftershocks danced under my skin. Oh wow. Wow, that was…had I ever come that hard?

      Donovan had a firm grip on me, holding me against him until I caught my breath. After the tension of the day, feeling this mellow and blissed out on endorphins was a very lovely feeling, indeed. The perfect reward. I brought his head down with my hand and kissed him languidly. Donovan responded with sweet heat, his tongue teasing at my lips.

      I could feel him hard against my belly. Driving me wild normally got him just as stirred up. I dropped a hand to his erection and gave it some love.

      He groaned against my mouth. “I’m too on edge, babe.”

      “You don’t have to take me tonight.” We were both exhausted, and there wasn’t lube in the shower, anyway. He needed to come, and I knew of a good way to facilitate that. I slid free of his arms and down onto my knees.

      “Yes, please,” he hissed as my lips closed over the tip of his cock. “Love your mouth.”

      I knew he did. Over our time together, I’d learned how to best please him. What he liked, what could put him over the edge in a heartbeat. I angled myself so his dick rubbed against the roof of my mouth, tongue rasping against the underside. Donovan’s hands fisted in my hair as he shallowly thrust, his body already shaking, a fine tremor as his orgasm built.

      It seemed like barely a minute passed before he gave a shout, coming down my throat. I pulled back enough to swallow, letting him, as I didn’t mind it. Only when he was fully spent, puffing for air, did I let him slip free and grin up at him. “Feel better?”

      He was awash in colors. The gold of love, the light yellow of serenity, the honey yellow of ecstasy, the shamrock green of trust. It was part of the fun of making love, lighting him up like this.

      “Much better.” His hand stroked through my hair again, his voice a low rumble, like a giant predatory cat.

      I got off my knees. A bathtub wasn’t comfortable to kneel in for long. Sliding both arms around him, I let us both just be for a second. He returned the embrace, and it felt good, standing with our bare skin pressed together like this. Intimate in a different way than the sex had been.

      Such moments let me say the harder things. “As much as I loved the make-up sex, I don’t like fighting with you. Let’s not do it ever again.”

      He dropped a kiss on my forehead. “Please. I still hated every second of today, but feeling like I was at odds with you was the worst part of it.”

      “I feel the same way about it.” Today would have been a hell of a lot easier if I’d not been wrestling with guilt and fear about Donovan’s anger. Learning curve, I guess. They say the first bomb is the hardest, and this was our first bomb together. Literally.

      But hopefully, we’d learned something from it. At least, I had.

      “Come on,” Donovan urged, reaching for the little hotel shampoo bottle. “Let’s wash and get out. I don’t know about you, but I’m dead on my feet.”

      “It’s probably close to one in the morning Tennessee time, and the day was a decade long to begin with. Bed sounds amazing. But what about tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow is a problem for Tomorrow’s Donovan. Today’s Donovan is out of bandwidth.”

      I snorted. “Fair enough.”
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      I woke up slowly, not because I truly wanted to, but my body was in the habit of waking up at this time, despite being in a different time zone. Jon was still fast asleep in my arms, curled up with his back pressed to my chest, snoring a little. It was a cute snore.

      It was honestly a relief to wake up like this, with him cuddled in like normal. Yesterday had been a shit-show from start to finish, but the scariest part hadn’t actually been the bomb. It had been standing there in the shower, looking at him and seeing one of the strongest men I knew fall apart emotionally. I’d never seen him like that before, and I prayed to god I never would again. He’d been sheet white, shaking, unravelling at the seams.

      After flying across the country (which was scary as hell), dealing with a bomb (also scary as hell), and then managing the aftermath of it all, of course his emotions would be running high. My anger had been the tipping point for him. It had been too much on top of everything else.

      Jon was, unfortunately, very aware of the fact that you could love someone and not want to be with them. It was one of the points we sometimes struggled with, like yesterday. He’d mostly gotten over the idea that I would ever want space from him. But sometimes, danger struck, he’d regress. And sometimes, I’d fail to remember in time that, while he could see all of my emotions, he couldn’t see what triggered them. And he didn’t always jump to the right conclusion.

      Communication was vital. I’d failed to do it properly, and he’d paid the price for it. I was kicking myself for that. I felt the urge to do something to make up for it. After this, I’d need to take him on vacation somewhere and let him properly unwind. I was thinking a hot spring.

      I tilted my head down and pressed a kiss against his bare shoulder.

      To my surprise, he stirred a little. “Mmm. You’re awake?”

      “Yeah. I thought you were dead asleep.”

      “I keep drifting in and out,” he answered, wriggling a little so he was on his back and could see me better. “Bed’s too hard.”

      “Most hotel beds are.” I was used to hard beds after Army life. Not to say I enjoyed them, but I’d learned how to sleep no matter where I was. I leaned in and kissed the bridge of his nose, mostly to make him smile. He liked it when I did that. “Good morning, love.”

      “It is a good morning.” He returned the kiss with a chaste one against my mouth.

      Of course, I couldn’t let that stand. I had to reciprocate. He smiled against my mouth as that simple good morning kiss took on a whole new dimension.

      My phone rang, ruining the moment.

      Sighing, I pulled back and glared over at where it was charging on the opposite side of the room. “How much do you want to bet that’s Freeman?”

      “Or Sho. Or Garrett. Or your parents. Or mine.”

      “Ngh, okay, good point. Hell to pay if I don’t answer it, either way.” I tossed the covers back and strode over, not caring that I was naked. Okay, I may have strutted a little. I knew Jon liked the view.

      I flipped the phone over to see the screen as I unplugged it. “Heh. Shoulda bet on it. It’s Freeman. Hey, Freeman, morning.”

      “Thank you for not saying good morning. There’s nothing good about it.” Freeman sounded as if he’d not slept all night but had guzzled at least ten energy drinks and maybe whiskey as a chaser. He likely had. “How is Jon?”

      “Hell of a lot better than he was last night,” I admitted. I had a feeling that inquiry wasn’t casual, so I was cautious as I asked, “Why?”

      “I know he didn’t like how things panned out. Hell, none of us did. But…here’s the thing. That bomb destroyed most of the evidence we could have gathered from the site. I mean, I grabbed what we could before it went off, but the best evidence was the bomb itself. And we have very few leads. I need someone to help with witness interviews, because that’s our best bet right now. I know you guys were stressed to the max yesterday, and this isn’t really your scene, but….”

      Because of how poorly things had gone, I wanted to say no. Unequivocally no. But there was a part of me, the wiser part, that stayed my tongue. I turned to look at Jon, who was sitting on the side of the mattress, his bedhead epic enough to give Medusa a run for her money. The morning light danced over his pale skin, and he looked ethereal like this. Beautiful, but also fragile in a way.

      A reminder of last night chased through my mind, how torn up he’d been about it all. I did not want to see him like that again, but I really thought about it. Maybe working this case would give us the closure we both needed. Leaving things hanging like this put a bad taste in my mouth.

      I looked my lover in the eyes as I said, “Freeman, I’d like to catch the sonuvabitch that did this. But whether we work the case or not is up to Jon.”

      Jon lit up, a smile stretching from ear to ear. I knew in that moment it was the right decision. He bounced off the bed and came in a little closer. I put the phone on speaker so he could throw his two cents in.

      “Freeman, it’s Jon. I want to work it. I don’t want the bomber to get away with this.”

      “Thank Christ. You two have no idea how glad I am to hear it. We’re overworked as it is, and this case just got nationwide coverage. Thank you, thank you, thank you. When can you join me on-site?”

      “In about an hour,” Jon answered.

      “Okay, see you then.”

      I hung up the phone and slid it back onto the desk, safely out of the way. Not a moment too soon, either, as Jon seized my face with both hands, drawing me down so he could kiss me.

      “I love you,” he said, and for a moment, I thought I had his sight, as he glowed gold to me.

      “I need to spoil you more often,” I replied, dry as a martini. “Although how my spoiling you ends up with us working more, I don’t know.”

      He ignored that last part, the words bouncing off his smile. “Morning quickie?”

      “Oh, is that why you said an hour?”

      “The rest of the day is going to be stressful, and we’re probably going to come back exhausted,” he pointed out, oh-so-logical.

      I grabbed him by the thighs and hauled him in. “I do love a man who can plan ahead.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d forgotten how stressful it was to be in a new environment. To be surrounded by people who didn’t know Jon, didn’t know to avoid close contact with him. Getting breakfast had been an exercise in agility. Just getting through the hotel lobby had been frustrating because of all the slot machines. It seemed like every time I turned around, there was another slot machine. Jon already looked frazzled, and we’d barely made it out of the hotel. It didn’t herald a good day.

      Lansky showed up to get us exactly an hour after Freeman’s call. She looked even more frazzled than Jon, like she’d been up all night and was drinking 6 shots of espresso. Her sleek hair was pulled up in a messy bun, makeup gone, shirt obviously not ironed.

      She gave a wave as we came out, rolling the window down to tell me, “Faraday bag in the back seat.”

      “Thanks.” I reached in, pulled it out, and handed it to Jon.

      “I’m really missing my Humvee right now,” he said glumly. Still, he shook it out, ready to get in.

      “Trust me, we all are. But Garrett promised to drive it out to us.”

      “I owe him.” Jon stepped in, drawing the bag up and over his shoulders.

      I supported him as he balanced, and snuck in a quick kiss against his forehead before the bag closed over his head. I could hear him make a soft, delighted little sound at the kiss. With the bag on, I lifted him up and into the back seat. Then I jogged around to the other side and slid in next to him.

      “All set?” Lansky asked us.

      “All set. Where are we starting this morning?” I had no details.

      “Interviews. We literally have no clue who the bomber is. So, hotel staff, security personnel, casino staff, all of those need to be cleared. Mr. Bane, I understand interviews are your specialty.”

      Jon sounded a little muffled through the bag. “Jon, please. And yes, interviews are definitely my strong point. Are you recording all these interviews?”

      “We’ll need to, yes. And call me Sarah.”

      “Thanks, Sarah. Whoever is manning the equipment must stay at least three feet away from me at all times.”

      “I’ll make sure that happens. I’m working with both of you on this case, by the way. I’m relatively new to working with psychics, though, so bear with me.”

      She was doing an amazing job, so far. I hadn’t had to correct her once. “You’re doing great. And we’re glad to have a designated point person with us. Makes it easier.”

      “You can say that again.” Jon was clearly thinking ahead, as he asked, “Do you have any footage of the casino from that morning?”

      “We do. We’re going through it now. We also have a psychic coming from the Los Angeles branch to assist. I think he’s actually due in this afternoon. Psychometric.”

      I let out a low whistle. Psychometrics had the amazing ability to hold an object and tell you something about its previous environment, such as the person who had last touched it. It was a handy ability for cases like this, when the evidence had been blown to hell. Like all other psychic readings, it wasn’t court admissible without something to back it up, but it often would give insight into the case that modern forensics couldn’t provide. In my off time, I’d been reading case files that had been made public record, brushing up on what all the psychics working in the country could do. It had been very, very interesting reading.

      “That’ll be helpful,” Jon allowed. “Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully,” Sarah agreed dryly. “In bombings like this, what a psychometric can pull is something of a crap shoot. Depends on what’s left. We’ve been adjusting the cordoned off areas to the casino and taking stock of the damage most of the night. Evidence collection has been basically waiting until the psychometric can get in. The blast took most of the fingerprints with it, so that’s been a bust. We’re basically reviewing footage until the psychometric can get to the bomb itself. He’ll be able to pull more than we can off bits of wire. And we don’t want to screw with his readings.”

      Yeah, that was smart.

      She turned into the parking lot of a building that wasn’t near the casino. It looked like an office building, and when I craned my neck a bit, I could see FBI on the side. Ah. Of course they’d do the interviews here. It wasn’t a particularly large building, a modern-style two-story that was basically a big, concrete box with windows and doors. Nothing fancy here. Sarah pulled into a parking spot, and I got out, making sure Jon was well clear of the car before taking the Faraday bag off.

      He shook himself a little, like a dog exiting a bath, and looked around to get his bearings. “I see a lot of security around that door.”

      I did, too. A scanner wrapped around the sides and top. “I can carry you in bridal style?”

      Jon shot me a look. “Next suggestion.”

      I didn’t think that one would fly. “We’ll slide you in carefully.”

      Sarah already had her key card out, and she swiped it through the reader to open the door. We followed her in, Jon going sideways with a leery eye directed at his surroundings. I had both arms bracketing his body to provide a buffer in case he mis-stepped. It was, fortunately, a short passage through the second set of doors, and then we were free and clear in the lobby. Jon stopped in front of the reception desk, realized he was close to a computer, and backed up three steps so he was closer to the waiting room chairs.

      The woman at the desk looked us over and then turned to Sarah. “Agent Lansky. They are…?”

      “Donovan Havili and Jonathan Bane. We’re in charge of the interviews this morning,” she answered readily. “Visitor badges, please. And warn anyone heading our direction that they are to place all electronic devices in the box next to the door before entering the room.”

      “I will,” the receptionist promised. She looked like an old-school librarian, with no sense of humor about breaking the rules.

      I liked the precaution Sarah had in place already. If the electronics stayed outside of the room Jon was in, they were less likely to die dramatic deaths. The fewer things Jon killed, the better this would go. Jon always stressed out when he killed something.

      She ushered us to a conference room. I’d sat in too many to mistake it for anything else. And why did all conference rooms have white walls, light grey carpet, and black computer chairs? Was there some universal theme I wasn’t aware of? I found it interesting we were in here instead of an interrogation room, but the building had all the earmarks of a former office building that had been renovated for FBI use. It was possible the interrogation rooms weren’t fully operational yet.

      Or they needed a room that could put some distance between a camera and Jon.

      The camera was set up on the far side of the room, angled to record only the interviewee. A slender man with messy brown hair and a ready smile stood next to it, tweaking something. He looked up as we came in and greeted us. “Hi, Agent Lansky. I think we’re ready to go here.”

      “Good. Thanks, Kevin. This is Jonathan Bane. He’s the psychic. His anchor, Donovan Havili.”

      Only I dared to get close enough to shake hands with him. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Kevin responded with a firm handshake. “I understand that I can’t get any closer than this, correct?”

      “Correct.” I gave a wave to Jon, who had stopped only a foot inside the door. “He’s very, very bad with electronics. At least three feet at all times, please.”

      “Okay.” Kevin gestured to a particular chair on the right side of the table. “If you’ll sit there, Mr. Bane. And Mr. Havili, come sit a little closer to me. Just so you’re out of range of the camera and a good buffer.”

      It sounded reasonable to me. I moved to sit closer to the interviewee’s side, though, in case someone got rowdy. I didn’t want a table between us if things went bad.

      With everything situated, Sarah went and fetched a file, then a pad of paper, and came to sit next to Jon. I stopped her mid-step. “Sarah, where’s your phone?”

      “In my pocket, with an EMP case around it,” she answered promptly, then winked. “Don’t worry, I’m prepared.”

      “Good.”

      “Now, Jon.” She dropped into the chair next to him, flipping the folder open. “I thought I’d ask the questions, and you can give me feedback on what you’re seeing. That work for you?”

      “Generally how I operate.” He tapped a finger to the pad of paper. “I’ll write down what I’m seeing and give you cues on what to ask, what to home in on. I’ll only step in to ask a question if necessary.”

      “Great, that’s what I was about to suggest. Alright, are we set?” She looked at all three of us to confirm and got three nods in return.

      “I’ll go fetch our first staff member. There’s no rhyme or reason to this. We’re going with whoever is here and was on site that night then branching out from there. Casino manager and the security guard are due in the next hour, though.” That said, she popped up and headed out the door.

      Well. Things were either going to be very boring for the next several hours or very exciting, depending on who Jon and Sarah interviewed. I’d keep an ear open as they asked their questions, but I had many people texting me for an update. I pulled my phone out and started responding. Might as well. We’d be here for a while.
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      The first few interviews were run of the mill to the extreme. The receptionist, two of the casino floor employees, one kitchen staff member. No one had been in the right area to see anything, and they knew absolutely nothing of value. I could tell at a glance that they weren’t the people we were looking for and noted that down for Sarah. She smoothly glanced at my paper, her questions never faltering. But they did shift as she focused on establishing a timeline.

      After the fourth person left, she remarked, “You are extremely handy. You’re speeding this process right along.”

      I gave her a quick smile. Sarah was one of those lovely people who had a nice aura and a good personality. I’d liked the impression I’d gained from her at first glance, and she’d done nothing but reinforce it ever since. It was rather a shame we lived on opposite sides of the country.

      “Glad to help.”

      “At the rate we’re going, we have a prayer of getting through the interviews before Doomsday.” She stood and went to fetch the next interviewee.

      This wasn’t at all what I’d intended to do when boarding that plane, but needs must. And Donovan had been correct this morning. I’d rather work the case and catch whoever did this. The frustration was eating at me, demanding closure.

      Speaking of, my better half had been texting people throughout most of the interviews. I took a second to poke him. “Who are you texting?”

      “Everyone,” he answered without looking up from the phone. “My mother, your mother, Sky, Garrett, Sho, Jim, Brandon, literally everyone. They all want to know how you’re doing. And I passed along the information Garrett needs in order to drive out here.”

      “Ah. We did sort of drop everything and run.”

      I briefly imagined what it would have been like, getting on that plane alone. Having to manage all this without him. I’d almost forced that possibility into reality, too scared of what might happen to him if the plane went down. I’d wanted him safely on the ground. Fortunately for everyone involved, he’d come with me. Having to juggle getting information to people and getting in and out of cars with the awkwardness of the Faraday bag would have been a nightmare on my own. Thank god for my stubborn Donovan.

      He looked up, a warm smile on his face and gold in his lines. “You’re glowing gold right now.”

      “I am. How did you know?”

      “I’m psychic,” Donovan deadpanned.

      I snorted a laugh. “Sure you are.”

      Sarah returned with a stodgy-looking man. I took him in with a blink, knowing before he could even sit down that this wasn’t our bomber. The man had no trace of guilt in his lines; I doubted he’d ever even had a parking ticket. But he did look a little worried and stressed, and that caught my interest.

      Resuming her seat next to me, Sarah handled introductions. “Mr. Martin, this is Jonathan Bane. Jon, Owen Martin. He was the one who initially found the bomb.”

      Ahh, the smart security guard. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Martin.”

      Sarah turned to the camera and did the recitation of time, date, interviewers, etc. I threw in my name and license number for the record. It was a pain to do it every time, but these interviews would be kept separately in the files. Each one had to be treated as its own unit.

      With that out of the way, Sarah gave Martin a smile. “Mr. Martin, I want to thank you for being so cautious and quick on your feet. If you’d handled it any other way, the bomb would have gone off, and we wouldn’t be sitting here.”

      “Trust me, I’m glad, too.” He still looked rattled, understandably so, considering how close he’d come to blowing himself to kingdom come.

      “Can you walk us through exactly what happened?”

      “Well, I was barely into my shift. I’d been on maybe an hour? I’d done my initial sweep of the casino and the main level of the hotel. I deviated from my usual path to use the bathroom, and that was when I noticed the door ajar. I knew it had been locked tight after everyone left on evening shift—we have strict rules about that, especially for the server room—so it caught my attention. And it worried me. I was pretty cautious opening the door, let me tell you. And when I saw those three boxes sitting in the middle of the room, that didn’t look right to me, either. You don’t deliver anything to that room. Hardcore rule. The tech guys, they don’t even like people being in there. I saw the note on the floor, read that first. Was very glad I did instead of poking at the boxes.”

      “We all are,” Sarah assured him. “And then?”

      “I called it in to the cops immediately, then to the day manager, who called up the owner. I closed the door and stayed planted right there, making sure no one else went into the room until the cops arrived. I didn’t want it accidentally going off.”

      Bless his caution. I knew this wasn’t our guy; he had nothing to do with the bomb. But that worry niggled at me. I wanted to know the cause. “You saved lives by acting as you did, Mr. Martin. We’re glad you took those precautions. Can I ask, why do you feel worried and stressed?”

      His face went hangdog. “I’m there to prevent stuff like this happening. But someone got past us all, somehow. I don’t know how. I’ve gone over it in my head hundreds of times, but I can’t figure out how someone wheeled in three large boxes without us noticing. Do you know how they did it?”

      “We’re still reviewing footage,” Sarah answered. Her smile was sympathetic. “Trust me, we’re going to figure it out. And then tell all of you so you can prevent it happening again in the future. I don’t want you feeling guilty, Mr. Martin. Jon’s right, you saved lives by acting as you did. You reacted perfectly to this situation, and we’re extremely grateful for it. Now, to follow up on what you said, there was absolutely nothing else that triggered your suspicion?”

      Martin shook his head, still a bit upset. “No. It was just that door. Nothing else about the night was unusual.”

      “I see. Thank you. We may have follow-up questions for you, and we’ll interview you again if that’s the case. For now, go home and enjoy a little time off.”

      Martin managed a polite smile. “Thank you, Agents.”

      Sarah got up and escorted him out. I shook my head a little as he left. “Classic example right there of why I can’t randomly assume things by reading people’s lines.”

      Kevin was still manning the camera but piped up, “Is that what you’re doing? Reading their lines?”

      “Yeah.” Come to think of it, my ability probably hadn’t been explained to him. “Everyone’s aura has lines that cross throughout their body, and those lines glow different colors to me depending upon what they’ve done, what they feel, etc. I can read people fairly well because of those lines. Martin, for instance. He’s married, has two kids, is about forty years old with high cholesterol. He’s also feeling guilty about the bombing because, in his mind, it shouldn’t have happened. He should have done something to prevent it. He’s a very responsible, conscientious man. I don’t think he’s going to forgive himself for this easily.”

      Kevin asked the inevitable question. “What do you see when you look at me?”

      I looked straight at him, judging what was both safe to say and would have a little shock value. Ah. That ambition line did nicely. “You’re anxiously considering advancing in the agency. Do it. If you don’t push yourself and reach for that next level, the regret later will be a bitter pill to swallow.”

      Kevin’s eyes bugged out a little. “You can even see that?!”

      Donovan snorted. “There’s very little he can’t see, trust me.”

      Swallowing hard, Kevin stared at me for another second with those bug eyes before the obvious seemed to occur to him. His attention bounced between me and Donovan for a moment. “But you’re together, right? I got that vibe.”

      I nodded easily. Kevin wasn’t the sort to give us trouble. “Correct. Donovan and I have been together for over a year now.”

      “Wow, a relationship where there are no secrets? That’s sort of amazing.”

      It really was. And the longer I lived with Donovan, the more amazing it became. “Fortunately for all concerned, he could teach Job how to be patient.”

      “Except when you get on airplanes.” Donovan shot me a pointed look. He was teasing, though, which showed he’d mostly forgiven me for that heart attack.

      “Except then.” I seriously owed him for that. How I’d make up for it, I had no clue.

      Sarah returned with another middle-aged man in tow, this one in a suit. He looked pale, exhausted, and angry all at once. The lines chased each other in stark colors. This man wasn’t guilty of the bomb, but he was livid about it.

      “Mr. Elwood, this is Jonathan Bane. He’ll be helping me interview you this morning.” Sarah took a seat. “Jon, this is Clifton Elwood. He’s the owner of the Aria.”

      Ah. That explained the emotions. “Hello, Mr. Elwood.”

      “Yes, hello.”

      We repeated the song and dance for the camera. I couldn’t help but tag on at the end, “I’m sorry about the bomb.”

      Elwood looked right at me, strangely seeming to recognize me. “You’re the psychic they flew in from Nashville to help defuse it, correct?”

      Oh. So he did recognize me. “Correct. I was only able to destroy the electronic timer, however. I sadly wasn’t able to do much else.”

      “You bought us time, and for that, I thank you. The only good thing about this whole sorry business is the lack of casualties. Not one person got hurt.” He let out a sigh as he slumped in his chair. “I wish I could say the same for my casino.”

      I decided to put in a plug for Martin so the man didn’t lose his job. “Your security guard, Owen Martin, is very torn up about it as well. He keeps going over it all in his mind, trying to figure out how they got the bomb inside.”

      “I’m grateful for Martin’s quick thinking. We’d have been blown sky high, otherwise. Did you know that when the bomb was discovered, I had over ten thousand guests in the hotel and casino combined?”

      That number sent a chill through me. Ten thousand people. Ten thousand possible casualties. My god. “No, I hadn’t heard that.”

      “I do not blame Martin for this fiasco,” Elwood assured us firmly. “For one thing, I don’t think he was even on duty when it was wheeled in. I might be proven wrong about that later. They’re still reviewing footage to figure out when it all happened. But the timing is suspicious. I think the bomber slid in during the guards’ shift change. There’s a fifteen-minute window there when people are clocking out, people are coming in, and no one’s actively patrolling. I bet you that’s when the bomber snuck inside.”

      Sarah was rapidly making notes as he spoke. “That’s good information to have, and we’ll certainly look into it. What time is that, precisely?”

      “Four thirty a.m. I know that’s an odd start time for a shift, but we run all of our staff in three shifts throughout the day. The casino never shuts down, and it’s too hard on people to work more than an eight-hour shift.”

      Made sense to me.

      Sarah flipped a page, double-checked something. “The bomb was discovered at five-thirty. You said people come in at four-thirty. And it takes them fifteen minutes to clock in, get their shifts started?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      Martin had been forty-five minutes into his shift when he found the bomb, then. Maybe an hour if he was quicker than his co-workers, and I was willing to bet he was.

      “It’s part of why I find this whole situation perplexing.” Elwood planted both arms against the tabletop like he was using them to prop himself up. His exhaustion was clear in his lines, a bone white that pulled at him heavily. He’d likely gotten no sleep last night. “The note clearly said we had twenty-four hours to reply to their demands. And yet they put the bomb in the server room. Why there? People don’t go in there on a regular basis. Maybe once or twice a week. It’s not a high traffic area. And at four-thirty in the morning? I know I said the casino never really sleeps, but the administrative staff doesn’t start until nine o’clock. They work banker’s hours. It would have been at least four hours before someone came across the bomb, and that’s assuming they went into the server room at the start of the workday.”

      It did seem like a very odd choice. The timing didn’t give much wiggle room. And being in a room without much traffic, it could have been days before the bomb was discovered. Well, no, actually. Odds were, it would have gone off before anyone found it.

      “Do you think the bomber left the door ajar to draw attention to it?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “I have to assume. Why they chose that room, though, is still puzzling me. There’re other rooms on that floor that aren’t locked. They could have gotten into one of them much easier. The breakroom, for instance. The bathroom. Either of those would have been a better choice, in my opinion.”

      Sarah made a noise of agreement. “It’s a strange choice. Can you think of anyone who might have done this? The note said they’d done it for ransom, and because they’d lost a lot of money at your casino.”

      “Anyone disgruntled by their luck in the casino might target us,” Elwood replied then made a face. “There’s, unfortunately, quite the list. We’ve got a long blacklist of people no longer allowed in.”

      “We’ll need a copy of that list.”

      “Trust me, you’re welcome to it. I’ll make sure you have it before end of business today.”

      “Any threatening letters recently?” Sarah asked, still taking quick notes, her handwriting barely legible.

      “A few. They correspond with the people on the list.”

      “You don’t take them seriously?”

      “We report them, but mostly no. These people never follow through on their threats.” Elwood sighed wearily. “Almost never.”

      I figured Sarah knew this already but wrote on my pad for her sake, Not our guy. Not guilty. Livid.

      Her eyes darted to the note and away again. “The demand was for twenty million in cash. Did the Aria have that much on hand?”

      Elwood nodded before she could get the full question out. “We have to keep a reserve of cash to cover every chip played on the floor at any given time. I generally keep about thirty million, but I try not to do more than that. Money is constantly being run to the bank throughout the day. Three times a day, in fact, to make sure we don’t have too much cash. It just causes problems. That said, we have a strict policy about meeting ransom demands. Frankly, we don’t.”

      “I see. Even in this case with a bomb in site?”

      Elwood looked pained as he confirmed, “Even then. Although I might have, if we’d been able to contact the bomber. It beats shutting down for months and renovating the place.”

      “Good to know. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us?”

      “I’m sure someone will come up with the idea that this was done as an insurance scam. Punch them in the mouth for even suggesting it. It will take me thirty million to put the Aria back to rights and probably a good six months of renovations, and my insurance will barely cover the costs of rebuilding. It will do nothing to restore half a year of lost business. I absolutely did not want to destroy my casino.” Elwood’s dark brown eyes locked on me and he demanded, “Can you see that?”

      “Clearly, sir,” I assured him. “You’re not a suspect.”

      “Thank god. I’m now doubly glad you came.”

      “So am I.” Sarah shot me a smile. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Elwood. We’ll be following up with you as we investigate, of course. Let me walk you out.”

      “Thank you, Agent. Please catch the son of a bitch who did this.”

      “We are determined to, sir. Trust me.”

      I watched Sarah walk the poor guy out and shook my head. Talk about having a rough day. I wasn’t sure who hated yesterday more, me or him.

      Donovan suddenly said, “Humvee is on its way. Expect it tomorrow afternoon, is what Garrett says.”

      “Thank fuck.” I missed my Humvee. So badly. I didn’t care that it would likely take four hundred dollars in gas to get home again. I want my car, dammit.

      Sarah popped back in, her phone in hand as she read the screen. “Our psychometric has landed. Why don’t we take a break, see how things are going, do a little information transfer, then lunch? We’ll tackle afternoon interviews after that.”

      I was curious what was going on at the bomb site and getting hungry, so this sounded like a viable plan to me. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 8]
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Jon]
        

      

      When bomb technicians took control of a scene to conduct their investigation, they operated by the fifty-percent rule. They went looking through the blast zone for a piece of the bomb. The piece discovered the farthest out became their explosive radius. Then they increased that area by another fifty percent as a buffer, just in case. I was surprised to see that the cordon tape was at the edge of the circular driveway leading up to the Aria. I would have expected it to be much farther out. Had they managed to contain the blast that well?

      Go, us.

      It was still a hot mess out here. Broken glass was everywhere, and I do mean everywhere. The building itself looked half-abandoned because of all the gaping holes where the windows had been blown out or cracked. For the casino owner’s sake, I hoped it wouldn’t rain anytime soon. Water damage on top of it all would add insult to injury.

      The shops lining the horseshoe road hadn’t fared much better, as their windows were all blown out or cracked, as well. Some superficial damage had been done to the store fronts, and there wasn’t an outside table still standing on its feet. It would not be fun cleaning all of this up and putting it back to rights.

      There were, apparently, some bomb fragments outside the building or cause for concern, as the post-blast investigation was going on in earnest in the driveway. Then again, there had been a lot of slot machines and the like on the bottom floor of the casino. I was sure they had been impacted by the explosion. It was possible the PBI team was discovering mangled pieces of them.

      I did not envy them the job, not one bit.

      There was a choke point to the far right, guarded by a police officer who checked our IDs before letting us in. They’d started just inside the front doors of the lobby, and it was a mess. There was sand and bits of machinery everywhere, mixed in with drywall and bits and pieces of furniture. It was fun picking our way through it. By the time we got through all of that and into what had been the lobby, the psychometric was already on task. I took him in as we approached, reading his lines. Mid-thirties, eyesight going to crap but psychic sight enhancing, I guessed to compensate? He had the evidence of a serious physical injury all along his torso and his temple, both physically apparent and in his lines, connected to heavy emotional trauma and PTSD. Ouch. Poor guy had lost his anchor at some point. But he’d also anchored again.

      This was one tough dude. I knew very few people who could lose an anchor and heal enough to partner again.

      He was kneeling and sorting through things carefully, handing each bit to the woman next to him, who bagged and tagged it.

      “So, that’s the psychometric, eh?” Donovan looked the scene over, shaking his head. “Wow. That bomb really did a lot of damage.”

      That was saying something. Even with all those sandbags in place around the bomb, they couldn’t absorb the force of it completely. With the walls blown out and sand everywhere, it was hard to remember what it had looked like. There was an ozone twang to the air, strong enough to tickle my nose. I kept feeling like I might sneeze, although one didn’t materialize.

      “Do we know if the surrounding casinos suffered a lot of damage?” I hadn’t thought to ask before. I’d seen evidence of broken glass, but I hadn’t been able to see much from the street.

      One of the uniforms standing nearby, guarding the perimeter, turned his head and answered. “The ones closest got hit pretty good on the sides, and there’s going to be some renovation work needed there. But they anticipate they’ll be back up and running in two months. Anything more than a half mile out only got superficial damage from flying glass.”

      I gave him a thankful smile. “Glad to hear it wasn’t more serious.”

      “We all are, trust me.”

      There was a dog sitting at the cordon area, wearing a harness. He greeted me with a happy smile and a hopeful whine, obviously wanting pets. Rottweilers tended to be pretty goofy dogs. And smart. I didn’t see a patch anywhere that said I couldn’t pet him, but he was obviously parked here for a reason. I suspected he belonged to the psychometric agent on scene.

      “You’re here because otherwise fur will get mixed into the evidence, aren’t you, boy?” Donovan greeted the dog.

      The rottweiler let out a whine.

      “Please pet him.” The psychometric turned his head toward us, a faint smile on his face. “Otherwise, he pouts.”

      “I can do that.” Donovan dropped a hand down and gave the dog a good scratch around the ears. The dog’s tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth, obviously loving the attention.

      The woman sitting at the psychometric’s side said something softly to him, and he nodded, standing carefully. He put his hand in the crease of her elbow so she could guide him out. They picked their way through the debris and came over to us. I got a better look at the woman as they moved. Experienced with law enforcement, Hispanic, mid-thirties, not romantically attached. She was not related to the psychometric but adored him. It was mutual from what I could see and not sexual in any way, as the psychometric was asexual.

      Pairings like this were rare. Not unheard of, just not the norm. Usually, lovers or siblings became anchors for psychics. But occasionally, you got people like these two. Platonic soulmates who loved each other without any other ties. I liked the vibe from them.

      She held out a hand, a friendly smile on her heart-shaped face. “I’m Special Agent Estrella Flores, nice to meet you. You’re the psychic who flew in, right?”

      “That’s me. Jonathan Bane.” I shook her hand, then indicated Donovan. “The man currently making kissy noises at your dog is my anchor, Donovan Havili.”

      “He’s a good boy,” Donovan defended himself mildly before straightening to shake hands with Estrella.

      “Steve is a very good boy,” the psychometric agreed, smile growing a notch. This was not a man who smiled readily. He had a very intense air to him, a serious look. He had his wavy dark hair tied back, a suit on despite the heat, and the scar at his temple nearly touched his right grey eye. That scar came from the last bomb he’d handled, the trauma was linked. Shit, this guy still worked with bombs despite everything it cost him? “I’m Special Agent Archer Lewis.”

      “Nice to meet you. I won’t shake hands.”

      “I appreciate that. You’re overwhelming as it is. Do you always radiate like that?”

      Of course he’d be more sensitive than most psychics. My aura was probably pressing at him even at this distance. He didn’t need to touch to sense it.

      “Sorry, yes. And this is my improved version. You should have seen me before Donovan.”

      “Just as glad I missed it.” His smile showed he was kidding, and he gave a nod to Donovan. “Hello. I’m glad you both came. I can feel a trace of you, Mr. Bane, from the bomb’s timer. You did good work defusing that. Your energy didn’t completely smother the maker’s imprint, which is helpful for me.”

      Not something I’d worried about before, but I was glad to hear it. “Are you picking up anything interesting?”

      “Some, yeah. A little hard to do, as the blast’s energy erased quite a bit. I’m getting bits and pieces. It’s rather like looking at a scrambled hard drive. I’ve got a hint of a name, a sense of where the bomb was made, but I’m hoping to gather more information as I sort through the pieces. Can you tell me anything from the interviews? I understand that’s what you were doing this morning.”

      I didn’t blame him for wanting more intel. Any information we could impart to each other would help frame a better picture. “Not much, unfortunately. The bomb was discovered at five thirty a.m., and we believe it came in an hour before that. The changing of the guard happens then, and there’s about fifteen minutes when no one’s actively patrolling.”

      Estrella piped up. “The pictures we saw showed three large cardboard boxes all sitting on top of each other. Anything else on the boxes?”

      “Nothing I saw. If there was a company logo, it wasn’t on the side visible to me. It’s an odd mix on this case, so far. The bomber put the device in the server room, where people rarely go on a day-to-day basis. If not for an alert security guard, it wouldn’t have been discovered when it was. And the timer on the bomb was set for twenty-four hours. We assume, at least. The timer was down to a little under twenty-three when the guard discovered it.”

      Estrella shared my frown. “If he really wanted to have the bomb quickly discovered, then why deliver it at bird’s hour of the morning in a room that isn’t high traffic? You’re right, that’s weird.”

      “So, this man knew enough about the hotel’s routines to be able to sneak a bomb in but was too ignorant to put it in a good place.” Archer’s head cocked a little as he thought. “Interesting. So, not an employee?”

      “That’s my suspicion. We’ll interview them all to clear them, in case I’m wrong, but it’s not pointing towards an employee at this point.”

      Sarah walked up and joined us. “Mr. Elwood—he’s the casino owner—promised us a copy of their blacklist. And hi, I’m Sarah Lansky.”

      “Archer Lewis. This is my anchor, Estrella Flores.”

      “Nice to meet you. Um, I’m new to psychics. I understand you read through touch? Should I offer a handshake?”

      “Please don’t. I don’t need your life’s history. And thank you for asking.” Archer gestured behind him. “It’ll take me days to go through all of that mess. I’m picking up only fragments, slivers of impressions. He was in a desert location when he built it. Some sort of shed or garage, something standing away from a house. I’m not sure yet. Name starts with a J. Jo-something or Ji-something. I’ll pass along more as I pick it up.”

      The desert location wasn’t surprising as, hello, we were smack in the middle of one. But the name could be helpful. Assuming it wasn’t a common one.

      Sarah pulled out a card and handed it to Estrella. “That’s my number. Feel free to call or text me with updates.”

      “Sure.” Estrella did the same, handing her a card. “Do the same with us, please.”

      “We certainly will. We’re heading to lunch. Want us to bring something back for you?”

      “That’s kind, thanks, but we ate before we started.”

      “Then, good luck.”

      Archer made a face. “We’ll need it, at this rate.”

      We turned and left—I might have snuck in a few scratches for Steve—but I couldn’t help but consider what Archer had said. If the energy of the blast scrambled the energy reading on the bomb pieces, wouldn’t it have been better to wait on him? We’d had control of the device after I arrived. We could have waited another ten hours for him to get here. Well, no, I guess it wasn’t possible. They’d nearly set it off when trying to move it. It might have been too sensitive to leave sitting there.

      “Hey, Sarah.” I lengthened my stride to keep in step with her. “Why didn’t we wait for Archer to arrive?”

      “Hmm, I’m not entirely sure, as I wasn’t consulted for that decision. Could be that we couldn’t keep the roads blocked that long. We had a pretty wide perimeter we were holding to keep people clear of the blast range. Can’t do that for long periods of time.”

      Oh, duh. I hadn’t thought of it from that perspective.

      “Speaking personally...” She paused, putting on sunglasses as we exited the casino and stepped into the bright light of the desert sun. “I didn’t know it would’ve made a difference. That the bomb’s energy might have messed with his readings. There’s a lot about you psychics that we don’t know. Each department has a psychic or two we work with regularly, but all of your talents work very different from each other. It takes a while for us to learn it all.”

      And there was that, too. Odds were they’d never worked with Archer before and didn’t know all the ins and outs. Just knew the basics of how his talent functioned.

      “Well. Where shall we go for lunch?”

      “Somewhere without table kiosks,” I told her firmly.

      Sarah blinked at me behind her sunglasses. “Oh yeah. That’s a bad idea with you.”

      Understatement of the century.
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        * * *

      

      We ate lunch and went back to conducting interviews. Nothing jumped out at us, as none of the employees knew anything or had seen anything. No one was guilty of anything. Well, I did tell Sarah that one was running a scam on the side. She made a note to follow up on that later.

      We hit six o’clock with nothing more to show for our efforts, which was disheartening. I really wanted to do something amazing. To show it had been worth the effort of bringing me out. But so far, nada. I could feel the frustration building slowly. It made me antsy and irritable.

      Something must have shown on my face, as Donovan gave me an encouraging smile. “Cheer up, babe. At the very least, you’ve saved them a lot of time doing witness interviews.”

      Sarah backed him up with a series of nods. “A lot of time. And I appreciate it beyond words.”

      I managed a smile for them both. “There’s that, at least. How many more, Sarah?”

      “I think we’re done for the day. I can’t take sitting in this chair anymore, for one thing. And we have no one else lined up today. Just a few more tomorrow. Then we get to slog through the witnesses who claim they saw something.”

      “Oh, joy,” I said with full sarcasm. Those rarely panned out at all. People always got excited about a huge event like this and wanted to be part of it, and they’d latch onto any scrap in order to report it. Ninety percent of those witness statements were not helpful one iota. But we went through them because that ten percent sometimes delivered gold.

      Sarah took us back to our hotel, dropping us off at the door. I had never been so glad to be out of the car, and I was grateful she’d wrangled a first-floor room for us. No elevators or stairs to contend with. Banzai.

      As we walked through the hotel lobby, Donovan put an arm around my shoulders and snugged me into his side. “How about we call in room service? Just chill out in the room tonight.”

      “You read minds.” I blew out a grateful breath. I hadn’t wanted to contend with trying to leave the hotel in search of food. Room service likely meant a limited menu, but that was fine.

      “You look like you’ve got a headache.”

      “Low grade,” I admitted, leaning into him. He was just so solid and warm; I could feel my mood improve a little with our contact. I tightened my hold around his waist. “I’m not used to doing so many readings back-to-back like that. Normally there aren’t so many possible suspects to weed through. My eyes demand a break.”

      “Yeah, this case is plenty crazy. I can see why Freeman was so keen to have you stay. Poor Sarah would be up to her eyeballs in witnesses for weeks, otherwise.”

      The idea made me wince. “It would have been rough, that’s for sure.”

      Donovan handled the keycard to let us into our room. I slipped inside, stretching a bit as I went. Where was that menu? We had a tri-fold of menu options somewhere around the room. Ah, there, near the lamp. Oh dear. It was near the lamp.

      Donovan saw the problem and silently fetched it, sitting on the bed and patting it invitingly. “I just had a thought.”

      “Yeah?” I sank onto the mattress next to him. “What’s that?”

      “We should find another phone like your red one and get it all EMP protected in the same way. That way, when you do work out of the office, we can take the phone with us. You’ll have something to use.”

      It was true that a lot of places I went to, like police stations and hotels, still offered landline phones. I could plug into the outlets. The idea was liberating—to not constantly be reliant on someone’s patience and goodwill to make a call for me. I kissed him, already excited by the idea. “Why are you so smart?”

      “Comes with my beauty,” he deadpanned, a twinkle in his eye. “I’m the full package. After I order dinner for us, I’ll hop on eBay, see if I can find another phone like it.”

      I liked the idea of talking about something that wasn’t work. We could both use a break from that. “Get me the pepperoni pizza. And a Dr. Pepper.”

      “Sure.”

      As Donovan made the call, I took off my shoes and belt, stretching out on the bed—the middle of the bed, away from the lamp. He went to the small desk on the other side of the room, using his phone to scroll through listings. It was safer to use it over there, although I wished he’d been able to cuddle with me and show me options closer than four feet away.

      I wanted to do something to make up for the shit-show that had brought us here. And there was one thing we’d been talking about, something I knew he wanted. It seemed the right moment to bring it up again, but this time with a firm answer for him. I wanted to give him something. Something I knew would bring him happiness.

      “Hey, babe.” I tested the words out in my mind, but they felt right. “I think when we get back, we really should look into getting a cat. Maybe two.”

      Donovan stopped scrolling and looked up, expression hopeful. “You feel ready for that?”

      “Yeah. I think my hesitation stemmed from not having any experience. I’ve never owned a pet before. But you have.”

      “Cats, dogs, and fish,” he agreed. “Bunnies, once. I think cats are a really good choice for us, though. A dog would find our schedule impossible.”

      “But cats should do fine. They’d obviously have to be indoors, as we live on a busy street.”

      Donovan nodded. “But the place is big enough to roam in, and any cat will love those big picture windows to sit in and people watch. Two cats, you sure?”

      “I worry about adopting one. It’ll be lonely while we’re at work, and our schedule is so crazy sometimes. Two cats, they can play with each other and keep each other company.” I bit my lip, thinking it through. “I’m not sure how we’d make sure they were fed on time. Maybe a neighbor can pitch in and help out?”

      “They make feeder bowls that are on a timer,” Donovan assured me. “It would mean I’m in charge of feeding the cats, but that’s fine.”

      He’d have to be. I’d kill it. Still, I liked the idea, since that way the cats wouldn’t have to wait until midnight to be fed. “Sure. Yeah, okay, then I’ll handle the litterbox. Fair division of labor that way. Adopt or buy?”

      “Adopt. Every time I’ve adopted a cat, it’s turned out well.”

      “I want adults, then.” I was firm on this point, at least. “I don’t care if they’re male or female, but I want them to be at least a year old, because I’m not litterbox training. I don’t know how to do that.”

      “I think adults are a great idea.” Donovan lit up, as excited as a little kid before Christmas. Then he groaned. “Aww, man. Now I want to go home immediately so we can get things set up.”

      I almost felt bad about bringing it up now, but I really did like the idea of having cats. I’d never had a pet growing up, because my parents had had their hands full with me. One more thing to keep track of would’ve been too much for them. But the idea of coming home to something I could cuddle with appealed strongly. The added benefit of giving Donovan something he wanted was icing on the cake.

      Donovan’s spark came back. “I’ll order the stuff we need. Have it delivered to my parents’ house to pick up later.”

      “You mean the feeding bowls…?” I wasn’t following. Aside from the bowls and a litterbox, what all did a cat need?

      “And a cat stand to put in front of the window. They’ll love it there. And some toys. A brush, some cat food. Oooh, one of those water fountains would be good, too.”

      I eyed his enthusiasm with a trace of alarm. Did I need to impose a budget? Just how much could one man buy for two cats?

      Naw, it should be fine. Right?
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      We went back to the site in the morning at Freeman’s request. We had a lot of witnesses left to interview, but Sarah was still gathering them. They’d come in hot and heavy, and she wanted to organize everything before we dove in, which I thought sensible.

      Freeman asked us to come in and canvas the crowd. They still had people stopping by for a look, which, considering the magnitude of the bomb, wasn’t a surprise.

      Sarah drove once again, with me and Jon in the back. She slowed for a light before commenting over her shoulder, “Bets are still going on, did you hear?”

      I blinked at her. “Still?”

      “Yeah, they were betting on when the bomb would go off, before.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course they were. It was Vegas, I wasn’t even surprised.

      “Now they’ve got several bets going. Whether the bomber is a man or woman. How long it will take us to catch them. Whether or not they’ll strike again with another bomb, etc.”

      Now that was alarming. “Is there a chance the bomber will strike again?”

      Sarah waffled a hand back and forth. “Always a chance of that. Depends on what the true motive of this bombing was. Money or revenge. He didn’t get his money, so he might try for it again. If it was revenge, then I’d say no.”

      “Definitely a question we’ll want to ask when we do catch this guy,” Jon commented from inside his bag. “Even if it was money, though, I imagine it will take a while for him to act again. That bomb’s design was beyond complex and would be difficult to build quickly.”

      “Not to mention the TNT.” Sarah hit the gas and sent the SUV into motion again. “We’re really curious where he got all that TNT. Almost a thousand pounds of it. With all the safety regulations we have on it these days, you’d think that amount would be impossible to get.”

      Yeah, that was a concern to me, too. He must’ve had an in somewhere. It was the only explanation.

      She pulled up to the cordon line. We got out, and I lifted Jon out of his seat. With all the lifting and carrying I was doing on this trip, I didn’t need any visits to the gym, let me tell you. I didn’t tease him about it, though, as he already felt like a burden to everyone. I didn’t think he’d take the words in the spirit in which they were meant.

      Jon kept the bag, folding it up and sticking it in his messenger bag just in case. Sarah gave us a wave before leaving, heading back to the office to organize her witnesses and get things set up. I turned, searching the uniforms on scene, and found Freeman not far away.

      I lifted a hand and hailed him, “Freeman!”

      He turned, spied us, and waved back. I took that as permission and headed in his direction, Jon at my heels.

      Freeman waved us in closer, and I realized he was speaking with Archer and Estrella. Steve sat at his master’s feet but gave me a happy wuff as I closed in. I might have snuck in an ear scritch as I greeted everyone. “Morning, all.”

      “Morning,” Estrella returned brightly. “I didn’t expect you guys back so soon.”

      “Asked them to swing by and canvas our looky-loos, see if anyone appears guilty,” Freeman explained. “You never know. You two came in at the right time. Archer was about to tell me all about the amazing clues he picked up.”

      Archer grimaced and took another sip of his coffee. “I wish. Jones. That’s the guy’s name. As helpful as that won’t be.”

      I groaned. Yeah, too common of a name. “Anyone on the blacklist with that name?”

      “We’ll check in a minute,” Freeman answered. “And hopefully there’s only a few. Jon, I’ll need you for those interviews.”

      “Absolutely,” Jon promised. He was angled so he could speak with the group but wasn’t too close and could side-eye the crowd at the same time. He was good at positioning himself like that after so many years of practice.

      “Anything else, Archer?” Freeman asked hopefully.

      “I got the impression of a standalone building, kind of like a workshop. There was a lot of equipment on the shelves, a place where things were built. It was standing somewhere with a lot of empty land around it. This building isn’t inside the city limits, would be my guess. Rather far outside of it. But the man who built the bomb, he knew something of what he was doing. I gathered the impression of confidence, of experience. He’s built things before.”

      “Experienced in bomb making?” I let out a low whistle. “Doesn’t that narrow our suspect field?”

      Archer shook his head. “No. Not bombs themselves, but he’s used to creating things from scratch. An amateur inventor, maybe, or someone who likes to build things as a hobby? I couldn’t get enough of an impression to figure that out. Just that he knew something of what he was doing.”

      Huh. I wasn’t sure how that was helpful at the moment, but it was interesting.

      “That will show up in his lines.” Jon didn’t turn his head as he made the comment, still watching the crowd on the other side of the police tape. There were a good fifty people altogether, leaning in for closer looks and taking pictures on their cellphones.

      Estrella leaned around Archer to see him. “It will?”

      “Yes. That sort of experience and confidence will show. He may or may not feel guilt about the bombing—if this was a matter of revenge, he’ll only feel satisfied and vindicated. But the experience of building things, that will be there. And he’ll look grey from his connection with the bomb destroying property.”

      She looked impressed but a little dubious, too.

      “Don’t underestimate his eyes,” I warned her. “There’s very little that he can’t see.”

      Jon snorted and threw me a wry look. “Granted, I don’t always understand what I’m seeing.”

      It was my turn to laugh, a low chuckle as I realized what he meant.

      Archer’s mouth tilted up in a slow smile. “Oh, I sense a story.”

      “It’s a good one,” I agreed dryly. “When we first started working together, it was just as colleagues. He saw that I liked someone and was crushing on them and didn’t realize it was him I wanted for a full week.”

      Archer lifted a hand to his mouth, hiding a smile, and Estrella hooted with laughter.

      Jon pointed a finger at them, mock-chiding. “In my defense, emotions don’t come with road maps. I can’t always tell what sparks the emotion.”

      “He does slip up from time to time,” I admitted. “He’s not infallible. But most of the time, he’s right on the money. Hence why he’s standing there, looking at people.”

      “Mostly curious people.” Jon shrugged. “Not seeing anyone really interesting right now. Although that guy on the right, blue windbreaker, he’s guilty of domestic abuse. Might want to look into that, Freeman.”

      “Guy with the sunglasses on? Brunet?”

      “Yup, him.”

      Freeman took a picture and promised, “I’ll notify Metro. Letting that guy walk free leaves a bad taste in my mouth. Anything else?”

      “So far, that’s it.”

      “Need me to boost you? I’ve been boosting Archer on and off all morning.”

      Clairvoyant that he was, it made sense he’d be out here trying to support Archer, who definitely had the short end of the stick on this case. I’d seen Freeman in action once, boosting Jon’s abilities, but wasn’t sure how much it would help to try boosting Jon right now. I wasn’t clear on how he did it, just that his psychic energy could act as a battery to another psychic to give them more energy and clarification.

      Jon shook his head. “It won’t help. I can read them all fine. None of them is the person we’re looking for.”

      “Shame. Alright.”

      I couldn’t help but ask, “Sarah mentioned this morning that you’re trying to figure out where a thousand pounds of TNT came from?”

      “Yeah, no one’s reporting any thefts so far or unusual purchases. But we’re still digging at that. We put in a call to ATF and they’re looking into it for us. Hopefully they can supply us an answer, because it might be the only way we catch this guy.”

      “What about the video footage of that morning?”

      “Now, that wasn’t helpful.” Freeman pulled out his phone and tapped into a folder, bringing up a video.

      I leaned over his shoulder to watch as a man with a baseball cap pulled low and a work uniform on carefully used a dolly to bring in the three boxes full of bomb. The angle at which he moved made it clear that he knew where the cameras were, and he had his head tilted perfectly so we didn’t even see a sliver of chin as he entered. The video was barely ten seconds long and only showed him coming through a service entrance door, with no one around to witness it.

      “And that’s the only sign we have of him,” Freeman informed me on a long sigh. “The cameras on the doors don’t show him going out, and there aren’t any cameras in the administrative section, which was where he went. He avoided the casino entirely. I bet you anything that he stripped off the ballcap and uniform after he had the bomb in place, got rid of them somehow, and then walked out the front door with no one the wiser.”

      I grunted. “Yeah, that sounds plausible.”

      “We haven’t gone through all the footage yet, though. I keep hoping someone will stumble across something else where we can get a better look at his face. I’m also not holding my breath for it.”

      With as much precaution as the bomber had taken entering the Aria, I couldn’t imagine he dropped his guard after he’d delivered the bomb. He wouldn’t have relaxed until he was well clear, and that was impossible to track. I glanced at Jon. Odds were, the interviews were going to be the key to this whole case.

      Freeman caught my glance and grunted in acknowledgement. “See why I had him stay?”

      “Yeah.” I ran a hand over my face. We were definitely going to be here a while. “Yeah, I do.”
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      Jon canvassed the crowd most of the morning. We broke for lunch, choosing a place about two blocks down. It looked like one of those ’50s drive-thrus, but it had seating available in the middle of all the parking spots, which was shaded, and we needed the shade. Vegas was definitely warm today. It was nice being outside, though, after days of being stuck in buildings. And the restaurant had excellent burgers. I might have gone back for more fries.

      As I finished off my milkshake, my cell rang. I pulled it free, looking at the screen as I slipped it out of its protective case. “Dad’s calling. Hey, Dad.”

      “Where are you two at?”

      “At lunch, why? Wanting an update?”

      “No, I’m trying to deliver a car. I’m at your hotel.”

      I blinked, pulled the phone from my ear, and then replaced it. “Wait, you drove the Humvee here?”

      “I sure did.”

      Seeing Jon’s surprise, I flipped the phone around and put it on speaker so he could hear it, too. “Why did you bring it? I thought Garrett was.”

      “Garrett’s got a full-time job and a boyfriend. I’m retired and bored. Made more sense for me to bring it out. Especially as your mother and Lauren are off doing some girls’ weekend. I can come out here and play the slots for a bit before flying home. Or drive home with the two of you, depending on when you finish up here.”

      Jon leaned in a little, a bright smile on his face. “I’m so glad you did, Kanye. And you made great time!”

      “Pushed myself a bit, as I knew you’d be pretty trapped without it.”

      “And bless you for it. I’ll come to you?”

      “No, give me the address. I want lunch, too. I’ll bring it to you.”

      “I’ll text it to you,” I promised him. “See you in a bit.”

      He hung up, and I texted the address to him with a smile on my face. Bless my father.

      “Well, I didn’t expect that.” Jon was still beaming. It was partly relief, I was sure, at finally having his own wheels back. “But it does make more sense. Your dad has time to burn.”

      “Yeah, and with Mom not home for the whole weekend, of course he’d feel like he deserved a trip too.” I was relieved the Humvee was in Vegas. It took some of the tension and stress off Jon. And me, for that matter. “Hey, after we get through today, let’s go do a bit of shopping. I felt bad asking Sarah about it, but we only packed two sets of clothes, and that’s not going to tide us over for much longer. Another few outfits and we’ll be able to manage, as long as we do laundry.”

      Jon tapped his fingers against the table top. “Yeah, some jeans, shirts, a few pairs of boxers, and socks, that’s all we really need. I think. I really don’t know how long this is going to take. Archer didn’t find as much as we expected.”

      I think everyone had been banking on Archer finding something in the readings that would blow the case wide open.

      “He’s still sorting through the wreckage, but yeah. I’m not sure if we can count on him finding something. The energy from the blast apparently really did a number on the bomb.”

      “Apparently. Right now, we’re playing the odds with witnesses.”

      I grimaced. They weren’t really good odds. People were terrible witnesses. They didn’t always observe as much as you needed them to, and their memories were shaky at best. But at this point, since the security footage couldn’t tell us much, we didn’t have a lot to go on, either. Not unless Jones matched up with the blacklist. And there might be good odds on that. Why pick this casino to target if he didn’t have some personal history with it?

      “I have a feeling we’ll be here a few weeks yet. Have you been in contact with Jim?”

      “Some, this morning. While you were people watching, I emailed him. He said Freeman had already worked out a consulting fee for us and to not worry about it. We get home when we solve the case.”

      “Good.” Jon reached across the table, snagging one of my hands and holding it. His expression was soft and warm as he looked at me. “Thank you for being your usual patient self. I know it’s hard out here.”

      Silly man, why was he thanking me? “It’s not hard on me. It’s hard on you. It’s challenging for me, is all. And you know I like a challenge.”

      “You must.” He gave my fingers another squeeze before letting go, rolling his eyes. “You chose me, after all.”

      My Jon was definitely a challenge in many ways, and I wouldn’t change him for the world. “But that’s one of the reasons why I like you. I’m never bored with you.”

      “Even if that means me dragging you onto a plane, with the real possibility I might send it crashing?”

      “Even then. But, please, no more planes.”

      Jon shuddered. “Trust me, I’m not even tempted.”
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      I greeted Kanye with a bear hug; I’d never been so glad to see the man in my life. He squeezed back, lifting me a bit, because despite his age he was strong as an ox. He greeted Donovan with an equally strong hug then stepped back and beamed. It had always been clear to me that Donovan favored Alani in his features, but the height, build, and thick black hair—that was all from Kanye.

      He caught the attention of a passing server, placed an order for enough food to feed three people and their dog, then sat with us.

      “How was the drive?” I couldn’t help but ask, as I’d never driven that route before.

      “Boring as hell,” he said cheerfully. “Thought I’d never get out of Texas. I don’t envy you the return trip.”

      “Thank you so much for bringing it out to me.” I couldn’t describe how grateful I was. Words felt inadequate. “Even if the drive is boring, it beats getting back on a plane.”

      “That alarmed me when I heard about it,” Kanye admitted, face scrunching up. “I know they put you in one of those fancy tents, but still. That was quite the gamble.”

      “Trust me, we know. It’s why neither of us are keen on repeating the experience. With the Humvee here, I can now move independently from Sarah.”

      “Speaking of which, she just texted me.” Donovan had his phone held far away from the table, reading the screen. “Let me call her real quick and give her an update, see where our afternoon schedule stands.”

      “Sure.”

      Kanye looked me over with concerned eyes. “You doing okay, Jon? Those are some dark circles under your eyes.”

      “This whole case has been hell,” I said frankly. “And the hotel beds are hard and uncomfortable, so neither of us are sleeping all that well. But I’m doing better than I should be.”

      “I know Donovan was not happy when you left.”

      “Oh, he was more than unhappy. First fight we’ve ever had. Fortunately, he’s forgiven me for scaring ten years off of him.”

      Kanye gave a sagely nod. “First big fight is the hardest. But sometimes you have to fight and argue. It’s the only way to really know where you stand with the other person. Even with your eyes, you can’t get around that.”

      “I think I never really expected to argue with him. Because he’s so patient. Because I can see so much. It took me by surprise as much as anything else. But I’m kind of glad we did? I hated being at odds with him, but you’re right in the sense that I now have a better idea of where I stand. Of what not to do in the future. Stupid’s a hard way to learn. I don’t want to repeat it. But I’m glad I know better now.”

      Kanye nodded as if he understood exactly what I meant. “Sign of a healthy relationship. If you’d gone much longer without at least one fight, no matter how small, I was going to worry.”

      “Ha. Well, turns out it takes bombs and planes to get us to fight. And may we never encounter either again.”

      Kanye chuckled. “I can second that.”

      Donovan rejoined us and sat next to me, the phone already tucked safely away. “Sarah says next interview is set up at two, so we have a bit of time. It’s barely noon now. Dad, are you staying at the same hotel we are?”

      “Sure am. Already threw my bags in my room. I’ll take Lyfts while I’m here. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Okay.”

      Kanye leaned forward, and his expression turned more serious. “Now, while I have you two, I want to talk about something. Jon, I’m sure you’ve picked up on this already, how well your mother and my wife are getting along.”

      “They’re basically in the pre-bonding stage.” The signs were too clear to miss. It was sort of like a courtship, where they spent time with each other, testing the waters to see how compatible they were. I could see their affection for each other deepening by the day.

      “Alani’s hinted several times that she likes working with your mother. She likes the purpose it gives her. And Lauren, it’s clear she’s far happier with Alani than she ever was with Rodger.” Kanye looked at me steadily, weighing my reaction. “I think what’s holding those two back is that they’re not sure how we’ll react to it if they bond.”

      “I’ll be relieved,” I said bluntly. “And if they ever bother to ask me, I’ll tell them that. Everything I read from them says that this is a very good match, and they’ll be amazing together.”

      “I don’t need your eyes to see that.” Donovan glanced between us. “Speaking for myself, I also think this is a good idea. Mom’s not generally the type to worry about someone’s opinion before she does something, though.”

      I shook my head. “No, but my mother is. And she’s still a little raw from the fallout of breaking up with Rodger, I think. Nervous, maybe.”

      Kanye gave me a nod. “That’s how I see it. So, I’ve hatched a plan. You know how Lauren’s set to lose the house?”

      I grimaced. The divorce proceedings were still going on. Oh, my mother’s divorce had been granted, but they were still in court fighting over finances. Somehow, Rodger had managed to win the house, despite my mother being the one who bought it. And paid for it. She had sixty days to find a new place and move out.

      I was glad Rodger’s initial bid to get alimony from her hadn’t worked. The judge had laughed in his face at the suggestion. I wish she’d been able to keep the first judge on the case. Unfortunately, it had been handed over after the divorce was granted. The second judge wasn’t so helpful.

      “I’m aware.”

      “Well, we’ve got that spare bedroom no one’s using. And the secondary room that used to be Sam’s is now cleared out completely, as she came and got everything. I think I’ll invite Lauren to move in with us. She’ll have her own room and another room she can have as an office, or hobby room, or whatever she chooses to do with it. Maybe with her close by, those two will finally settle enough to bond. What do you think?”

      “That’s brilliant and will probably work. Finding housing in Nashville is akin to a miracle of Biblical proportions, so it will definitely help my mom out. And showing that you like her that well might get her over any insecurities.” The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. “Will you ask her soon?”

      “I will when they get back,” Kanye answered, pleased I approved of the idea. “Or when I get back. I feel like this is better said face to face.”

      “You’re likely right.”

      “We’ll help her pack up when we’re back in Tennessee.” Donovan frowned a little. “She might need to put some things in storage, though. She has a lot of furniture.”

      “Yeah, she will. Not to mention some of my and Nat’s childhood things she’s held onto.” Most of which I didn’t want to get rid of, but I didn’t have any extra space at my house, either. I wondered if my father would hold onto it. He had room to spare in his house.

      Kanye’s food arrived, and he greeted it with gusto. The topic shifted to lighter things, mostly us adopting cats when we got back. Kanye loved cats, so he was all for it. And he admitted that he hoped once we got ours, he could talk Alani into adopting one of their own.

      I may start a cat craze, at this rate.

      It was nice to sit and chill with him, as it was something of a rare occurrence these days. And I hoped he was right, that my mother would take the invitation to move in with them and figure out that she’d actually landed where she needed to be.

      We finally pulled ourselves out of there and went back to work. Well, Donovan and I did—Kanye was heading to the nearest slot machines to try his luck.

      I slid behind the wheel of the Humvee with a sigh of pure pleasure. I may have crooned to it as I patted the dash. “I’ve missed you, my big green baby. Who’s a good Humvee?”

      Donovan chuckled as he slid into the passenger seat. “I have to admit, it’s good to see it again. But Jon, we might want to consider the future a bit. Being out here has hammered in for me how much you need this Humvee. You’ve got two hundred and fifty thousand miles on it. That’s a lot of miles for a vehicle, which means issues are going to crop up soon. And I heard they’ve stopped production on these vehicles.”

      Startled, I whipped my head around. “What?! No!”

      “Yeah. Well, it’s not that they’ve stopped production, but the newer models are all electric.”

      I whimpered. My head felt like it was being drilled out with an eggbeater. “Why in the hell would you make a Humvee all electric? Are they trying to doom me?”

      “I doubt this is a personal attack on you, but you see why I’m concerned? I think we need to buy another Humvee, this type, and put it in storage. It won’t hurt anything to let it sit by for a while. We’ll use this one until it can’t be revived anymore, then switch cars.”

      I thought about that. I knew I might be able to put another hundred thousand miles on the Humvee, but with the way I drove it, that meant maybe another five years. I’d already had this one close to a decade.

      “Donovan, wait. Let’s really think this through. This Humvee has already been with me eight years. I might get another five years out of it before serious issues crop up. By that logic, it means the next Humvee would only last maybe fifteen years or so.”

      He had his mouth open but cut back his response, frowning instead.

      “You see where I’m going with this?”

      “Yeah,” he said slowly, clearly thinking through the logistics. “You’re not even thirty yet. And every generation is going to be more and more electric. It might be impossible to find a car without electronics in another twenty years.”

      “That’s my fear.” It was a very real fear.

      “You know, neither of us has a car payment right now. I bet we could both buy a Humvee. Store both of them. Use this one as a parts car when it finally dies. If we’re smart with them, we might manage for another fifty years.”

      I perked up a bit. “Now there’s a thought. The rental fees for storing two vehicles might kill us, though.”

      “Naw, I bet we can park it at your fathers’ house. They’ve got that big outdoor garage full of crap. Clear that out, and there should be enough space.”

      “Oooh. Now there’s a good possibility. Okay, we’re talking seriously about this when we get home.”

      “Humvee shopping and cat adoptions,” Donovan deadpanned. “Oh boy, we’re going to be busy when we get back.”

      “Yeah, but at least we’ll be getting fun things.” I started up the engine, carefully backing out. “But I suppose if I’m going to be buying multiple vehicles and cat toys, we should get back to doing not-fun things so I can earn the money to pay for it all.”

      “Sarah would certainly appreciate it.” Donovan had his phone out, already tapping in the address so he could navigate. “I’ve texted her our ETA so she knows when to let us in.”

      I was feeling on top of the world, and only partially because I had the Humvee back. Kanye driving it out to us meant a lot to me. And it was a good omen of the question I wanted to ask him.

      It made me want to go home immediately so I could start on everything I’d planned. Maybe the day’s witness interviews would shed light on something, and I could go home faster. I kept my fingers mentally crossed, wishing fervently for it to happen.
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      The first two hours’ worth of interviews seemed determined to burst my bubble. Not a single eyewitness had anything of note to contribute. Of course, it was harder for me to be helpful during these interviews. These people weren’t suspects; I wasn’t looking to see if they were guilty of something. It was a matter of weeding through what they knew. Which, frankly, wasn’t much.

      When the sixth—seventh? Hell, I’d lost track—person left, Sarah escorting them back out, Donovan came around the table to my side. He brushed a hand over my face, gently encouraging me to close my eyes, then put an eye mask on me.

      “Take a break,” he encouraged. “I can see your headache.”

      I leaned my head against his stomach, my hand coming around to grip behind his thigh. I soaked him in, his warmth, the scent of clean male mixed with wind and sunshine. My tension headache was a live throb in my temples, but relaxing against him did help. “Thanks, love.”

      Kevin piped up from behind the camera. “Oh, do we need to take a break?”

      “How many more do we have?” Donovan inquired.

      “I’ve got one more on the list.”

      “I can do one more,” I promised. “I’d prefer to just knock it out and then break for the day.”

      “You sure, babe?”

      “Yeah.” I could hear Sarah’s heels against the carpet outside, so I slipped the mask back off, straightening.

      Donovan pocketed it before resuming his seat. I could tell he was ready to take me out of here before I seriously overdid it. Hell, I was ready to leave, myself. The hot tub was calling my name. Some relaxation would do us both a world of good.

      Sarah was speaking as she ushered a woman in. “—sit and tell us what you know.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes, this chair if you don’t mind. We have to record the interviews for review. Thank you.”

      I took in the woman as she sat. Mid-thirties, single, a steady sort of person. Average in many ways but not prone towards lying. Oh good. That, at least, was helpful. Too many people today had tried to embellish for the drama of it all.

      We went through the routine of day, time, names. Keneisha Williams—service industry worker, from what I read of her lines.

      She looked at me with considerable interest. “You’re a psychic?”

      “Yes,” I answered patiently. “A reader.”

      “That’s cool. I’ve never met a psychic before. Are you here to see if I’m telling the truth?”

      “That’s one of the reasons. Also to see if you’re guilty or an accomplice. I’m glad to see you’re neither.”

      She grinned at me, a flash of white teeth against mahogany skin. “And disappointed you can’t catch the bomber in one fell swoop, I bet. Well, I may not know enough to help you guys, but I’ll tell you what I saw.”

      Sarah made a noise of encouragement. “Yes, please do. Start at the beginning.”

      “So, I work at City Center, you know, where all the shops are around the Aria. I’m at a little coffee shop called Sunrise, right on the left side of the curve.”

      I perked up immediately. That was the side the bomber had wheeled his device in.

      “Workday starts pretty early,” she continued, settling into her chair more comfortably. Her long nails danced in the air as she talked. “I get in at four a.m. to start coffee brewing, get the pastries started, all of that. Our rush hour is from seven o’clock to about nine. About a week before the bombing, this guy came in like clockwork to sit at our outside seating. Four a.m., I’d walk in through the back, and there he’d be. Sitting there with a coffee thermos and a little notebook. Like he was watching something. I couldn’t figure out what he was doing, honestly. I don’t think he realized I was there, as I don’t turn on the front lights to the shop until I’m ready to open. People get the wrong idea, otherwise.”

      Sarah was taking her own notes. “He couldn’t see you?”

      “Tinted glass,” Keneisha explained. “Darkly tinted, hard to see through from the outside. We had to do it to the store, because the sun hits it just right otherwise and bakes us inside.”

      “I see. Go on.”

      “Anyway, so this guy was creeping me out on the first day I saw him. Second day, I figured he was stalking someone. Maybe a casino employee or something. I reported it to the police, but they told me he’s not doing anything, to let him alone.”

      I groaned. I knew cops were busy, but I did wish they’d follow up on tips like that. Sometimes there was a legitimate concern. But still, this was interesting news. It would make sense for the bomber to scope the Aria out, figure out where there was a lapse in security. Where he could sneak in. Studying traffic patterns was a no-brainer in this case.

      “Did you get a picture of him, or a look at his face?” I asked hopefully.

      Keneisha shook her head, grimacing. “Sorry. He had a hoodie up, probably because it’s cold in the mornings. And our security camera only caught his back. Oh, you can have that footage. I pulled it before it could get erased. We only keep footage for a week, and it gets erased automatically on Sundays. Maybe it’ll help, I don’t know. But I was too creeped out to go out there myself and see who he was. When he stopped coming by in the mornings, I was relieved, to be honest.”

      In her shoes, I wouldn’t have gone out there, either. She was smart to not entangle herself like that. If the man was willing to kill ten thousand people, who knew what he might have done to her?

      “Thank you for that.”

      “We’ll definitely want that footage,” Sarah assured her then took another note, this one asking me, Truth?

      Yes, I wrote back on my pad.

      “Was there anything else distinctive about him? Are you sure it was a man?”

      “It was the hands,” Keneisha explained, pointing to her own in illustration. “They were a man’s hands, blunt-tipped, a little dirty. Like he worked as a mechanic or something. No way they were a woman’s hands. He had kind of a paunch to him, a little heavy-set but not fat. He never stood up that I saw. He always seemed to disappear while I was in the back baking, so I’m not sure how tall he was. But he didn’t park anywhere nearby, either. I recognized all the vehicles in the parking lot.”

      “That’s good to know, thank you. I’ll need to follow you back to your workplace, get that footage.”

      “Yeah, sure, that’s fine.”

      Turning to me, Sarah said, “I’ll finish up with her if you want to knock off for the day.”

      “Sounds good.” I hoped to hell that footage told us more, because while this was interesting, it didn’t give us much of a lead.
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      I drove to the hotel, with Jon wearing an eye mask to give his eyes a much-needed break. I could see the strain of this case eating at him. He wasn’t sleeping well; his panda eyes were growing darker and more pronounced. I could see it in the way he carried himself, as if he were exhausted but bulling through it. And he wasn’t as chatty as usual. Jon could talk up a storm when he got me alone, but now, silence reigned between us more often than not. None of those were good signs.

      I wasn’t sure why it was so much harder for him. Well, to be more precise, I could think of multiple reasons and wasn’t sure which one or which combination it was. But I did know that a person could only operate under that kind of tension for so long before they snapped. I wanted to get him back to the hotel and see if I couldn’t work some magic. A massage, some hot sex, maybe he’d unwind.

      “I’m alright,” he told me without any segue.

      Slowing for a light, I shot him a glance. “You can see through the mask, now?”

      A hint of a smile curved the corners of his mouth up. “No, I just know you. And you’ve been worried about me most of the day.”

      Okay, fair. In that case, it would be rather obvious. “It’s just that you’re taking this case a little harder than you usually do.”

      “Mmm. I think it’s frustration. Maybe some guilt? I feel like after all the effort and expense of bringing me here, I should be more helpful.”

      “Joooon,” I groaned, already seeing where this was going.

      “Well, I can’t help how I feel about it. All I’m doing is helping with witness interviews. Anyone can do witness interviews.”

      Could I shake him? I really wanted to shake him. “Listen, you workaholic, you can’t do everything. And didn’t Sarah and Freeman both say that you’re saving them a lot of time? They’re relieved you’re out here. They’re not disappointed that you’re not somehow magicking up the perp.”

      “It’s not anything they’ve said. Or felt. You’re right, they’re happy I’m here. I’m just…I’m still a little frustrated. I can’t explain the feeling. I just am.”

      I really wished that he could see it from my perspective. How much he’d done already to help them out. “You’re not Superman, honey.”

      “I know.”

      That was not an agreement. I let it drop because I didn’t know what else to say. Maybe he was too close to the forest to see the trees. Maybe it was something else, and I wasn’t guessing the right underlying cause.

      The phone rang, but of course I couldn’t answer it. We were almost at the hotel, so I parked in the underground garage first, then stepped out of the Humvee.

      “Who was it?”

      “Freeman,” I said over the vehicle as I called him back.

      It rang three times before Freeman answered. “Havili. Is Jon nearby?”

      “Yeah, he’s right here.” I flipped the phone to rest in my palm, putting it on speaker. “Tell me something good.”

      Jon quickly rounded the ass end of the Humvee to put himself within hearing and speaking range.

      “We’ve got three Joneses on the Aria blacklist. I’m putting together search warrants before we speak to all three, and I want you there for the interviews.”

      Jon perked up a bit. “Sure. When do you want me?”

      “Not sure of the timing yet. It depends how fast I can get the warrants and pick these people up. I just wanted you queued.”

      “I am.”

      “Good. How are things going otherwise?”

      “Sarah can give you a proper report, but we have a witness saying that a man sat outside her café at four a.m. every morning for several days in a row. The kicker is, he was watching the side entrance of the Aria where the bomber slipped through.”

      Freeman let out a hiss. “That’s great! Any footage of him?”

      “Some. It only shows his back, according to her. And he had a hoodie up every morning, so we probably can’t ID him from this. But still, it shows that he was casing the place.”

      “Shit. Well, it makes sense. You would have been calling me with news of footage, otherwise. Still, I’ll follow up with her. Tech department might be able to do something with it if there’s any reflections nearby. I’ll keep you posted when I have suspects to question.”

      “We’ll be standing by,” I promised him. I pocketed the phone again before tucking Jon into my side. Hopefully Freeman’s request had helped his mood. He snuggled into me, arm around my waist. I studied his profile as we headed for the doors of the hotel. He still looked like a headache threatened. I knew he wasn’t getting a lot of sleep, either, with the hard hotel beds. Was this fatigue building?

      “I want you to go play with your dad a bit, have dinner with him.” Jon rubbed at his eyes. “I think I want to lie down.”

      “Sure. Want me to bring something back for you?”

      “Yeah. I’m not feeling real sociable right now.”

      Sometimes he needed a breather from people. We all did. I was alright with taking him back to the room and letting him veg. There was just one issue. “I don’t want you trapped in the room, though. I might be gone an hour or two.”

      “We’ll prop the door open with the loop lock.” He gave me a wan smile. “That’s how I dealt with hotel room doors before you came to me. I propped it open with the privacy lock.”

      “Oh, is that how? I always wondered. Didn’t that mean you had limited security, though?”

      “I didn’t say it was a perfect solution. But it was the best I could manage.”

      I supposed it was. I couldn’t think of a better one.

      Once we reached our room, I saw him situated on the bed, and he stretched out with a sigh, eye mask back on, which said something about his headache. I honestly think he fell asleep before I could even leave the room. My poor Jon, he really wasn’t doing well out here. I used the loop lock and propped the door open on my way out. I positioned it so that it wasn’t obviously open from the hallway but left the door unlatched. Far from perfect, but it worked.

      Only once I was out of the room did I call my father.

      “Don, I won forty dollars!” he greeted me.

      “Oh good,” I deadpanned. “Dinner’s on you, then.”

      “The hell it is. You still owe me gas money. Dinner’s on you. I take it you’re done for the day?”

      “Yeah. Jon’s lying down and resting his eyes. I figured you and I could do dinner. Where are you?”

      “Still here. I’m in the casino attached to the hotel. There’s a yummy-looking restaurant. Let’s eat there.”

      Bless him for realizing I wasn’t leaving the building without Jon. “Sure. What’s the name of it?”

      We coordinated, and I found him three minutes later, standing outside the restaurant’s entrance. It did look good, and the smell was divine. My stomach rumbled hopefully as the scent of grilled meat and something toasted wafted out to us.

      It was barely six, the start of the dinner rush, so we were seated quickly. It was nice inside, with a mellow sort of vibe from the polished wood beams on the ceilings and the ambient lighting. They sat us at a corner table, and I sank into the chair with a sigh.

      “Tired?” Dad asked in a knowing tone.

      I had no qualms admitting the obvious. “This trip has been hell, from start and likely to finish.”

      “I imagine you were plenty scared to get on a plane with him.”

      “I was. And angry with him. Although that wasn’t what I fought with him about, really. It was more that he dove into the fray without talking it over with me first. Did I tell you he tried to keep me from getting on with him?”

      Dad’s eyebrows rose sharply. “No, you didn’t tell me that. You had lots to fight about, I take it?”

      “First real argument. Felt shitty even as I was yelling at him.” It felt good to talk this out with him. Like a release. I was suddenly intensely grateful that my father was the one who’d brought the Humvee out. I hadn’t known I needed a one-on-one with him until it happened.

      “Jon said he regretted the whole thing, that the only good thing to come out of it was that he’s learned better. You two made up easily enough, I think.”

      “We did. And Jon’s promised no more planes and that he’ll talk to me properly before he does the next insane thing. I really wish there weren’t going to be any more insane things, but, well….”

      Dad snorted. “Yeah. Your Jon doesn’t really lead a peaceful life.”

      “That he does not.” I knew I’d honestly be a little bored if he did. But that didn’t mean I didn’t wish for less danger from time to time.

      We paused, looked at menus, and placed our orders. Since we weren’t going back out tonight, I got a beer as well. Dad did the same, and we clinked bottles when they arrived before taking a swig. Ahh, better. Good beer, too.

      I debated whether or not to confide something else, but I needed an outside perspective, and my dad wasn’t a tattletale. “Dad. He keeps saying something to me, and I don’t know how to interpret this. He’s mentioned a few times now that it wasn’t worth the effort and expense of bringing him out here. That he’s only doing witness interviews, which isn’t enough. Both Sarah and Freeman have assured him that he’s super helpful with the interviews. Hell, Freeman called us while we were on the way to the hotel and asked Jon to join him for another round of interrogations. But still, Jon’s frustrated. I’m not sure what the underlying cause is.”

      Dad took a swig of his beer, eyeing me. “I think if you weren’t so tired, yourself, you’d see the real problem.”

      It was true, I wasn’t well rested. We’d been on the go since landing, and while I had slept, I wasn’t feeling my usual self. “Alright, what have I missed?”

      “It’s taken me a while to see the overall picture. Probably because he’s on his best behavior around me, most of the time. But have you ever noticed that he goes the extra mile for people? Consistently. I’ve never seen him do less than that.”

      I opened my mouth on a protest. Jon was a selfless, caring person. Of course he went the extra mile for people he liked. But then I realized what my dad really meant by that. “You’re not saying…”

      “Oh, I am. People have to accommodate Jon, and they’re not always gracious or patient about it. He’s had it drilled into his head that he’s a burden. To offset that, he tries to be as helpful as possible. He does everything he can to be worth the effort. I once heard him say that if he were less talented as a psychic, he might have been in trouble.”

      I groaned, slumping to put my head in both hands. Oh god. Oh god, it was so clear now that it had been pointed out. That was exactly what was going on. “So, because they jumped through so many hoops bringing him out here, he feels like he has to do something amazing to justify it?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      I felt seriously ill, nauseous under the weight of this knowledge. No one should feel that they have to justify their existence over and over. “Doesn’t he understand that he doesn’t have to be useful to be loved? I thought I’d gotten that through to him.”

      Dad put a hand on my shoulder, squeezing. “One of the reasons I’m so glad you found each other is because of how you look at him. You love him, Don. You just love him. And Jon needs that more than anything, to have someone unconditionally love him. I’m not sure if he ever had that in his life before you.”

      “I think his dad feels that way about him. And Neil. But they’re relatively new additions.”

      Lauren was a mixed bag of reactions. She was harder to get a read on. I knew she loved Jon, but she also got frustrated with him. And Jon had too many people frustrated with him as it was.

      Shit. I had no idea how to undo this. Or if I ever fully could. Not with it being reinforced from every side on a day-to-day basis. But I never wanted him to think that of me. The last person he had to prove anything to was me.

      “Sometimes, you can be too close to the person to get something across. Jon knows you love him unconditionally. He has nothing to prove to you. I think, in this case, you can’t help him.”

      I looked at him hopefully, because that was my dad’s thinking face, and it usually prefaced a really good idea. “If not me, then who? You?”

      “He doesn’t have anything to prove to me or your mother. We adore that boy. Mostly because he’s good to our son, but we like him for himself, as well. I’m not sure if I can get that through his head, but I’ll sure try.”

      I gave him a thankful smile. “Please do. I feel like some positive reinforcement couldn’t hurt.”

      “I’ll do it. And encourage Alani to as well.” He took another sip of his beer, frowning a little. “Anyone here say anything to him?”

      “Anything negative, you mean? No, they’ve all been very welcoming of him. Constantly asking him to look at someone. He said himself that no one’s said or felt anything derogatory. This is just a deep-seated belief on his part.”

      “Then getting the message through will be harder. But I’m glad he hasn’t had any issues here.”

      “Me too, trust me. He’s already on edge. One negative person might tip him over.” I knew I’d need to shower him with love and attention, try to offset this mood. I didn’t want Jon heading into a downward spiral again. Negative feelings could ambush him and drag him under before he even really understood what was happening. I knew that from experience.

      “I think he’ll be alright, once we can get it through to him that he’s loved, regardless of his unique needs.”

      “Yeah.” I blew out a breath. “Yeah, I think so, too.”

      Our food arrived, and we started eating. I shifted topics, telling Dad about our plan to buy multiple Humvees. He thought it a good idea and even offered to finance a third one for us. I felt better about the idea of having three Humvees, to be honest, but I wasn’t sure where we’d put them. Even two was kind of a stretch. They were not small vehicles. But I promised I’d talk to Jon about it.

      I ordered food to go for Jon, and Dad went back to playing the slots. As I waited, I texted Caleb and Neil, figuring I might as well see if storing the Humvees with them was possible before I started banking on it.

      Me: Hi, guys. We learned recently that new Humvees are all going electric.

      Neil: Shit, that’s not good.

      Caleb: How many miles does Jon’s have?

      Me: 250k. We’re thinking about buying two of last year’s model, storing them. Wait for current one to die.

      Neil: Where will you store them, though?

      Your garage? I typed out hopefully.

      Caleb: Ours is full of dry rot. We’re actually talking about tearing it down.

      Well, shit. There went that idea.

      Neil: My parents have a better garage for storage. And they’d love to help. Let me call them, get their take on this.

      Caleb: That’s a great idea. Both complained to me they weren’t getting enough chances to do grandparent things. They’ll leap at this. Tell Jon you’ll likely need to help clear out some space, reorganize a bit. But you can definitely put two Humvees in there.

      So practical, both of them. So ready to help. I wanted to hug them. And I was definitely showing Jon this conversation. I typed back, Thank you. I’ll let him know.

      Jon’s food arrived, and I paid before going back to the room. I was surprised to find the bed empty when I got in. Then I spied him at the desk, writing something. He turned as I came in, giving me a smile. He looked better, as if the headache had dissipated. It was easy to tell when Jon wasn’t feeling well because he went still and quiet, focused on moving as little as possible. It was a good sign that he’d moved voluntarily from bed to desk.

      “Hey. That smells enticing.”

      “The restaurant here is excellent. I got you grilled salmon with all the trimmings.”

      “Bless you.” He made a gimme-gimme motion, and I delivered the bag into his waiting hands.

      As he unpacked his dinner, I took a look at what he’d been writing. Ahh, looked like a budget. We made enough between the two of us to afford vehicle payments without a squeeze. But Jon was the type who liked to figure that kind of thing out, have it in black and white. It made him more secure with big purchase decisions.

      I put a hip to the desk, relaxing against it. “While I was out, I talked to the dads. Yours and mine. My father’s offered to finance a third Humvee.”

      Jon’s head came up sharply. “A third?”

      “Yeah. Think about it. If one of the Humvees is ever in an accident, then our math doesn’t work. I’d rather over-prepare than be stuck in a bad situation later, wouldn’t you? And we can always pay him back after we get these two paid off.”

      “Did you ask him to?”

      “No, he volunteered. After I explained our plan, he immediately said we should let him get a third vehicle. I think he’s right. Our plan assumes that nothing goes wrong, after all.”

      Jon softened a little. “I agree, it does sound safer to get three. If he’s really willing, I might take him up on it.”

      “I also talked to your dads about our plan and asked about their garage.” I kept the phone a good distance from him as I pulled up the text convo, but close enough he could read it.

      His eyes scanned through the texts, lips parting a little. “Oh. Oh, I didn’t even think of Grams and Gramps. But they’re right, that’s a good idea. Assuming they want to hold onto them for me.”

      The phone dinged, and I flipped around it to scroll down and read the next message.

      Neil: My parents said yes, but they want to talk to Jon about it.

      “Your grandparents apparently do.” I let him read the newest message. “Why don’t you call them?”

      “Call them for me?” he requested.

      I did so, then set the phone on the desk so we could both talk to them while he ate.

      It rang through quickly, and Neil’s mother, Emily, answered. “Donovan, is Jon listening?”

      “Yes ma’am, we both are.”

      “Oh, good. How’re y’all doing?”

      “We’re both well,” Jon assured her.

      We’d not had much time, really, to get to know his new grandparents all that well. We’d seen them maybe a dozen times face to face, as they were both in Sevierville, and it was a good four-hour trip each way. But Jon spoke with them often, and they were very keen on connecting with him, Natalie, and Skylar, excited to finally have grandchildren to spoil, not to mention a great-grandchild. I could always hear that excitement in Emily’s voice when she spoke to Jon.

      “That’s good. Neil just called about the vehicles. Oh, honey, I didn’t realize this was an issue. They’re going to stop making your car? Is that right?”

      “No, they’re making them all-electric next year,” I corrected.

      “Oooh.” She sounded mad. “That’s worse! No wonder you’re buying spares now, then. Jon, honey, you don’t worry about a thing. Rick and I will clear out space. You can park them out here until you need one, alright?”

      “I’ll come help you sort through things,” I volunteered immediately. Both of them were in their seventies. I didn’t want them doing any heavy lifting.

      “Bless you, Don, we’ll need your strong back. We’ve got a few heavy things in there. But most of it’s junk, and we need to get rid of it. When do you two expect you’ll come here?”

      They talked timelines, when it would be feasible for us to clear out the garage, when we’d buy the new Humvees. I watched Jon’s face as he talked, the way he grew more animated.

      See? You’re loved, Jon. You don’t have to do anything, be anything, to be loved. Look how eager people are to move the world for you. And you didn’t even have to ask.

      I’d get it through his head, how loved he really was. I’d do it even if it took a lifetime to sink in.
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      The hotel beds were still harder than rocks, but I felt better this morning. It was nice to have a game plan for the Humvees, and talking it out with family, hearing their support, had been heartwarming. I might have been tired, and my back ached from the bed, but I had more of a spring in my step as I went into the FBI office.

      We’d barely reached the reception desk—the nice lady on the other side knew us well at this point and had our badges ready—when I heard yelling coming from the conference room.

      “YOU CAN’T HOLD ME ON ANYTHING!”

      I turned sharply. What was this?

      “Oooh, someone’s not happy.” Donovan sounded intrigued. “Has he been yelling like this for long?”

      The receptionist made a face. “Rather, he’s rarely quiet. He was yelling even as he was brought in. Trying to explain that he’s only a person of interest has fallen on deaf ears.”

      “Normally” —Donovan caught my eye, his own glimmering with interest—“when a person yells like that, they’ve got something to hide. Innocent people will be more patient while trying to prove their lack of involvement. Or so’s my experience.”

      “There’s the exceptions, those who are just hot tempered.” I rubbed my hands together, already heading that way. “But let’s see which is the case here.”

      The door was closed, and an agent I didn’t know stood in front of it. She gave us a nod in greeting then opened it for us. I took one step inside, my eyes falling on the yelling, belligerent man.

      Mid-forties, short-tempered by nature, married but not happily, with a stack of vices as long as my arm, gambling being one of them. Not a man who should be living in Vegas, that was for sure. So much grey wrapped around his lines I could barely see the rest of his aura. This was not a nice person.

      Freeman looked torn between popping two aspirin and shooting the guy. I waved him over with my fingers. “Freeman, a word.”

      He popped up gratefully and headed straight out of the room.

      “You can’t leave me in here. I want out!” the suspect demanded again, red in the face from his temper rising.

      Freeman took great satisfaction in closing the door sharply. “Ever since I read him his Miranda rights, he’s been yelling like that. I was just going to ask him questions and let him go, but now he’s in a temporary detention. Reaction like that, he’s got to be up to something. I’ve been dying for you to get here and tell me what.” In a low tone, he asked eagerly, “What did you see?”

      “That man wears guilt like a neon sign above his head,” I answered then shrugged. “I don’t think he’s our bomber—he doesn’t have that building experience in his lines—but he’s guilty of a lot of things. What all does your warrant cover?”

      “Not much. I had to be pretty specific with it. We can search his home, car, and person for anything that might relate to our bombing. His phone has been opened, and Sarah’s going through it right now.”

      The phone would likely tell us a lot. I, of course, didn’t have much experience with it, but Sho had once told me all the things he could find on a person’s phone, and it was like the Holy Grail for investigators. Finances, contacts, location—a GPS would remember everywhere you’d been—all that was in a person’s cellphone.

      But if his warrant was limited, that meant we had to be pretty clever with our interrogation and get him to confess to things we wouldn’t be able to find on his phone. “Want to play good cop/bad cop with me?”

      “You’re itching to be bad cop, aren’t you?”

      “I never get to play bad cop,” I said a little sheepishly. “But with this guy, I think it’ll be easy.”

      Freeman shook his head, indulging me. “Alright, in we go. Donovan, stay close but try not to hover. This guy’s temper is something else. I have no doubt he’ll take a lunge at us at some point. Feel free to step in when he does.”

      Donovan perked up a bit. I knew he’d been a little bored during all the interviews but patient about it, as he normally was. The chance of squashing someone no doubt made his day. “Sure.”

      We marched back in. Freeman was all business as he spoke, returning to the seat he’d vacated. “Mr. Jones, this is Jonathan Bane, a psychic and consultant with the FBI. He’s going to interview you with me. Keep in mind that you’re—”

      “I don’t consent to any sham of a psychic reading me!” Jones thundered, coming half out of his chair.

      Freeman kept right on rolling, expression bland. “—only a person of interest in this case, not a suspect, and it will behoove you to answer our questions. Now, where were you the morning of the Aria bombing?”

      “I was fucking at home in my own bed, asleep,” Jones shot back.

      I sank into the chair next to Freeman’s, immediately drawing the pad of paper in front of me a little closer. Donovan went to stand by Kevin, who was manning the camera in the corner, moving stealthily like a shadow. It was funny; as big as he was, when he moved quietly like that, people forgot he was in the room. I wasn’t sure what that said about humanity’s survival instincts.

      “Who can verify that?” Freeman asked, still professional.

      “What’s it to you? I was home, wasn’t I?”

      “Your wife, maybe?”

      Jones overenunciated every word, like he was speaking to someone thick. “I was at home, asleep.”

      I wrote a quick note on the pad: He was in bed with a lover. Not wife.

      Freeman’s eyes darted to the side and away. “Just the name of a person who can verify that; it’s all we ask. You want an alibi, don’t you?”

      He scoffed, looking anywhere but at us.

      I couldn’t help but tweak his nose. “Your wife doesn’t have to know you’re sleeping with her sister. We just need to speak with her. What’s her name?”

      Jones, I kid you not, turned the shade of a ghost. Which was damn impressive considering he had a dark tan. “How the hell do you know that?”

      I looked at him, one eyebrow arched. I couldn’t actually read every specific sin he was guilty of, mind you, but I could make some educated guesses based on what I read from him. I took a few stabs. “Well, Jones, how do you think I know that? It’s the same way I know you’ve stolen money from your workplace—”

      “That’s a loan!” he snapped, somehow going paler. “I’m paying that back!”

      Theft, check. Adultery, also a check. How many sins could I get him to admit to? That was the question. “Or your hit and run when you injured a person. I hope for your sake they’re alright.”

      Jones was shaking now, almost ill with fear. It wasn’t a good look on him. “That was—that was an accident. You can’t pin that on me. They were being careless. If you don’t wait for the light at a crosswalk, that’s what happens. That’s the kind of shit that happens, right?”

      In a crosswalk? Seriously? But that meant it would be covered by cameras and easy to connect to him, assuming we could find the right intersection.

      He shrank into himself and muttered, “Her name is Laurie. Laurie Winestead. That’s who was with me that morning. I didn’t plant that damn bomb.”

      “Truth.” I smiled at him. It wasn’t a heartfelt expression. “See? Telling the truth is so much easier.”

      He relaxed, relieved, apparently, that he’d gotten out of serious trouble. Oh, if he only knew. Confessing to a crime in front of multiple agents was all they needed to pursue the case.

      Freeman sighed. “Agent LeMons, can you come in here, please?”

      LeMons came promptly, already reaching for the cuffs on her belt.

      “We need to hold this gentleman and contact the Vegas PD.”

      Jones’ head came up, and he protested, sounding like a tea kettle going off. “He just said I’m not guilty of bombing the casino!”

      “You confessed to a hit and run and theft from your workplace.” Freeman stared at him as if he were a particularly stupid child. “Of course you’re going to be investigated for those.”

      “No, but—” His head bounced back and forth between us, eyes going wider and wider until they were in danger of falling out altogether. “He said all that!”

      “And you agreed you did those things. A confession in front of multiple agents, and on camera, no less. We’ll find the physical proof to tie you to the crimes a bit later. For now, a holding cell. Thank you, Agent LeMons.”

      She snapped cuffs on him as he stood there in shock before hauling him out. The man wailed as he went, like a siren going off. None of us had any sympathy for him.

      “Well.” Freeman gave me an arch look. “One down, two to go.”
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      Fortunately (unfortunately?) the other two men of interest weren’t as exciting. Gambling addicts with short tempers but not guilty of anything in particular. Freeman let them go rather quickly, and they grumbled as they left.

      I sat back in the chair with a sigh, wishing the interviews had gone differently. Freeman kicked back, letting his head rest against the chair, looking just as frustrated.

      I felt like apologizing, but what for, I couldn’t pinpoint. I wished I’d been able to pull the right suspect out of the air for him. “No other suspects to question?”

      “Not right this second, unfortunately. I really hoped one of the Joneses would pan out.”

      “Me too,” I commiserated.

      Donovan took the chair next to mine and leaned in over the table. “Your psychometric hasn’t picked up anything new?”

      “I’ve been boosting him as I can, but it’s a pretty extensive area to comb through. He’s gotten a clearer picture of where the bomb was built. Archer keeps getting Estrella to sketch it out for him. It’s somewhere outside the city limits but still within the county, that he’s sure of. If we could find the location, we’d be in much better shape than we are now.” Freeman frowned, tugging his tie loose. “What bothers me is how the man got so much dynamite to work with. That’s not easy to do these days.”

      “Black market?” Donovan suggested.

      “Maybe. Probably. Or he’s convinced someone to buy it for him. Someone who legally can. Could be a mix of both. But that much ordinance takes a while to gather without raising flags, which means he’s been planning this for a long time. If we can figure out how he laid hands on it, we might figure out who he is.”

      It stood to reason. Really, we were at a tipping point. If we could figure out any one piece of this, the rest would fall into place. “Any luck with the footage?”

      “Not so far. Sarah’s working that angle, though, and working it hard. A picture is definitely worth a thousand words at this point.” He broke off as his phone rang, and he pulled it free to answer.

      I scooted farther back to protect his phone. Donovan grabbed my chair and pulled it, making it feel like something of a ride, which made me laugh.

      “Freeman,” he answered shortly, then his hazel eyes grew wide. “Shit. Which casino? Got it, on our way. Yeah, I’ve got him right here. ETA ten.” Freeman hung up abruptly, already hauling me out of the chair. “Go, go, go!”

      I went, bewildered but willing, because I was only hauled around like this when shit hit the fan. As we jogged out of the room, I demanded, “What’s happened?”

      “New bomb,” he said succinctly, only pausing long enough to help me through the scanners around the main door. I slipped past as quickly as possible. When he caught up with me outside, he kept talking even as we jogged for the Humvee. “The Sahara’s kitchen staff found it not five minutes ago. The bomb squad asking for you.”

      “Why him specifically?” Donovan demanded, alarmed at this turn of events.

      For that matter, I was alarmed. I didn’t really want to be known as a bomb tech in Vegas, thank you very much. Not on my bucket list.

      Freeman didn’t answer until I was in the driver seat of the Humvee. He climbed into the passenger side, probably so he could navigate. “Word’s gotten around the bomb squad of what he can do. I’ve had more than a few people ask if you’re willing to move to Vegas. They like your skillset.”

      “That would be a no. Capital N, emphasis on the O.”

      Freeman snorted. “I figured. Come out, take a right. Floor it. We have no time. Hallbreck didn’t properly read me in on what’s happening, just that there’s a timer on the bomb and it’s still in the kitchen. We don’t like bombs in kitchens. All that propane gas, flammable materials, it makes it more dangerous.”

      I swallowed hard. Yeah, that didn’t sound good to me, either. I floored it, as Freeman said, because if there was a timer on this bomb, it meant we had no time to work with. And I’d burn in hell before I let another bomb go off on my watch.
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      The Sahara was a pretty building, like all the casinos. Palm trees lined the road and parking lots, framing the casino itself, which was several stories tall and blocky, like rectangles had been shoved together to make a structure. I saw the tape was already up, keeping the curious spectators out, and pulled in as close to that area as I could get. Which wasn’t close because they were keeping a pretty good radius out in case the bomb accidentally detonated. We were on the opposite side of the street, and it was crammed full of people and first responders’ vehicles. I lit out, shoving and slipping my way between people.

      Donovan and Freeman were right there with me, also shoving their way through, Freeman waving his badge above his head. “FBI, coming through! Move, move, move!”

      People belatedly realized who we were and parted like the Red Sea. We got to the crime tape, and the officer standing guard there took one look at us and beamed in relief.

      “Mr. Bane, right? I saw you at the Aria. Thanks so much for coming; the guys will be relieved.” Turning her head, she yelled, “THEY’RE HERE!”

      “Thank fucking Christ,” someone said in response. “SEND ’EM IN!”

      I ducked under the tape and made my way in, dodging equipment as I did so. The firemen and ambulance crew were on the outer edges, and I ignored them as I passed. The bomb technicians had set up closer, their vans and equipment already out, prepping to go in. They also had a drone out. I wasn’t sure why it wasn’t being used, I just knew I could make it go bzzt, so I gave it a wide berth.

      They had a card table up, and Freeman led us to the man standing next to it. He heard our approach and looked up, face brightening with relief. “Freeman,” the man greeted, extending a hand in welcome. “Thanks so much.”

      “Don’t thank me, I just dragged him here. This is Jonathan Bane, and his anchor, Donovan Havili.”

      The scene officer offered me a hand, which I took with a solid grip. “I’m Leo Hallbreck, thanks for coming. Two of my guys were on the scene at the Aria and swear you have the magic touch we need. Here’s the situation. Someone put a chemical cocktail together in a pressure cooker, threw a timer on top for good measure. There’s a secondary ignition in there just to make it a party.”

      “That sounds like a bad day all in one place,” I managed, mouth dry. “Wait, did you say pressure cooker?”

      “People love pressure cookers for this nonsense. It’s a perfectly contained environment for hiding something, and it’s a good size to house explosives while remaining portable. It’s what caught the cook’s attention, though, since a kitchen like this doesn’t use pressure cookers. He went to investigate, lifted it up, then realized what he had in hand.” Leo’s craggy face turned grim, his lines telling the story of agitation and concern. “That thing’s volatile enough it should have gone off when he moved it. We’re not sure why it didn’t. We do know that we can’t risk him putting it down yet. I need it defused before we try. Mr. Bane, he’s being a good sport and holding perfectly still. But that man’s on edge, and I really want to get him out of there. Can you help me do that?”

      “I can kill the timer and the battery,” I promised. “Just two minutes, that’s all I need.”

      “We’ve got twenty minutes on the timer, so I think I can spare you more than two. You sure?”

      “I kill anything electronic as soon as I touch it,” I explained. I didn’t want to go in there, not at all. But the idea of standing there with a bomb in your hand, knowing it could go off if you set it back down? That must be beyond terrifying. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.

      “Then you really can. Good. The timer will be helpful, but if you can nuke that battery, it’ll make it safe enough for us to transfer the bomb somewhere else. We’d normally do this a different way, but we’re short on time right now. Do I suit you both up?”

      I realized then that I hadn’t taken a minute to talk this over with Donovan. I turned and found him standing at my elbow. I looked up at him with a silent question in my eyes. We both knew he wasn’t comfortable with this. But was he alright with me going in?

      He met my gaze levelly and blew out a breath. “We are never visiting Vegas ever again.”

      I grinned at him. “Okay by me.”

      “And I’m going in with you.”

      “Of course you are.” That was never even in question.

      Donovan turned to Leo. “Suit us both up.”

      “Sure. Gunnar!” He beckoned to a woman standing nearby, who turned at her hail. “Follow her, please.”

      I really loved this man. A realization hit me out of the blue—my insecurity with proposing to him was suddenly gone. I no longer had those twangy, uneasy pangs resonating in my chest. I didn’t have doubts trying to creep in, or a devil on my shoulder whispering possible pitfalls. My unease was gone.

      When my brain had wrapped its head around the knowledge, I didn’t know. But I suddenly understood at a level I never had before that this man would follow me anywhere. I was going in to deal with a second bomb, for fuck’s sake, and still, he was suiting up to follow me. Which was insane, and I loved him all the more for it.

      Donovan would never be a hindrance to me. That was clear. I looked at him and saw forever. And I wanted—needed—to give us both the commitment and vows we craved. I wanted that for both of us in so many ways, and I was done hesitating. I’d put my ring on this man’s finger, and soon.

      He turned, realized I wasn’t behind him, and looked at me with concern. “Something wrong?”

      “Had to take a second to think.” I smiled to show him I was fine and walked towards him.

      Brace yourself, Donovan Havili. I have an agenda that I’ll release on you as soon as we’re home. And there’s no more bombs to distract us. My word on it.

      I went through the motions of getting a suit on, which required help. The bomb squad was quick and professional, and I was ready to go in minutes.

      Another person suited up with me, someone I recognized from the Aria. I smiled in greeting. “Hi. I know you, don’t I?”

      “Karli,” she introduced herself. “Yeah, I saw you at the last shindig. Thanks for coming, really. You’ll make our jobs easier. Okay if I go in with you?”

      “Please do. Just don’t get close. I’ll kill the electronics in your suit.”

      “Yeah, you did that to the last suit you wore,” she said, wholly unbothered. “It’s okay, I know how you roll, now. You two ready?”

      “Ready,” Donovan assured her.

      “Then let’s start. If you two will move slowly and lightly, try not to create any vibrations in the floor. Jon, I’ll be on at your left side to guide you.”

      “Okay.” I sucked in a breath. Alright, showtime. Donovan was right beside me as I went in through a service door. He moved like a shadow, which was impressive. I tried to emulate it but with a poorer showing. How did people walk so lightly, anyway? Were they part cat?

      The kitchen should have been lively at this time of the evening, as it was the beginning of the dinner rush. But everything was still, ingredients and dishes half-prepped along the stainless-steel tables. Only one man was still there, standing outside an open pantry door, both hands gripping a pressure cooker in front of his chest. He looked white, sweat pouring down his temples and staining his chef’s shirt.

      I could see his terror along his lines and that he was a good person trapped in the wrong place at the wrong time. I looked him in the eye as I approached and gave him a smile. “Hey, there. I’m Jon.”

      “Mark,” he managed with a strained smile. “You going to get me out of this?”

      “I’m one of the people who’s going to help you manage that.” The pressure cooker’s lid was off, the timer obvious as it counted down in digital, glowing red numbers. It sat on a bed of liquid-filled bottles. Chemical cocktail indeed. “See, I have a killer touch on electronics. So, I’m going to touch the timer and hang out for a second, short it out.”

      “Really? Just with a touch?” He watched my hand slip over the edge, his breath shortening.

      “Yup, just with a touch.” I got a hand inside and kept my fingers just above the timer display.

      “He might kill your phone, too, if you have it on you,” Donovan warned him.

      Mark’s laugh came out in a little burst of air. “I’ve been wanting a new phone anyway. No loss. But really, even with it in my pocket?”

      “Even then.” I didn’t feel timer die, but I saw its lights abruptly go off. Harder to tell with the battery, so I didn’t immediately move. The battery was the most important thing to kill. With the battery dead, there would be nothing to power the ignition, and it would finally be safe for Mark to let go of this thing. I held that position another minute before lifting my hand free. “Mark, looks like that timer is off.”

      Tears of relief sprang in his eyes. “Thank god. Thank you. Can I put it down now?”

      Karli put a steadying hand at both his elbow and shoulder. “Not yet. We’re going to have a drone come in, give you a platform to sit it on. We’ll do this very slowly, just slide it on, and then have you out of here in the next few minutes. Okay?”

      “Sure. Sure. I can do that.”

      I backed out, mostly to give them room to work. Besides, my job was done. I left with Donovan and returned to the people who had put the suit on me so they could take it off again. I was glad to be free of it, as it was stuffy and hard to move in. I’d felt rather like a turtle most of the time I’d worn it.

      “There goes the drone.” Donovan turned his head to watch.

      Leo came up and gave me a clap on the back. “Thank you so much. You saved us a lot of time on this, and we all appreciate it beyond words. I wasn’t sure how much longer his arms could hold out. Or his nerves.”

      I’d figured it was something like that. The timer hadn’t looked super complicated, and I was willing to bet these guys could have defused it. But the fact that someone had been holding it changed the game. It was safer for me to take the timer out in a few seconds. Mark could only hold out for so long, after all.

      “I’d say it was my pleasure, but it really wasn’t.”

      “Bonus pay plus hazard pay, I promise,” Leo swore. Then his head came up, the bud in his ear no doubt talking. “Yeah? That’s great, guys. The drone’s got the bomb, and Mark’s coming out. Jon, I don’t want to take advantage, but can you sit with me and clear the kitchen staff real quick? Just so we can send people home. They’ve had a long night as it is.”

      “Sure.” That wouldn’t take long. And I wanted to know who had planted yet another bomb in Vegas. Seriously, did bombs grow on trees here? Was that a thing?

      “I’ve got people sweeping the place, looking for another bomb. Just in case; you never know with these nut jobs. Sometimes they plant more than the one. If I find another, can I ask for your help on that one, too?”

      I’d really rather not, but…I looked to Donovan, to see if he was willing to be out here a bit longer. I got a nod in return, and I had a feeling he was expecting this very thing. Relieved we were on the same page, I agreed, “I don’t want bombs exploding. You need my help, you’ve got it.”

      Leo beamed at me. “Love that attitude, man, thanks.”

      I was perfectly happy to sit and chill but wasn’t sure where I should do so. I had a lot of tech surrounding me on all sides.

      Mark came out, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He was probably in shock. I would be, if I were in his shoes. He spied me, turned, and came right at me. Before I knew what hit me, I had a man hugging me hard.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he said against my shoulder.

      I hugged him back, letting him have a second. He was shaking a little but calming down, too. “You’re very welcome. Will you sit down with me? Tell me every detail that happened. Leo here, he’s the man in charge of the scene, he wants to know so he can catch this bastard.”

      Mark drew back, wiping at his eyes. His expression was fierce, lines red with anger. “Me too. Let’s catch this sonuvabitch who thinks he can play with people’s lives. You know how many friends I have here? If I hadn’t found it when I did, we all would have died. I’m not going to be satisfied until this guy’s in jail.”

      “We’ll catch him,” Leo promised, just as mad. “Here, come out here where you can sit down. Scott, can I have some water?” he called to an officer nearby. He led us to the folding chairs next to the table, the safest spot for me to sit. Donovan shielded me as we got situated, though, preventing two bomb techs from coming in too close.

      Scott came and delivered three water bottles, Leo taking them with a smile. “Thanks. Mark, you sit and drink, yeah? We’ll do some quick interviews, clear everyone to go home and rest. I want to record what you’re telling me, make sure I have it all down, that okay?”

      I let him set things up. Mark’s fear was abating by degrees as anger and relief took over. I could probably put a word in Leo’s ear and tell him who all was fine to go home, but he would need witness statements to corroborate what happened. We’d be here a good hour, at the rate things were going. But I’d rather spend that hour now if it would help to find the bomber.

      Donovan leaned into my side and murmured into my ear, “Now, what I’m curious about is if this guy is the same bomber or someone doing his own thing?”

      “That’s my question, as well,” I whispered back. “Let’s go find us an answer.”
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      I helped interview absolutely everyone on scene. By the time I got through the kitchen staff, the bomb techs had disarmed the bomb completely and gotten it stabilized. They’d also swept the building and hadn’t found anything else questionable. I’d breathed more than one sigh of relief at that news, because one bomb was bad. More than one bomb was super not nice. I really liked the idea of having only one bomb to deal with, thanks.

      With interviews done, I went looking for Donovan, who wasn’t far. He’d moved a few feet away, speaking with Karli, both of them animated as she pointed things out to him.

      “—makeup of the bombs is different,” she said as I caught up with them. They stood outside of the bomb squad truck, which I noticed was already locked back up. They’d certainly packed their equipment quickly. Strangely, though, the lid to the pressure cooker was out, sitting on top of a cardboard box.

      Donovan turned, gesturing me in closer and settling a hand at the base of my back. I liked it when he did that. He was soothing. And the temperature was steadily dropping as the sun went down. Desert weather was all extremes, no middle ground. I pressed closer to his side, absorbing warmth.

      “Karli’s running me through her theory that this is a different bomber,” Donovan explained, catching me up.

      Karli nodded, ponytail swinging with the gesture. “Totally different design of the bomb. The one in the Aria was complex, full of fail-safes, motion sensors, the works. We’re still trying to figure out how he moved it in there, it was that rigged. But this one? Simple in comparison. And with different ordinance. It would be like learning how to bake cakes, getting really good at it so you could make a fifteen-layer wedding cake, and then turning around to grill a tri-tip. Totally different skillsets.”

      “I can see why you’re convinced it’s not the same bomber, then.” I frowned, reviewing what I’d heard Mark tell us. “I don’t think this is necessarily a copy-cat attempt, either.”

      Karli’s brows arched. “Why do you say that?”

      “Mark said he found the pressure cooker in the pantry, half-hidden behind a bag of rice. It wasn’t out in the open, waiting to be found. And the timer was already pretty low by the time he discovered it. There was no ransom demand made. This smacks of revenge to me.”

      Donovan rubbed at his jaw, and I could hear the rasp on his skin. “You cleared all the kitchen staff, so not them. I wonder who? Someone kicked out of the casino, maybe?”

      “That’s a long list to get through.” I looked mournfully at the casino. I wasn’t going to get stuck investigating this one, too, was I?

      “Hopefully, we have a cheat. The psychometric working the other scene, he said he’d swing by and work a little magic, see if he could tell us who did it.”

      “Archer?” Donovan said with surprise then snapped his fingers in realization. “Of course. The bomb didn’t go off here. The signature energy of the maker should still be imprinted.”

      Karli tilted her head curiously. “You know about psychometrics?”

      “Not that much, really. But his anchor and I got to talking, and Estrella explained what was going on. And Archer filled us in a little, too, about why the other scene gave him so much trouble. He’ll be happy to have something easy to put his hands on.”

      “You’re right,” said a familiar voice from behind me. “I am happy to hear that.”

      I turned to see Archer, Steve guiding him on his left side, Estrella on his right. I noticed she didn’t touch him—understandably so—but she was always right at hand if he needed something.

      “Hi, Archer,” Donovan greeted. “Come closer, join the party.”

      “I understand this party almost had pyrotechnics.”

      “I shorted those out before we got a boom,” I said, playing along with his droll banter. “So, you’ve got something intact to poke at here.”

      “Awesome. It does make my life easier. What am I touching?”

      “This lid.” Karli stepped aside and gestured to it. “It’s the pressure lid from the pot. We kept it aside for you. We handled it with gloves; hopefully that helps?”

      “It normally does, thank you.” Archer’s head canted, as if he couldn’t quite make out where it was. With his bad eyes, he likely couldn’t. The man was basically blind.

      Estrella spoke calmly, “Twelve o’clock, knee height, three steps forward.”

      Archer closed the distance as if he could see perfectly, kneeling with Steve still at his side. He pulled his glove off before putting a hand to the pot lid.

      I made a note of the directions she’d given him. I could see how someone visually impaired could use that information to orient themselves. I had little experience being around anyone blind, so it was good to know how to help him navigate a space.

      Archer was still for a full second, brows furrowed in concentration.

      Leo appeared then, coming in close enough to see what Archer was doing. “Oh, good, he’s already on it.”

      “I am, and I have good intel from this one.” Archer sat back with a sigh, pulling his glove back on. “Made in a kitchen, green cabinets, peeling Formica, old house. Rental, it felt like. He wasn’t connected to the space. Shadi Orval is his name. He built the bomb for revenge. Blacklisted here because of gambling debts he can’t pay.”

      “Bless you, Agent, and thanks for the intel. I’ll get a search warrant for this man right away.” Leo offered a hand then thought better of it.

      Archer had a faint smile on his face. “Happy to help.”

      Leo took off, already pulling his phone out, no doubt to start the warrant process. It helped that this man was blacklisted. Of course, Leo couldn’t get a warrant based on Archer’s word alone, but he could pull a warrant for anyone blacklisted. And that was all he needed, really.

      Well. It was fun seeing Archer in action, but man, I felt like he’d stolen a bit of my thunder. I normally interviewed people with the hopes of catching the culprit. I’d done them here with that intent, at least. Archer just waltzed in and found the guy with a snap of the fingers. Oh well. At least my interviews served as evidence.

      Archer turned his head a little and his smile brightened a notch. “Thanks for helping them defuse it. I wouldn’t have been able to read much if this thing had gone off.”

      “You’re welcome, and don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want to defuse any more bombs for you.”

      He threw his head back with a laugh. It wasn’t loud, more a huff, the chuckle more seen than heard. “I don’t blame you! Still, makes my job easier.”

      “Hey, why don’t we all go get dinner together?” Estrella looked between us, her expression engaging. “I’d love to talk with you two more. You seem like fun people. You haven’t eaten yet, right?”

      “We haven’t.” Donovan glanced at me, seeing if I was okay with this.

      I was maybe a little tired, but networking with the agents and making friends always worked out well for me. And really, Archer and Estrella were pretty bright. They’d be great friends once I got to know them better. “Sure. Where do you suggest?”

      “Somewhere outside,” was Archer’s immediate response. “For your sake and Steve’s.”

      Steve’s ears came up hopefully, though he only really understood dinner and outside. But that was all a dog needed to know. And I was with Steve on this one—outside and dinner sounded good to me, too.
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      Dinner with Archer and Estrella was good. I liked the friendly overtures the two were making, and Jon clearly thought them good people, as he encouraged this. I’d tried calling Dad, but he hadn’t picked up, which was a pity. He would have liked meeting these two as well. We’d sat and talked for a good hour, even after the food was gone, before deciding we better call it quits for the night.

      As Jon drove us back to the hotel, I eyed him sideways. He’d screamed frustration again at the bomb site, but that seemed to have eased off some with dinner. It wasn’t ego talking, I didn’t think. It wasn’t like Jon took pleasure in being the most powerful psychic in the room. It was probably more that Archer had been able to do what Jon had tried and failed—to magic up a suspect. It had to grate on some level.

      “I wish Archer and Estrella lived a little closer,” he said as he drove. “I like them both. And Steve is adorable.”

      “I know you’re not supposed to pet service dogs, but he keeps putting his head in my lap. And giving me puppy eyes. I have no immunity to his puppy eyes. Archer fortunately keeps encouraging me, otherwise I’d feel bad.” I seriously loved that dog.

      “He absolutely adores you.”

      “Oh, right. You can read animals.”

      Jon waffled a hand back and forth. “Some. I’m not as practiced with them.”

      “But can you use your eyes to find us a good cat? Or pair of cats?”

      “Yeah, that’s my hope. I mean, most animals aren’t really mean by nature. They have to be taught how to be mean. But getting a nice cat and getting the right cat for us is a little different, I think. It’s why I want to walk through the shelter and get a feel for them.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, because that made sense. “And don’t be surprised if the rest of the family drags you to the shelter for that reason.”

      Jon snorted a laugh. “I won’t be at all surprised, trust me.”

      I wanted to tell him I was proud of him, but he could probably read that. I wanted to somehow express how relieved I was that he’d kept his promise to check in with me first before jumping into danger. It might have been a bit delayed, with Freeman dragging us over there before I could get much of a word in, but Jon had still stopped and checked with me. He’d not been willing to go into danger until he knew where I stood. It meant a lot that he hadn’t forgotten his promise to me even when danger was that close and threatening.

      Maybe a reward was in order. Some positive reinforcement.

      I may have been scheming as we walked to our hotel room. I opened the door for Jon, as usual, letting him go in first. The door swung shut behind me with a loud click, ensuring our privacy. It smelled fresh in here, as if the maids had swept through and cleaned recently. Like lemon and alcohol. Kind of a shame, as I was about to mess up those clean sheets.

      Before Jon could get more than a few feet away from me, I caught him around the waist and snugged him back in. He came easily, as he always did, trusting his body weight to me. I placed a kiss on the back of his neck, our little signal, before whispering against his ear, “Why don’t you strip and lie face-down on the bed. I may have some massage oil to use on you.”

      “Oh, is that right? I insist my massage therapist also be naked.”

      “Of course.”

      He eagerly stripped, clothes going every direction. I ducked into the bathroom, snagging towels, as I didn’t really want massage oil all over the bedding. Jon helped me spread the towels out before flopping down on top of them. While he got situated, I also stripped, then fetched the massage oil from the shopping bag. We’d squeaked in some shopping yesterday morning, picking up clothes and a few books for Jon to read. I’d stopped in for better razors and some lotion to combat the desert climate. I was glad I’d spotted the oil and grabbed it.

      I didn’t put the oil on my hands immediately, though. I started with his head, running my fingers and thumbs along his scalp in a strong sweep. Jon absolutely loved it when I did that, and I could hear the sigh of pleasure as his nerve endings let out little tingles. Only then did I pour oil along his back and start in.

      Jon had gained some muscle definition in the year we’d been together. He’d always been slimly built, like a swimmer, but working out routinely with me had given him a bit more mass. I felt the tension in those muscles give as I worked him loose, my thumbs digging into a few knots.

      “Ow. Ow, there.”

      “Yeah, I can feel it.”

      “I love your hands.” His voice was a little slurred, a sure sign his brain was shutting down. “Such nice, big hands.”

      “There’s absolutely nothing small about me,” I pointed out laconically.

      “Yes, I know,” he purred.

      I smacked him on the ass, because that wasn’t what I’d meant, and he knew it. He cackled. Oh, he was in a fine mood.

      I continued, hands moving over his warm, smooth skin. I worked on his shoulders and arms, swept down his spine, and felt him relax a little more with every pass of my hands. It was gratifying, seeing him enjoy my efforts. And I enjoyed it, too, so win-win.

      He squirmed a bit as I reached his feet because he was pretty ticklish there. I liked making him laugh, so I may have touched his insoles lightly on purpose. He laughed and twisted, protesting wordlessly. I didn’t want him coming off the bed, so I stopped, coming back up his calves with a firm sweep of my palms, and saw him relax bonelessly once more.

      My massage may have relaxed him too much. He looked like a drunk sloth. No motivation to move. Hmm, maybe I could test the waters a bit. I put both hands on his ass, my thumbs sweeping down the middle, teasing at his hole briefly. Yes? No?

      He turned his head enough to give me a glance, that bright blue eye open barely a sliver. “Haven’t changed my mind.”

      “Just making sure. You do not look like you’re moving anytime soon.”

      “Oh, you’re definitely doing all the work. Have at me.”

      I snorted. “Have at me, is it? Alright.”

      More oil, then I slipped one finger inside him. It went easily, and Jon sighed with pleasure, spreading his legs a little wider in encouragement. He felt hot and tight around me, and he accepted a second finger without much trouble. He still didn’t move, but I didn’t give his stillness holding much longer. He’d be thrusting back on my fingers and demanding friction soon enough. Jon wasn’t one to stay passive during sex.

      The sight of him, all stretched out along the white sheets and towels, was a vision. There was barely any contrast between his pale skin and the white sheets, and with his fair hair, he looked something like a fallen angel. He had these lovely little freckles all along his back, and I leaned forward, kissing one of them.

      “What is it about you and my freckles?”

      “Freckle fetish.”

      Jon huffed a laugh. “Suuuure. Mmm, damn, that was good.”

      I’d changed angles a little with my hand when I leaned forward. Apparently, it had hit the right spot. I kept it steady as I thrust in, teasing his entrance with a third finger.

      Jon grunted, his hips lifting, working both the fingers in his ass and his cock against the towel. There we go. I’d lit a fire in him. I loved seeing him like this, eager and passionate. Seeing him react like this sparked my own body, and I could feel that tightening sensation in my groin. I put a hand on my dick, stroking it to life. I’d need to be good and hard in a moment.

      A shiver danced over Jon, his head pressed into the bed. “I need you now.”

      “Do you?” I poured a little more massage oil over my fingers, some on my dick, and resumed fingering him like I didn’t have a care in the world. The oil made my erection slick, too, which felt nice. Not as good as topping him would feel, but still rather nice.

      Maybe I’d torture him a bit more.

      He whined in the back of his throat, hips picking up speed. “Are you going to do something, or am I coming like this?”

      “I love how a second ago, you were too lazy to move. And now you’re demanding I move.”

      “Donovan—” he complained.

      He was really fun to tease like this. I bit back a laugh as I pulled my fingers free. “Alright, stay still. I’ll give you what you want.”

      Jon abruptly stilled, hips lifting up a little more as he got his knees under him. I shifted to line up properly with him, sliding in by degrees. My eyes fell to half-mast as the heat and pressure engulfed me, wrapping around my erection in all the best ways. It truly was sublime, this feeling. Jon’s back arched a little, his breath coming in pants as I slid all the way home.

      I petted his lower back, giving him a second. “Alright?”

      “Just feels so good.”

      I felt him relax a bit, his muscles no longer gripping me quite so tightly. This was where it started getting fun. I leaned over his back, sliding my hands to rest over his, our fingers loosely entwined. It felt good, being pressed against him like this. I shifted my hips back an inch, then in again. Ah, yes. That was it.

      Jon tilted his head back to rest against my shoulder, breathing still more like a pant. He had his eyes closed, an expression of pure pleasure on his face. I didn’t pick up the pace. I couldn’t. I was enjoying this languid lovemaking far too much, for one. And Jon was, too. I could see it in the way he rocked back into me, the happy, blissed-out smile on his face.

      The brush of skin on skin was electrifying in the best sense. I loved how it felt, to have him caged under me like this, surrounding him, and feeling his reactions against my body. Still, I hungered to put my mouth on him. Tilting my head, I latched onto the side of his neck and lightly sucked the skin.

      “I do love it when you give me a hickey. Huhhh…” His thighs quivered against mine for a moment. “Do-Donovan, I need your hand.”

      I shifted a hand from his, sliding around his trim waist until I found his cock, wrapping my fingers around it and giving it a good tug. It felt incredibly hot in my hand. “Better?”

      “Mm, perfect.” His tone was dreamy.

      It was possible for him to come like this. I was tempted to let him. But there was something mischievous in me that wanted him desperate. I hauled us both up, him sitting in my lap, and changed the angle completely.

      Jon’s hands abruptly came up and behind, latching onto the back of my head. “Oh, god. Oh, god, that’s so good.”

      I gave a soft grunt as he levered himself up and dropped back down hard. Yeah, that was amazingly good. I loved it when he fucked himself on me like this. I wrapped both hands around his cock, good and snug. Jon immediately used them for his own gratification, my hands and cock pleasuring him both ways, his hips moving strongly. His pace became brutal, almost erratic, and I knew the signs. He was seconds from coming.

      With a strangled scream in the back of his throat, he thrust hard into my hands and came, his cum hitting the towels. I gave him no time to recover, as I was just as frantic at this point. I forced him down onto his elbows in one shove, my hips moving hard as I pushed into him frantically, chasing my own climax. I felt it build like hot lava, and I closed my eyes, focusing on that sensation. Yes, yes, yes, fuck yes—

      Darkness ate at my vision as I climaxed hard, and I sank in balls deep, coming inside him.

      It took me a second to come back to myself. I was panting hard, sweat dewing my skin, and still draped over Jon’s back. He’d angled his head to the side, also breathing hard, the smuggest expression on his face.

      “Didn’t want to move, huh?”

      He snickered. “You enticed me.”

      “Damn right, I did.” I kissed his bare shoulder, enjoying the afterglow with him. You’d think after sixteen months together, things might have dulled a bit. But really, all it had done was teach us what the other liked best. How to make it better each time. And it was an amazing thing, to have that with him. He didn’t treat intimacy as a chore. It was something he actively sought with me, and it made me feel desired beyond what words could express.

      The stickiness got to me. I pulled out carefully, not wanting to hurt him, and Jon flopped over onto his side with a sigh of supreme satisfaction.

      “Can we order in room service? I want something sugary and unhealthy.”

      “Really not in the mood to go back out, are you?”

      “It’s too people-y out there.” His nose scrunched up in distaste.

      I pointed a finger towards my own nose. “And what am I?”

      “You’re my Donovan. You don’t count as people.”

      “Aww. I feel loved.”

      “As you should.” He blinked up at me with those baby blues, so sweet and innocent. “Cake?”

      “And a quick shower,” I agreed. “We’re both a little slippery right now.” So saying, I got off the bed, already looking for the menu. It tended to travel.

      Jon let me look for it, lounging like a prince on a chaise. “Maybe after cake and a shower, I can get you all slippery.”

      I paused, casting a glance over my shoulder. Oh? Had he gotten a second wind? “Is that a full package service you’re offering?”

      He didn’t answer, just rolled off the bed, giving me a solid smack against my ass as he sauntered towards the bathroom.

      I’d take that as a yes. A silly grin on my face, I went to order us both some cake. Apparently, I’d need the energy boost soon.
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      Donovan was completely stressed out.

      My better half was trying to hide it from me, acting like he was fine and on top of things. What I actually suspected was that he was so focused on me, he failed to fully realize how much stress he was carrying. Which was so Donovan. But you can’t fool my eyes. And I wanted to nip this in the bud.

      So, right as he got out of the shower the next morning, I caught him before he could put on street clothes. “Babe. Go work out. There’s a nice gym on this floor; we’ve passed it several times. I know you’re itching to run.”

      Donovan hesitated for a long second, looking down at me. His lines sparked a bit with longing. “But…I mean, didn’t you want to go to the site and people watch a while?”

      “Yeah, but we’re not nine to five, here. We can get there a little later in the day.”

      Still, he hesitated. I could guess why. He hated leaving me in the room alone. It bothered him that I might feel trapped here. I didn’t enjoy it, but there were times it was the only option for me, and I’d learned how to maneuver around hotel rooms.

      But I could tell he wasn’t willing to leave me in here alone. Right, Plan B. Engage. “You can call your dad, tell him to meet up with me for breakfast. He’ll play anchor for me while you’re in the gym, and you can catch up with us later.”

      His unease abruptly vanished. “That’s a great idea. Here, I’ll call him.”

      Part of the trick of living with a Havili was knowing how to get around their protective instincts. I gave myself a mental pat on the back for my genius. I had learned well over the past months.

      Donovan called his father and arranged it, which meant I had about five minutes to put on shoes and find my wallet. I managed both, and Donovan held open the door for me so I could slip out into the hallway.

      Kanye met me not even a minute later, a wide smile on his face. “Morning. Where do you want to get breakfast?”

      “I really do not care as long as they have bacon and coffee,” I answered honestly.

      “Then let’s go to the place across the street. I had breakfast there yesterday, and I want one of their omelets again.”

      “Sounds good.” I fell in step with him, happy at the idea of food but also hoping to get a word in with him while I had Donovan safely out of earshot. Which was somewhat hard to manage. There was something I wanted to convey to Kanye and a favor I wanted to ask.

      As we waited at the crosswalk, I asked, “Have you been having fun while we’ve slaved away?”

      “Oh, loads,” he assured me, eyes crinkling up. “Won forty dollars yesterday.”

      “And how much did you spend to win that forty dollars?”

      “Thirty.” Kanye laughed, enjoying the joke. “I’m a terrible gambler; I’ve never had good luck with cards or slots. I just enjoy playing from time to time.”

      “I think you used all your good luck on your wife and kids.”

      Without a second of hesitation, he agreed. “That’s true. And really, what better place to put all your luck?”

      “No argument since I’m reaping the benefits of it.” I felt like that might have been a good moment to say something, but our crosswalk light changed to white. We walked across to the little bistro that Kanye had suggested.

      It had a nice vibe to it, with outdoor seating in front and a bright, light interior. Kanye led us to an outdoor table, and we picked up the folded menus already in place there, giving them a look. At least, I did. Kanye had his hankering.

      A waitress came by to take our orders, and I settled on bacon and toast with coffee. I could feel my nerves starting to jitter and tighten a little as she walked away. I knew the right moment to talk to Kanye had finally arrived. I might not have been so ready to say something, except that whenever this man looked at me, I could see his affection. His respect. Kanye acted like I was one of his kids, and that gave me a heady sort of feeling. This was a good man I loved to pieces, and I would hate for him to ever lose his high opinion of me.

      I wanted to somehow cement that relationship with him. “Kanye, I want to propose to Donovan.”

      Kanye lit up. Literally—his aura was a mix of gold and the chartreuse of happiness mixed in with the pure purple of communication. “Are you asking permission to marry my son?”

      I could tell the idea tickled him. I hadn’t meant it quite that way, but you know what? Sure. “I absolutely am.”

      “Please do, Jon.” His eyes were warm with affection. “Please do. I’d love to have you as a son, and I’m sure my wife feels the same way about it. You’ve made Donovan far happier than I ever believed possible. We’d welcome a marriage between the two of you.”

      That brought tears to my eyes. How lucky was I that, in this life, I’d end up with three amazing fathers? I must have saved a country in a previous life or something. “Thank you. I’m really happy about the idea of joining your family. Unbelievably so.”

      He reached over with one arm and hugged me to him. “And you’ll be more than welcome.”

      I hugged him back. Havili hugs were the absolute best. “Don’t tell him yet. I’m springing this on him.”

      “I won’t even hint at it,” he promised. Then he rubbed his hands together in glee. “A secret my wife doesn’t know. Ha! Oh, I’ll get mileage out of this.”

      Alani was a dear soul who loved knowing everything. I did mean everything. She would be frustrated that Kanye had one up on her. I wasn’t about to spoil his fun.

      “When do you plan to propose?”

      “The original plan was on the one-year anniversary of him moving in, but I’m honestly not sure if my nerves can take the wait. I’ve got a ring; I just can’t seem to find a good moment.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “Can I ask a favor? I want to call my fathers and tell them about this, too. I spoke to them about possibly proposing right before we left, and I’d hate to leave that conversation dangling now that I’ve come to a conclusion.”

      “Absolutely.” Kanye levered over to one side to pull his phone out of his pocket then looked at me expectantly.

      I rattled off the number for my dad’s cell, as he was surely at work. Kanye punched it in before putting the phone on speaker and laying it on the table, closer to him than me.

      It rang twice before a voice answered curiously, “Hello?”

      “Hi, Dad, it’s me. I’m calling on Kanye’s phone.”

      “Oh! I wondered, as this isn’t a number I know. Hi, Jon.”

      “Hi. I would save the number. You’ll probably need it in the future.” I sucked in a breath before confessing, “I’ve decided to propose.”

      Caleb let out a hiss of triumph. “I’m so glad. I really feel like this is a good decision on your part. Hang on, Neil just walked in. Neil, Jon’s decided to propose.”

      The sound abruptly changed, no doubt because Caleb had put his phone on speaker, too.

      Neil’s voice was warm and a tinge relieved as he spoke. “I’m really happy for you, Jon. What tipped the scales? You were really uncertain before.”

      “Well, I dragged the man on a plane and then right into a casino with a bomb, and he didn’t kill me, so…” I drawled.

      All three men snorted a laugh.

      I shrugged, as I was kind of joking. But kind of not. “I think some part of my brain finally figured out that absolutely nothing I can do, no challenge I put us through, is going to break Donovan’s love for me. That’s what I was truly nervous about. But the man will stick with me through thick and thin, there’s no question about that.”

      “No, none at all,” Neil agreed. “When do you plan to pop the question? Are you still aiming for the anniversary?”

      “I’m really not sure at this point what my timing is. I can’t do it out here, obviously. I’d really like to be home when I do this. But I still haven’t found the bomber, so we’re kind of stuck here at the moment.”

      Kanye gave me an odd look. “Now, wait a second, I thought you came out here to defuse a bomb. That’s what the FBI asked you to do.”

      I looked back, not sure what he was objecting to. “Well, yeah. Initially.”

      “And then they asked you to help with the interviews, right? Because they’re shorthanded out here, and they like your expertise.”

      “Well, yeah.” No, seriously, why was he looking at me with that patented parenting look, the way a father would look at a slow-witted child?

      Kanye rolled his eyes expressively before spelling it out. “Jon, since when are you in charge of this case? Since when is it your job to find the bomber?”

      My mouth opened, waiting for a retort that failed to come. Why was he even asking me that? “But they went through all the trouble and expense of flying me out here—”

      “And you did precisely what they asked you to do.” Caleb sounded quite firmly on Kanye’s side. “You defused the bomb, didn’t you?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Neil decided to throw his two cents into the ring. “And now they’re capitalizing on having an expert interviewer handy to help them sort through persons of interest. In their shoes, I’d certainly do the same thing. But unless I’m missing something, at no point did someone appoint you lead on this case.”

      “You’re a consultant,” Caleb continued smoothly. “So why are you acting as if you’re responsible for finding the bad guy?”

      I… Why was I acting like that?

      The question was a good one. I had no ready answer for it. I didn’t do this with my other cases. I was used to only coming in for the interviews. Hell, I only investigated about a quarter of the cases that I participated in as a consultant. Most of the time, I came in for initial interviews and final interrogations, and I didn’t do anything else on the case. That was normal, par for the course.

      So why was I reacting differently to this case?

      All three of my fathers were right. I’d come out for very specific reasons. Been assigned very specific tasks. No one had asked me to do more than defuse a bomb and interview people. I wasn’t part of the main investigation. I was a consultant. I doubted anyone would be upset if I somehow did luck into finding our culprit. But it also wasn’t on my head to find this person.

      I could clearly see the disconnect, but I didn’t understand why I was reacting like this, either.

      Kanye shifted in his chair. “Jon.”

      My eyes went back up to his face, bewilderment swirling through me.

      His expression was firm, lines swirling with gold and the mint green of worry. “You’re the most giving, selfless man I know, outside of my sons. I’ve seen you bend over backwards to help people. I like this part of you. But sometimes, I feel like you do so because you feel obligated to. Because you’re trying to compensate for the help you receive.”

      I objected instinctively. “But I receive so much help on a regular basis. More than the average adult does. I have to give back.”

      “I’m not saying it’s a bad reason,” Kanye assured me. “Life is all about give and take, on some level. No one operates on purely altruistic motives. I’m not trying to say that. But from what I’ve seen, you veer too far towards the other side of the spectrum. The more someone helps you, the more you try to outdo them. You try to exceed their expectations, as if you’re trying to convince them that their efforts were worth it.”

      Well, yeah. People lost all patience with me, otherwise. No one’s patience lasted forever. Except the Havilis’, but they were the exception to the rule in almost every case.

      Neil’s tone was kind, patient. And just as firm as Kanye’s. “Jon, you don’t have to do that. You don’t have to break yourself trying to please people. You’ll be loved, regardless.”

      “I’m not trying to break myself,” I protested. Even as the words left my mouth, some part of my mind whispered ‘liar.’ Because what else could I label it, what I was doing in Vegas right now? Trying to find the bomber even when I hadn’t been given all the facts and evidence gathered on this case?

      That was insanity right there—trying to solve a puzzle I didn’t have all the pieces to.

      Oh shit. Was Kanye right?

      Kanye put a hand on my shoulder, leaning in, and the weight of his full attention and affection zeroed in on me. “You don’t have to bend over backwards. You don’t have to jump through hoops. You don’t have to miraculously solve a case. People who don’t know you might lose patience. People with their own agendas might demand things you’ll find it near impossible to do. You owe them nothing. You’re enough precisely as you are. You’re loved precisely as you are.”

      I felt those words impact me directly in the heart. Tears stung my eyes as I looked back at him. He believed every single word. He felt every word and was no doubt hoping I could see his sincerity.

      There were times when being a reader overwhelmed me. Often, in fact. But never like this moment, when I could see all of a father’s love; his hope, and worry, and fierce protectiveness. All of it meant for me. It just about bowled me over.

      Caleb sighed gustily. “I could not have said it better myself. Thank you, Kanye, you took the words right out of my mouth. Jon, I can see how this habit of yours formed. And I deeply apologize for my part in it. But I wish to god that you’d kick it to the curb. It will eventually break you, and Donovan. And for what purpose? To please selfish people?”

      Well, now, there was perspective. It was true, most of the people who demanded the impossible from me weren’t people I wanted to please to begin with.

      And it was also true that my actions directly affected Donovan. For better or worse, that would always be the case. He was fundamentally incapable of letting me do anything on my own, after all. Did I really want to drag him through one impossible job after the next, demanding more and more, all the while watching as stress and exhaustion wore away at him?

      God, that was a scary thought. Mostly because I could see it happening. I got sucked into cases and binge-worked until my eyes crossed with fatigue. Donovan was a tempering influence on me, but he also indulged me. It would have to get really bad before he put his foot down.

      Worse than me flying across the country and playing bomb tech, apparently. Because, even though he’d been mad as hell, he hadn’t stopped me.

      My fathers had good points. Several of them. This really was a bad habit on my part. I couldn’t deny their stance, as I could hear and see how strongly they believed this. All three of them. And I couldn’t argue that this was fine. It wasn’t. I’d already put Donovan in a highly stressful situation and pushed him to his limits. So much so that I’d been afraid I’d broken our relationship. So, clearly, I didn’t know where to draw the line. Or maybe it was panic and a deep need to be accepted that sent me barreling, time and again, over the line.

      I sniffled, fighting the tears away. “I hear what you’re saying to me. I agree it’s a really bad habit I’ve formed. I’m not…sure how to stop myself from doing it? It’s pretty ingrained right now.”

      “I will help stop you,” Kanye promised. “I see you more than your fathers do, and I’m closer. I can smack you.”

      Neil cheered and chuckled. “Please do, Kanye. And Jon, I think you need to sit down and talk about this with Donovan. Tell him that you’re aware this is a bad habit, and you want to break it. I think you’ll be surprised at how readily he’ll help you.”

      “I can do that.” And I wouldn’t actually be all that surprised. He did try to curb my more insane workaholic habits from time to time. Not that I’d really listened.

      But, you know, I had a better perspective now. And if I had to choose between making the world happy and keeping my Donovan happy and healthy, Donovan would win. Hands down, no competition.

      Neil said, “Let’s start off on a good foot with your new resolution. If they don’t have any valid suspects for you to interview, what will you do?”

      “They’re still parsing through the bomb fragments and trying to figure out where the TNT came from. But I think that if they have no leads by the end of this week or next, we’ll go home.” It felt like I’d shrugged the world off my shoulders, saying that. It brought a smile to my face. “Because, really, I’d rather spend my time planning more important things. Like proposing to that gorgeous man I live with.”

      Caleb took the conversational bait. “Yes, speaking of. How do you plan to propose? I assume you have a plan.”

      I groaned, flopping forward again. “I do not. But I am currently taking suggestions.”

      “Yeah, let’s start there,” Neil agreed.

      Our food arrived, but we kept talking, my dads throwing out suggestions, me soaking it all in. Not just the advice but the love and staunch support.

      Family. I’d been blessed with an amazing one.

      I’d definitely saved a country in a previous life. No other explanation for it.
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      I stood outside, ostensibly to watch the crowd for a bit. Or at least, that’s what I told people I intended to do. The chances of the bomber showing up four days after the bomb went off were low, but it was still feasible. It was more my own antsy-ness that had sent me here.

      It was still a little dangerous, with broken glass that hadn’t been completely cleaned up. Steve, I noticed, had little doggy shoes he wore as protection. Poor Archer was still going through any bits the bomb squad could scrounge up and gleaning little slivers of info here and there. I did not want his job.

      The air smelled strongly of ozone and burned metal. A little musty, probably because there was no power to the building. The damage had been contained, yes, but that meant this building had taken the full brunt of the blow. It would take millions to renovate the place, assuming they could. I had a feeling the whole building might be a bit skewed on its foundation. It felt off-kilter to me. Kind of like a fun house, as if the walls were tilted and not parallel to the floor.

      Because of that, I didn’t stay in the building for long stretches. I stayed outside where there was plenty of fresh air and I could people watch better. Donovan was chatting with one of the cops on the line, making friends as he liked to do. It was funny how, after people did that initial double-take upon meeting him, if they gave him a chance, they warmed up pretty quickly. He was such a teddy-bear, my Donovan. Once you knew him, it was impossible to not love him.

      Estrella walked up to my side and stopped, surveying the scene. I cast her a look from the corner of my eye, but she seemed fine. “Out here for a breather?”

      “The air quality in that building sucks. And Arch was making those grumbling, polar-bear-coming-out-of-hibernation noises while poking at things, which means I need to give him space for a few minutes.”

      “You two really do know each other well.”

      “It’s still rather a work in progress.” She tilted her head, lowering her sunglasses a tad to look at me. “You can see what he’s lived through, can’t you?”

      “Oh, yes.” I winced, because it was a lot. Surviving a bomb alone had to be hell. He still bore the pain, his body not quite healed from it. But he’d lost his anchor in that explosion, too. Honestly, in his shoes, I wouldn’t have made it. Losing Donovan would have destroyed me and finished what the bomb had failed to do.

      “Thank you for not asking.” Estrella sighed, shoving her sunglasses back up before looking sightlessly out. “So many people get curious and thoughtlessly ask without realizing they’re digging at wounds that are barely closed as it is. Archer’s got more emotional strength than most, so he was able to pull himself out of a very dark place. His first anchor was his brother.”

      “Oh, ouch.” I’d suspected that much from what his lines said, but his pain overrode a lot.

      “Yeah. They grew up really tight, and Kyle was a great anchor for him. Losing him was a double hit. I’m not sure if Kyle’s wife has completely forgiven Archer for pulling him into that bomb’s radius. There are moments when I can see the anger in her eyes. Their relationship has suffered because of it. But I think she realizes, too, that Archer would have switched places with him in a heartbeat.”

      “It’s always hardest on the ones who survive.”

      “Yeah.”

      I felt the need to say something to her. A reassurance, perhaps. “I can see his affection for you clearly. Archer adores you. And there’s relief there, too. Relief that you chose him.”

      Estrella gave me a sweet smile. “Thanks. Archer’s one of the few who didn’t react weird around me because I transitioned. I was always very comfortable with him as a result, and we got to really trust in each other. Confide in each other. I do sometimes wonder if he chose me just because he needed an anchor and we get along so well. Some people assume it’s because I seduced him.”

      “That’d be a neat trick, considering he’s asexual.”

      “Right? I like dropping that bomb on people and seeing them verbally scramble. So satisfying.”

      “I bet. But in this case, I think he regrets what happened with Kyle. He always will. But he doesn’t regret you.”

      Estrella threw an arm around my shoulders and hugged me to her briefly. “You’re the sweetest thing. I wish you and Donovan lived a little closer. You’re both so easy to be around. You can read Archer well enough that you don’t fall into verbal black holes every other sentence, unlike some people. And Donovan’s not once done something to trip Archer up.”

      “Comes from having to shield the world from me.” I gave a shrug. “He’s applied the same principles to Archer. Fortunately for all, he’s a quick study.”

      “He certainly is.”

      And thank god for it. I’d be in trouble, otherwise.

      I was glad Estrella had relaxed her guard enough to tell me all this. Some people got nervous about disclosing anything, which was ridiculous, as I could see most of it just fine. She’d decided she liked us both and was ready to make better friends. I was happy to do so, honestly, and shared her wish that we both lived a little closer to each other.

      “Why are you standing out here, anyway? I know you said you were going to canvas the crowd, but can you do that at this distance?”

      “Oh, sure. If I can see a person, I can read them.” I nodded from one person to the next, starting from the left side of the line. “Guy in the red shirt, just curious, no guilt. Woman in white, not a nice person. Avoid her. The non-binary person in green next to her is here for a look-see.”

      Estrella let out a whistle. “You can see all that at a glance? Damn, Jon, you’re scary.”

      “It’s why they pay me the big bucks.” I grimaced and tacked on sardonically, “Also why I fry everything electronic. I run too high.”

      “I can see how that correlates, yup.”

      I had something of a wisecrack on my lips, ready to unleash on her, when I caught sight of something. A man had shifted from the back of the crowd—which was only two or three people deep at most—and towards the front. His movement had pinged my peripheral vision. Oh?

      As calmly as possible, I said, “Estrella. The man in the ballcap and glasses next to Donovan. You see him?”

      “Looks to be in his thirties? Tan pants, white polo?” She looked casually that way.

      “Yeah, him. He’s screaming guilt and regret right now. And horror. I really want to chat with him.”

      “Oooh,” she intoned like a giddy fangirl. “I do, too. Let’s mosey over there.”

      “Can you text Donovan first, tell him to be on his toes?”

      “Sure, I can cue him in.” She stepped three feet away from me, pulling out her phone and typing a quick text, before returning.

      I watched Donovan pull out his phone and check it, then his head came up to see which man I’d pointed out. He gave me a slight nod before replacing the phone. Good, he saw the guy.

      We moseyed, but it probably didn’t look as casual as intended. Estrella had on the FBI windbreaker, after all. We didn’t get more than a few feet when the man looked at us. He looked average, from what I could make out. Probably my height, brown hair, bronzed skin from desert living. He looked more and more rattled the longer he stood there, his aura sparking with different emotions, and his lines were an interesting mix of things. He didn’t look like a bad person, but the guilt and regret sat heavy. The contrast between the two made me want to ask all the questions.

      He seemed to realize suddenly that we were coming for him. He panicked, head jerking this way and that, looking for an exit. Then he turned on his heel, shoving people out of the way as he made a run for it.

      Donovan was quick to duck under the line, hot on his heels. “STOP! Stop right where you are!”

      The guy put on more speed. I broke out into a run, myself, Estrella right there with me as we ducked under the line and started after the guy. I couldn’t really see him, but I could see Donovan a half-head taller than everyone else, and it was him I tried to keep track of.

      Halfway down the road leading into the casino, Donovan got clear of the crowd. So did our quarry, and he put on a burst of speed. It did him no good. Donovan was very much in shape, and his long legs stretched out. It was poetry in motion, watching him move, and he caught up in five seconds flat.

      Donovan had the guy down on the ground, his hands behind his back and a knee at the base of his spine, before we could catch up. I puffed a bit for breath, as I wasn’t warmed up and limber enough for a sudden sprint. But I’d been exercising regularly, too, so I only needed a second to catch my wind. I was rather proud of that.

      “Let go of me!” the man on the ground protested, squirming. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Now, see, if that were really true, then why run?” Donovan tilted his head up to see me. “What did you read?”

      “Interesting, contradictory things.”

      Estrella passed me and knelt at the man’s other side, pulling out handcuffs. “Sir, I need you to come back and answer a few questions for us.”

      “But I didn’t do anything!”

      “You just ran from an FBI agent. You can see how that looks bad, right?”

      He fell abruptly silent. No response there, huh.

      He might not be talking now, but he was going to talk to me very, very soon.

      Donovan hauled him up and marched him back, and the man went quietly, not struggling. Estrella lagged behind, pulling out her phone.

      “Hey, Freeman? Yeah, Jon spotted someone he wants to talk with. We’ve got him, walking him back now. Yup, a runner. Sure. Wait, where? Oh, right, I forgot they cleared that room. Sure, we’ll head there. See you in a second.” She hung up before calling to us, “Go to the admin office near the reception desk. Freeman just cleared it for us.”

      “Okay.”

      We had to fight through the crowd a bit because everyone was curious about why we’d just run a guy down. Hadn’t anyone told these people that curiosity killed the cat? I mean, seriously. As we walked, Estrella read Phillip his Miranda Rights. The man did not look pleased to hear those, but for caution’s sake, it was just as well she did it now. I’d seen the judge throw evidence out because the Miranda Rights weren’t said before an interrogation. We didn’t need that sort of shenanigans on this case.

      Donovan managed to march the guy in, and we entered the ozone-smelling building with a wrinkle of the nose. Freeman met us at the door, giving the guy a once-over before silently indicating that Donovan should put him inside the room. Donovan did without a word.

      Freeman caught me by the arm, stilling my advance.

      “Jon, I want you and Archer to tag-team this guy. I’ll be in the room, but you lead the interview.”

      I blinked at him in surprise. Uh. I felt like I was missing something. “Sure, but why?”

      “Archer’s got a better feel for things. He may be able to suss out if this guy is the one who handled the bomb, and you may be able to read if its him. Between the two of you, I think you’ll be able to nail him and get a confession, if he’s involved.”

      “Ah. Yeah, okay.”

      “You alright with doing that?”

      “Sure.” I wasn’t entirely sure how Archer interviewed people, but I guessed I was about to find out.

      Speak of the devil, and there he was. Steve guided him, and Estrella moved around me to catch up with him. Archer said something in a soft voice, and she responded, making him snort a laugh. It was funny how understated his physical reaction was, when I could see that it had actually delighted him. He felt things strongly; he just didn’t express those feelings on the surface.

      Freeman waited until Archer was closer before relaying his request again. “Archer, I want you and Jon to do the interview on this one.”

      “Okay.” Archer’s head tilted slightly, and curiosity sparked along his lines. “Jon, what did you see?”

      “Guilt. Regret. Horror. All of it very strong and brought on by the sight of the building, I think. I don’t know who this man is. We didn’t get his name.”

      “Then, let’s start there. You good cop or bad cop?”

      “Can I be bad? I have a lot of tough questions to ask him.”

      “Sure. I may or may not say anything to him in the interview.” His mouth curved up in a slight smile that looked very naughty.

      I was suspicious of that smile. Not to mention the thrill of mischief that accompanied it, both visible to my eyes. “And what are you planning to do, Special Agent Mischief?”

      His grin widened a notch. “Sit in his chair after he’s out of it.”

      Freeman let out an ooooh while Estrella cackled.

      I shook my head, amused. “That would be the faster method for you. Can I ask him a few questions, anyway?”

      “Oh, sure,” he said in a magnanimous manner. “We still need info. We can’t rely on just my readings, after all.”

      “That we can’t.” Which was sort of a pity, but courts liked having concrete evidence to back things up. Such was the way of things.

      Donovan came out and looked us over. Freeman shooed him back in, and we all followed.

      The room was decent-sized, meant to be an office, so it had room for multiple adults. There wasn’t a desk in here at the moment, just three chairs. Estrella and Steve stayed outside in the hallway, probably in an effort to not overwhelm our person of interest. Donovan lurked against a wall and stayed still. Freeman did the same, but his phone was out and pointed at the man, no doubt with the camera rolling.

      I sat, looking our guy over more carefully. I still couldn’t tell what I was reading from him. The emotions were all there and very strong, but I’d seen people feel like this even when they weren’t responsible for a crime. And while the guilt was there, it was also…one step removed, somehow? Like he wasn’t directly connected to it. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Did he feel justified, so the bombing didn’t sit as heavily? But then, why did he feel guilt at all? I didn’t see any vindication in him. And there was no building experience anywhere in his lines.

      Strange, strange readings.

      “Hello,” I greeted with a smile. The man stared back nervously, his hands clenched tightly together in his lap. “I’m Jonathan Bane, a psychic. This is Special Agent Archer Lewis, another psychic. We’d like to ask you a few questions, clear up why you ran from us, and that’ll be that.”

      He didn’t look like he believed me. Reading him his Miranda Rights on the way in probably had something to do with that. I didn’t entirely blame him, as I didn’t really mean those words, anyway. If he gave me something interesting, I was so pursuing it.

      “Let’s start with your name,” Archer suggested. “Who are you?”

      With a deep sigh, the man turned his attention to the floor. “Phillip Jones.”

      I stilled for a moment. Jones?

      Now, wasn’t that interesting?
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      Phillip Jones seemed highly reluctant to talk. I didn’t exactly blame him. No one wanted to talk to law enforcement unless they needed help. But it was my job to figure out the reason for all these interesting emotions caterwauling through his chest, so talk he would.

      “Phillip, why did you come by today?” Always best to start off with an easy, low-ball question.

      “To see the damage. Everyone’s talking about what happened. I wanted to see it with my own eyes.” He didn’t look up from the ground.

      It was true, every word. And that answer was directly linked to horror. Huh. There were two options. He was either horrified at what he had done or horrified because it had happened, but he hadn’t been involved. I was going with the former just because he felt guilty, too, but something didn’t feel right with that conclusion.

      I pressed him. “Who did you hear about it from?”

      “It’s all over social media.”

      No, wrong answer. That didn’t connect with his lines at all. Just the mention of hearing about it was linked to another line, one of family. That family line also connected to his horror, and wasn’t that interesting? “No, you spoke with someone about this. Someone who’s very close to you, an older male relative. What was the conversation about?”

      That got his head jerking up, and he stared at me with wide eyes. “Who said that?”

      I cocked my head at him. “No one.”

      “Then how did you know that?!”

      “Were you not paying attention when I read off my name and license number? I’m a psychic. I can read you.”

      His face drained of all color. Ghosts probably had better complexions. Then his hands started to shake, a fine tremor. Phillip stared at me as if I were the boogeyman in the flesh.

      That expression always meant a person had delicious secrets to spill. I smiled benignly. Well, I tried. It probably came out a little crooked and demented. Donavon’s soft snort indicated I’d missed the mark by a mile.

      Archer stirred a little in his chair. “Who did you speak with? What did you say to each other?”

      Phillip’s eyes dropped back to the ground, and he shook his head. I wasn’t sure if he was in denial or refusing to answer. A little of both, perhaps.

      I changed the question, as obviously he didn’t want to answer it. “Did you plant the bomb, Phillip?”

      His head came up, and he stood halfway out of his chair. “NO!”

      I let out a soundless whistle. What do you know, that was the truth. “I believe you.”

      He stopped, frozen, and stared at me hard. He looked like a lost child, still pale with worry, but there was a spark of something. Hope, maybe. “You believe me?”

      “Yes. You didn’t do this. Not directly, at least. But you still feel guilty about it for some reason. Why?”

      He was back to staring at the floor. Coral defiance sparked along his lines. He was growing more and more determined not to give me anything else.

      Sorry, buddy, that’s not how this game gets played.

      “Phillip, I honestly believe you didn’t do this. You’re horrified by what happened. I think you’d do anything to change it.”

      “Yes,” he whispered in a threadbare voice.

      “I also think you know who did it.”

      No answer this time. But he hunched further in on himself, like a turtle seeking its shell. His lines sparked with the moss-green of horror, the blue-black of despair, and hot red and pink interwoven in disgusted anger. It was all directly connected to that older male relative, whoever that was. Father would be my guess. Uncle. Someone who raised him.

      Oh, he knew who had done it. But his loyalty was bright and pure, and he wasn’t going to give this person up to us. Not unless I used some serious leverage, and maybe not even then. But the joke was on him. He thought his silence would protect this person. I knew precisely who to go after, just looking at him.

      Would I tell him that? Hell no.

      That spark of defiance flared bright, and his head came up. “I want a lawyer. If you’re accusing me of something, I should have a lawyer. I’m not answering anymore questions from you.”

      “Trying to protect him now only makes you an accomplice,” I pointed out. “An accomplice after the fact, but an accomplice still. I now know enough that I can figure out who it was. You’re delaying the inevitable, nothing more.”

      Phillip shook his head, stubborn and obstinate. “I want a lawyer.”

      And that was that, at least for the time being.

      Freeman stepped forward and addressed him. “Come with me. I’ll need to hold you for a while. Give me your cellphone. We’ll arrange for a phone call so you can get a lawyer.”

      He did, with gritted teeth, but Phillip didn’t say another word. I bet Freeman would delay that phone call for a while to buy us the time we needed to get to the perpetrator.

      Phillip was barely out of the room before Archer got up and went straight to the man’s chair. He sat in it with a sigh of satisfaction, took off both gloves, and put them directly on the wood. His lines sparked with mischievousness, as if he were a cat about to lick the cream. He also reminded me something of a mafia hitman with his low ponytail and smart, three-piece suit. A mafia hitman waiting to hear who his target was. Then he went abruptly still, head tilting this way and that in miniscule jerks, as if seeing something the rest of us couldn’t.

      Which was rather the case.

      Estrella walked in and spied her psychic doing his thing, giving a nod of satisfaction. “He’s already on it. Good, what did you find out?”

      “Phillip Jones, related to the man who built the bomb,” I relayed concisely. “Either a father or uncle, someone who raised him. I don’t think Phillip was directly involved, but he’s too loyal to give up whoever did it.”

      “Ah, hence Freeman keeping him under wraps for now.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time.” Donovan came in closer, his hand trailing over my shoulders before resting comfortably there. “Freeman can’t hold him for long or delay that phone call forever.”

      “Oh, I think Archer can tell us who we need to talk to.” Estrella gave her partner a knowing smile. “Can’t you, Arch?”

      “Oh yes.” Archer’s smile was not at all nice, but it was victorious. “Everything matches with what I got from the bomb fragments. Phillip Jones’ father, Bruce Jones, did it.”

      Relief came over me, as strong as any tidal wave. I’d been stressed beyond belief about coming to Vegas and not finding a suspect. Of not being able to help Freeman properly, to make all of the trouble of bringing me out here worth it. My dad powwow this morning had definitely shown me the error of that way of thinking. I wasn’t about to fall back into that pitfall. But I couldn’t help but feel both elation and relief, too. Because, in spotting Phillip Jones and asking some questions, I’d finally found the connection we needed. I’d found the suspect who had eluded everyone else. That feeling was euphoric.

      And thanks to Archer, we knew precisely who the culprit was.

      “Archer, I want to hug you.” I beamed.

      Archer grinned back, as delighted as the rest of us. For once, his joy was an obvious thing; he was practically glowing with it. “Please don’t. I don’t need to know absolutely everything about you. But you realize this isn’t quite enough. The fact that I read a name doesn’t mean we can go pick this guy up.”

      Unfortunately true. “We wouldn’t have even been able to hold Phillip if he hadn’t run from us. Dammit. They really need to give psychics a bit more leeway.”

      “Yeah,” Archer sighed glumly.

      I had a sudden thought but wasn’t sure how viable it might be. “Arch, I read from Phillip’s lines that he has a brother. Any impression of the brother in your reading?”

      “Barely anything. I catch the impression of one, but it’s there and gone again. Why?”

      “So, he wasn’t directly involved in the bombing. Damn.” There went my bright idea.

      Freeman came back into the room, an eager bounce in his stride. “What did you get?”

      “Bruce Jones is our man.” Archer left the chair, pulling his gloves back on as he did so. Steve automatically came to sit at his side, close just in case his master wanted to move.

      Freeman punched the air with a victorious fist. “Yes! Good, let’s figure out how we can approach this. I wish I could use your reading as basis, but we need something concrete.”

      “Go to Bruce Jones, see if he runs?” Donovan offered.

      “Hmm, maybe.” Freeman frowned. “I’m certainly willing to try it, but if he catches on that we’ve got nothing on him, we’re sunk.”

      “His other son might not have anything to do with the bombing, but he might be as horrified as his brother about what Daddy did.” I splayed both hands out in a shrug. “I can read him and see? He may be willing to cooperate, and I bet he can give us something to work with.”

      Freeman snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “That’s a lot of maybes, but let’s do it. I’ll look up the family and find the other son. Be ready to roll. Both of you.”

      He was out the door in a flash.

      “The man’s got the same energy as a hyperactive five-year-old on a sugar rush,” Estrella noted. She said that, but she was practically giddy herself.

      Did I have time to drink something before we got hustled out the door again?
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      Freeman broke speed records for finding our person of interest and getting us all loaded and on the road. I, of course, had to follow him in my Humvee, but we were all heading in the same direction. I assumed he wanted Archer on hand to make sure we found the spot where the bomb had been made. It was easier to have Archer tell him than to have to hunt for it.

      We would hit the other son’s place of business first, but the bomb squad was heading directly to Bruce Jones’ place, on standby for when they got a warrant to go in. I knew that Freeman would head directly to Bruce Jones’ house afterwards. He just needed enough probable cause on his side to do so. Keeping Archer with the bomb squad made sense in that respect. We had no idea if the workshop was actually attached to Bruce Jones’ house or if it was on some other property.

      The man had already made one bomb. Who knew what else he’d made? It was better for the experts to go through the area cautiously, rather than risk something accidentally blowing up.

      Sydney Jones ran a garage on the outskirts of town, which meant it took us forty-five minutes of bad traffic to get over there. Vegas was one of those cities that had just boomed in population, and the infrastructure hadn’t caught up to the traffic demands. We sloughed through it along with everyone else, chafing at the bit as we went.

      “Babe, settle.” Donovan put a hand on my knee, his touch warm and grounding. “You’re about to vibrate out of your skin.”

      I cast him a glance, but only a glance, as I was afraid of rear-ending someone. People applied brakes with no warning here. “I’m excited.”

      “Yes, I caught that,” he drawled.

      “You should be, too. With the bad guy caught, the case is closed, and we can finally go home.”

      Donovan laughed, a warm, low rumble of sound. “Oh, is that why you’re so antsy?”

      “I have cats to adopt, a shed to clear out, and vehicles to buy. I don’t want to be stuck out here any longer.”

      “That’s fair. I don’t either. We do have a lot to accomplish when we get home.”

      More than he realized. As soon as we got home, I’d put my proposal plan in motion.

      First step of the plan: Make a plan.

      “Take a right here,” Donovan directed.

      And I was driving; I knew I should probably focus on the here and now. Bad guy still had to be caught first, after all.

      The garage didn’t look too shabby. At least a decade old and in need of a fresh coat of paint. The blue looked faded and worn after so much time in the desert sun. There were a few cars up in the bays being worked on. We each parked in any spare spot we could find. There weren’t many, as there wasn’t much of a parking lot. I had to be careful as I got out, or I would’ve risked slamming a door into Freeman’s nice black paint job.

      Freeman bypassed the garage and went to the small office on the left-hand side of the building, nothing more than a single, small room with a glass door.

      I followed him through, relieved to see that most of the place was low tech. Aside from a laptop on the old, metal desk and a phone, I didn’t see anything else at risk.

      No one was inside, but we all filed in. Donovan barely had the door shut behind us when a man stepped through from the garage via a side door, wiping his hands off on a stained rag as he came in. He was average height, bit of a paunch around his belly, dark hair tucked under a faded ballcap. He looked like a nice enough person, not guilty of anything horrendous except the occasional lie. Thirty, and definitely the baby brother of the two.

      And that nice, not-guilty man looked straight at the FBI agents crowded into his office, and his countenance fell completely. Fear, horror, and resignation chased their way through his lines.

      “Sydney Jones?” Freeman confirmed.

      “Yeah,” Sydney said on a sigh. “That’s me. Shit. Shit, if you’re here, he really did it.”

      “Your father.”

      “Yeah.” Sydney took off his cap, running his hand through thinning hair, his gaze falling away from us and sightlessly to the floor. “You know it was him.”

      “We do,” Freeman confirmed. “But talk to us anyway. I’m going to record this, alright?”

      “Okay. Yeah, sure.” Sydney moved around the desk and dropped heavily into it. He had his head in both hands, a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      Freeman spoke briefly into his phone’s mic, recording date, time, and names of the people there. I moved around him so I could still see Sydney and stay a little farther away from the electronics in the room.

      Putting the phone down on the desk, Freeman encouraged, “Start from the beginning, please.”

      Sydney looked up, eyes bright with unshed tears. “My father’s in a lot of trouble for this, isn’t he?”

      “I’m sorry to say he is. I wish he hadn’t done it.”

      “Me too. God, me too. We didn’t think he’d really do anything.” Sydney went back to staring at the desk hopelessly. “He’s a hot-head, my dad. Hot tempered. He’s always yelling about he’ll do this, or he’ll do that, but he never follows through on any of it. He’s just hot air. It’s why I didn’t pay much attention to it when he started making the threats.”

      “About planting a bomb in the Aria?” Freeman prompted quietly. He stood still in front of the desk, patience personified.

      “Yeah. The Aria and some of the others. He’s a gambling addict; he had several favorites. Until he couldn’t pay for it all anymore. And then it was all about how they were cheating honest people, and he’d get even with them for it.” Sydney shook his head. “He talked like that for months. But he wasn’t doing anything about it, like usual. I thought it was safe to ignore him, like we always did. I didn’t realize what it meant when he asked me to buy some parts.”

      I perked up. Buy? Did that mean receipts? We law people loved receipts. They had interesting, lovely information like items purchased. Dates, times, who purchased them. Locations. Details that tied neatly into our cases. Receipts were beautiful, beautiful things.

      “What did he ask you to buy?”

      “Cases for electronics. Switches, screws, wires. He asked for TNT, but I told him I had no idea how to get that. And he shouldn’t be messing with it, anyway. He’s not good with ordering stuff on the computer. He never seems to get the right thing. So, he has me order stuff for him.” Sydney’s fear spiked, and his eyes came back up to Freeman with a snap. “Oh god, that makes me an accomplice!”

      Freeman darted a look at me, and I gave him a small shake of the head. This man was a dupe, not an accomplice.

      “I think it’s pretty clear that you didn’t know how this all would be used.” Freeman gave him an encouraging smile. “Cooperate with us, and we can easily prove that so you’re not in trouble, okay? Do you have receipts for anything you bought for him?”

      Sydney looked slightly hopeful. “Sure? I mean, it was all web orders. I can pull up the emails for you.”

      “That’s excellent. I’ll have you do that in a moment. I want copies of all of that. Do you know if your brother also purchased things for your father?”

      “I think he did. He mentioned it to me, that it got pricey. I think Dad owes us both about eight hundred dollars. He said he’d pay it back this…” Sydney let out a gasp, horror filling him. There was love and loyalty in his lines, too, for his father. Sydney did care for the man, but the horror of what his father had done overrode everything else. Enough that he didn’t even consider not talking to us. “Oh God, he said he’d pay it back this week. That he had a good payday coming. He meant the ransom, didn’t he?”

      “Likely the case. Sydney, I need to know where your father is.”

      “Probably home. His business isn’t open on Tuesdays.”

      “What does your father do?”

      “He owns a restaurant. Jones’ Burgers, you know.”

      “I do. Good milkshakes.”

      “Yeah.” Sydney slumped in his chair. He was too depressed to do anything more.

      “Thank you. I need you to sit still for a moment while I call in my techs, okay?”

      “Okay, sure.” Sydney didn’t move a millimeter. He was too stunned by what his father had done to really think through the implications of what Freeman was saying.

      Freeman caught my eye and Donovan’s, motioning us both out. We went, and he took us a few feet from the door before asking in a low tone, “How much of that was the truth?”

      “Every word,” I assured him. “Sydney’s an innocent dupe. He had no idea his father built that bomb. I think Phillip put it together faster than he did. Maybe went to check it out this morning, verify it.”

      “Makes sense to me.” Freeman blew out a breath. “I’ll get a tech up here to pull those emails. I want everything done by the book on this one, as much as possible. I’ll work on a warrant now. No reason for you guys to stand around while I do that. Take a break, go get lunch. I’ll call you for Bruce Jones’ interview.”

      I needed a breather and was thankful it was being handed to me. “Thanks. And please do. I want a solid close on this case.”

      Freeman’s grin was predatory. “And we’re going to get one.”
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      Freeman could move when he got motivated. He had Bruce Jones in handcuffs with commendable speed. I mean, it still took five hours, but that was fast considering he had to get a warrant written up and signed. No one thought to complain that it was already late in the evening, well past quitting time. We wanted this nut job behind bars. And not only because Jon and I were ready to call this place quits and go home.

      I stood in the interrogation viewing room, Jon already inside and waiting for our suspect. I was as antsy for this to be over with as he was. We would both be a lot more comfortable once we got home. Jon put a good face on it, but the hotel doors made him feel caged in, as he had no way of getting around them. Even with me there. I think he could only tolerate them because I was there. That alone made us ready to go.

      There was no place to sit, as the room only contained a mirror and recording equipment. It wasn’t very wide, which made me think the place had been renovated for interrogations. But then, a lot about the building smacked of an office that had been converted for FBI use.

      I pulled out my phone, texted my dad a heads-up that we might be leaving soon. Whether he chose to drive back with us or not was up to him. I knew he might well fly. I wouldn’t mind a road trip alone with Jon, but I knew he was anxious to get home, too. A third driver would mean we’d be able to switch off and drive straight through. I wasn’t sure which was preferable.

      The door opened, and a man I recognized but didn’t know came in. I’d seen him often enough at the Aria, I just hadn’t been introduced to him. He was a bit portly, stout without being fat, wiry dark hair greying at his temples to give him a dignified look. He looked like he’d just left the bomb site, as fine dust coated his khaki pants and dark blue FBI windbreaker.

      “Oh, hello,” he greeted with a warm smile. “I’m Murry. You’re Donovan Havili, right?”

      “That’s me.” I held out a hand, which he shook firmly. “Freeman mentioned someone was overseeing everything, is that you?”

      “I’m the regional supervisor. I pulled Freeman out here to help me set up the new Vegas office, not expecting this nonsense to go down. Poor man’s been run ragged trying to set up the office and handle this mess. I’ve been pinch-hitting where I could but haven’t had a chance to meet the psychic team he brought in.” Murry turned to look through the two-way mirror. “So, that’s Jonathan Bane, eh? He’s not as terrifying as I expected.”

      His description amused me. “You expected him to be terrifying?”

      “When we first got notification of the bomb and my bomb squad told me how rigged that thing was, it was the first thing out of Freeman’s mouth. That he knew precisely who could disarm it, but we had to handle the man carefully or he’d potentially kill multiple people. Bit alarming, you have to admit.”

      I winced. Freeman hadn’t been wrong, per se, but that probably could have been phrased better. “You’ve learned since, I hope, that he’d never hurt anyone on purpose.”

      Murry flapped a hand at me. “Oh, sure, sure. I’ve heard good things. And he’s certainly bent over backwards to help us out here, which I appreciate. You too. Has to be hard on both of you to travel, what with his touch of death on electronics. I appreciate that you two stayed to help us unravel this mess. And that other bomb, very glad of that.”

      “Please tell Jon that. He’s not sure if he’s been as effective out here as everyone hoped.”

      Murry snorted, shaking his head. “The man’s helped save a lot of lives and mitigated some serious property damage. He’s done more than I hoped. And found the bomber, which is an amazing feat that I’m not sure we’d have managed without him. I’ll tell him so.”

      “Thanks.” Hopefully that message would get through to him.

      Freeman appeared in the other room, hauling Bruce Jones with him. At least, I assumed it was Bruce Jones. We hadn’t gone out to the man’s house with everyone else to make the arrest. No need. Jon’s specialty was right here.

      To me, Jones didn’t look like a bomber or potential murderer. He looked a bit rough around the edges, older than his fifty years. I could pass this man on the street and not look twice, that was how average he was. A little on the tall side, sort of gangly in the limbs. He wore his anger like a crown, righteous with it, a high color in his cheeks and a sneer decorating his mouth. His eyes landed on Jon, and the sneer became more prominent.

      “Who’s this pretty-boy? You trying to trip me up because I won’t talk to you?”

      I noted to Murry, “He’s got a very punchable face.”

      “Funny you noticed that,” Murry responded mildly. “I did, too. Your psychic good at rolling with the punches?”

      “Oh, he doesn’t roll.” I grinned, anticipating the show. When Jon got mad—which, granted, wasn’t often—he could flay someone alive with his words. His emotions were already running high, and this was the man who had caused the shit-show. I did not anticipate mercy.

      Freeman forced Jones into a chair then came around to sit on the opposite side of the grey metal table. He huffed a little as he sat, which made me think he’d had to wrestle Jones most of the way. “Mr. Jones, this is Jonathan Bane, a psychic.”

      Jones scoffed. “Sure, he is.”

      Jon smiled. It wasn’t a nice expression. Sharks spying dinner looked similar—all teeth, no joy. I could have told Jones, When my lover smiles like that, nothing good follows. I chose to leave him in the dark. He’d figure it out soon enough.

      They did the usual of license numbers, date, time, Miranda Rights, all that. Then Jon turned to Freeman and asked, with all the charm and geniality that a Southern gentleman could muster, “Do you mind terribly if I ask Mr. Jones a few things?”

      Freeman didn’t even blink as he responded in the same manner. “Not at all.”

      Oh shit. Here we go.

      Jon looked Jones right in the eye as he asked, in that same tone, “Did you deliberately ask your sons to buy the supplies for the bomb so they would be accomplices? Were you really so angry with them that you wanted to punish them, as well?”

      Jones didn’t answer, but there was denial and panic in large letters all over his face.

      “Oooh,” Murry murmured in admiration. “Good button to push.”

      But Jon wasn’t done. He leaned forward a little as he pressed, “You realize that Phillip didn’t tell us your name. Even when I caught him at the site, he was so loyal to you that he wouldn’t give you up, no matter what you’d done. You’re really going to repay that loyalty by dragging him to prison with you? A bomb on this scale, what do you think an accomplice will get? A decade in prison? More?”

      “But he didn’t have anything to do with it!” Jones burst out, hands slamming against the table. “He didn’t know what I was doing, he just helped me buy a few things! You can’t make him an accomplice for that!”

      I hissed in victory. And there was our admission of guilt. Damn, my Jon was really good at this. I knew he’d thought about becoming a doctor at one point, but the law agencies in the world might cry if he ever did go that route.

      Jon didn’t let up. He sat back, a bored, disbelieving look on his face. I could tell he was having fun being the bad cop. “Freeman, you believe that? He honestly wants me to think that his son can buy him all these wires and gadgets and supplies and not suspect anything after Bruce here has been threatening to blow up the Aria for months. That sound plausible to you?”

      “Hell no,” Freeman denied, playing right along without skipping a beat. “No jury in the world would believe that.”

      Jones’ expression changed, and he looked like a caged animal, but not in a good way. As if he were looking for a way to bite back. “You can’t prove anything. I wouldn’t be in here talking if you could prove anything. You’re fishing. That’s what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, I assure you, I don’t need to guess.” Jon got that beatific smile on his face that spoke of pure trouble. “Shall I demonstrate, sir? How much I can see?”

      I shook my head. “Any criminal who’s run across Jon can tell you the correct answer is no. Possibly hell no.”

      Jones had, needless to say, never met Jon before. He did not know this. He’d stupidly challenged my Jon to a battle of wits while he, himself, was an unarmed opponent. “Like you can see anything at all! I don’t believe you’re a psychic, either. Fucking wannabe, that’s all you are.”

      Gauntlet thrown. I sat back to enjoy the show, wishing for popcorn.

      Jon gave a lazy blink. “You’re fifty-two, a burgeoning alcoholic with a gambling addiction. You’re not from this area; you were born in Alaska, moved down here when you were ten or so. Parents divorced, likely about the same time as your move down here. You have nothing to do with your mother anymore, your father died years ago. You’ve had three serious relationships in your life, one of which was your wife, one of which is a dirty little secret that you feel horrendously guilty and ashamed about.”

      All color steadily drained from Jones’ face. Jon wasn’t reading a file, that was clear. No one had handed him one. There hadn’t been enough time to do that kind of research on Jones before he’d been brought in.

      And Jon wasn’t done. “That guilty relationship produced a daughter, one you have no contact with, I’d say. The line is there but it’s very muted and faded and wrapped with guilt. Did you throw away a child?”

      “I-I-I didn’t—” Jones stuttered hard, sweating a little. “You can’t prove that.”

      “How would your sons react, finding out they have a sister you wouldn’t even claim? Knowing what straight-shooters they are, I think they’d be horrified. Let’s see, what else can I read?”

      Jones stood abruptly, backing away from the table until his shoulders hit the wall. He stared at Jon as if he were the boogeyman. Words seemed beyond him.

      Murry let out a low whistle. “All of that was spot on, wasn’t it?”

      “It was,” I confirmed with a nod. “Like I said, not much gets past his eyes.”

      Jon spread both palms over the table surface, leaning in, and there was no fake smile now. Just an intense, penetrating look that could unnerve even hardened criminals. “Let’s be clear on this, Jones. I can see perfectly well what you’ve done. And even if I couldn’t, they’re tearing your place apart right now. They’ll find all the evidence they need to put you away for this. We’re not here to prove anything one way or another. We’re just clarifying a few of the finer details. Where did you get the TNT?”

      “Go to hell,” Jones whispered.

      “It was your son who bought you the TNT, wasn’t it? That carries a stiff penalty.”

      Jones lurched away from the wall, panic clear in his face. “You can’t prove that!”

      Freeman tsked him. “I know your son was covering for you even when he realized what you’d done. He wouldn’t confess anything to us, which some can argue makes him an accessory after the fact. I know for a fact they had to help you make the bomb. With your poor computer skills, no way you could have done it on your own.”

      Jones scoffed at him. “You modern children, always so dependent on computers. What do you think we did before you had Google, huh? I built hundreds of machines and learned it from books, thank you very much. I didn’t need my son’s help to build something then, I sure as hell don’t need it now!”

      “Sorry, Freeman,” Jon said with a true smile. “I have to agree with him there. I can’t Google worth shit and still manage to learn a lot on my own. And with his experience, he’s correct. He’s an inventor, it probably wasn’t difficult to figure out how to build a bomb.”

      Jones’ mouth opened as if to agree, proud of himself, then realized at the last second what it would mean. And his mouth snapped shut.

      “Okay, okay,” Freeman agreed with a roll of the eyes. “But that doesn’t explain where the TNT came from. ATF is looking into it now, but I bet you the sons got it for him. I’m going to have to haul them in for questioning, maybe detain them for a while. I do not like the idea of people familiar with black markets being on the loose. And who knows what they’ll do to get their dear old dad out of police custody?”

      Jones’ hands shook, afraid as he hadn’t been before. He started babbling at high speed, his words tripping into each other.

      “My boys didn’t know anything. Sure, I made threats, but they ignored them. I’m always mad at someone; they’re used to it. And I make stuff at the house all the time. I’m an inventor, you’ve got that part right. I do stuff on the side, not just run a business. Ever since they shut down the RadioShack in town, I’ve had nowhere to buy my hardware. My sons are used to ordering stuff for me. They’ve been doing it for years, they had no reason to suspect—” Jones’ temper flared, and he slammed his hands down on the table again. “You can’t pin this on them! It was me that did all of this. Me!”

      Murry let out a whistle. “And there’s a point-blank confession. Damn, he’s good. Havili, how do you two feel about Vegas?”

      “Hate it, why?”

      “No chance I can convince you to move here?” Murry didn’t entirely sound like he was joking.

      I grinned at him, amused at the invitation. One of these days, the FBI would manage to recruit Jon, but it wouldn’t be for Vegas. I stood firm on that. “No chance in hell, but thanks for the offer.”

      Jones stood panting, like a foal on shaky legs.

      “Why the Aria?” Freeman asked quietly.

      Defeated, Jones let his head drop. “They treated me like a king at first, you know. What can I get for you, Mr. Jones? Another beverage? More coins for the slots? I felt like a goddamn king. And then I started losing more and more. And suddenly I wasn’t a king anymore. And they took me into a back room and told me I couldn’t play until the debt against the house was paid. The fucking house that was rigged to make me lose! They said if I walked in again, they’d blacklist me!”

      Ah. So, ransom, yes, but revenge as well. I somehow wasn’t surprised.

      “I’d never been that humiliated. They were the only casino who treated me like trash, and over a paltry debt! I planned for months how to go about it. I’d built things kind of like a bomb before, did some research, figured it out. But it was hard to make something the casino couldn’t just stabilize and move out. I had to make sure they couldn’t defuse it. I only had one shot at it, I was sure of that.”

      He flopped back into his chair, staring at the table as if life itself had given up on him. His tone was dead as he continued talking in an almost monotone voice.

      “I took the bomb in myself, none of it connected. Couldn’t carry it in complete, didn’t dare. It would have blown up in my face when I tried to get it off the damn truck. I rolled it in when the guard shift changed, then took thirty minutes connecting it all together. Glued the boxes shut and wired them in so you couldn’t really see what you were doing without setting it all off. And it worked, didn’t it? You couldn’t get it out again.”

      “No,” Freeman agreed with quiet anger. “We couldn’t. And the thought of you perhaps killing thousands of people?”

      “What? They would have found it in time. No chance of that.”

      Jon sighed, a weary sigh, like he was dealing with an idiot and had no patience left for him. “You put it in the server room. That room is off limits to most employees, and people only enter it when there’s a problem. Sometimes weeks go by without anyone going into that room.”

      Jones’ eyes came back up to meet his. He looked bewildered, brows furrowed. “Server room?”

      “It would have gone off and killed everyone if not for you leaving the door ajar and a security guard noticing.” Freeman also looked at him as if he were a bona fide idiot.

      Which, to be fair, he kind of was. Mechanically gifted, but common sense stupid.

      “But it was an important room, with all those computers in it. Why wouldn’t they go in there?”

      Murry blew out a breath. “So, he chose it thinking it was a high-traffic area. The guy really isn’t good with computers, is he?”

      “No, his sons said as much,” I confirmed. “That they had to do anything computer-related for their father, as he was hopeless with them. It explains why he made such a poor choice.”

      Jones fell to muttering. “I left the door ajar? I’m sure I closed it.”

      Thank god he’d missed that one step.

      I watched as Freeman got up again, heading around the table. “Thank you for the confession, Mr. Jones. If you’ll follow me back to the cell.”

      Belatedly, Jones realized what he had done. He visibly backpedaled. “No, wait. I confessed, so I get to cut a deal. That’s how it works, right? That’s what they always show on TV!”

      Jon shook his head, no pity on his face. “Sir, we have evidence of bomb creation on your property. We have your confession. Records of what your sons bought in order to build the bomb. Why would we need to cut a deal with you?”

      With a snarl, Jones leaned over the table, so red he’d almost turned purple. “You little shit. You’re full of it, just saying whatever—”

      My psychic leaned in a little closer and murmured something too low for the camera mic to pick up. Whatever he said, it must have been a doozy. Jones fell abruptly quiet and jerked back, true fear on his face. He stared at Jon like he’d morphed into Death itself.

      Freeman got a hand on Jones’ arm at that point, tsking him. “I wouldn’t piss Jon off if I were you. Haven’t you already learned how much he can see? Trust me, if he gets mad enough, he’ll spill all your secrets. Better to not antagonize him, yeah? Let’s go to your cell quietly.”

      Jones seemed to agree, as he didn’t utter another peep, just docilely went where Freeman led him.

      “I wonder what he said?” Murry led the way out of the room, going around and into the interrogation room. I followed, as I’d need to escort Jon out of here. “Mr. Bane, I’m Murry, regional supervisor for the FBI.”

      “Oh, sure, glad to meet you.” Jon checked his wrists for a watch before shaking one hand in greeting.

      “Thanks so much for your help out here.”

      Jon was a tad smug and very elated. He was practically giddy. “Happy to help.”

      “You were certainly helpful. We would have been up shit creek with no paddle or boat without you. I’m talking about both bombs and the many, many interviews you did when I say that. I already asked your partner if you’d be willing to move out here, and he flat out rejected me.” Murry smiled to show he’d taken the rejection fine. “But if I ever get another thorny case, can I call on you two?”

      Jon blinked, not expecting that question or the praise. But I could see those words had impacted him. He finally understood that he’d done more than what was asked of him, and it was very appreciated. The tension that had held him so stiffly eased a fraction. “Thank you, sir. I’m glad to know I’m worth the hassle of flying out. And I’d be honored to come back. Just don’t fly me again, please.”

      “I think we’d all rather skip that experience. I promise, more time on the next case. And hazard pay for this one.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll let you go. I’m sure you’re eager to get home. Just write me up a good report of everything you saw, okay? And will you tell me what you said to shut Jones up like that?”

      Jon’s smile went evil again. “I should, in fact. If you can somehow wrangle the warrant to cover a thorough examination of his office that might encompass other crimes against minors, that would be best. I think he’s got a little child porn stash. Not sure if it’s on disc or what, but that’s up to you to find.”

      “Oh yeah? We’ll work it in.” Murry shook hands with him, then me. “Bane, Havili. An absolute pleasure. I hope to work with you again.”

      “Thank you.” I watched him go, glad that we’d had a good ending to this case.

      Jon hugged me hard, face buried against my shoulder. “We’re free.”

      I hugged him back, rocking a little bit. “We are. Ready to go home?”

      “Yeah.” He pulled away, then stood up on his tiptoes to kiss me.

      Oh, he was happy. I returned the kiss with interest.

      “Back to the hotel?” he murmured. “I feel like celebrating privately.”

      “Sounds good to me. I vote we get up early in the morning to start back.”

      “You don’t want to stay long enough to do the reports?”

      “Bah, I can type those up in the car. We have a long drive with nothing else to do.”

      Jon nodded decisively. “Car it is.”

      My mind was sliding steadily into the gutter when my phone rang. I stepped away from him to answer it, a little surprised to find Lauren calling. “Hi, Lauren.”

      “Hello, Donovan. I hope it’s okay to call now? I know you’re in the middle of a case.”

      “No, case just ended. Your brilliant son caught the guy, and we got the confession on record.”

      Lauren let out a thrilled laugh. “That’s my boy, alright. Is he free to talk to, then? I want to share something with both of you.”

      “Sure.” I put it on speaker and angled it in Jon’s direction. “Go ahead.”

      “Hi, Mom, what’s up?”

      “Oh, honey, I’ve got something that I need to pass by you. You and Donovan both. Alani’s asked if she could be my anchor.”

      I might have internally punched the air in victory, hearing that. Yeeeees.

      “How do you two feel about this?”

      “Mom, it’s seriously the best news I’ve heard all year.” Jon put both hands together in a praying fashion. “Please, please tell me you said yes.”

      “I told her I would love to but wanted to pass it by our sons first. But you think it’s a good idea?” Lauren sounded relieved.

      “You two are so compatible it’s not even funny. Platonic soulmates, that’s how it looks to me. And I speak from experience, a Havili as an anchor is the absolute best. I know you’ll be in great hands with her.”

      I felt the same way about it. My mother would be an amazing anchor, and she and Lauren got along like two peas in a pod. I voiced my own agreement as strongly as I could. “Please don’t even hesitate on our accounts. I think this is a great idea. You’ll both have a lot of fun together.”

      “I’m so glad you feel that way. Thank you. I guess I’m hesitant after the disaster of my first anchor.”

      “This time, it won’t be a disaster.” Jon’s faith was one hundred percent on that. “And Mom, I want you to talk to Alani and Kanye about moving in with them.”

      She sucked in a startled breath. “I should?”

      “Absolutely should. Kanye’s hinted that he feels it’s better for you to do that, and they have the room for you. And I think Alani would prefer to keep you close, too. Don’t be shy about this, okay? You can do it on a trial basis if you’d like, but if nothing else, it’ll solve your immediate housing problem and give you some quality time with your new anchor.”

      “Oh. Oh, I didn’t realize he’d already spoken to you about this.”

      “Yup. Kanye’s been hopeful.”

      “I feel so much better hearing that. I do adore your father, Donovan. He’s such a sweet man. I’ll ask both your parents about this and talk it over properly. If the case is done, will you two be home soon?”

      “We hope to leave in the morning,” I answered. “Not sure if Dad will drive back with us or not.”

      “I see. Well, I will wait for you to return, then, before doing a bonding celebration. I want to do that right.”

      “We’ll look forward to it. Mom, we’re standing in an interrogation room, so we need to boogie. But we’ll call you from the road and talk more about this, okay?”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you were still there! You must have just wrapped the case. Alright, we’ll talk more later. Love you both, bye.”

      “Love you, bye.” Jon waited until I had the phone safely back in its place before offering me a high five.

      I fived him, a grin stretching from ear to ear. “Fucking finally!”

      “Seriously, it’s a cause to celebrate all by itself.” He tugged me towards the door. “Come on. We’ve got a lot to do. Let’s get out of here.”

      “I’m good with that.” And maybe once we got back to the hotel, I could find a nice wall to cage him against. We’d earned a little wall sex, in my opinion.
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      The drive home took absolutely forever, and we were all glad to get out of the Humvee once we reached Nashville. Kanye chose to drive with us, so we switched drivers and took turns sleeping in the back, powering through. None of us was really interested in lingering on the road. We wanted to be home.

      And it was good to be home.

      We did nothing more than bring in our bags, leaving them in the living room, and then went straight to bed. I stretched out on the mattress with relief. I’d missed our bed. So badly.

      It was my last thought before I was sound asleep.

      We basically slept for eighteen hours solid, got up long enough to eat and veg on the couch, then went back to bed. I certainly felt the exhaustion lingering, a buildup and release of the tensions of our hectic trip out west. Sleep seemed the best answer for it.

      A hand on my foot shook me awake. I tried kicking at it, but Donovan was used to such tactics and dodged me. At least I didn’t land a hit on anything. Why the hell was he up already? I knew it was morning, and yeah, maybe I’d slept the better part of the last twenty-four hours away, but come on! I protested with a mouth that felt glued together with sleep, “-oo early!”

      “Yeah, he’s waking up steadily. Hold on. Come on, babe, up.”

      Why was he on the phone with someone? Why? The birds weren’t even singing. It was dark outside. How was I supposed to rise and shine if there was no sun to shine with? These questions were serious and begged for answers.

      None were forthcoming as Donovan grabbed the comforter and yanked it off my body, cooling me instantly. I floundered like a beached whale, trying to snatch it back. A wordless protest crawled out of my throat to whine its displeasure with my lover’s actions. I did not want to get up, I wanted to sleep. It was not a difficult concept!

      “There we go, I’ve got eyes open now. Granted, he’s glaring at me.” Donovan smiled down at me like I was adorable. He’d see adorable in a minute, after I got my revenge. “Hey, sleepyhead. Your grandparents want us out at their house today.”

      Today? Had I somehow slept through three days? “Why?”

      Donovan had the cell on speaker, apparently, as a voice answered from the phone. My grandfather, in fact.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you! Come on out, come pick it up.”

      I could hear the excitement in his voice, like a child promised the whole candy store. This, conversely, worried me. What had he done? “Uh, sure? This can’t wait until Sunday, I take it.”

      “I’m too excited, and I think I’ll need to show you a few things,” he said cryptically. “Come on, Jon. Up and at ’em. Sun’s going to rise soon, anyway.”

      “Yeah, in like three hours.” I groaned, but apparently this was set in stone, whether I was ready and willing or not. Very, very reluctantly, I rolled towards the edge of the bed.

      “He’s moving about as fast as a slug in a snowstorm, but he’s moving,” Donovan assured my grandfather. “We’ll be on the road in about an hour, alright?”

      “Yeah, good. See you soon!”

      I had one leg over the edge of the mattress, the other stubbornly refusing to part with the bed. I was with the stubborn leg, myself. I managed another glare at my beloved. “Why the hell did you answer a phone call at o’dark thirty?”

      “He actually did call last night, and we missed it,” Donovan replied, not at all bothered by my morning crankiness. The man was immune to it at this point, I guess. “I saw the missed call when I got up for a run. I called him back to make sure it wasn’t something serious.”

      That explained the morning hour, then. Donovan was a habitually early riser, with this odd routine of running first thing in the morning. He claimed it got the blood pumping. I normally didn’t protest because I reaped the benefits of morning shower sex. Needless to say, I wasn’t in the mood for sex now, feeling rather grumpy about being yanked out of a sound sleep.

      Because Donovan had ultra-mad skills, he managed to get me showered, dressed, a carafe of coffee poured down my throat, fed a light breakfast, and into the Humvee before I could escape him and slide back into bed. He even had another thermos of coffee for the road waiting in the Humvee. I was riding shotgun out of Nashville before I could really process it all. In fact, I probably fell back asleep, as I couldn’t remember most of the trip in.

      I woke up when the Humvee left the smooth highway for a gravel road. Blinking, I looked around, getting my bearings to discover that we were on my grandparents’ farm. I hadn’t been out here often—only twice, in fact—since being introduced to them.

      Rick and Emily Singleton kept the place spotless despite being well into their seventies. The big white farmhouse with its wide, wrap-around porch had a table set up with chairs, a precaution for me so I could relax and eat outside with the family.

      I could tell they weren’t in the house but in the red garage off to the side. I called it a garage because of all the door openings, but it was more a renovated barn. One of the doors was open, and I could see my grandmother’s matronly figure bustling around inside.

      It was something of a novelty to have grandparents invested in me, ones I liked and connected with in return. My father’s parents were icy, cold people I’d never connected with. My mother’s were nice enough but too busy to take much notice of children.

      I slid out of the Humvee, feeling the humid heat against my skin. It wasn’t bad yet, and I hoped that it wouldn’t get too hot out. If we were here to clean out the garage for my new Humvees, though, I had no doubt we’d warm up quickly.

      “Emily, they’re here!” Rick came out, moving spryly for a man of his age, a wide smile on his weathered face. I could see the resemblance between him and Neil, as they had the same height and strong bone structure. Rick’s hair had long since gone white, though.

      I greeted him with a solid hug, which he readily returned. “Hi, Grandpa.”

      “Hi, yourself.” He pulled back, his lines lit up with mischief, happiness, and anticipation. Oh, he had a surprise for me, alright. “Don did get you here in good time.”

      “Yes, he’ll pay for that later,” I drawled.

      Donovan laughed, not at all worried for himself. He gave Rick a hug, too, and they grinned at each other like co-conspirators. Wait. I pointed an accusing finger at the two of them. “You know what he’s doing!”

      Donovan winked at Rick then pulled on an innocent face. “I do?”

      “Don’t you try that on me, Havili, I have your number now.” That sneak. This had been totally planned. Or at least, Rick had told him what he wanted me out here for before Donovan woke me up. It wasn’t often that Donovan could pull one over on me, and I could tell he was delighted to have done so.

      My grandmother came out, distracting me with a hug hello. “You’ll see for yourself in a minute. I’m glad you came out, honey. You too, Don, come give me a hug.”

      Donovan had to lean down farther to manage that, as Emily was not a tall woman. She was dressed sensibly in jeans and a sweater, boots up over her calves, white hair pulled up in a bun at the top of her head. I always imagined that she’d make a good Mrs. Claus, the way she looked.

      Rick hooked his thumbs into his jean pockets, that wide smile on his face not abating. “Alright, come see my surprise for you.”

      I followed him, not sure if I should be worried or not. What kind of surprise is hidden in a garage, anyway? “Can I at least get a hint?”

      “Nope, come see for yourself.”

      Emily locked arms with me, just as excited as Rick. “I think you’ll love it, Jon. I know Don will.”

      Eh? What had they possibly gotten me that even Donovan would love?

      The garage was a little dimmer on the inside, although the lights were on. The first part of it was my grandfather’s workshop, filled with tools and benches, as he liked to do woodworking. It smelled amazing inside, and I took a deep breath as we passed through the area.

      On the other side of the shelves, which were filled with tools and wood, lay the rest of the garage. Usually, it only had one clear space, the rest of it filled with odds and ends (that we’d be sorting through and getting rid of later today, yay). But as I rounded the shelves, I realized that the spot was filled.

      Sitting inside was a 1940s-looking truck, with the round style to the cab and bed, and it stood up high off the ground with large tires. It was a deep red in color, and from what I could see, it had been lovingly maintained, as the interior had a creamy bench that looked almost new.

      Donovan let out a high-pitched sound in the back of his throat, eyes going wide. “Holy shit, that’s a Power Wagon.”

      “A what?” I didn’t understand what I was looking at. Was this what they wanted to show me?

      “A Power Wagon.” Rick turned to me with a ta-da gesture towards the truck. “Jon, this here is your new truck.”

      I stared at it, then him, then back at it, not sure how to take it. Emily let go as I walked to it, lifting up on my toes to get a better look through the window, seeing the interior. Then stepping up on the running board to see the back bed, which was a pristine wood. You could probably eat off it. “It’s incredibly cute…but can I drive this?”

      “Not a spec of electronics on it,” Rick promised me. “I’m glad you know what this is, Don.”

      “Oh, do I ever,” Donovan said with giddy excitement. He was right there beside me, looking the truck over.

      I felt like I was missing a piece of the puzzle. I couldn’t feel excited until someone filled me in. “Someone explain this better.”

      Emily came in, putting a hand on my arm to draw my attention to her. She had a twinkle in her green eyes, tone patient as she said, “When we got the call from Neil, explaining what you needed, we thought long and hard about the best way to help you. Of course, giving you garage space was fine, but we wanted to do more than that. You’ve got so many daily struggles, and if giving you a reliable vehicle helped with that, gave you some peace of mind, then we wanted to do that.”

      Rick put a hand on the hood, patting it. “This here is one of the most reliable trucks ever made. The original model was made by Dodge for World War II, and they were called Weapons Carriers. Nothing on this truck was allowed to break down; they couldn’t afford the liability in a warzone. So, they made these trucks as simple and as hardy as man can craft. This here’s the civilian version, a 1945 Power Wagon. There’s not a trace of electronics in this truck. It’s safe for you to handle as you like, and it’ll go forever. And anywhere. Hell, it’ll climb right up that wall if you put it in low gear.”

      A reliable secondary vehicle. The implication of it all hit me. I was no longer stuck with just one car. I had a truck that could haul things I couldn’t fit into the Humvee. And if something happened to the Humvee, I wasn’t confined to Faraday bags. I had a second vehicle I could use.

      The thought that had gone into this stunned me. They’d not only heard my request, spoken through their son’s mouth, but realized what it all meant. That this was a serious problem I was trying to navigate around. They’d taken in the implications and then provided this as the solution.

      I felt tears burning in my eyes. Oh god, I really was loved, wasn’t I? Look at them, so pleased with themselves that they’d found a way to help me. A way I didn’t even know existed. I hugged Emily first, as she was closest, kissing her on the head because I was overflowing with happiness. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      Rick closed in from the side, and I hugged him, too. Never had I been so glad that my father had remarried into this family. What would I do without them?

      “Do you like it?” Emily asked anxiously.

      “Are you kidding?” I realized I hadn’t said much, too overwhelmed to voice my emotions properly. “It’s cute as hell. And I’m really excited to have a truck. Sometimes I have to haul larger things that don’t fit in the Humvee. It’s always aggravating using Donovan’s truck, as I have to follow him to wherever we have to go. Not to mention, I’ve never had a reliable second option before. I always carried the fear of what would happen if the Humvee was in an accident or broke down for some reason. There’s not an easy way to drive me anywhere if that happens.”

      “Well, it’s easy, but awkward and frustrating,” Donovan corrected. He was still admiring the truck, his hands gliding over the smooth metal. “Damn, this is in such excellent shape. Where did you even find this, Grandpa?”

      “Got a friend who bought it when he was a young lad, restored it about ten years ago.” Rick let go of me to come around and pop the side of the hood, explaining as he did so. “He chose to sell it recently because his eyesight’s so bad he can’t drive anymore. When I talked to you two about the Humvees, this truck occurred to me. I wasn’t sure if I could buy it from him, if he’d already sold it, so I didn’t say anything then. But I called him immediately after, and he gave me a fair price for it. We spiffed it up a bit. Come here, Jon, let me show you.”

      For the first time in my life, I stood next to an engine compartment without any worry that I’d damage it beyond repair. It looked entirely alien to me, none of the parts making sense, but it did look clean inside. And the hoses and connections looked brand new.

      “On a simple engine like this, it doesn’t need things replaced much,” Rick explained. “But certain things won’t last forever. The spark plugs, for instance, we had to replace them. The air filter, oil, these lines here, as you can see, we replaced all those. The shocks, too, and the brakes. But that’s all you’ll ever need to change on this vehicle. The rest will run fine as long as you maintain those.”

      Most of that made sense, and I knew Donovan had caught it even if I hadn’t. “Okay. That’s amazing, that it’s so well engineered.”

      “Isn’t it just,” Rick agreed with a bright smile. “Want to drive it?”

      “I’d love to. Not sure if I can. Isn’t this a stick shift?”

      “It is.” Rick paused, as if only just realizing. “That Humvee of yours is an automatic.”

      “Yeah. And the only vehicle I’ve ever driven.” I could see a spark of excitement in his lines. He’d enjoy teaching me how to drive my new toy. “Teach me, Obi Wan.”

      He laughed, as I knew he would, and gave me a nod. “I’ll button the hood back down. Don, you know how to drive a stick?”

      “I do, but it’s been a few years.” Donovan eyed the truck longingly.

      I think he remembered how to drive a manual transmission just fine, but he was dying to get behind the wheel. Donovan appreciated cars more than I did, but it was the tie into the military that had him. I honestly didn’t know who was more thrilled with the truck. It seemed everyone involved was pretty excited.

      Rick got the hood latched back down, then pulled the keys from his pocket. He handed a set over to Donovan, instructing, “That’s the only spare.”

      “I absolutely will not lose it. It’ll likely go on the key ring at home.” Donovan immediately put it into his wallet.

      I slid into the driver’s seat, taking it all in. The cab was barely big enough for three grown men, and there was just enough room for Donovan to be comfortable in here. Fortunately. The dials in the dash were round, offering nothing more than basic gauges, a speedometer in the center behind the wheel, and a radio. It was immaculate inside, amazingly so, considering its age. It had been well loved. I thought I might need to call up Rick’s friend and thank him for selling it, assure him I’d take just as good care of it.

      Rick slid into the middle, Donovan at the end, immediately rolling down the window to give himself elbow room.

      “Now, you’ve got three pedals, as you can see. There’s your brake, clutch, and gas. This is only a five speed, so you’re good for highway once you get into fifth gear. You put that clutch all the way to the floor before you shift.”

      I nodded, trying to memorize all of this.

      “Now, keep your foot on the brake. Clutch all the way in, good.”

      That was actually much easier than I’d feared. The clutch and brake both had nice reaction to them.

      “Let’s practice shifting gears some. Put your hand on the gear shaft.”

      I did as instructed, and he put his hand on top of mine, guiding me through the five gears.

      “You feel it?”

      “Yeah…” I said slowly, trying to feel the difference under my hand. “You can tell when it’s free floating or in gear. Has a kind of catch to it?”

      “That’s the feeling. When you shift between gears, you got a few seconds to get to the next one, so don’t try to rush and jam anything. No need. You get five miles per hour over before you try to shift. So, if you want to shift into second, you go twenty-five or so before shifting into that gear. It’ll be easy that way. And don’t slam onto the clutch, put it down gently. Imagine there’s a frog under the clutch. You want to let the clutch down steadily. Don’t squish the frog.”

      “I think I’ve got it?”

      “Let’s try it. Brake and clutch in, has to be in first gear to start the engine.”

      Emily stopped watching us and went ahead to open the garage door.

      I put it back in first—I was pretty sure—and pressed both pedals before cranking the key. It started up perfectly with a low, rumbling kind of purr. It also felt powerful, like I really could drive up the wall if I felt like it. And if I felt like this, how was my better half taking it? I cast him a glance out of the corner of my eye. That single glance told the full story.

      I might not ever get Donovan out of this truck.

      Shaking my head in amusement, I focused back on my lesson. “Okay, so if I’m already in first gear, do I press the gas and go?”

      “I recommend taking your foot off the brake first,” Donovan drawled.

      Oh, he was in a fine mood. “Ten thousand comedians out of work, and you’re over there cracking jokes.”

      Donovan snickered and didn’t deny it.

      Seriously, this man.

      “You shift the clutch out as you shift the gas on. It’s a tug and pull motion.”

      I took my right foot off the brake and eased my left foot off the clutch and my right onto the gas. The truck started moving easily, and we rolled right out of the garage without a hitch. I let it get up to speed, going down the long driveway, and attempted to shift into second.

      The truck stalled and puttered to a stop.

      “You squished the frog,” Rick told me with a pat on the arm. “It’s alright. Back into first gear, try again.”

      I had the feeling a lot of frogs were going to die today.
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      Somewhat to my surprise, I was awake the next morning at my usual time. Jon wasn’t; he was snoring away, happy as a clam. I snuck out and grabbed a shower, feeling much better in familiar surroundings where I knew Jon was relaxed.

      Yesterday had been a lot of work, cleaning junk out of the garage and hauling it off. And we still weren’t done. I had no complaints about any of it, not with the amazing surprise Rick and Emily had had for us. That Power Wagon was an awesome truck. I’d drooled over one many a time online. I’d never seen one in person, and driving it home had been quite the fun experience. The temptation to go off-roading had been strong. Maybe I could convince Jon to go camping soon, take the Power Wagon instead of the Humvee.

      He’d need more practice driving it, but I could see the relief in his eyes at having a second vehicle that was safe for him. At actually having another option. And it was incredibly sweet of his grandparents to buy him that. I was beyond grateful to have those two in our lives.

      As I slid downstairs for coffee and breakfast, I made some mental plans to take Jon out to a deserted parking lot somewhere and let him practice driving it some more. He’d been too nervous to drive it home from Sevierville, which was understandable, but I wanted him more comfortable with his new truck.

      I wandered through to the kitchen, scheming, when my eyes caught sight of the stack of boxes near the couch.

      Oh, right. My cat supplies. Garrett had been a good friend and grabbed them from my parents’ house, then delivered them for us. I could probably assemble the cat stand while Jon slept. Maybe we could go adopt cats today. With the whole weekend ahead of us, we’d be able to transition the cats into their new environment before the work week hit. And I could take Jon driving later.

      I liked my plan, so I started in on things after a quick breakfast of bacon and scrambled eggs. The cat stand was first. I pulled out all of the carpeted pieces and laid them out along the pool table. Wow, lots of levels to this thing. I didn’t remember it having this many levels.

      My phone beeped, and I pulled it free. Ah, Skylar. Wait, why was she texting me so early? Shouldn’t she be getting ready for school? No, wait, it was August. She wasn’t back in school yet. Funny how quickly you forget a school’s schedule once you graduated.

      Skylar: Donovan r u home yet?

      I typed back, Yup. Bad guy caught.

      Skylar: Awesomesauce. Does that mean Uncle Jon can meet me at the pound?

      I didn’t see the harm, as long as she had permission to get a cat.

      I switched chats and poked Natalie. Does Sky have permission to get a cat?

      The response was quick. Yes. Why

      Me: She wants to go to the pound today with Jon.

      Natalie: Yeah, that’s fine. You’re back?

      Me: Yup. He’s sleeping but I’ll tell him the plan when he’s up.

      Natalie: Ok

      I switched back to Skylar and repeated the information, hoping Jon was game for going to the pound. He likely would be. He’d been pretty enthusiastic about getting cats. And with Skylar also game to go, it would prove to be a fun trip.

      Hopefully we only ended up with three cats. I wasn’t holding my breath, though.

      I had the cat stand up, the feeder bowls figured out, and was almost done assembling the two cat carriers when I heard feet on the stairs. My Jon came downstairs looking a little bleary around the edges, hair damp from the shower. He came in and greeted me with a kiss.

      “You’ve been up a while.”

      “About an hour,” I admitted. “Your niece has already texted me with marching orders.”

      Jon shook his head, amusement drawing his mouth up. “Of course she has. Is that why you’re assembling things?”

      “I’d actually started in before she texted me. How about we all go to the pound today?”

      “I’m fine with that. Just feed me first.” He stifled a yawn as he headed for the kitchen. “Wait, did Natalie finally cave?”

      “Yeah. I texted her to be sure.”

      He laughed and poured himself some coffee. “I figured it would happen. I suppose that means I need to find shoes. And pants.”

      “People frown on no pants,” I deadpanned. I liked him in just boxers and a shirt, though. He was adorable like this. “Where do you want to put the cats’ bowls? I thought maybe over here, in the corner next to the TV, since you avoid this section anyway.”

      “Yeah, that’d be good. It’s still visible; we can keep an eye on it that way. Cat stand in front of the window?”

      “Trust me, the cats will be ecstatic with a perch in front of a window.” It was the trifecta of happiness for a cat. Tall, plus sunny, plus people watching. It couldn’t get any better.

      With the lure of fuzzy creatures, Jon was pretty motivated to get out of the house. He had shorts and shoes on in short order, making do with toast and coffee for breakfast. I barely got the cat carriers into the Humvee before he was in the driver seat. I wasn’t clear on this: Who wanted a cat more, him or Skylar?

      Traffic fortunately wasn’t too bad. As he drove through the streets, heading towards the airport, I realized we were about to venture into uncharted territory. At least, I was. “Babe.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know you said that you can read animals, sort of. We talked about it. But what are you looking for in our cats?”

      “Hmm, compatibility is the easiest way to answer that. You’ve seen me read compatibility between people before. Where I look at their personality traits and experiences and can make an educated guess on how well they’d get along?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m doing the same with the cats. It’s a bit harder because I’m not used to reading animals. It might take me a few minutes with them. But it’s better than us just guessing.”

      “What, like everyone else does?”

      “Yup.”

      This amused me. He was so used to his sight and the advantages it gave him that Jon actually pitied other people sometimes. They had to guess far more than he did. But I supposed the superiority offset all the other challenges he faced.

      As fast as we’d been getting out the door, we did not beat Skylar and Natalie there. Skylar hovered near the front glass doors, practically bouncing from foot to foot. We went to greet them, and I got hugs from both women. I could tell Natalie was actually looking forward to this, too. She wasn’t just indulging Skylar.

      Jon pulled back from hugging his niece, contentment and anticipation on his face. “Well, we’re here. Cat or kitten?”

      Skylar pursed her lips. “I don’t know. Like, having a kitten sounds fun. But everyone always goes for the kittens, right? And aren’t kittens harder for you to read?”

      “Yeah, because they don’t have as many experiences. They’re just curiosity and fur at this point.”

      “I guess let’s look at cats first. I kind of like the idea of having a grown cat. It’s my first cat. I don’t really know how to train it to do anything. And I want to give the adults a fair shot at a home.”

      I approved of this attitude. Skylar had clearly been thinking about it, and her reasoning was sound.

      We went in. I’d not been in a pound in many years, but they hadn’t changed much. The room to the immediate left was all glass walls, and kittens were everywhere. Literally everywhere. They roamed free over the multiple cat stands and the beds on the floor, tumbling and playing with each other. At this age, they didn’t care much about territory, apparently. It was noisy with them meowing at each other.

      The room next door told a different story. The cats were older, more mature, and kept in separate cages. Some eyed us with curiosity as we entered. Others were dead asleep and couldn’t care less. I passed by the cages, remembering times in the past when I’d picked out a cat to take home. Flower, for instance. Man, I’d bawled when we lost that cat. He’d been such an awesome friend when I was growing up.

      I didn’t expect that kind of connection again from these cats, but I hoped for a furry companion we could enjoy.

      Jon stopped in front of one cage with a solid black cat. Big boy, that one. Gorgeous green eyes, too, that viewed Jon with open curiosity. Jon looked at him hard, eyes nearly crossing, and stayed still for a few minutes. “Donovan.”

      I went to his side, leaning in. I read the tag on the cage: Four-year-old. Male. Arrival April 8th. Shit, that meant he’d been here almost four months already. That seriously wasn’t good. This was a kill shelter. It was a miracle he’d lasted so long already. “This one?”

      “He’s very mellow. He’s had a person before, a man, and misses him. I think he’d do well with male owners. And he likes how we smell.”

      “Okay. Let’s pull him into one of the visiting rooms, then.”

      “Excuse me, can I help you?”

      I turned to see a middle-aged woman behind me. She had dark hair up in a bun and wore a blue vest over her sweatshirt, a sign that she was an employee or volunteer.

      “Yes, we’d like to see this cat, please.”

      “Oh, him.” She came in closer with a smile on her face. “He’s a sweetie, this one. Purrs immediately when you pick him up. But he’s part of a bonded pair.”

      Jon was already pointing to the cage next to him. “Him.”

      The woman blinked. “Uh, yes. How did you…?”

      “He’s a psychic,” I explained to her. “If you adopt one, do you have to take both?”

      “We’d really prefer it. We haven’t had much traction trying to adopt them both out at once, though. We’ve been talking about splitting them up.” She eyed me hopefully. “By any chance, do you want two cats?”

      “That’s what we came in for.” I looked to Jon, judging his expression. He looked thoughtful and already had his fingers through the grate, rubbing them against the cat’s chin. The other cat wasn’t pure black. He had some white on his face, paws, and chest. Not quite a tuxedo, but pretty. And his purrs were loud. “Babe?”

      Jon nodded, still focused on the cat. “Also a good one for us, I think. He’s very affectionate. And a little afraid. He misses his brother. Doesn’t understand the separation.”

      I bet. But that told me all I needed to know. “Ma’am, can you pull both of them and into a visiting room for us? My niece also wants a cat, so we’re going to wander through here for a bit longer, see if we can find one for her.”

      She smiled at the idea of three possible adoptions. “Of course. I’ll have them in room one when you’re ready.”

      “Thanks.”

      We kept circling the room, Jon leading. He paused often, staring at a cat, sometimes for a full minute. But when he reached a cat in a bottom cage, I could tell that he liked the look.

      “Sky.” Jon beckoned her in closer and pointed to him. “This one, I think.”

      “Oh, he’s pretty.”

      He certainly was that. Solid grey, but big and long-haired. The long tail and massive size told me he was likely part Maine Coon, but that coloring was all Russian Blue. Both of those breeds tended to be affectionate, which was a good sign.

      Skylar put her hand against the bars, and the cat stood, rubbing his entire body against her palm, purring as he did.

      “Oh, he likes me!” She leaned in farther. “Hi, honey. You’re so pretty. Crap, Uncle Jon, he’s been here like three months already! How can anyone pass up this pretty cat?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know he likes you. He likes your scent. He’s got a good first impression of you.” Jon leaned back on his heels to see his sister’s face. “He’s not had an owner before; he was a stray before this.”

      “He’s that affectionate and he’s never been in a home before?” Natalie’s brows shot up. “Isn’t that unusual?”

      “Yeah.” I gave a shrug. “But some cats are easy-going that way. Not all of them go wild. He might have been an apartment cat or something, where the whole complex fed and handled him.”

      “Oh, I guess that would make a difference.”

      Skylar nodded firmly. “I want to play with him some.”

      “Okay.”

      Whether she chose the cat was up to her. Jon wouldn’t press it. His job was to find potentials. “I’ll find someone to help you.”

      Natalie waved us on. “I think your cats are waiting on you.”

      They were. They’d already been transferred to the visiting room. I’d monitored it all from the corner of my eye.

      Fortunately, none of the doors had more than basic locks, so Jon could go through them all just fine. He led the way into the visiting room, within spitting distance of where we’d just been. He slid into the room with me close behind him, as we didn’t want the cats making a break for freedom.

      Both cats were clearly happy to be out of the cages for a while. They were wrapped around each other on a wooden bench, giving each other baths. I squeezed on one side of the bench, Jon on the other, and gave them a few scratches around the ears.

      The solid black male paused, giving me a look, but apparently decided he liked me enough for the pets to continue. He levered up and sprawled over my lap, tucking his head against my stomach. As I stroked down his side, the purrs started up, a rumble against my skin, the tip of his tail flicking. “Wow, he’s easily won over.”

      “Yeah, he’s sold. He likes you already.”

      I looked over to find that the other cat had perched halfway on Jon’s lap, getting his own pets. Jon wasn’t quite as comfortable, having little experience with cats, but his hand was stroking over the cat’s ears and back, and there were happy rumbles over there, too. Jon’s expression was so sweet. A child-like sort of wonder was in his face as he looked down at the cat.

      “I wish you could see them as I do,” he whispered to me. “How happy they are right now, to be with each other. To get affection from people. This one, he really strongly wants this moment to continue. To not end up back in the cage.”

      “Babe, you’re sounding pretty sold on him.”

      “Yeah, I think I pulled the right cat. Cats.” Jon pointed to the purring furball on my lap. “His brother feels much the same way. And he’s seriously happy with you. Donovan, I can’t leave them here. They’re good cats, and they deserve more than to sit in those cages, separated from each other.”

      There was no way in hell Jon was leaving the cats here. I could tell. And if he was convinced, so was I. I felt like we had good cats. They were pretty easy going and affectionate, and that was all I needed. “Let’s get them, then. I’ll tell the front desk we’ll take them.”

      I started to stand, and two sets of claws dug into my pants. “Oooor not. Um. Hey, big guy, we want to take you home. I have to tell people that to make it happen, yeah?”

      The cat purred at me and did not move.

      “How about I tell them?” Jon laughed with a perfectly straight face. “I think I’ll have an easier time convincing this one to move. Here you go, back to your brother. That’s right, get cuddles and pets from Donovan.”

      I scratched around an ear and chin, encouraging him to move. The cat took the bait, piling right on top of his brother without any compunction, because personal space? What’s that? His brother didn’t even twitch, apparently used to this.

      With Jon freed up, he slipped outside. I could see through the window as he approached the desk, speaking with the worker. Then he headed for the front door, no doubt to fetch our cat carriers, which were still in the Humvee.

      While he was gone, my phone pinged. I checked it—interesting task while juggling two cats—and laughed out loud at the picture Natalie had just sent me. They were apparently in their own visiting room. The grey cat was draped over Skylar’s chest, basically covering her, as he was a big cat and she wasn’t that large of a person. The caption read: He refuses to get off her. I think Jon’s right on the money.

      Seems like it. Ours are good, too. We’re adopting, I sent back.

      Good!

      I smiled down at the cats still in my lap, purring away. “I hope you’re happy with us. I think you will be. I have no idea what to name you guys, though.”

      The cats purred back like they did not care. And knowing cats, that was likely correct.
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      Our list of things to do was shrinking steadily. The first thing, getting the garage cleared out, was still in progress. We’d managed about half of it and needed to get back over to my grandparents’ place to finish off the rest. And I needed more practice driving my new truck. Assuming I could wrest it from Donovan’s greedy little paws. He was absolutely enamored with my Power Wagon. Him and Kanye both.

      The second thing, adopting cats, was a resounding success. I could say that with confidence, despite only having had the cats for about twenty hours. The cats had explored for a good hour, getting their territory down, before flopping onto their cat stand and taking well-deserved naps.

      We’d settled on names for them, using our mutual love of comic books as inspiration. Donovan chose Surge for the black and white boy, as a sort of tease at me. Surge tended towards my lap more than his, and he did seem to like me a little better. To tease Donovan back, I chose Shazam for his. Which amused Donovan to no end, but he liked the name, and the cats ignored them entirely when we tried to use them. As was expected of cats.

      Either way, we had names, and the cats were settling in nicely. It was time to enact the rest of my plans.

      We’d taken some time off to deal with things. Supposedly, our plan for the day was to get some errands knocked out, then go out to Sevierville tomorrow to help clear out the rest of the shed, get it ready to store my new Humvees. But I had something I was determined to do first. Namely, propose. I’d thought and schemed the whole drive home from Las Vegas. I found myself too impatient to wait for our anniversary. I wanted to do it now, before my nerves and excitement got the better of me and I bungled it all.

      I had an idea of how I wanted to do this, but it meant privacy. If I could just get Donovan out of the house for about two hours, I could throw together my surprise proposal dinner. I’d thought about going out somewhere special, but it would mean Donovan was on his guard the whole time, and I wanted him to relax and enjoy the moment with me.

      So, the trick was getting him out of the house without me. Could I convince him to go on an errand without me? That was the question. I pondered this as I finished unpacking, putting dirty clothes into the hamper and shoving suitcases back into the closet. Maybe he’d make a quick grocery run to Trader Joe’s. He liked doing that without me; it was an easier in-and-out for him that way. And he could take the Power Wagon for a spin. Win-win.

      I went downstairs with that question poised for my better half, but I wasn’t even on the ground floor when I caught sight of a foot on the armrest of the couch. It was accompanied by a light snore. Was Donovan sleeping, then? I rounded the couch to see and then stopped, huffing a silent laugh.

      It was, apparently, Nap Time.

      Donovan was stretched out with a throw blanket draped over his legs. Sprawled over his chest was Shazam, all twenty pounds of fur and love. His tail was twitching at the tip, the picture of perfect contentment.

      Kanye had warned me that cats played favorites, and it was clear that was true. Shazam had staked his claim on Donovan. We’d barely had them a day, and look how it was already playing out. I leaned over and gave his head a scratch. Shazam opened one green eye, purring at me.

      “You’re very cute,” I whispered to him, grinning. “Now, where’s your brother?”

      The cat did not answer, as napping with Donovan apparently took all his powers of concentration.

      I went looking for the other furball and found him sitting in the window, avidly watching the people passing by. Donovan had been right about the window watching, apparently. I gave Surge a good scratch on the head, too, getting more purrs for my efforts. He raised both front paws, a clear bid for up. I lifted him like a baby, letting him settle against my shoulder, his tail twitching like a pendulum of happiness.

      They were both so incredibly affectionate. Unlike other pet owners, I could read something of what they were feeling and not strictly go off body language. They were pleased to be with us. Happy to have a home again to roam free in. They both liked the humans who had taken them out of the cage and fed them yummy things. Their purrs were a way of showing growing affection and thanks.

      I was relieved they were taking to the place so quickly. I’d been concerned about whether they would when we brought them home. I gave Surge another gentle rub behind the ears. “You’ll always have a home here. And I hope you’ll be happy. You’ll certainly be spoiled.”

      Surge head-butted my chin, purrs growing louder.

      I rubbed my nose against his cheek, enjoying the bundle of happiness in my arms. I really should have gotten a cat much sooner. Who knew they could be so emotionally satisfying? “Try not to take too much advantage of Donovan, okay? He’s a soft touch.”

      Surge purred but made no promises.

      As was expected of a cat.

      “But we need to wake them up. There’s things to be done.” A very important thing that I really had to do before I lost my nerve. I didn’t know why proposing to Donovan was so nerve-wracking, it just was.

      I settled Surge back onto the cat stand before returning to the couch. I leaned over and kissed Donovan awake. “Hey, babe. Errands?”

      He groaned, stretching his arms above his head. “I didn’t mean to doze off. Shazam was being cuddly.”

      “Uh-huh, blame it on the cat.”

      “Sure, what do you think having cats is for?” He sat up, shifting Shazam farther onto his lap. The cat was easy going enough to tumble over without much more than a bat of an eyelid. “What time is it?”

      “Just after three.”

      “Argh. I slept for a good hour, then.”

      “You apparently needed it.” I knew he hadn’t slept well when we were out in Vegas. Better than I had, but that wasn’t saying much. “Can you run to Trader Joe’s and Home Depot? Grab those things we need for tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, that needs to happen.”

      To sweeten the pot a bit more, I threw in, “I’ll cook dinner while you’re out. Steaks?”

      “Ooh, sounds good.” He levered up, putting Shazam on the couch, and headed for the back door.

      I stood outside the kitchen and watched him put on shoes, grab keys and wallet. Like a ’50s housewife, I gave him a smile and wave as he exited out the back. As soon as I heard the truck start up, I flew into action.

      I was making steaks; I hadn’t lied about that. But I was making country-fried steaks, one of Donovan’s favorites, and they took a good two hours. So, I had to start on them immediately. I had the meat already thawed and in the fridge, so I grabbed it first, along with all the ingredients I needed to batter it, as I had to fry the steaks in a skillet first before smothering them in gravy and baking them.

      Haste made me a little clumsy, and flour flew in interesting directions as I prepared eggs and flour in different bowls for batter. I cursed myself for forgetting to get the pan heating up on the stove, flipped the gas on, then cursed myself again for not starting the gravy.

      Calm down, me. Calm down, you’ve still got an hour and forty-five minutes to go, you’ll be fine. Dinner doesn’t have to be done exactly when he walks through the door.

      Shit, but what if he was done in less than the two hours I’d allotted? Donovan was part bloodhound when it came to food. He’d smell the steaks and know immediately something was up. I never made these unless it was a special occasion because it took so much work.

      The thought ping-ponged through my brain, and panic reset itself with a snap.

      Gravy. Had to get the butter started. That’s melting nicely.

      Right, celery and onions need to be chopped next. Stir the butter so it doesn’t scorch, good, get some flour for—shit.

      I felt like crying when I realized I hadn’t turned on the oven yet. I dropped everything and did that, as it took more than a minute for my wood-burning oven to get hot. That done, I dove back for my gravy before it could burn. I dumped in flour, then realized I’d added too much. It wasn’t the texture of mud, as it should’ve been, but more like butter-flavored flour. I grabbed the pan and took it to the sink, scooping some of the flour out. Would that work? Yeah, okay.

      Back to the stove, a bit more butter, as that still didn’t look right, then the beef stock. Yeah. Yeah, okay, it was starting to look right.

      I stopped stirring gravy in order to batter the steaks. I always double-breaded them, which was what gave them the yumminess. Flour once again went everywhere as I dredged a steak through egg and flour.

      Something that smelled slightly singed caught my attention, and I swore as I dove for the gravy, yanking it off the eye. I stirred it with my heart in my throat and was relieved that I’d caught it in time. I did a quick taste test. Nope, didn’t taste burned. Still good. Thank god.

      Okay, finish breading the steaks. I got them all frying, sizzling in the pan happily. With those going, I went through a checklist. What was I—right, onions and celery need to be finished. I better get the pan out first, though, I’d need that in a minute.

      When I shifted my foot to reach for the big casserole pan, it hit something solid, and there was a mirp. I froze, my hands almost jostling the pan I held, and looked down sharply.

      Golden eyes looked back at me. I say that because I couldn’t see much of Surge’s black fur under all the flour on him.

      “Shit. Seriously, how long have you been sitting there? And how the hell did I get that much flour on you?”

      Surge purred at me and rubbed up against my leg.

      “Okay, no, there’s far too much flour being spread around as it is. Stop that. Wait, wait, I’ll clean you off. Just let me flip the steaks.” I quickly did that before they could burn, and they were fortunately a nice golden brown on the top side. At least something was going right.

      “Meow?”

      “Wait, Surge, wait, I don’t know what you want right now but—” I glanced down and realized I did not have a flour-covered Surge at my feet but a clean Shazam. “Dammit. Where did he go? Shaz, where’s your brother?”

      Shazam blinked his innocence and lack of knowledge.

      “I hope to god he’s on his cat stand and not getting flour all over the house. But knowing my luck, that’s not where he is. Surge, do not get on our bed! I’ll need it later!”

      No answer. Because cats do not come when called. That is beneath them.

      I couldn’t get distracted. I was losing time steadily. I chopped the veggies quickly, checked the steaks, found them to be more or less done. I poured the chopped onion and celery in, placed the steaks in, then the gravy on top of the steaks, and finally put the lid on the dish before sliding it into the oven. Only then did I breathe a little easier. Maybe a millimeter. “Google, set timer for forty-five minutes.”

      “Timer set for forty-five minutes.”

      Right, let’s go find a cat. The potatoes and green beans could wait for a little bit.

      I was out of the kitchen before realizing that my hands were still a gooey mess from the batter. Argh, seriously. I dove back into the room and washed up quickly in the sink. Okay, I was safe to pick him up. But where was he?

      I called as I went through the house, starting with the living room. “Surge? Here, kitty, kitty!”

      Not on the couch (good) or on his cat stand (not good). I went through the main floor without finding him. Dammit, just wait. He was on my bed. I just knew it.

      I ran up the stairs and, sure enough, there he was. Stretched out in the center of the bed like he owned it. Swearing, I lunged for him. “Surge, off!”

      Wrong move. It startled the cat, and he leapt off the other side of the bed before tearing down the stairs. I kicked myself for my impatience, as he would have come right to me if I had come in more slowly. Then I ran after him. “Surge, come here, honey! Shit, now where is he?”

      Shazam sat at the edge of the bar, watching with avid amusement as I chased after his brother. I didn’t want him on the counter, so I scooped him up and put him on the couch instead, still looking for Surge. Not in the kitchen, at least, or on his cat stand—wait. I saw a spot of black fur.

      I came in closer, angling to the side, and spied him. Of course, he’d chosen to hide behind the entertainment center, where I couldn’t go.

      “Aww, Surge, sorry for scaring you. You’re fine, you’re a good kitty. Come here, yeah?” I held my breath hopefully.

      No dice.

      Well, damn, this was a fine pickle. But I had no time to woo him out just yet. I glanced at the clock nervously and realized I had thirty minutes before Donovan would be back. I had to clean the bed and kitchen and take a shower before that happened.

      Bed first. No, wait, I’d get the potatoes started. The water would take a while to boil.

      I went into the kitchen, put a pot of water on the burner, and set it to high. Then I darted back upstairs, took the top comforter off, and shook the flour away. It mostly worked. A cloth from the bathroom wiped away the rest of it, which was good enough. I shut the door behind me when I left, to keep the cats out, then ran back down to the kitchen.

      To find Shazam rolling in the flour all over the floor.

      “Why are you two messing with me?” I moaned, even as I snatched him up. “No flour-kitties! I’m trying to convince your daddy to marry me, and you’re making me look bad.”

      Shazam purred, happy to be held. He didn’t care about the flour making him look like a zombie cat.

      I carried him to the sink, grabbed a towel and wetted it, wiping him clean. It probably felt like a tongue bath to him. That must’ve been why he purred at me even more loudly. Fortunately, he wasn’t too bad off, as he hadn’t been in the flour for long. I had him clean in short order.

      There was a brush of a body against my leg, and I looked down to find Surge. Thank god. He must have been lured out by his brother’s purrs. I set Shazam down, picked up Surge, and wiped him clean, scolding as I went. “Do not run from me, you silly cat. Especially with flour all over you.”

      The back door opened.

      I froze, a cat half-covered in flour still in my arms. My head slowly cranked around; I felt like I was a heroine in a horror flick, terrified to see what was behind me. Not that I could see through the kitchen wall. “Uh, babe, that you?”

      “Yeah?”

      I felt like crying. Of course he was back early.

      Donovan, apparently, could hear from my tone that something was up. He came quickly down the hallway and poked his head around the kitchen doorway. Then he stopped dead, his eyes roving around, seeing the flour that had gone absolutely everywhere, me with a floured cat in my arms, a damp cat lounging at my feet, and dinner not even close to being done. His eyebrows climbed steadily.

      “There appears to have been a struggle,” he noted neutrally.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, eyes closing fatalistically. Some plan I’d had. You’d think that making Donovan his favorite dinner and sitting down with him, with candlelight and music playing, was a simple enough plan. Apparently, it was too complicated for me to pull off. “Yeah, it was that, alright.”

      “Can I help you, babe?”

      You know what? Fuck it. I’d hoped to do this while being romantic, but the man had lived with me for a while, known me for over a year. Surely he knew nothing goes according to plan with me. And the point of the dinner wasn’t to romance him. It was to express something that I dearly wanted. Something I knew he wanted.

      I put Surge down because fuck having a clean cat, too. Okay, me. It’s all hit the fan at this point. Just propose; you can at least do that without screwing up. Hopefully.

      I held up a hand, staying Donovan where he was. “Hold on. I want to try to at least say this right.”

      “Okay…?”

      My heart was trying to beat out of my chest, and my palms were a little clammy. But I was determined to at least say all that I meant to. Donovan so often wished that he could borrow my sight, have insight into my head for at least a few minutes. And I wanted to give him that, at least once. I never said enough to this man, and for once, I wanted to say everything he’d ever wanted to hear.

      “You’re the most extraordinary man I’ve ever known. You’re everything I gave up hoping for. Not just your patience, but the capacity for love in your heart often overwhelms me. I’m blinded so many times looking at you. My world turned gold when you walked into it. I learned what love is because of you.”

      Donovan’s eyes went wide, and he breathed shakily. “Jon.”

      “The last sixteen months have taught me I wasn’t okay without you. I honestly thought I was, that I was managing fine. But I was in survival mode. You’ve given me a freedom and a depth of joy I’ve never known. I’d be lost without you. I don’t want to imagine life without you.” I reached behind the bread box, heart in my throat. I watched his eyes go round at the sight of the small black velvet box in my hand.

      “I love you beyond reason. And my original plan for this is out the window, so I’m just going to ask. I’m a hot mess.” I opened the case and turned it to display the simple titanium band trimmed in gold. “But will you have me anyway?”

      He stood frozen for a full second. I actually started to worry. Had I read him wrong? But his lines were telling a different story. He was the deep, burnished gold of love and pure yellow of joy, the pumpkin orange of anticipation, the sky blue of amazement. He pulled his wallet from a back pocket without looking, those beautiful golden-brown eyes locked on me.

      What was he doing? I didn’t get it.

      Unfolding the wallet, he unsnapped the coin pouch and pulled free a—ring. It was a white-gold ring, simple and pure.

      I stared at it, first with confusion, then growing understanding. I was perfectly giddy at the realization. “You meant to propose!”

      Donovan lit up with a laugh. “I did. I kept waiting for some sign from you, that you were ready for this step. I’ve been carrying this ring around for months. I’m so glad, so incredibly glad, that you asked me instead.”

      He drew me close with one hand, kissed me gently, and it was one of those moments that he shone so brilliantly it was hard to look at him. But look at him I did, because I never wanted to take my eyes off of him.

      “I want to wake up to you every morning, see the sunlight caress you, and taste it when I kiss you awake. I want to stop the flow of time so I can just bask in your smile. Because even when you drive me absolutely insane, you suit me right to the ground. Yes, Jonathan Bane, I’d love to be your husband. Will you be mine?”

      I was laughing too, in relief and joy, a safety release for happiness overflow. I caught him with one hand, drawing him in so I could kiss him. He kissed me back, with relief, with joy, with hunger. I withdrew only so I could answer him. “With all my heart, yes.”

      “Good. Then put that ring on me.”

      “Only if you’ll do the same.” I slipped it onto his ring finger, not surprised when it fit, as a lot of research had gone into that, somehow without tipping my hand. I also wasn’t surprised when his ring fit me perfectly. It was precisely to my taste, the ring I would have chosen if he’d let me pick it out. I stared at it, a little overwhelmed with all the emotions running through me. Euphoria threatened to beat the rest out, but I was also delighted that he’d wanted this just as much as I had. And relieved to have the question out there, to have an ecstatic yes come back to me. Nothing had gone to plan. And yet, I had him anyway. And really, that was the best part.

      “I love you,” he breathed against my mouth.

      “I love you.” I meant every word. “Have you really been carrying that ring for months?”

      “I have. You like it?”

      “It’s perfect. Yours?”

      “Fits like a dream.” Donovan kissed me again, smiling as he murmured, “I smell country-fried steaks. You were going to surprise me with a romantic dinner, I take it?”

      “I tried,” I sighed. “The cats got flour on them.”

      He laughed, almost doubling over with it. “How about you pull that out of the oven for now, turn off the timers, and I’ll take you to bed and show you just how happy you’ve made me today? And then we’ll come back down and finish up dinner together before telling the world we’re engaged.”

      “You know, that’s a much better plan.” And with him at my side, I had faith that it would happen. Because doing things with Donovan always worked out for the better.

      And this was far, far better.

    

  


  
    
      Thank you so much for reading Jon’s Boom Shaka Laka Problem! I hoped you enjoyed it.

      If you’re wanting more books in this world, check out my other series, Mack’s Marvelous Manifestations. You can read more about Donovan’s brother, Brandon and his cute ghost medium starting with:

      

      Brandon’s Very Merry Haunted Christmas

      

      Tired of the law enforcers and ready for some trouble makers? You can read all about a found family comprised of an assassin, mercenary, thief, hacker, and the little girl they adopt who’s the heart of them in the Unholy Trifecta. Start with:

      

      How to Shield an Assassin

      

      Read all of those? Have you tried the series Jocelynn Drake and I created with dragons, mages and fated mates? Dive into an epic urban fantasy complete with castles, hoards, and secret clans. Available now on Amazon!
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain if it’s 4 stars, honest.)

      

      Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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      AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

      

      In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

      

      If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group:  AJ’s Gentlemen!
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