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This book is a work of fiction, so please treat it like a
work of fiction. Seriously. References to real people, dead people, good guys,
bad guys, stupid politicians, companies, restaurants, cats with attitudes,
events, products, dragons, locations, pop culture references, or wacky
historical events are intended to provide a sense of authenticity and are used
fictitiously. Or because I wanted it in the story. Characters, names, story,
location, dialogue, weird humor and strange incidents all come from the
author’s very fertile imagination and are not to be construed as real. No, I
don’t believe in killing off main characters. Villains are a totally different
story.
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1


I stared through the two-way mirror at the very, very guilty
woman sitting at the interrogation table. Detective Borrowman sat across from
her, his back to me, an earbud in his ear so that I could talk to him. We’d
discovered the easiest, least painful way for him to communicate with me was to
leave a walkie-talkie with its channel open, button taped down, propped up
against the mirror. As long as I didn’t touch it, the device lived. 


For three years I’d been playing lie-detector for the
police. They liked me better than the machines, as I could direct them on what
questions to ask, on possible avenues to investigate. The machine could only
give yes/no answers, leaving the policemen operating it guessing. Borrowman was
one of my favorite people to work with. Aside from being a good cop and
generally nice human being, he had the patience to put up with my quirks.


And I had lot of them. 


Although in my defense, I didn’t want any of them. 


“Mrs. Turnbull, I’m going to repeat this to make sure I have
this right.” Borrowman made a show reading off the notes in front of him. “You
had no idea that your husband was having an affair.”


“Right,” she answered, the thin line of her mouth pressed so
tightly it almost disappeared into her face. Which was quite the feat, as she’d
slathered on some very bright red lipstick. 


“Lie,” I informed Borrowman. “She knew.” 


Borrowman, used to having me in his ear, didn’t even blink.
“George Turnbull racked up ten thousand dollars in hotel fees, flowers, weekend
getaways, and some rather nice diamond cufflinks, all for your next-door
neighbor, and you had no idea? Not even a suspicion?”


“No, I had no idea that my husband was fucking another man,”
she spat out, the fine bones in her hands going white and rigid. 


Shaking my head, I stared at her in pity. She’d known,
alright. She’d known, and she was on fire with hatred, betrayal, and disgust.
The meridian lines of energy wound up inside her body glowed like neon signs,
invisible to the normal person but so easy for me to see. Only someone with my
psychic ability could see what I did, although my talent was one of the rarer
ones. I’d never actually met someone who shared my ability. It had taken me
years of self-study to figure out how to read the colors, the lines, the
flashes of light that I saw inside of people. While useful, most of the time I
found all of that knowledge overwhelming. 


Most of what I gleaned from Mrs. Turnbull was anger and pain.
The meridian line along her heart chakra flared red in anger, deep and nearly
pitch-black, indicating homicidal rage. Apt, in this case, as I could see the
sickening grey-white of murder staining the area around her solar plexus. She’d
murdered her husband, alright. Unfortunately, my testimony alone was not enough
to put her away. A psychic’s findings were admissible in court—assuming the
psychic was properly licensed—but they had to have corroborating evidence.
Hence the interrogation. 


Borrowman sat back, his finger tapping a quick three-beat
staccato against the table. It was our signal that he needed something from me
to go on. 


I leaned in a little toward the walkie-talkie propped on the
mirror’s sill and suggested, “She’s very homophobic. Doesn’t feel guilty about
the murder. Try suggesting you understand why she would be disgusted by the
affair.” 


“Mrs. Turnbull. I’m very sympathetic to your situation,
truly. It had to be hard to find out that your husband was having an affair—no
one likes to hear that news—but to learn it was with a man? It must have been
horrifying to learn your husband was gay.” 


Borrowman sounded perfectly sincere, and I gave him a soft
round of applause for his acting skills. I knew very well he didn’t mind gay
people. Borrowman was as straight as a two-by-four, but when I’d told him I was
gay, he hadn’t batted an eye. It was one of the many reasons why I liked the
man. 


Mrs. Turnbull lifted her head, a flash of hurt crossing her
expression, marring it into further lines. She was probably attractive, in her
late forties, but still a pretty enough woman—when she wasn’t wearing the
facial expressions of Cruella de Ville. Maybe it was the black hair and pale
skin that made her look a little witchy. 


“Yes. Yes, it was horrifying. We’ve been married fifteen
years, and for most of that we were perfectly happy, and then he starts…what
was I supposed to say to my family? The people at my church? We’re good, moral
people and he was—” she cut herself off, glowering with righteous indignation. 


“Funny,” I mused aloud, “how murder is somehow less of a
moral crime than being gay.” 


If Borrowman had been able to, he likely would have snorted
a laugh. He had a dark sense of humor, like me. “I understand. It had to be
upsetting. So you cut up the credit card. Did you do that first, when you
confronted him?”


“Yes,” she answered in a hiss, like a tea kettle about to
boil. “I grabbed my crafting scissors and cut it right down the middle in front
of his face. I told him I knew what he’d done.”


“Did you? I have to say, I might have done the same. Do you
happen to know what you did with those scissors? I don’t remember seeing them
in evidence.”


She faltered for a moment, eyes shifting to the side, and
for the first time, her gut instinct stirred. This question unnerved her.
“N-no. I couldn’t tell you; I was too upset to think properly.” 


“Lie, she knows exactly where the scissors went,” I corrected
instantly. My attention perked. Now we were getting somewhere. We were ninety
percent sure from the autopsy that the scissors were the murder weapon. We just
hadn’t been able to find them. 


“Yeah, of course, it’s understandable,” Borrowman soothed
her. “Then what? You didn’t just cut up a credit card, right? If I piss off my
wife, I get quite the rant from her. I’m sure you had a lot to say to him.”


Revived, she slammed a hand against the table, incensed at
the memory. “Yes. I told him he was going to Hell for what he did. That
he was to stop immediately. He tried apologizing—can you imagine, apologizing,
as if that would do any good—and then he had the gall to ask for a divorce.
He’d already destroyed his reputation, damaged mine, and then he thought
divorce would somehow make it all better. He was going to destroy my life
completely, all because he wanted a piece of ass.” 


One of those people who believed divorce was worse than
affairs, eh? I didn’t understand that line of thinking at all, but I’d seen
firsthand how much damage a bad marriage could cause. Divorce was better than
that. And divorce was definitely a better option than murder. 


“Did your husband actually say he wanted to divorce you and
go to David Hardy instead?” Borrowman asked, tone still low and soothing. 


“He said David made him happy,” she spat out. “I
couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He made it sound like I was the
problem, when I hadn’t done anything wrong!”


“Is that when it got physical?”


“I slapped him, yes,” she admitted, mock-grudgingly. I could
tell she’d enjoyed getting some pain in. “He grabbed my wrist to stop me. He
started yelling, I don’t remember what, and I had to fight to get away from
him. I didn’t want him to touch me. It was so filthy, him using those hands to
touch me, after he’d been…been with him. I couldn’t stand it.”


“I’m sure anyone in that position would feel the same. And
it had to be scary, right? Your husband was much larger and stronger than you;
to have him restrain you like that, I’m sure you panicked. You wanted to get
away from him. It wouldn’t have been possible with your own strength, though.”


“No,” she agreed, still caught up in the memory, the
recounting of the story. “But I had the scissors still in hand, and—” She abruptly
realized what she was saying and stopped dead. 


“And?” Borrowman encouraged with a wave of his fingers.
“Keep going, Mrs. Turnbull.”


“I won’t.” She looked about her, reminded suddenly of her
surroundings, that she sat in an interrogation room for a reason. “I want a
lawyer.”


“Of course, you can call for one. But do you need one? Can’t
you just tell me what happened next?”


“I want a lawyer,” she maintained, scared now. “I-I didn’t
kill my husband and I want a lawyer.” 


Damn, I hated when they lawyered up so fast. Miles of legal
tape inevitably followed. It could be months before we got the evidence we needed
to link her to the murder, and I didn’t like the idea of this woman out on bail
in the meantime. Playing a hunch, I requested, “Ask her if she buried the
scissors.” 


“Mrs. Turnbull, I’m going to get up and get you a phone so
you can call a lawyer, alright? Just one more quick question. Did you bury the
scissors?”


Her already pale skin turned ashen. “No.”


“Yup,” I crowed, bouncing on the balls of my feet. “She sure
did.”


“In the yard?” Borrowman pressed.


“I told you, no.”


I grinned at her through the mirror. “Yup, they are.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Turnbull. I’ll get you that phone now.” He
stood up and left the interrogation room, coming around to my side of the mirror.
I very carefully maneuvered back toward the wall. I’d brushed up against the
door’s electronic keypad on my last visit and had no desire to go through that
again. Maintenance had not been pleased with me. 


Poking his head inside, Borrowman grinned at me. “It’s
always so much faster if I have you on hand for interrogation.”


“Hey, I’m worth my fee.” I shrugged, returning the smile.
“And happy to put this woman away. Man, she’s a piece of work.”


“You’re telling me. I think I’m done. After she gets a lawyer,
he’s not going to let me have another crack at her today. Why don’t you go back
to the office. I’ll call you if I need you again.”


It could be hours, days, or even weeks before Borrowman
could continue on this case, so I shrugged agreement. “Sure.” 


“Careful,” he cautioned, swinging the door wider. “I have
the door; scoot past me.” 


Unfortunately, his actions were necessary. Something about
my psychic ability made anything electronic go haywire. Directly touching something
fried it completely. Being in a long-term environment with it eventually did
the same. Living in the modern world with all of the electronics and portable
devices was challenging, to say the least. 


I slipped past him as best I could, avoiding any contact
with the door frame, and breathed a little easier once I gained the hallway. I
slipped on my medium-grey shades as I did so. The light grey shades worked well
for when I needed to read someone, but the darker ones protected me from being
overwhelmed by the auras that throngs of people produced. 


“Bane.” Borrowman paused, looking me over in concern. “Look,
I know you get asked this a lot, and I’m not trying to push, but…you really
need an anchor.” 


Sighing, I looked away from him. I knew I needed an anchor.
All psychics did, once they attained a certain power level. I needed one more
than most. But it was precisely because I needed so much help, so much time and
attention, that I felt an anchor would be a bad idea. I’d wear out anyone who anchored
to me. It would take a saint to put up with me, in fact. 


“Borrowman…” I trailed off wearily, not sure what to say. 


“Look, it’s not just that your shields are craptastic,” he
said earnestly. “I mean, sunglasses being your shield is just ridiculous. Or
that you kill anything electronic. You’re in a dangerous line of work, you have
zero situational awareness when you start focusing on someone, and I don’t want
you to get shot again.”


“Shot at,” I corrected instantly, as I always did
when someone brought that up.


Borrowman waved this away. “Potato, po-tah-to. You know what
I mean. This lone wolf thing you’ve got going on isn’t working out in your
favor, Jon.”


Because this man was a friend, I didn’t smack him for
repeating what everyone in my inner circle had been saying for years. “Look, I
know all this. But look at it from my perspective. I’d have to find someone
who’s as patient as a saint, okay with me being gay, able to drop everything at
all hours, with either military or bodyguard training. At least. That’s
a pretty tall order, and last I checked? Captain America wasn’t available.” 


Briefly diverted, Borrowman canted his head in curiosity.
“Is that your type? Muscles?”


I snapped my fingers. “Don’t get sidetracked, pay attention.
I don’t want to repeat this conversation. Do you understand what I’m saying? I
literally don’t know of a single person who could be an anchor for me who wouldn’t
run screaming in the first week. Having an anchor is a pipe dream for me,
alright?”


Exasperated, he retorted, “Someone like that really could
exist, you know.”


“Yeah? Then prove it.” 





I was the sort of person who required a cup of very black
coffee and an hour before I truly hit ‘functioning’ level. People had more or
less learned to just wave hi when I came into the office, giving me time to
reach my desk, sort reports, and properly wake up. I came through the main door
of Psy Investigative Agency expecting hellos, only to be completely ignored. My
co-workers didn’t always say something, but they at least usually noticed when
I arrived. 


Not this morning. 


Alright, brain, this looks important. Wake up and focus. 


Nothing looked out of the ordinary—the blue carpet unstained
by blood or gruesome bits, the tasteless art still gracing the white walls, the
flimsy cubbyhole partitions still up. But everyone had gathered to the far
right of the big room, around the coffee maker. Only I didn’t see any coffee
brewing. That alone sounded several alarms; this office ran on coffee. 


Skirting around the empty receptionist’s desk, I headed for my
coworkers, not sure if I should be checking my gun in its shoulder holster or
not. Four people used to handling criminals huddled together like scared sheep?
Something serious had to be going on. 


“Jon.” Marcy reached out and snagged my elbow, her husky
voice in a stage whisper. “I’m so glad you’re here. Maybe you can tell us.” 


“Tell you what? You seriously look like you’re ready to dive
under a desk and take cover. Is there a bomb in here I need to know about?”
Please no bombs. I’d had to defuse it the last time, and I’d rather skip that
life experience, thanks. 


Tyson leaned in, although he kept one eye on our boss’s
office door. Even he, a veteran cop with ten years of experience, looked ready
to shoot something. “You know how Jim said he had an interview lined up this
morning for another police consultant?”


Did I remember things like that with only three sips of
coffee? “Yeah?”


“Guy just came in ten minutes ago. I’m telling you, if I
were still a cop, I’d find a way to pat that guy down. He’s got thug written
all over him.” 


I turned to look, as Jim’s office had one of those picture
frame windows in it, which let us see in. But the partitions blocked my view; I
could barely get more than the back of the guy’s head. I’d failed to change to
my medium sunglasses, which didn’t help, so I switched them out as I asked, “He’s
that scary looking?”


“His head shot on his resume looked decent,” Sharon mourned.
She wrapped her blue cardigan tighter around her ample chest, warding against
the air conditioning blasting against her. “But anything from the collar down
seems to be tattoos, his hair’s so short he looks bald, and he’s got one of
those vibes, you know?”


“Like he eats small children for breakfast and participates
in the ritual slaughter of puppies,” Marcy agreed with a frantic nod. 


Carol leaned against the cheap Formica countertop, tapping
long nails against her mug. She’d heated up water for tea, I could smell it from
here. Carol had come on before I did, the first psychic to join the Psy
Investigative Agency, and completely different from me. She was a more
traditional ‘reader,’ meaning she could use objects to trace their location. She
was also apparently the only one not completely freaking out. Instead, she
looked thoughtful, brown eyes narrowed as she stared in the direction of Jim’s
office. 


“It’s strange, though,” she said. “I’m not getting any kind
of negative vibe from him.”


“Your psychic connection is broken,” Tyson advised her
shortly. “Get it fixed.”


“No, seriously, he’s not emitting any kind of anger or
negative emotions,” Carol insisted, tucking a stray brown curl behind her ear.
“I got a good read on him as he passed me.”


“I want a second opinion.” Sharon raised her hand as if
calling for a vote. “Jon?”


“Sure,” I agreed, more to keep an argument from breaking out
than anything. I trusted Carol’s judgement. If she didn’t read anything bad
from this guy, then I believed her. 


For everyone else’s sake, I didn’t go near any of their
desks, but instead ducked into my own long enough to drop my bag and coffee
cup. Well, I guzzled some of the coffee first. Only then did I step out and try
to get a good reading on the guy sitting in my boss’s office. 


The first good look at him took my breath away. 


I lost all sense of time for a moment. I couldn’t see
everything, not from just the back, but I saw enough. His chakra points glowed
strongly, the meridian lines telling me everything I needed to know and more. I
had to remind my lungs to draw in air. I had literally never seen a human being
as awe-inspiring and fundamentally good as this man. 


Wetting my dry lips, I didn’t even think, just went to Jim’s
office and pushed through. He looked up sharply at my abrupt entrance, his dark
brows drawing together, the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth deepening. “Jon.
Something wrong?”


“I need to see you for a sec,” I informed him, my tone
urging him to get out of the chair. Now. I had to really bite down on the
impulse to look at the new man. If I even glanced his direction, I knew that
I’d end up staring. 


Catching my urgency, Jim nodded agreement and turned to his
guest. “Excuse me, Mr. Havili, for just a minute.” 


“Sure.”


Nice voice. Deep, smooth, but not polished. Stop it, don’t
get sucked into looking. I back-pedaled out, giving Jim room to maneuver, then ducked
into my office so no one could overhear us. 


Jim stepped inside, closing the door, hands on his wide hips.
His bulldog face went hopeful for a moment, as if he might have a bone thrown
his way soon. “You got a read on him. Is he as scary as he looks?”


“That is an amazing man,” I announced firmly. “Hire him.”


Jaw dropping, Jim spluttered, “The person who could star as
an extra in a horror film as the villain’s henchman?”


Did he really look that bad? Maybe I should have risked a
glance after all. “Jim, listen to me. That man is the most amazing person I’ve
ever seen in my life. You will sorely regret not hiring him.”


Jim’s dark brown eyes narrowed, and he stopped being
defensive, arms relaxing. My boss normally glowed a nice, steady aura; right
now he sparked with curiosity and growing interest, the colors of green and
violet swirling in the white. “What did you see?”


“His protective instincts are through the roof. He literally
radiates with the force of it. He’s incredibly good natured, I would not be
surprised if he rescues kittens out of trees, okay? That is the type of man who
would take a bullet for a complete stranger and count it as a win. Hire him.” 


In the twenty years as boss of this company, Jim had seen
and dealt with some pretty interesting characters. He’d even taken me on, one
of the most challenging people to deal with, and only grumbled about how
expensive I was. Of course, he also claimed I was the source of most of his
white hairs, never mind that he’d been heavily salt-and-peppered before he ever
met me. 


He didn’t respond immediately, just stared at me
contemplatively for several seconds before finally coming to a decision. “If I
hire him, you have to take him as a partner.”


I jerked back in surprise. “Wait, Jim, that’s—”


“You said he’s one of the best men you’ve ever seen,” he
reminded me, eyes narrowing. 


“Well, yeah, but taking me on is a bit much, don’t you
think? And you wanted him for another police consultant, right?”


“He’s got a lot of military police background. I thought he’d
be a good fit, since Fort Campbell is so close, and we need someone like him.
But Jon, above all else, I need you safeguarded.” 


I really couldn’t argue that. It wasn’t that I sought out
trouble while working cases, people just really hated what I could see when I
looked at them and tended to get violent about it. “Okay, but, still. When has
partnering me up with someone ever worked out?”


“Have any of those previous people been like Donovan
Havili?” Jim pressed, practically radiating with intent. His meridian lines reflected
a strange mix of hope, anticipation, and relief. Which I found insulting, as I
hadn’t agreed to this yet. 


Sighing, I had a feeling that ‘yet’ was going to happen
soon. “No, nowhere close. Look, I’m not arguing against him, per se. It’s just
that I’m difficult to be around for long periods of time. Do you really want to
lose this man as an employee by sticking him with me first thing?”


“Jon. You’re juggling multiple cases right now. The police
are using you more and more, and half the time the people you’re chasing are murderers
or serial killers. I don’t want you hurt again on the job.” Sighing, he ran a
hand through his peppered hair. “But alright, you’ve got a good point. Just
take a month and try it out. If it doesn’t work, I’ll put him back into the
original position he interviewed for.” 


“Deal,” I responded promptly. I had no idea if I would get
along with the new guy or not, I just knew I couldn’t let someone like that
walk away. We needed good help. He must have the skills; Jim wouldn’t even
bother to call him for an interview otherwise. 


Nodding, Jim opened the door and exited my office. “Alright,
then, come with me.”


I was torn between jubilation and nerves. I really felt like
this guy would be a good fit in Psy once people got to know him, but I didn’t
want to be the reason for him quitting, either. Okay—calm. Be professional.
Straightening my vest, I returned to Jim’s office, and this time I took a
proper look at the man who would shortly become my partner. 


Oookay, I now saw why they were a little afraid of him. 


On the surface, this was one scary dude. He’d dressed in
long sleeves for the interview—just a button-up and a nice pair of jeans, so
he’d honestly tried to look professional. But hints of tattoos could be seen
peeking out under his collar and along his wrists, red and black. No, wait. Not
tattoos. Scars. I saw the energy lines from the damage and winced. Acid burns. 


Who the hell throws acid on a man? 


Scars aside, he had the wide shoulders and solid build of a
weight lifter. In fact, he could almost make two of me, he was so huge. And not
any part of it was fat. Sumo wrestlers would pause at the sight of him. His
skin color made me think Hawaiian ancestry, and certainly his meridian lines
pulled from that heritage, but his stature made me think Tongan. Races were one
of the harder things for me to read, but I was pretty sure I was right on this.



“Donovan Havili, this is Jonathan Bane,” Jim introduced. 


I extended a hand, unable to keep a wide grin off my face.
“Pleasure.”


“Nice to meet you,” he replied, accepting the handshake and
looking a little baffled. He wasn’t the type to squeeze or dominate a handshake,
but it still radiated strength. 


“You’re no doubt wondering who I am and why I suddenly
barged in. Let me explain.” Taking the seat next to his, I sat in it sideways, then
thought better of my approach. Let’s show, not tell. “No, better, let me
demonstrate and then explain. You’re thirty-four, have fifteen years’
experience in the military, with one year in…a hospital? Recovery center?
Because of the acid attack. I’m so sorry about that; it must have been hell.
You’re mostly Hawaiian with some African American mixed in. You’re single and
have no children, but strong ties to your…parents, brother and sister? I can’t
tell if it’s sister or sister-in-law, but you clearly think of her as a sister.
You had nothing to eat this morning. Nervous for the interview, maybe? You’re
also one of the most amazing men I’ve ever seen, with protective instincts that
would put Captain America to shame.”


Golden-brown eyes widened in that chestnut face. “How in
hell…?”


“Jon is one of our psychics,” Jim explained, a smile on his
face. For him, seeing me do this never got old, and he enjoyed the show every
time. 


“He says psychic because there’s not really a word for me.”
I lifted my hands in illustration, graphing what I tried to say in the air.
“What I’m actually doing is reading your energy. You know the Chinese tradition
of chakra points? It’s something like that, only there’s actual energy lines. I
can tell a lot of things by reading those lines.”


“And trust me, he saw a lot more than what he just said,”
Jim added with a pointed look at me. “For some reason, though, he feels like he
has to keep the world’s confidences.” 


“I’m a criminal consultant, not a tattletale,” I replied
mock-sweetly. 


“You’re also a pain in my ass,” Jim grumbled. “Mr. Havili,
here’s the thing. Jon is one of our best, but he’s also a lot of trouble.
Because of his ability, he can’t handle anything electronic directly. No
phones, computers, not even most cars. He fries them in seconds. He also has the
bad habit of getting lost in a reading and losing all situational awareness. He
was shot last year because of it.” 


“Shot at,” I corrected testily. “Shot at. He didn’t
actually hit me.”


“And what’s that scar on your abdomen, then?” Jim’s face looked
more bulldog than usual. 


“’Tis only a flesh wound,” I responded promptly, doing my
best Monty Python impression. 


Havili choked on an abortive laugh. 


Rolling his eyes, clearly praying for patience, Jim decided
to ignore me and continued, “What I need is someone to partner with him,
someone who can guard his back while he’s working and handle everything he
can’t. Your resume states that you were in Special Forces for a while before
serving as an MP. That means you have experience with crime scenes and the like,
correct?”


“Yes, sir,” Havili said. 


Where was that accent from? He’d grown up out west
somewhere, I saw the impact of desert living, but he didn’t quite sound like a
Southerner. I loved things I couldn’t immediately figure out. 


“So you can actually type and do reports? Jon writes
everything long-hand, and Marcy pitches in to type them when she can, but it
would be better if his partner did it since you’ll be on scene along with him.
You can fill in anything he’s missed.” 


“Yes, sir, I can type decently. I don’t mind doing the
paperwork; it’s just part of the job.” Looking at me, he studied me in such a
penetrating way it felt like he could see my energy lines too, for a moment.
“I’m pretty sure I was failing this interview before you came in. You obviously
chose me. Why?”


“Like I said, you’re the most amazing man I’ve ever seen.” I
tried to phrase my words so that it didn’t sound like I was hitting on him.
That proved challenging, as part of me actually did want to hit on him. Why did
he have to be bisexual? This would be much easier if I could just give myself a
straight no. “Can I call you Donovan?” When he nodded, I continued, “Thanks.
Donovan, I’m difficult to be around for any length of time. I know this. I’ve
worn people out in weeks. I think you and I will be okay as partners because you
have the patience of Job. And your protective instincts are high enough to
compensate if your patience runs out. I think. At least, I’m reasonably sure
you won’t want to kill me and leave me in a ditch somewhere in the first
month.” 


“That actually did almost happen,” Jim put in as an aside.
“Mr. Havili, I cannot afford to lose this man. He’s literally a third of our
income. It’s part of the reason why I make so many allowances for him—that, and
I know he can’t help most of it. And we’re not hiring you to be his partner,
we’re hiring you for the police consultant position, but we want you to try
partnering first. If you can stand being around him forty hours a week, then
we’ll make it permanent. Otherwise, you go back to the position you interviewed
for. Salary’s sixty thousand a year, plus benefits and two weeks’ vacation.
Will you take it?”


Donovan’s eyes never left mine as he answered, “Yes, sir. I
will.” 


“Excellent.” Jim let out a breath of relief. “Jon, go
introduce him to everyone else. I’ll get the paperwork started for a new hire.”



“Sure.” Popping up, I half-turned and paused for him to join
me. Damn, he was tall. I stood just under six foot and I barely hit this man’s
chin. His Tongan blood showed very strongly through his build. With a tug of my
vest to make sure it lay flat, I gestured for him to follow me, asking in a low
voice as we moved, “Just curious, is everyone terrified of you the first time
you meet them?”


“Usually,” he sighed, sounding all sorts of resigned. “They
find me really intimidating.”


“I actually rather envy that, as I’m the opposite,” I joked
with him, trying to liven the mood. As a pale, thin blond, I exuded no air of
intimidation at all. Not until I opened my mouth and started saying
inappropriate things, anyway. But most people passed me on the street without a
second glance. “Don’t worry, they’ll be nervous at first, but this is a pretty
adaptable bunch. After all, they took me on.”


He didn’t look sold, but gave me a game nod. 


Stopping in front of the crowded coffee area, I smiled,
bouncing up and down on my toes. “Hey, gang, let me introduce you to my new
partner. This is Donovan Havili. He looks scary, but actually he’s a big teddy
bear.” 


“That’s me, the big, brown teddy bear,” Havili agreed, his
sense of humor coming out. 


Most of the team looked at me in various levels of disbelief
and astonishment, all except Carol, who looked vindicated. She stepped forward
with a hand outstretched. 


“Nice to meet you, Donovan. I’m Carol Palmer, the other
psychic in this joint. Oh, nice vibe. I think we’ll get along like peaches and cream.
This is Sharon. She’s my sister, anchor, and our accountant/legal aid. The
charming and patient woman on my left is Marcy, our receptionist, and the tough
guy over here is Tyson, our police consultant. We’ve got one more running
around here somewhere, our IT specialist, but looks like we’ll have to
introduce you to Sho later.” 


Perhaps sensing it wouldn’t go over well, Donovan didn’t try
to shake anyone else’s hand, just gave them a nod and smile. “Hello.”


The other three nodded back hesitantly, then went back to
staring at me like I was a doppelgänger or pod person. I got that look a lot, so
it didn’t faze me. “Donovan, come back to my office, I’ll give you the rundown.
Then maybe we can go out and tackle one of the jobs lined up this morning.”


“Sure.” He followed me like a bodyguard on the prowl. I
mean, I barely heard the man move, and that was impressive considering his
size. 


I could feel his eyes on me, penetrating, studying, and had
to repress a shiver. It was a little unnerving to be stared at like that, even
from a man like this. Or maybe especially from a man like this. 


My office had nothing in it that actually functioned like
most modern offices. I had two bookshelves crammed to the brim, two desks,
various folders and binders from cases, and four chairs, two of them for
visitors. I gestured toward the other desk. “That one’s yours. Feel free to
bring a computer and stuff in, just don’t let me anywhere near it. Within five
seconds it will be fried.”


“You’re serious? What are you, Electra?”


“Comic book reference, nice,” I applauded. “Marvel or DC?”


Donovan grinned at me as he took his new chair, the plastic
giving a slight groan. “Mostly Marvel, although Green Lantern’s my favorite.”


“Really? I’ve always had a thing for him and Batman. We’ll
talk comic books later, I promise you this. And yes, I’m serious. I really,
really can’t be allowed anywhere near electronics. My car has an EMP shield
around its onboard motor and dash, so that’s safe to drive, but never try to
pick me up in anything else.”


“Got it. That has to be rough, though.”


“Difficult, very difficult.” I was so resigned at this point
that I only shrugged. “I was born in the wrong era, I think. Or maybe not. They
would have burned me as a witch a hundred years ago. Anyway, if we’re out, I’m
going to let you handle anything that requires electronics, capiche?”


“Roger. So what do you do, exactly?”


“Mostly a profiler for the police, but we get all types,
really. I handle missing persons, murder, even fraud. They especially use me
for fraud cases if it involves a psychic. I can tell the real thing from the
fake. One thing most people don’t understand is that I can only read the
living. Not the dead. The police love to use me as a lie detector too.”


“What about animals?”


“They’re harder,” I admitted frankly, perching on the edge
of my desk. It felt wrong to stand while he sat. “I can see some things, but no
one taught me how to do this. A lot of what I know is based on experience, some
educated guess work, etcetera. I studied people first and foremost; animals are
more an afterthought.”


“Got it.” Donovan leaned back, causing the chair to creak a
little. I foresaw the necessity of a stronger computer chair, as that one would
not hold up. “And how often do you get shot at?”


“Not that often,” I assured him, my mouth kicking up to one
side in a parody of a smile. “Most of the time people try to either punch or
stab me.”


Donovan just stared at me, a man waiting for the punch line.
“…seriously? You get attacked often?”


Rubbing at the back of my head, I explained a little
defensively, “It’s human nature. Most people wouldn’t just accept what I did to
you during the interview, they’d get mad or touchy about it. And with criminals,
it’s worse, because they think they have no secrets from me. They attack most
of the time, desperate to shut me up.”


Blowing out a breath, Donovan said to no one in particular,
“I now understand why Jim’s so desperate to have someone watch your back. What,
the police don’t protect you from these guys?”


“Well, sure, they try. But I’m not always working with the
police, y’know? So yeah, while we’re on the job, stay on your toes. The bad
guys don’t like me much.” I saw the need to change the subject. “We have two immediate
cases to deal with today, and I don’t think you’ll need to worry about me
safety-wise, so it’s a good first day for you. A buddy at the precinct wants me
to stop in this morning and play lie detector for him, then we have another
criminal to interrogate with Kurt at the prison. Both are just interviews. I
won’t even be in the room for one of them, so easy-peasy.” 


Donovan, for some reason, wore a skeptical look. “And how
often have those easy-peasy interviews ended up with you injured?”


“Far too many,” I admitted with a grimace. “Hence, you.
Shall we go?”
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As soon as we reached the back parking lot, Donovan let out
the inevitable reaction upon seeing my car. Well, I say car, but it was
actually a military Humvee, trimmed down of all of the electronics, with an EMP
shield surrounding its onboard system. A wide grin split his face, making him
look for all the world like a kid with an early Christmas. 


“Get out. You do not drive a Humvee.”


“Okay,” I agreed sarcastically. “I don’t.”


“Get out, you totally do,” Donovan cackled. “Can I drive?
Please let me drive, I haven’t been in one of those things in two years.”


I handed him the key, amused at how excited he was. “You’ll
be pleased to know I’ve had the seats and suspension replaced, so it’s quite
comfortable.” 


Still cackling—seriously, the man sounded like a mad rooster—he
climbed into the forest green vehicle, drawing the seat back as he did so to make
enough room for his legs. Donovan had at least five inches on me, all in the
leg, so I let this pass without comment as I climbed into the passenger’s side.
Normally I drove so that my partner could handle the phones and paperwork and
all that fun stuff, but today we didn’t need to call anyone. It was safe for
him to do the driving. 


Buckling up, he asked, “Where to?”


“Police station first. You remember where that is?” I switched
to my stronger sunglasses as I asked.


“I do, no worries,” Donovan said. “I didn’t grow up here,
but I—I forget, you can see stuff like that.”


“No, tell me,” I encouraged him. “You have to understand, I
can see impacts, emotions, even the body’s experiences to a degree, but I’m not
a telepath. I can’t read everything about a person.”


Taking this with a nod, he finished his original sentence.
“I did the last three years of high school here, learned how to drive, all of
that. So I know the roads pretty well, although not the outlying areas. That’s
all new to me.”


“Nashville’s been booming the last ten years,” I responded
with complete understanding. “It’s tripled in size, so of course there are
certain places that won’t be at all familiar. They didn’t exist when you were
last here. I’m amazed you found your own place so quickly.”


Donovan gave me an odd look before turning his attention
back to the road, getting ready to turn out of the parking lot and onto the
street. “You can see I’ve got a new place?”


This. This was why I couldn’t date. I’d forget what they’d told
me and how much I knew on my own. Generally, I avoided saying anything really
personal for that reason, because nine times out of ten, it just got me in
trouble. Wincing, I looked out the window. “Sorry.”


“Hey, man, it’s cool,” Donovan assured me, tone indicating
he wasn’t at all bothered. “I’m still coming to grips with what you can and
can’t see, is all. Yeah, I got a new place. Well, kinda; my grandmother died
last year and I’m actually living in her house and fixing it up. We have plans
to sell the place after I get it done, ’cause it’s not really meant for a man
my size, if you get my meaning.”


“I do.” Deciding to test the waters, I added hesitantly, “Is
that how you got that very spectacular bruise on your knee?”


“There is simply not enough room between the bathtub and the
vanity,” Donovan mourned. 


I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing, as I could
picture the morning scene all too well. “My condolences.”


“It’s all good. At least I have a roof over my head, and the
AC works. Man, I forgot what late spring in Tennessee is like.”


“Humid, hot, and generally raining. You’re not used to humid
after so much time in the desert. Ah, dammit, sorry. I shouldn’t know that
either.”


Stopping at a red light, Donovan turned and caught my
shoulder, looking me right in the eyes. He had the most gorgeous eyes, a light
brown ringed in gold. “Bane. Relax, man. I get the feeling a lot of people have
given you grief because of what you can see, but y’know, I haven’t done
anything in my life I’m ashamed of. I’m an open book, okay?”


Those words were like an acquittal, and the next breath I
took felt easy in comparison. “Thanks.”


“No problem.” The light turned green and he got the Humvee
going again with a low rumble of the engine. “So tell me more about this first
gig.”


“It’s kind of a standard story, sadly enough.” I focused out
the front window as I related the particulars. “College girl comes out here for
a summer semester, gets involved with a married politician, then decides to go
home when the affair ends badly. She packs up, tells people she’s returning to
California, but never makes it. She’s missing for five days before people
realize she isn’t where she’s supposed to be.”


“How do you come into the picture?”


“Actually, Psy was called in first. The police reported her
as a missing person, but her parents were very afraid their daughter was dead.
They hired us, since Carol can do a foretelling with the right tools. She
narrowed it down to a park, we went and beat the bushes for a few hours, and
found Marsha Brown dead near the river bank. After we found the body, the
police bumped it to a homicide and started investigating. Problem is, the
cheating bastard politician denies all involvement with both her disappearance
and murder, and the police can’t prove otherwise.” 


“And they’ve called you in to see if he’s lying or not?”
Donovan finished thoughtfully, fingers tapping along the top of the steering
wheel. “To, what, determine if they’re barking up the wrong tree?”


“Yup. Wouldn’t you, in their shoes? Why waste all the time
and manpower on a suspect if you’re not actually sure he did it? Why not use
me, who’s better than a lie detector, and establish it? Then, if he really is
guilty, you know to look for the evidence. It’s cost effective for them and
lucrative for me. Win-win.”


“Have you seen the cheating bastard in question?”


“Not yet. This case came to us last week and, like
everything procedural, has been somewhat slow going.” I studied his expression
from the corner of my eye, but the idea of murder, dead bodies, or cheating
bastards didn’t seem to faze him much. But then, he’d seen worse. “One thing
I’ll need you to—crap, no, two things I’ll need you to do at the station. They
put in all of these electronic locks on the doors, and they get pissy when I
fry them. Can you open doors for me?”


“Sure,” Donovan said easily, taking a right turn and heading
into the downtown area. “What else?”


“We have a system where the cop running the interrogation
will keep an earbud in his ear so I can stand on the other side of the mirror
and give him cues. Normally we draft someone to hold the walkie-talkie for me,
or tape it somehow, but that’s your job from now on.” 


Donovan nodded his understanding, slowing for the last light
before we entered the right parking lot for the police station. “What’s a safe distance
for you, anyway?”


“Five miles,” I joked, then grinned when he rolled his eyes
at me. “No, seriously, the farthest distance possible is usually your best bet.
But try to keep it at least a foot from me, if you can.”


“A foot?” We hit the speed bump, the Humvee barely noticing,
and Donovan smoothly turned into two spots in the back of the lot. No way this
monster could fit in a single space. “Seriously, you’re that electric?”


“Unfortunately,” I sighed and swallowed the last of my tepid
coffee. “Donovan, one thing. The cops in here like us, for the most part, but
there’s a couple exceptions. Don’t let them get a rise out of you. The man who
called us in is Detective Borrowman, and he’s a friend, so I don’t expect any
trouble with this visit. But still, if someone starts mouthing off to me, just
glare at them and don’t say a word.” 


Donovan paused with the door open, one leg dangling. His
eyes did that penetrating thing again where it felt like he could see right
through me. “I sense a story.”


“It involves dead phones, a laptop I may or may not have
touched on purpose, and police negligence,” I answered with a wry twist of the
lips. “Tell you later. For now, let’s go in. Oh, and before I forget to tell
you, you’re officially a criminal consultant. If anyone asks, give them your
name and identify yourself as part of the agency. They won’t give you grief
that way.”


“Got it.” 


I had a feeling I’d forgotten to tell him something important.
Hopefully it would come to me before trouble hit instead. I climbed out,
shouldering my leather messenger bag, and headed into the precinct through the
grimy back door. I don’t know what it was about this station, but it never
looked clean to me. I knew they cleaned it—I could smell the cleaning solutions—but
fifty years of grime permeated the walls and tile floors. It would take more
than the swipe of a mop to make it look pristine again. A bomb, maybe. 


A single officer sat at a back desk as we signed in on a
clipboard and received visitor’s passes from her. She looked a little unnerved
by Donovan, but didn’t question him being with me, just made a copy of his
driver’s license. I switched sunglasses yet again to something that would be
light enough for the inside of this dimmer building. With the badges clipped
onto our shirt collars, I led the way to the right of the bullpen, where
Borrowman’s desk sat in the cubby farm. 


With no walls to separate the desks, he saw me approach and
waved a hand, coming around his desk to greet us. I scanned him quickly,
looking for any hints of trouble, but his aura shone steady and clear, if
colored a little by frustration from the case. Curiosity flared violet for a
moment as he took in the man following me. 


“Bane. You’re early, good. Who’s this?”


“My new partner, Donovan Havili,” I introduced with a grand
sweep of the arm. “Donovan, Detective Harry Borrowman.”


“No way,” Borrowman blurted out, his grey eyes wide as he
looked up at Donovan. The detective could not be considered short, but even he
had to crane his neck a little to meet Donovan’s eyes. “Wow, nice to meet you.
Seriously, I mean that. I’ve honestly thought about putting out an ad to find
Bane a partner.”


Donovan seemed a little pleased at this happy greeting and
stuck a hand out. “I beat you to the punch, then.”


“You sure did.” Borrowman shook his hand, patently relieved.
“Take good care of him, alright? I know he can be a pain in the ass—”


“Hey!” I protested good-naturedly. Then I nodded, accepting
the ribbing as due. “I resemble that remark.”


Borrowman ignored me completely. “—but he’s a good friend
and the reason why I can go home at a decent hour most nights. He seriously
cuts down on my case work. So don’t lose him, and don’t let anyone put another
hole in him.”


“Once,” I mourned to the world in general, “I get shot once
and no one lets me live it down.”


“Because you’ve already used up one of your lives with that
once,” Borrowman informed me testily, “and you don’t have any others to spare.
Idiot.”


“What am I, a cat?” I grumbled. 


“Don’t worry about him,” Donovan assured the detective with a
small smile that could melt the heart of stodgy old men. “I’ve got his back.”


“Good. Did he tell you what you’re doing today? Excellent,
let’s get at it, then.” Lowering his voice, Borrowman admitted to us, “I don’t
think this is actually our guy. He’s got motive, sure, because his wife already
suspected him of having an affair before Marsha Brown disappeared, but he’s got
an alibi for the time frame of the murder. Not a rock solid one, but still, I
have a gut feeling he didn’t do it. Bane, what I need to figure out is if he
was involved at all.”


“Accessory to murder, or maybe paid someone to do it?” I
rubbed at my chin, thinking. “I’d have to see him to make sure, and even then,
that’s not going to show up. He’ll look guilty for something, but I won’t be
able to see if it’s for accessory, fraud, or what have you.” 


“I figured you’d say something like that. So, let’s tag team
him.” Borrowman grabbed a folder from the desk and a walkie-talkie, inserting
the bud into his ear as he handed the walkie-talkie to Donovan. “He’s in Room
1. Channel 3, Mr. Havili.”


“Roger.” Donovan immediately turned the walkie-talkie on
with a practiced twist of the nob before putting it near his mouth. “Copy?”


“Loud and clear,” Borrowman assured him, obviously pleased
he would do a quick status check without being prompted. “Follow Bane. I’ll see
you on the other side of the glass.” 


The precinct’s interrogation rooms were on the second floor,
so we went upstairs and to the right of the landing, Borrowman going into the
main interrogation room, with us going into the room right next to it. Donovan,
proving that he could remember instructions, didn’t let me anywhere near the
doorknob. The maintenance people were going to love him. 


The room on this side of the mirror contained little more
than a control booth with recording equipment, two chairs, and blank walls
painted a thoroughly depressing shade of grey. The sparse room also smelled
strongly of coffee, which made me mourn the lack of another cup in my hands.
Ignoring all of it, I kept my arms crossed safely over my chest and took a good
look at the other side of the mirror, where the City Alderman and his lawyer
sat. 


Alderman Sinclair gave off a foggy aura that I never
associated with anyone worth knowing. He had so many lines greyed out by
unhealthy ambition, lies, and tainted relationships that it dampened his spirit
to an unhealthy, muted shine. The lawyer at his side looked akin to him, only a
touch brighter. At least the lawyer didn’t cheat on his spouse. That was about
the sole difference between the two men. 


“Wow,” I muttered under my breath. “What a weasel in a suit.
I hate politicians, seriously.”


Donovan ignored the detective’s opening gambit as Borrowman
sat at the table. “Is he guilty?” 


“Oh yeah. But not of murder. Borrowman was right to call me
in.” I gestured for the walkie-talkie, and Donovan held it up, the channel
open. Projecting my voice a little, I said, “Borrowman, not your murderer. He’s
guilty of something, though.”


The downside to the system was that Borrowman couldn’t let
on that he had someone speaking in his ear. So, naturally, he couldn’t ask me
questions. Still, I’d said enough to guide him in the right direction, and I
kept a very close eye on the area right below the politician’s heart. The chakra
system designated that as the third chakra point, which contained self-control,
purpose, desires, anger, and anything mental. Whoever had designated it
thousands of years ago had known what they were doing. Or maybe they had been a
psychic similar to me, as that was exactly the right area to look for things of
that nature. 


The line in and around the solar plexus moved feebly, tinged
a dark grey, indicating he’d done something he wasn’t proud of. But he didn’t
regret it, either, which likely meant he hadn’t been caught yet. Or thought he
wouldn’t be caught. Men of this caliber only regretted their actions once the
secret was exposed. 


Warmup done, Borrowman cut right into the heart of the
matter. “Mr. Sinclair, what do you know about Marsha Brown?”


“I know she’s a young college student who disappeared last
week,” Mr. Sinclair responded smoothly, his face indicating nothing but polite
interest. He had the type of looks that endeared him to people—not particularly
plain or handsome, more a boy-next-door type. 


“You mean murdered last week,” Borrowman corrected with
false civility. 


“Oh, has it been ruled a murder? I hadn’t heard. The news
wasn’t specific on that point.”


“Is that where you’re getting your information from? The
news? I find your reaction to all of this very odd, Mr. Sinclair. After all,
you dated Ms. Brown for nearly four months. You’re not disturbed that she’s
dead?”


The lawyer stirred unhappily at this question, placing a
hand on the table in a silent plea for his client to be careful in answering. 


Sinclair’s head cocked slightly, brows furrowed a little in
confusion. “I’m sorry? What makes you think we were dating?”


“Photographs of you two together were recovered from her
phone, along with many texts and a record of phone calls,” Borrowman responded,
losing a bit of patience. “Come on, Sinclair, I’m fairly sure you didn’t kill
her. I’m not trying to pin the blame on you for that. Just admit to the affair,
help me come up with a timeline of her disappearance. I need information—facts—if
I’m to get to the bottom of this.” 


Hesitating strongly, Sinclair studied the detective, as if not
sure whether to believe him, and shared a speaking glance with his lawyer. 


I gestured for the walkie-talkie again and Donovan
obligingly held it up for me. “I’ve got three lines, here. His marriage with
his wife is on the rocks, and he wasn’t happy Marsha called it off—still some
lingering feelings there—but he’s got another lover already. He’s more
emotionally invested in her.”


Borrowman’s expression didn’t even flicker as he took in this
news. “Sinclair, I know you have another lover already. One your wife probably
doesn’t know about yet? Not that it matters, since you want to divorce her
anyway.”


Mr. Lawyer finally spoke up. “You’re out of line,
Detective.” 


The politician swallowed hard, skin paling to an unhealthy
shade of grey. “H-how do you know…?”


“Because I’m a detective, and I happen to be good at my
job,” Borrowman bluffed with a bland tone, leaning his forearms against the
table. “I don’t care about your love life, Mr. Sinclair. I want to know about
Marsha Brown. When did you two break up?”


Another speaking glance with the lawyer, and the older man
gave Sinclair a go-ahead jerk of the chin. 


“Two weeks ago,” Sinclair admitted heavily, eyes skirting
around the room, unable to meet Borrowman’s gaze. “She broke it off when I
wouldn’t agree to divorce my wife. I have…reasons…for staying with her.” 


“Ambitious reasons,” I informed Donovan, unable to keep the
commentary to myself. “The wife is strongly connected to his ambition and
career lines. They’re almost inseparable.” 


Donovan let out a low whistle, staring at Sinclair through
the glass. “That’s not a very good reason to stay married.”


“Tell me about it.” I shut up to listen to Borrowman’s next
question. 


“—did you have any contact with Ms. Brown at all?”


“No. Well, I take that back. Once. She’d left something in
my car, and my wife nearly found it, so I had to hide it and get Marsha to
swing by and pick it up. She wasn’t happy with me, so it was a quick in-and-out
on her part. That was, ah, Saturday? Saturday before last, I stopped by to let
her in the office after my son’s ballgame. I didn’t have any contact with her
after that.” 


“What time exactly was that?” Borrowman pressed. 


“I’m not sure. David’s game ended at three or somewhere in
there, it’s a twenty-minute drive to the office, so somewhere around three-thirty?”


Donovan clicked open the channel for me and I gave him a
quick smile. He was learning how to read me, if he knew I needed that channel
open. “Truth, but he’s evading. Press it.”


“And you didn’t see her, text her, anything after that?”


“No.”


Something wasn’t quite right there, the line still jumping
like a frog in a hot skillet. “Truth, but again, he’s evading.” 


“What about someone who knew Ms. Brown? Did you speak to
someone who knew her, or speak about her after that point?”


“No.”


“Lie,” I sing-songed. “Total lie.”


Borrowman leaned in even further, tone going a little
menacing. “Mr. Sinclair, you’ve been very truthful so far. Please keep that
streak and don’t try to keep secrets. Who did you talk to about Marsha Brown?”


For the first time, dots of perspiration formed on Sinclair’s
forehead. He was too accustomed to politics to let his expression change or to
openly fidget, but on the inside he squirmed. “Our affair was a secret. Why
would I speak to anyone about it?”


“But you did speak to someone. Who? Why?” Borrowman pressed.



Silence.


“Mr. Sinclair, right now you’re just a person of interest,
but I can get a warrant to search your office and home if I need to.”


“Detective,” the lawyer growled warningly. “You do not get
to threaten my client.”


Borrowman ignored him. “I think you’d prefer I avoid doing
that, as I’m sure your wife will wonder why, and I’d have to tell her. Being an
honest officer of the law and all. Will you answer my question?”


Closing his eyes, Sinclair sat for another minute before
finally croaking out, “My secretary found out about the affair two weeks ago,
the same day that Marsha and I broke things off. She threatened to expose me
unless I agreed to keep her with me during the next campaign. She’s been
embezzling funds, so I had to cover all of that up so she wouldn’t get fired.”


Ah-ha, hence that grey line. “Truth. Borrowman, that’s his
only dirty secret, I think.”


“Thank you, Mr. Sinclair,” Borrowman said smoothly, back to
his usual genial self. “One last question, if I may. Before the news announced
Marsha Brown as a missing person, did you even suspect something was wrong?”


“No, I had no idea. She was moving to California; I thought
it natural that I hadn’t seen or heard from her.” 


“Truth,” I assured Borrowman through the walkie-talkie. 


“Thank you. Stay in town. I might have further questions, but
for now you’re free to go.”


Donovan lowered the walkie-talkie and turned it off, his
eyes on me once more in that way of his. “So that’s what you do?”


“One of ’em,” I agreed with a shrug. “Let’s go get our
invoice and—”


Borrowman stuck his head inside, leaning into the room
without actually entering. “Bane, Mr. Havili, good job. I’m so happy that
worked. Normally the walkie-talkie goes dead half-way through, which cramps my
style.”


“It’s a problem,” I agreed, remembering many an
interrogation that had been interrupted because I’d gotten a little too close
to the equipment. Like a game show host, I spread both hands to indicate
Donovan. “But we now have a solution.”


Borrowman clapped, and Donovan gave him a bow, then me.
“Thank you, thank you.”


“I’ve got to go, I have other things to follow up on,”
Borrowman informed us, “But we should have lunch at some point so I can get to
know the new guy. I’ll email the invoice to Accounting, Bane, no worries.”


“Ah. Alright, sounds good. In that case, Donovan,” I turned
to my partner with a smile. “Let’s go to the next item on the agenda.” 
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Nashville housed more than one correctional facility, of course.
I’d been in and out of all of them at some point in time. But generally, when
we at the office said ‘the prison,’ we meant Riverbend Maximum Security. That
was where we ended up, more often than not. It sat west of North Nashville, on
a huge plot of green fields and soft, tree-covered hills. Very picturesque—at
least, the land surrounding the area was. The buildings had been built in the ’80s,
replacing the hundred-year-old predecessor, the Tennessee State Penitentiary.
It looked very…beige. The walls, roof, signs, all of it were the same color,
making it an eyesore against the green, rolling hills the compound sat on. 


I enjoyed my color palette, hence why I was decked out in a
baby pink dress shirt, white vest, and dark wash jeans. I tried not to dress in
a stereotypical fashion—it usually just called trouble down on my head—but
looking nice and being gay shouldn’t be synonymous, dammit. I wasn’t bumming
around in jeans and a white shirt with a hole in the hem just to look ‘macho.’ 


Besides, Donovan wore a dress shirt with jeans and he
pulled off macho swimmingly. Well, alright, the muscles likely had something to
do with that. Just shifting and walking emphasized his muscles under clothes
that weren’t even that tight. Donovan exuded masculinity like a cologne. Me? I
had a swimmer’s build—not skinny, not built, just…me. No way I could match
Donovan in the macho department. 


For that matter, I didn’t imagine many men could.


I had to say, sitting in close quarters with a man so
clearly alpha male made my libido perk up. I did have a weakness for men like
him. It was something about the confidence, the way they seemed larger than
life and comfortable in their own space that appealed to me. Okay, fine, and he
had a nice build. I wasn’t blind. 


The drive out to the prison was not a short one, as our
office resided more towards downtown, and Nashville traffic could be accurately
described as a ‘turtle moving through frozen molasses in a snowstorm.’ We had
plenty of time to chat, which was good, as I had a lot to catch Donovan up on. 


As we sat in traffic, he asked, “Even indoors you keep your sunglasses
on. I’m assuming there’s a reason?”


I mulled over the best way to respond, then stole a glance
at him. “Just how much do you know about psychics?”


“Not a lot, about as much as the average Joe, I think,” he
admitted. “I know there’s different types, that some types need an anchor, that
some need tools to do their deal, others don’t. That’s about it.”


“That’s enough to understand my explanation, at least. So,
I’m the type that doesn’t need tools, as you’ve seen, but I am the type that
should have an anchor. But I don’t. And my shields are lousy; I’ve never
managed anything more than a basic shield. So these,” I tapped the sunglasses
on my face with a finger, “are kind of my shield. Living energy is very
demanding to look at—it’s like every person is a neon sign. Imagine being
surrounded by thousands of them on a regular basis.”


Donovan winced. “How often do you get migraines?”


I mock-applauded him. “You’re quick. About once a week,
although the glasses seriously help. I’ve learned to take a break midday, just
sit and meditate with my eyes firmly closed in a dark room, and that helps take
the edge off.”


A worried line drew his brows together. “That’s seriously
not good, man. What can I do to help?”


Without conscious direction, I smiled at him, wishing we
were close enough that I could bear-hug the stuffing out of him. I really did like
this man and hoped we could become friends. 


“Be you.”


“Bane,” he growled, frustrated. 


“Havili,” I responded teasingly.


“Will you please tell me? There has to be something.” 


“Not much, unfortunately—” not without him being my anchor,
at least “—but if I ever do overload myself, there’s a shielded dark room at
Psy. Take me immediately there and shove me into the room with a tall bottle of
water. Leave me for a few hours; it’s the fastest way for me to recuperate.”


This answer only mollified him some. “That’s good to know.” 


Perhaps sitting in the sun overheated him, as he rolled up
his sleeves to the elbow. I truly didn’t mean to stare. I mean, I could more or
less see the scars even through his clothes, and it gave me more questions than
answers. “Ah, so I’m really curious as to why you colored over your scars?”


He gave me a sharp look. “You can see under the marker,
huh?” He lifted a hand to display white lines, wide and thick, chasing each
other in a liquid pattern across his otherwise dark skin. 


“Yeah, it’s rather visible to me. Sorry, you don’t have to
indulge my curiosity.”


He waved my words away, indicating it was fine, and
answered, half-amused, half-resigned. “I volunteer at the local community center
and teach kids boxing. Some of them knew I was nervous about the interview—mostly
the scars—and told me they’d make them less scary. So they took a bunch of
markers and turned the scars into flames, like something you’d see on a hot
rod. Did I mention it was permanent marker?”


That was such kid logic, I had to laugh. “And you couldn’t
scrub it off before the interview.”


“Tried,” he mourned. “Nearly took three layers of skin off
doing it, too. Of course, when I tell them I passed the interview, the kids will
claim the flames landed me the job.”


“Well of course it did,” I agreed, completely
straight-faced. 


He rolled his eyes at me. I couldn’t imagine why. 


We pulled up into visitor’s parking and I popped out,
careful to lock the car behind me. There weren’t many prison breaks here, but
still. Better not to take the chance. As we walked, I filled Donovan in. 


“Be careful in here. This is where they put the death row
offenders. All the really high-risk male criminals end up here, although they
do have rehabilitative programs too. Still, it’s a collection of really not
nice people.” 


His eyes sharpened on me. “How hard is that on you?”


Damn, he was quick. “It’s not…pleasant. I’ll put it that
way. But you don’t have to worry about me fainting away on you. Just make sure
to keep between me and anything electronic. I do not want to accidentally aid a
prison break.”


“Roger.” He hesitated with his hand on the visitor’s door,
regarding me thoughtfully. “Bane. How many men are in here because of you?”


He really knew how to ask the right questions, didn’t he?
Honesty compelled me to admit, “I’ve lost track.”


Blowing out a breath, he gave a grim nod and pulled the door
open, ushering me inside. 


The visitor’s lobby had the same beige theme going on.
Off-white tiles that had seen better days, dark beige walls, white Formica
counter tops. I stopped at the front desk and gave the woman behind it a smile.
“Hey, Ellen.”


“Oh, Jon, hi,” Ellen greeted. A mother of three, Ellen possessed
a spark in her smile that made everyone feel welcome. We’d bonded over the
many, many visits I’d made here. I’d accidentally fried her calculator once,
sent her a box of chocolates as an apology, and we’d been friends ever since.
“Who’s this?”


“New colleague, Donovan Havili,” I introduced the two of
them with a wave of the hand. “Donovan, Ellen Masters. She’s the guardian of
the door.”


“Among other things,” she answered with a smile that hinted
at trepidation as she looked up and up to meet Donovan’s eyes. “Um, nice to
meet you.”


“Nice to meet you,” Donovan returned with a polite smile. It
looked more than a little forced.


I registered her expressions, her emotions, and internally
groaned. She radiated caution, just like my co-workers had. People really judged
the book by its cover too quickly, at least in Donovan’s case. If only they
could see him the way I did, they’d know they had nothing to fear from this
man. 


“Donovan’s former military police,” I said, trying to soothe
her fears, “so we’re happy to have him. I’m basically showing him the ropes, and
he’s kind enough to handle the electronics so I don’t fry anything.”


Ellen blinked behind her glasses, taking him in again, but
this time with less intimidation. “Oh. Well that’s good. It’s always handy when
you have someone with you. Here, let me get visitor’s badges for you. Jon, who
wanted to see you today?”


“Kurt.” 


“That man,” she fussed, reaching for the basket of badges on
her desk. “I swear, he’d forget to tell me he’d lost his head. He’s so
disorganized. Here, clip those on; I’ll buzz him.” 


I obediently clipped it to my shirt collar, listening with
half an ear as she called ahead for us. As I did so, Donovan leaned in to ask
in a low tone, “Who are we here for, anyway?”


Reminded, I gave him an apologetic look. “We got interrupted
earlier, didn’t we? We’re here because one of the inmates might be connected to
another case under investigation. So this pedophile, Goddard, was convicted of
three sexual assaults about two years ago. Dead to rights, he’s not going
anywhere. But Kurt’s gotten word that Goddard might have done damage to a
fourth kid. We’re here to see if it was really Goddard or if there’s another
sicko out there hurting kids we need to track down.” 


“Gotcha. Is that usually why you come to the prison? Verify
if there’s other crimes they’ve done?”


“That, or I help the victims track down where the bodies are
buried.” I looked around the place and sighed, feeling much older than my
twenty-five years. “It’s never a good visit when I come here.”


The grated metal door popped open with a buzz, and Kurt
stepped out. A former cop, he’d been hurt in the line of duty and put on desk
work. He’d likely have made a good detective, if his bum knee had allowed him
that career choice. Now he acted as an intermediary between the stations and
the prison, helping them sort out cases like this one. His craggy face split
into a welcome smile, revealing nicotine-stained teeth. “Hey, Jon. Who’s your
friend?”


“Donovan Havili, new police consultant with Psy,” I
introduced. “Donovan, Kurt Bowen.”


Kurt, at least, didn’t immediately make any assumptions
based on Donovan’s appearance, and stretched out a hand. “Welcome to the
madhouse, Mr. Havili.”


“Thank you,” Donovan returned, accepting the handshake. 


“He’s my electronics barrier for this visit,” I joked with
Kurt. “So I don’t fry your phone again.”


“Please and thank you,” Kurt drawled back. “Alright, come on
through. You briefed your co-worker already? Good, good. I’ve got Goddard waiting
on us in a visitor’s room. I haven’t asked him any questions yet. Mr. Havili,
when we go in, just make sure Jon doesn’t touch the door. Everything else in
the room is fine; there’s no electronics except the door.”


Donovan nodded. “That I can do.”


We followed him down the narrow, bland hallway. Multiple
doors lined either side, all of them metal and some with chipping paint. I
stayed right in the middle, not brushing up against anything, mostly out of
habit. Mostly. 


Halfway down, Kurt keyed open a door and stepped through. I
side-stepped, waiting for Donovan to catch the door, which he promptly did,
then stood in front of the lock so I couldn’t accidentally touch it. He was adapting
to his role quickly, which frankly relieved me. I slipped through into the very
sparse room beyond. 


Prison hadn’t been kind to Goddard. I hadn’t expected it to.
American criminals had absolutely no pity on pedophiles and, frankly, I was surprised
to find Goddard still alive after two years. His aura, normally dark and
twisted, now possessed an extra layer of inky saturation that made me cringe to
look at him. He sat like a haunted animal—hunkered in on himself, eyes sunken
in his head, lips cracked and bleeding from the compulsive way he kept licking
them. He took one look at Donovan and hunched in even more, as if afraid the
boogeyman had finally come calling. 


Then his eyes fell on me, and a snarl twisted his lip.
“Jonathan Bane.”


“Hello, Goddard,” I greeted levelly. He had no love of me.
The police had focused on the entirely wrong suspect before I’d entered the
picture and pointed them to Goddard. He still hated my guts for that. “Kurt has
a question for you.”


“And so he brought his favorite freak pet in,” Goddard
sneered. Then he flinched and hunched in again. 


I couldn’t figure out why until I felt a warm line of heat
radiating against my back. Donovan didn’t touch me, but he stood so close I
could feel every breath, like a living weapon standing near me, ready to be
unsheathed and used at the slightest provocation. I didn’t even have to look to
feel his protective instincts trip on. It was incredibly reassuring. In my
entire life, I’d never felt as safe as I did in that moment, which was
ridiculous. I’d barely known this man six hours, and yet I was absolutely sure
that if Goddard lunged for me, Donovan would put him down quickly and without
mercy. 


Lord, that was a heady feeling. 


Kurt also looked a little unnerved at the expression on
Donovan’s face. That must have been quite the glare Donovan sported. Still, Kurt
shook himself free of it and sat down across from Goddard. 


“Goddard, we have a simple question for you. Answer, and you
can go back to the library. Jesse Thorpe. Did you molest him?”


Goddard stared at me defiantly. 


I knew that look. Not everything could be read with pinpoint
accuracy—emotions didn’t come with address labels, I couldn’t always see the
cause of them—but I knew that reaction. Criminals who knew what I could do wore
it all of the time. They knew lying was useless, so they preferred not to
answer at all. Of course, they didn’t know I couldn’t read minds. I could see he
was guilty of this particular crime, although not how many victims he had. But I
never explained to a criminal all that I could do; it allowed me to play little
tricks on them. 


“Yes. He did.”


Snarling like the twisted animal he was, Goddard jerked away
from the table, the cuffs on his wrists jangling as he moved. “Stupid fucking
prick! I’m already in here for the next sixty years, what’s it to you if I had
another kid?!”


“It means you’re likely going to be in here another twenty,
that’s what,” Kurt snapped back. He looked angry but resigned at the same time
as he stood again. “Well. That answers that.”


Part of me wished the answer had been no, the part that
hoped a child hadn’t been hurt in such a way. But another part of me was glad
that it had been Goddard, simply because the man was already in prison. He
couldn’t touch another child ever again. Shaking my head, I turned, careful not
to bump into Donovan. He turned as well, giving me the room to head for the
door. 


Before I could reach it, I heard the rattle of the handcuffs
again, saw the alarm in Kurt’s eyes, and instinctively knew that Goddard had
just lunged for me. I jerked, frantic to protect myself, but didn’t get even
halfway around. 


Donovan moved like a shadow, so much faster than a man of
his size should be able to. His hands caught Goddard and spun him around like a
ragdoll. Before I could blink, he had Goddard pinned with his arms stretched
taut over the surface of the table, his head jerked back, windpipe pressed
against the edge of the table, threatening his supply of air. The criminal rolled
his eyes, silently pleading, but he couldn’t speak more than a croak. 


I stared at the two of them, floored. Holy hell. I hadn’t even
heard Donovan move. And look at him now, just standing there calmly, pinning
Goddard like a flea. Like some annoying thing that needed to be handled but not
worried over. 


Damn, that was hot. 


I found my tongue and managed, “Thanks.”


Donovan just winked at me. Saucy. “Mr. Bowen, want me to
throw him somewhere?”


“Just hold onto him for another second, I’ll get two guards
to throw him into solitary.” Kurt pulled out the walkie-talkie on his waist,
snapped out instructions, then clipped it back on again before giving Donovan a
considering sweep of the eyes. “Tell me, Mr. Havili. Are you interested in
being Jon’s anchor?”


I put up both hands, protesting this. “Stop, stop, you’re
giving the man the wrong impression. Geez, you and Jim are the worst
worrywarts.” 


Kurt gave me a flat look. “Yes, wonder why.”


Fortunately, the guards arrived, saving me from trying to
deflect the rest of the conversation. They were quick to grab Goddard and haul
him out. Goddard, wisely, did not try to wrest free or go for me again. Which
was kind of a pity, as I would have enjoyed seeing Donovan take him down again.



Just because I refused to date didn’t mean I was dead, okay?
And watching Donovan Havili move in such a controlled, efficient way was sexy
as hell. 


“Well, that was more entertainment than I’d planned on.”
Kurt gave me an apologetic look. “I’ll lock the next one down better than that.
I thought handcuffs would stop him, stupid me.”


“That’d be good,” I agreed, as I didn’t know if Donovan
would still be with me by my next visit here. I’d learned not to have much
faith in people’s staying power. “Otherwise I start charging you hazard pay.”


“Hardy-har-har,” Kurt shot back. “Alright, I’ve got to go
write this up and report to the warden. I’ll email Marcy the invoice, same as
usual.”


“Thanks. We’ll get out of your hair, then.” I had to wait
for Donovan to keep the door open for me, of course, but I was just as glad to
leave. My heart still thumped and jumped around like two cats tied up in a sack.



Donovan grew suspiciously quiet as we handed in badges, said
bye to Ellen, and then headed outside. In fact, he didn’t say a word until we sat
in the car, seat belts on. 


“Bane.” He kept his eyes straight forward, over the empty
field. 


“Yeah?” I braced myself, literally no idea what he would say
next. 


“Really. Be honest with me. How often do you get attacked in
a week?”


“I don’t really have a weekly average,” I hedged. 


“In a month?” he countered instantly. 


I sighed, already half-resigned. Donovan might have been in
the army for fifteen years, but that didn’t make him immune to violence. And
surely after everything he’d seen, lived through, he would want a more peaceful
life from now on. Hearing my answer would not convince him to stay. 


“Two or three times a month someone usually takes a go at
me. But most of the time, someone stops them. Either me or one of the cops on scene.”



“I see,” was all he said. Then the protective line of his
meridian flared hot and wild, more intense than I’d ever seen. 


I stared at it, doubting my eyes for a moment. He heard that
I got attacked on a semi-regular basis and that didn’t put him off? Instead he felt
a very strong urge to protect me? I couldn’t figure out if his survival
instincts were that low or if his protective instincts were that high. 


Sensing my stare, he turned to meet my eyes levelly. For the
first time in my life, I desperately wished to be a telepath, because I really
wanted to know what thoughts ran through his mind just then. His meridian lines
didn’t change, giving me no further clues. “Can you see that I don’t like that
thought?”


“I can see you’re feeling very protective at the moment,” I
refuted hoarsely. 


Those golden-brown eyes of his narrowed thoughtfully. “And
that surprises you.”


“Most people in your position choose to make a break for
it.” I carefully bit back the words: They don’t choose to stay near me.
“Which is understandable. I don’t blame them. It’s kind of an insane job.” 


His expression remained enigmatic, eyes not leaving mine.
Finally, he said, “I’ve got your back, man.”


That simple statement was backed by an incredibly strong
rush of emotions on his part—loyalty, respect, protectiveness. I swallowed hard.
Even if I couldn’t read his thoughts, it was obvious what he felt. He looked at
me and saw someone worth protecting. Coming from him? This gentle giant of a
man? That was amazing. Only very rarely did someone look at me that way.
Flushing, I had to look away, or risk being emotionally overwhelmed. “Thanks.
Come on, let’s go back to the office and clock out. I think we’ve had enough of
a rollercoaster for today.” 
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By the time we made it back to the office, it was just
hitting three, and I had little else to do that didn’t involve running around,
talking to people. I walked Donovan around the office and showed him where
everything was, then gathered up the paperwork he would need to fill out for
insurance. 


“Okay, I think that’s it. Everything else can wait for
tomorrow.”


“Then see you tomorrow,” Donovan said, gathering up the
forms in one hand. With a smile, he exited out the back door, heading for home.
I gathered up my bag, intending to do the same, stopping at the receptionist’s
desk on the way out. “I’m taking off, Marcy.” 


“No, wait,” she returned, looking up from her computer.
Fortunately, a thick wall of wood blocked me from touching it. Jim had
purposely bought her a desk with a high wooden back to prevent any accidental
grazes on my part. “I have two messages for you and an emailed invoice that I
already sent over to Sharon.”


She handed over the two sticky notes and I observed that one
of them was from Borrowman, the other from my sister. “Good, thanks.”


Lowering her voice, she whispered, “How’s your new partner?”


“Working out really well,” I assured her, not bothering to
lower my voice. “In fact, he saved my bacon earlier. One of the inmates took a
lunge at me. He shut him down so fast, it was a thing of beauty. Although I’m
worried about that office chair he’s sitting in. I don’t think it’s meant to
support a man of his weight. Maybe let’s order an executive chair for him?”


“Sure, I’ll look some up tomorrow and put in an order,”
Marcy said, although she still wore an expression of doubt. “He’s really not…”


Not sure where she was heading with that sentence but able
to guess, I shook my head and assured her, “He really, really isn’t. Life’s
thrown him some curveballs, that’s why he looks so rough. Oh, and Marcy,” I
leaned in to confide, “those tattoos you saw? Aren’t tattoos at all. They’re
scars.”


Her brown eyes blinked several times. “Scars?”


I knew very well that what I told her would make it around
the office in fifteen minutes but acted like it was a confidential secret
anyway. “I don’t have the full details, but he was hit in an acid attack a
little over a year ago while protecting someone else.”


A hand went to her mouth, and her eyes were wide behind her
glasses. “No. That poor man. How badly was he hurt?”


“Covers most of his back and arms, from what I can see.” And
I saw everything. “Like I said, I haven’t heard the story, and I won’t ask
until he’s comfortable sharing it.”


“No, of course not,” she agreed rapidly, still stunned. “Is
that why you said he’s amazing? Because he protected someone like that?”


“That’s part of it.” With a smile, I disengaged from the
conversation, letting her think about that. “If Jim comes looking for us, tell
him we’ll both be back in the morning before we follow up on our cases. It’s
kind of a light week. I figure we’ll spend most of it catching Donovan up to
speed.”


“Alright. It’s probably best anyway to start him off slow. You
can be intense.” She winked at me to show she was joking. 


Shrugging—I really couldn’t refute that—I stopped into my
office to return the phone calls. Borrowman just left a note to call him back,
which I’d do in a minute. Natalie’s message was a request to tell her if Skylar
could stay with me over the weekend. My lovely niece was always welcome, but I
did appreciate Natalie asking first. Since her phone call wouldn’t take more
than five minutes—she practically broke out into hives if she had a phone call
last over that time, I swear it—I called her back first. My office had a rotary
phone similar to the one I had at home, with special EMP shielding inside the
hard plastic casing and another shield around the outlet it was plugged into. 


Two rings in, she answered. “Hello, little brother.”


“Hey, big sister,” I responded, kicking my feet onto my desk
and relaxing back into my chair. “Skylar is more than welcome.”


“I’ll drop her off after work, then. Feed her something
aside from ice cream and pizza.”


“You are a buzzkill.”


“Bye, Jon.”


Sisters have an amazing talent for selective hearing. Or, at
least, mine did. Shrugging, I hung up and reached for the other sticky note and
dialed in that number, not recognizing it, which meant it wasn’t Borrowman’s
cell. 


Unfortunately, no one answered. I shrugged, not bothered, as
I played phone tag with people a lot. When it went to voicemail, I said, “This
is Jon. Tag, you’re it.” 


With nothing else to do, I went home. 


Due to the nature of my very interesting abilities, I found living
in a regular house or apartment challenging. Most apartments these days had electronic
locks on the doors, which I’d never figured out how to deal with effectively. The
majority of a house’s layout I could live with, but the main trouble I had was
the kitchen. All the appliances were highly susceptible to me and went bzzzt
very quickly.


Six years ago, I’d come up with a solution of sorts. I’d
bought an old pizza joint that’d specialized in stone-baked pizzas and
renovated it over into a living space, with the city’s formal permission. The
huge brick ovens didn’t have anything to do with electricity. I could bake all
sorts of things besides pizza, and that way I didn’t have to live on takeout.
It worked out well, especially since my place sat six blocks down from the
office, saving me on commute time. 


Even for me, I did have a few electronic things. Fridge,
microwave, TV, sound system, and a Google Home to run the last two. I never
touched any of them directly—my niece Skylar acted as my IT support. Not that I
didn’t still fry things, somehow. Skylar was on a monthly paycheck from me, she
had to come by so often to fix things. 


I parked out back in the very narrow parking space allotted
to my building, then entered through the back metal door, not surprised when I
heard someone moving about in the main front room. “Hey, Sky!”


“Hey, Uncle Jon!” she called back cheerfully. 


Cheerful was good. That meant I hadn’t accidentally broken
something. Coming out of the narrow back hallway, I dropped my keys in the
basket next to the door, hanging my bag on the small foot bench as I passed.
The kitchen didn’t have a door to it, so it was easy for me to peek in and see
a certain ginger teenager had managed to find the last of my moose tracks and
eaten me bare. The empty carton sat next to the big farmhouse sink, although no
dishes sat on top of the white counters. She’d semi-cleaned up after herself,
then. 


Coming around the dividing wall between kitchen and living
room, I spotted my quarry. Square in the middle of the plush rug sat Sky, her
back to me, sitting on the floor with the Google Home in her hands. “Whatcha
doing?”


“Update came out last night,” she explained, tilting her
head to look at me. She wore her red hair in a ponytail today, blue eyes
accented by the pale blue tank top she had on. Of us all, Skylar had inherited
the lion’s share of the Irish genes. “It has better voice recognition now.”


“That’s great,” I approved whole heartedly. I sometimes had
a real argument with the system because it didn’t always understand me. Unlike
other people, I couldn’t resort to a remote when that happened. Coming around,
I perched temporarily on the edge of the sofa, making sure to keep some
distance between us. Fortunately, it was a large room, and even with the TV
stand, a sectional, couch, bean bag, and the pool table on the far end, I had
enough room to keep a healthy distance. “So, how’s your day been? Do I need to
cook dinner for you?”


“Mom’s coming home late, so that would be great,” she
enthused, lighting up. 


I loved my sister, we all did, but no one would claim her to
be a good cook. “I was going to do seared salmon with veggies, sound good?”


“You know I love fish.”


“That you do.” Heading toward the open kitchen, I snagged my
clawed pole from the counter and used it to maneuver the ingredients onto a
moving metal island, then pulled the island to me and safely away from the
fridge. 


Skylar monkeyed with the system a bit longer as I put the
ingredients together and fired up the oven. Then she came around and sat on a
barstool at the high counter, leaning her forearms against it. “You look happy.
Good day?”


“Got a partner today,” I informed her, unable to restrain my
grin.


“Wait.” She threw up a hand to stop me. “I didn’t think you
were dating anyone?”


“Not a romantic partner; work partner,” I corrected her. It
never failed to amaze me how much faith Skylar had that I would be able to find
someone despite my oddities. She knew better than most how difficult living
with me was, but she still had rock solid faith I’d find someone. 


She looked a little disappointed, as all teenage girls
would, then perked up again. “But that’s good. You’ve wanted a work partner for
a while. What is—he? she?—like?”


“He. Donovan Havili is his name. And he’s incredible.”


Her eyebrows waggled up and down in a way no fourteen-year-old
should know how to do. “Reaallly?”


“Stop,” I ordered firmly, putting the last touches on the
salmon. 


“Is he gay?”


“Bi, and that doesn’t matter.” As soon as the words left my
mouth, I realized my mistake.


Skylar pounced on the statement. “But he’s bi, right? You
have a chance, then!”


“How come you only heard half of that? Skylar, think about
this. The man will have to work with me forty hours a week. Yes, he’s amazing,
he’s very patient and giving, but still. He’ll have to put up with me forty
hours a week without giving in to the urge, at some point, to strangle me. Do
you really want to test his patience by making him my boyfriend too? He’ll end
up murdering me or fleeing for the opposite side of the country.”


She openly pouted. “You always give up too soon without even
trying.”


I’d learned the hard way how impossible people found me to
be. My dad had left on my seventh birthday, before my abilities had really
shown themselves, because he couldn’t handle living with both me and my mother
at the same time. My mother had politely found a way to send me out of the
house at seventeen because I’d strained her patience and bank account past the
breaking point. Natalie was the only one who’d really managed to live with me,
and my sister had the patience of a saint, as well as the best stress
management I’d ever seen. Even she’d had to admit defeat when I was nineteen, although
she’d at least stuck it out long enough to help me renovate this place. 


Of course, I didn’t say all that. Shrugging, I said lightly,
“Trust me, kid, I can read enough about people to know when to try. What I need
is some star-aligned romance, but odds aren’t good I’ll get one. I think I
missed that part in my childhood where I was supposed to have a cute boy as my
best friend growing up and we ended up falling for each other as adults. I want
a do over.” 


“Me too,” Skylar lamented. She bounced right back on topic
with a nearly indefatigable perkiness. “So what’s he like, this Donovan guy?
You said awesome, but on a scale of one to ten, how awesome are we talking
about?”


“Twenty.” Relieved she’d moved the conversation along, I put
the salmon in to bake, then requested, “Google, set a timer for thirty
minutes.”


“Timer set,” a canned female voice responded pleasantly. 


“Twenty, really?” Skylar moved with me as we settled on the
sectional in the living room. “What’s so amazing about him?”


“It’s not his looks, wipe that smirk off your face,” I
ordered, pointing a finger at her. Folding one leg up under the other, I tried
to put it into words. “He actually looks intimidating. Very large, muscular, has
this air that he won’t put up with any shit. I pity the fool who crosses him.
But at heart, he’s very protective, very kind. He’s as patient as Natalie. When
I’m around him, his aura is just so soothing that I want to curl into him and
purr.”


She did that lecherous eyebrow thing again. “Why don’t you?”


“Sky,” I groaned. “I finally found a work partner who will
protect my hide, I’m not scaring him off.” And I still wasn’t even sure that would
last the week, let alone the month. 


“Booo.” Crossing her legs up underneath herself, she
requested, “When can I meet him?”


“Soon, I hope. I’m tentatively seeing how things go, but if
he’s still with me by this time next week, I might throw him a welcome party.”


“Grandma will want to meet him if he does stay with you,”
she said thoughtfully, head cocking as she thought things that she probably
shouldn’t. “I’ll tell her.”


It was easier for her to text than me trying to reach them
on my old rotary phone. “If you talk to her about it, do not, for the love of
heaven, make it sound like anything other than what it is.”


“Booo,” she said again, wrinkling her nose up at me. 


I just knew she’d been scheming something. 





In my best zombie impersonation, I shuffled past the front
desk and headed for my office to check if I had any messages. My coffee maker
had died this morning, and even though I’d stopped at Starbucks on the way
here, I’d only had a chance to drink a third of it. The caffeine hadn’t kicked
in yet. Halfway there, I glanced in the direction of the boss’s office, and Jim
caught my eye before gesturing me in. I had a good idea of what he wanted to
talk to me about, so I detoured into his office instead, shutting the door
behind me. 


“How is he?” Jim asked hopefully. 


“Incredibly patient,” I answered, dropping into the chair in
front of his desk. “He’s one of those delightful show-once people who don’t need
repetition either. Or at least, I haven’t had to repeat myself yet. He’s
remarkably protective of me, too. I think if his patience runs out, his
protective instincts will keep him from killing me.” 


Jim blew out a not-so-subtle breath of relief. “Good. That’s
good. That’s a better start than the last two people we tried with you.”


I didn’t say anything. Mostly because it would have boiled
down to ‘I told you so.’ I had not picked my last two work partners and that
had shown. Quickly, and in all the wrong ways. “I’m cautiously optimistic that
he’ll at least last longer than everyone else has.”


“That’s not much of a yard stick,” Jim grumbled, sighing as
he sat back in his chair. “Jon, I’m not trying to foist an anchor on you. I
just don’t want you dead or in a hospital bed because we didn’t take
precautions.”


“I know, Jim,” I answered softly, “And I appreciate it.
Really.” It wasn’t his fault I was difficult to live with. “If nothing else,
I’m safe for now. So far only one person has been stupid enough to take on
Donovan. It’s like arguing with a mountain.”


“A sinister looking mountain,” Jim agreed, nodding along.
“What did his parents feed him, anyway? Whole cows? He’s built like a
linebacker.” 


“It’s his Tongan blood. Makes him bigger than life.” I
checked the clock on the wall, judged that if I stayed any longer it might
threaten my boss’s computer, and stood. Sho would murder me if he had to
replace someone’s work computer. Again. “I’ll let you know how things go, but
for now, we’re alright.”


“That’s all I wanted to hear. Before you go, though, we had
a case come in. Kid called it in himself. Marcy took down the intake; it’s on
your desk.”


That was somewhat unusual. Most of our cases came from the
police themselves, but sometimes a civilian in a tight spot would look us up
online and hire us. “Okay. I’ll take a look.” With a salute of my coffee cup, I
headed back out. 


The file was indeed on my desk, or to be more precise, in my
chair. Marcy always left things in my chair. She claimed it was the only safe
way to make sure something didn’t get lost on my desk. Which was ridiculous—I’m
not that disorganized. It might look like World War III had struck, but there
was method to my madness. I could lay hands on anything if I had a mind to. 


Shifting the folder to the desk, I sat down, but my butt had
barely hit the chair before the phone rang. Lifting the receiver, I tucked it between
ear and shoulder before answering, “This is Jonathan Bane.” 


“Bane, it’s Borrowman. Look, you remember that Marsha
Brown case? We’ve got a suspect in hand for it. I know he’s raped and killed
two other women and dumped them in the same area, but he’s swearing he’s
innocent on this one.”


“Don’t they always say that, though?”


“True, but he’s confessed to the other two. Why balk at
the third?”


“That’s a good question,” I said slowly. “And the timing
works out for this?”


“Yeah, we only picked him up this morning. He’s been
running from us for a few days. We didn’t slap cuffs on him until a few hours
ago.”


“Alright, want me to swing by and take a look?”


“If you can. I can’t get you in today. Maybe tomorrow?”


“Sure. Plan for it after lunch.”


“That works for me. Thanks. How’s your new partner
working out?”


“Well enough, thanks.” Speaking of the devil, he’d just
walked into the office with a very interesting look on his face that spoke of
equal parts amusement and suspicion. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Alright, bye.”


Hanging up, I offered, “Good morning. What’s with that
expression?”


“Whatever you told Marcy worked,” he informed me, brows
arched a little in challenge. “She actually said good morning to me and offered
a cup of coffee.”


Right. He was a military policeman and thereby trained not
only to be observant but good at deduction. I needed to keep that in mind. “I
want everyone to see you the way I see you. Problem?”


“Not one bit.” His smile widened to show very white, though
slightly crooked, teeth. The smile was brilliant against his chestnut skin, a
perfect contrast. “So what was that phone call about?”


“Borrowman has another suspect for Marsha Brown’s murder. He
doesn’t think the guy did it but wants a second opinion anyway. We’ll swing by
tomorrow after lunch and take a gander.” 


Donovan shrugged agreement. “Fine. What about today?”


“Today…hang on. We had an intake come in, which means a case
from a civilian who’s in trouble and wants to hire us. I haven’t had a chance
to read it yet.” 


He waved me on, so I flipped over the front of the file and
read through it, silently pursing my lips in a whistle as I did so. Intakes
were usually a single page, sometimes two. This one was two, and a doozy at
that. 


“We’ve got a case, alright. Exchange student named Chen Li
got shot by another student on a college campus, but the girl who shot him
claims he’s been trying to extort money from her and it was self-defense.” 


Donovan paused in putting a folder on his desk, turning to
look at me, eyebrows climbing. “Was it?”


“Chen claims not. But we’ll know for sure when we interview
him.” I glanced at the clock on the wall, saw it was half past eight, and did
some quick mental calculations of traffic and hospital visiting times. “We
don’t have anything on docket this morning. I vote we try and see him before
lunch.” 


“Sure,” Donovan agreed amiably. “Before we leave, though, I
want to work something out with you.”


I cocked my head in question, not following. “What?”


“Look, you can read me like an Encyclopedia Britannica, but
you’re a little harder for me to read. I want some kind of signal you can throw
me when we’re facing a bad dude, so that I know trouble’s coming and I have
time to make up a plan instead of just winging it.” Setting the coffee cup
aside, he sat in his chair and whirled to face me. “In the army, we had hand signals
to use so we could communicate silently.”


Now I understood what he was getting at. He was the first
partner to think ahead, anticipate problems, and come up with possible
solutions. It took me aback for a moment, although it shouldn’t have. His protective
instincts were at play here. “I don’t know those.”


“Didn’t think you did,” he assured me patiently. “But it’s
standard practice for police these days to know the basic ASL alphabet and the
emergency signs. Do you know any of those?”


Now that was smart. “Actually, I do. But they’re also kind
of obvious, right?”


“Which is why I want to do a variation with them. Something
that will look like you’re fidgeting or scratching an itch. We don’t have to
get really elaborate this morning, but I want at least two basic signs down.
You know the sign for T, right?”


I held up a fist with my thumb tucked under the forefinger. 


“Do a T, and hold it up under your chin in a thinking
pose,” he suggested. “That way I know this one’s trouble.” 


It was beautifully simplistic. “So, T for trouble. Is
D for danger, or is that too weird of a thinking pose?” 


“Won’t need it, I don’t think.” Donovan rubbed his
fingertips idly together. He looked good today, again in a button-down shirt
and nice jeans. I didn’t know who did his shopping, but I approved. The shirt
was a soft copper color that did amazing things to his skin tone. “If I know
they’re trouble, I’m assuming danger. But say something happens, I’m across the
room from you, or we’ve got some kind of barrier between us. I want you to be
able to signal for help. So do an H near your chest, double tap it. Make
it look like a fidget.” 


I attempted a very sloppy looking H near my chest
with my thumb spread, and tapped twice. “Like this?”


“Sure, that I can pick up on.” Donovan relaxed a hair. “That
should work for now. We’ll come up with others as we need ’em.”


I felt touched that he’d thought about this, that he was
proactively looking out for me. Still not close enough to be able to bear-hug
the stuffing out of him, unfortunately. Ah well. That comfort level would come.



“Sure. Shall we go interview our perhaps-innocent client?”





Chen Li looked like a wreck. No surprise. The poor guy had
been shot twice, once in the arm and once in the lung. He lay propped up in a
hospital bed, swathed in bandages, an oxygen mask over his mouth. Asian men rarely
seemed to look their real age, but even still, he looked like a teenager
instead of the twenty-year-old I knew him to be. His very short haircut
probably didn’t help on that end. At my knock on the door, he looked up, dark
circles under his almond-shaped eyes. 


“I’m Jonathan Bane, with the Psy Investigative Agency,” I
introduced myself. “This is Donovan Havili, my partner.”


“Very pleased to meet you.” He had a moderate Chinese accent,
and his words came out slightly muffled through the oxygen mask. “Please, come
in.”


I did so, but stayed clear of the right side where all the
equipment stood, which included the bed itself. In fact, I tried to hover
somewhere near the wall, away from anything electronic. Donovan, sensing my
caution, put himself in between me and the equipment. I relaxed a little at
that point and took one of the visitor’s chairs. If Chen found it odd that I
wore sunglasses indoors, he didn’t mention it or look at me funny, thankfully. Most
people questioned me about it. 


“This is witness statement,” Chen informed me, pointing to
the document he had up on his laptop. “How should I send it?”


“Send it to me,” Donovan requested with a smile. “Here, I’ll
type in my email at the bottom.”


“Ah, thank you very much.” 


I noted the page length and was vaguely impressed Chen had
managed to type three full pages with just one hand. That spoke of frustration
or boredom, perhaps both. 


“I know you typed all of that out, and I’ll certainly read it
carefully, but do you mind going over with us what happened?”


“Not at all,” he assured us firmly. Frustrated by the mask,
he slipped it down to rest below his chin so he could speak, and his next words
were much clearer. “Have you heard story of Alice Thompson in the newspapers?”


The newspaper remained one of the few ways I could keep
track of news without resorting to something electronic, so I nodded
immediately. “I have. She’s supposedly been on the receiving end of extortion
letters, but the person sending her the letters never shows up at the drop to
claim the money. Police thought it was a hoax, right?”


“Yes, this is so. We all thought it hoax. Ms. Thompson and I
go to same college, although not same classes. All of school has heard story by
now. Letters started some months ago, last semester. We thought it hoax, too,
but she keep getting letters and asking who send them. Then last week, she come
to me outside of library and ask to talk. I see no harm, I say sure, so we sit
on stairs outside library to talk. She ask if I knew of letters. I say I do,
but don’t know who sends them. She ask a few more questions, but I tell her I
don’t know anything. I express wish that she find person soon, so it won’t
trouble her anymore. She smile at me, thank me. I think we done, so I stand and
give her bow, ready to leave. I look up and find gun in her hand.”


Donovan let out a sound, something of a cross between a cut
off curse and exclamation of surprise. Pointing to the injuries, he demanded,
“Wait, you weren’t even arguing with her? She just pulled out a gun and shot
you cold?”


“Twice, as you see,” Chen confirmed darkly. “When I see gun,
I get scared. I run. She shoot five times, but hit me twice. Everyone screaming
around me, but some chase after us. I get off campus and to a garage nearby,
hide in car. She get caught by campus security, they take gun from her and call
police. They call ambulance for me. I don’t know what happen next, but three
days ago, police come here. They accuse me of writing letters, of threatening
her. But I didn’t!” Chen stopped to cough, grimaced, and slipped the oxygen
mask back into place as his lungs no doubt protested him yelling.


This whole story made my head ache. I could tell from his
aura he spoke complete truth and that he was a good guy. He hadn’t done
anything wrong. Certainly nothing serious enough to warrant being shot. “I
believe you.”


Chen looked at me with abject relief. “No one believe me.
They think I must do something to scare her, that’s why she shoot. I contact
your agency, hoping psychic can see I not lie.”


“You’re being one hundred percent truthful and haven’t done anything
wrong,” I assured him. “I can see that. You don’t have to convince me. I
understand now what happened. Tell me what you want from us.”


“I want you to prove me innocent. Police not believe me. You
find real culprit, prove she is wrong.” 


I looked at Chen, an obvious exchange student, far away from
home, trapped in a hospital bed with foreign policemen angry with him. It had
to be terrifying, and he certainly looked scared, but mostly he was outraged.
He hadn’t done anything to deserve this, which rankled, and I didn’t blame him
for feeling that way. 


“We will do exactly that. Now, I’m going to have my partner
give you his number. You call us if the police want to talk to you again, or if
you feel threatened. Donovan was a military policeman; trust me, nothing’s
getting past him.”


Chen looked to Donovan, sizing him up with his eyes, and
grinned. “I see that.”


Donovan grinned back. “Here, give me your phone, I’ll type
it in. I’ll text you with updates as we find stuff out, too, okay?”


“I like that very much. Thank you.”


I watched as Donovan typed everything into Chen’s phone and asked,
“How long are you in the hospital? Do you have a safe place to go after you
leave here?”


“My mother coming to stay with me,” he answered. “She
arrives today at airport. Doctors want me to stay for another few weeks, then I
get released.”


I felt better hearing that, as I didn’t want him on his own.
“Good. If you need help, you call us. We’ll escort you out of the hospital,
alright? I don’t want to give this girl any openings. I think she’s wacko.”


Chen’s expression screwed up in confusion. “Wacko?”


“Crazy,” Donovan translated. 


“Ah. Yes, crazy, wacko,” Chen agreed promptly. “I don’t
trust her.”


“Neither do we. Chen, last question, then I’ll let you rest.
The policeman who came to question you, do you know who?”


“Yes, they leave business card.” He fished it out from
underneath the laptop and handed it over. 


I took it with a sinking feeling in my stomach. Of course it
was him. I kept the reaction from my face, giving Chen a tight-lipped smile. “I
know this detective. It’s a good thing you called us. He’s known for being a
little…bull-headed. Alright, I’ll call him and tell him I’m working the case.
Thank you. We’ll be in touch soon, alright?”


“Thank you, Mr. Bane, Mr. Havili,” Chen said, his words
polite and his tone relieved. 


We exited the room and I managed to make the end of the
hallway before swearing vilely. 


“I was waiting for that.” Donovan eyed me, brow quirked a
little. “I could tell from your face you didn’t like the name on that card. One
of those detectives you don’t like?”


“Remember how I said there was an incident earlier? He’s the
main actor in the play. Dammit.” I slammed a closed fist against the wall.
“He’s the type to latch onto a suspect and do everything to twist the evidence
to convict. No wonder Chen was scared enough to hire us. He likely realized he
was the only suspect in this case. The only thing keeping Chen from cuffs right
now is that he’s in a hospital bed.” 


“So wait, the kid gets shot without a good reason, but the
police are going to pin this whole thing on him?” Donovan let out a low
whistle, looking distinctly unhappy. “That doesn’t sound very fair to me.”


“It isn’t,” I grumbled, frustration building. “But that’s
what Solomon will do. Donovan, I hate to say this, but we don’t have a lot of
time to gather evidence. And it has to be good evidence. Something we can use
to go over Solomon’s head with, if it comes to that. We don’t have to find who
actually did this, but we certainly have to prove it’s not Chen.”


“And we have to do it before he gets out of the hospital, or
he’ll be recuperating in a jail cell,” Donovan summed darkly. “Right. We better
get cracking, then.” 
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Thursday morning dawned bright and with no clear schedule. I
had a little bit of paperwork to do, mostly signing off on invoices so that
Sharon could process them, and Donovan attempted to call both Detective Solomon
and Alice Thompson while I crossed a few t’s and dotted some i’s. But after an
hour of trying and no luck, we shrugged and chose to beat the pavement instead.



Belmont University was not the largest campus in the world.
I hadn’t been on it, just drove by in passing, but it was old enough that it had
a very established presence—a stately looking campus of tall, imposing
buildings made of light grey stone. It really looked like a capitol building
that had gone missing, at least to me, with most of the other buildings
matching it in theme. My campus hadn’t been anything like this, more a ‘60s version
of what had been hip in its day and now looked stupid. Shame, because I liked
the look of Belmont better than my alma mater. Although Belmont had the money
to buy every possible electronic gizmo, making it a hazard for me. Probably
just as well I hadn’t tried to study at this campus. 


Donovan moved like a shadow as we walked along the
sidewalks, dodging students and staff as we moved. For such a large man, he
really didn’t make much noise as he walked, just the idle clink of whatever rested
in his cargo pockets. I couldn’t help but sneak glances at him from behind my
sunglasses. It was such a strange feeling, as I hadn’t had this happen in
years, but…I might be attracted to him? It was moments like these, when I was in
close proximity to him that I noticed it—that happy little flutter everyone got
when they were near someone they found attractive. 


I didn’t do it often, but I could read my own aura.
Sometimes I overthought things, and a quick glance down at my own meridian
lines kept me from jumping to stupid conclusions or dismissing things when I
shouldn’t. I took a quick peek and a huff of mild surprise almost escaped my
mouth. Well, well, well, it seemed I did have some budding interest for my new
co-worker. 


As if the situation weren’t interesting enough, now it had
the potential to get awkward as well. Wonderful. 


My libido seriously had the worst timing in history. 


Of course, I knew what had done it. His kindness had gotten
my attention; his patience and good humor about my shortcomings had cemented
it. And yes, okay, fine. The muscles didn’t hurt either. 


“Would the registrar’s office give out her information?”
Donovan asked idly, staring at the plaque on the building ahead of us. 


Be professional, Jon. Pay attention. “If asked very nicely
with our badges in hand, they likely will. I’ll be honest, though, I don’t
really expect to find Alice Thompson on campus.” 


He gave me a considering hum. “Because of the shooting, you
think she’s been suspended?”


“I mean, the girl’s not supposed to be armed on a school
campus,” I pointed out. “I think at the very least she’s been suspended until
they can figure out what’s actually gone down. But Chen says she lives in the dorms,
and that’s the part I’m not sure about. Would they kick her out of there too?
Or just the rest of campus?”


“Good question. Let’s see what they have to tell us.” 


I saw more than a few uneasy looks thrown Donovan’s
direction and scowled back at the students in return. He was just walking
through. What were people so jumpy about? 


Despite the sunny weather, my mood steadily darkened as we
headed inside the building. People really shouldn’t judge others on their
looks. I didn’t approve of this aspect of humanity. 


Shaking it off, I pushed through the dark wood door marked
‘Registrar’s Office’ with gold lettering on the glass window insert. It looked
like every other registrar’s office I’d ever been in, with middle-aged women
running the show, stressed and tired students filling out paperwork, and
parents demanding the impossible somehow happen to keep their failing child in
school. I ignored most of the arguments going on at the far end of the room and
offered a smile to the harried-looking woman on the other end of the counter. 


“Hi. I’m Jonathan Bane with the Psy Investigative Agency.
This is my partner, Donovan Havili. We’re looking for Alice Thompson.” 


Her brightly painted red lips lifted in a sneer. “Oh. Her.
Yes, well, you’re not the only one. But she’s not on campus at the moment. The
Dean suspended her, effective for the rest of this semester. Whether or not
she’ll be allowed back in is another story.”


“So she’s not even in her dorm room?”


“Not allowed on campus at all,” she reiterated, patting her wiry
dark hair, smoothing it up in the bun and giving me a meaningful look. “Whether
or not she was justified in shooting is one thing, but packing on campus is
quite another.” 


“I understand, thank you.” That was more or less the answer
I’d expected, although it did leave the question of how we’d track her down.
With another smile, I disengaged from the conversation and headed back out into
the wide hallway. 


Donovan gave a slightly frustrated grunt. “Well, you were
right. I’m sure Solomon has a way of reaching her, not that he’s likely to tell
us. Where do you think she’s gone?”


“I doubt a hotel; she won’t be able to afford that for long.
Likely a friend’s couch.” Shaking my head, I paused just outside the main doors
of the building. It was truly a pretty day. Shame we couldn’t find a way to
work outdoors. “We might be stalled here until someone calls us back.”


“It’s the glamorous part of the job TV never gets right,”
Donovan said, a touch sourly. “Just how much time investigations take. Although
so far, it doesn’t look like you actually dig into the cases most of the time.”


“Maybe one in twenty I actually investigate,” I confirmed,
making my way down the very wide, short stone steps. “Most of the time I just
sit in on interviews. It does make life easier.”


“But you obviously know how to investigate,” he observed.
“On-the-job training?”


“Well, that too, but I actually did go to school for this. I
have a Criminal Justice degree.” I shrugged, as it seemed obvious to me why I’d
gone to college for it. “My talents aren’t well suited to anything else that
doesn’t smack of being illegal.” 


Donovan inclined his head a little to the side, not
disagreeing, but he seemed to think I had missed another possibility. “Either
this or—”


“Sir.” Two campus police in black uniforms, badges, and full
utility belts around their waists stepped directly into Donovan’s path. And
mine as well, although they didn’t seem to be too concerned with me. One of
them had thick, tight curls with orange dyed tips; his female partner more
conservative with her wiry black hair in a neat bun at the back of her head.
Both, however, looked Donovan up and down as if they expected trouble.


“What business do you have on campus?” Tips demanded of
Donovan. 


I just knew some paranoid student had called Donovan in as
‘someone dangerous’—hence these two. Growling a mental curse, I reached for the
badge in my pocket. 


“Sir!” The female officer caught the movement and stopped me
with a sharp stay of her hand. Her nametag read K. Jones. “You will keep your
hands where I can see them.”


“We’re consulting detectives with Psy Investigative Agency.”
I did my best to keep my voice level. It wasn’t their fault they were working
off faulty intel, and I did understand how they could be a little on edge this
week, what with Alice Thompson randomly shooting people. I could see their
nerves, their banked fear at Donovan’s presence, and was grateful he seemed to
pick up on it too, as he carefully kept his body language non-threatening.
“We’re here to investigate the shooting of Chen Li.”


This did not magically reassure them. 


“ID,” Tips demanded. The way he puffed his chest out
accentuated the name badge pinned there, but I was more concerned with
protecting my partner at the moment.


“He’s brand new, doesn’t have an ID yet,” I said, struggling
to stay neutral. Did Tips get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning? For
some reason his emotions were turbulent, spoiling for a fight. “You can see
mine.” 


That didn’t make them happy, either. Really, I didn’t think
they were going to be happy with us no matter what I said. At least, though, I
was able to pull my ID this time. It had my psychic license on one side and my
consulting ID with the police on the other. I flipped the slim leather folder
open to display both. 


“Take your glasses off,” the female partner demanded
irritably, her generous lips pursed into a flat line. 


“Ah, really can’t,” I tried to quickly explain, watching her
patience evaporate, “my ability is—”


“She said take the damn glasses off.” Tips’ hand darted out
as quick as a snake striking, grabbing at the glasses on my face. 


Three things happened at once. I jerked instinctively back,
for all the good that did; Donovan’s hand shot out to grab Tips’ wrist to stop
him; and the sunglasses were yanked cleanly off my face in the process. My limited,
pathetic excuse for psychic shields utterly failed with the sunglasses’ removal,
and the blinding brightness of the fifty or so people all around me, coupled
with the bright sun overhead, lanced through my eyes in a searing blaze of
pain. 


I clamped my hand over my eyes and fell back two steps, eyes
burning, head throbbing like a bass drum being struck by a sledgehammer. A
whimper escaped me. “Shit.”


“Jon?!” Warm hands caught my shoulder and something plastic
and cool touched my hands. “Here, put them back on. Are you two fucking morons?
You do not just grab at a psychic without their permission!”


“There’s nothing about him that says psychic—” Tips argued
back, sounding belligerent. 


“Except his damn state-issued ID,” Donovan snarled back.
“Holt and Jones. I’ll report both of you for this stupidity later. Jon? Where
can I take you?”


“Car,” I groaned, still clutching my head. I was actually
afraid it would either burst like a melon or fall off. I needed twenty minutes,
at least, in a dark place and two magnesium if I was to undo the damage and
even hope to go back to work today.


“Excuse me,” Tips’ voice started going up into
cat-screeching range. “I did not say you could go!”


Donovan’s voice dropped into a register reserved for death
gods and enraged drill sergeants. “Holt. You will move or I will move you. I
promise you, you will not like it if I have to move you.” 


The Mexican Standoff lasted for about two seconds—which proved
those two had the survival instincts of suicidal fruit flies—before I heard their
boots shift on the cement walkway. A strong arm wrapped around my waist, and
Donovan half-lifted me as he carted me swiftly to the parking lot. I kept my
eyes firmly closed, even with the sunglasses back on my face, attempting to
help my poor eyes recover from their intense exposure. 


Perhaps because my eyes were closed, I became more aware of Donovan.
I saw so much with my eyes, I depended on that sense more than any other, and
because of that I sometimes missed the other basics. Such as the clean, citrusy
smell of Donovan’s aftershave, or how he practically radiated body heat.
Seriously, was he a furnace in a previous life? 


“Front or back?” Donovan asked, worry clipping his words
short. 


“Back. I have an emergency meditation room set up in the
back.”


The door clicked open and, more by feel than sight, I found
the metal edge and climbed up inside the car. Donovan had the good sense to not
follow me in there, instantly closing the door. With it semi-darker inside, I
was able to squint without my eyes protesting too much. I heard as Donovan
moved around and climbed into the front seat, starting up the engine to get the
A/C going. We’d need it in this heat. The car was not parked in the shade. 


When I’d first gotten the vehicle, aside from painting it
and doing some work to make it more comfortable, I’d made dark curtains for all
the windows. Most of the time they were tied up, but a single pull on the sash
would let them down. The area right behind the cabin had a large blackout curtain
to handle all the light from the front windows. It possessed all the elegance
of a child’s blanket fort, but I didn’t care about appearance. Just
effectiveness. 


With the light blocked, I took my first decent breath and
sank onto the padded bench for a moment. 


“Better?” Donovan asked from the front seat. 


“So much.” I dug out the emergency water bottle and
magnesium tablets I had stashed back here. “Thanks. But seriously, what was
their problem? We were just walking to the car!”


“Couldn’t read that, huh?”


“Well I’m not a fucking telepath,” I retorted in
exasperation. “I could see they were jumpy, angry about something, and you
scared them down to their whitey-tighties. But still, we weren’t doing anything
wrong, and I had proper ID.”


“Not excusing them, but I bet they’re all on edge because of
the shooting. Nothing makes you jumpier than to have a normal civilian suddenly
open fire. And let’s face it, I’m not exactly the cuddly type.”


“You totally are,” I argued, mostly under my breath.
Granted, the rest of the world couldn’t see it, but I could. He always radiated
pleasure when he was in close contact with me.


There was a moment of contemplative silence. “You can see
that too?”


Uh. That came off creeper, didn’t it? “That was more a
guess. You tend to be hands-on with me.”


“Huh. I guess I am.”


That really didn’t confirm if he was naturally touchy-feely
or not. And for once I couldn’t see anything to help me figure it out. Well, it
was early days yet. I’d figure this out eventually. 


“The blinding pain is now a dull hum. I vote early lunch.”


“You really think you can work this afternoon?”


“Yeah, I’ll be fine. You got me out of there quick enough.”
I meant it. On my own, I would not have managed to get to the car that fast, or
without further blinding myself in the process. I would have been out for the
rest of the day and probably nursing a headache that night. Having a partner
quick on the uptake really was a blessing in more ways than one. “So. Where to
for lunch?”


“You wanna get pancakes?” He sounded so hopeful, like a
five-year-old. 


“Sure,” I agreed easily, as I really didn’t care and he
sounded perfectly adorable. “Let’s get pancakes.” 





After lunch, we went to the county jail to interview Borrowman’s
suspect for the Marsha Brown case. He met us there, waiting patiently outside
the interrogation room. The county jail, at least, didn’t have electronic locks
on their interrogation room doors. It meant Donovan didn’t need to open a door
for me. 


Alexander Black sat inside the square, grey-colored room,
sprawled in the metal chair like he didn’t have a care in the world. About a
dozen tattoos ranged over his face, neck, and arms, most of them too dark against
his skin to really discern. I took one look at him and winced. Black lived up
to his name. He didn’t radiate any light—instead he walked about like a void. My
head still experienced twinges, and looking at this man did not help my
low-grade headache. I didn’t like being in the same room with most criminals, but
this man especially bothered me. 


Perhaps Donovan sensed that. He stayed very close, his hand
coming up once to brush the small of my back, the soft touch relaying without
words, I’ve got you.


It was the second time he’d touched me when it wasn’t an
emergency. It wasn’t about safety or expediency, it was reassurance. Comfort. I
hadn’t experienced a gentle touch from a man like this in what felt like eons,
and my skin tingled under his hand. I gave him a warm smile. That touch said he
wanted to be more than coworkers. And I was honestly thrilled at the idea of
being something more to him. A friend in my corner was a very rare thing, and Donovan,
especially, offered a level of security I’d never had. I felt infinitely better
with him watching my back. 


He grinned back briefly, but kept his attention on Black,
watching the criminal like a bird of prey would a mouse. 


Black watched him back, just like that mouse would have—uneasy.
“Who’s this bitch?”


“Black,” Borrowman warned, voice going hard. “You’ll do well
to focus on me and answer the questions, not ask them. You remember Jonathan
Bane?”


“Yeah, I fucking remember him. He’s the fucking reason I got
caught.” Black sneered at me, a touch of smugness in his expression. “But I’m
actually happy to see you this time, Bane. You can prove me innocent. I didn’t
touch that chick, whatever her name was. Borrowman’s pissing on the wrong tree
this time.” 


I hated to say it, but… “He’s not lying.” 


Black flashed Borrowman a cocky grin, revealing crooked
teeth stained brown from nicotine and a severe lack of hygiene. “Fucking told
you.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” Borrowman acknowledged wearily. He waved us
both out, looking done in and irritated. As soon as the door shut behind us, he
glared at it, as if he could see through it. “Dirty shame. I really liked him
for this one.”


“Sorry,” I apologized with spread palms. “But it’s not him.
You don’t have any other suspects for the killing?”


“Unfortunately not. No one else saw the girl—she wasn’t
dating anyone else, or even close friends with a lot of people. Everyone who
knew her here has a solid alibi and no motive. I’ve hit a brick wall.” Sighing,
the detective let his head slump forward, and I could see the resignation mixed
in with his frustration. “I hate to say it, but this might turn into a cold
case.” 


“How often does that happen?” Donovan asked curiously. “How
many cases go cold?”


“None, if we can help it, but unfortunately there’s too
many. In the US, there’s about two hundred thousand cold cases on record.”
Borrowman’s expression went grim when Donovan let out a low whistle. “We’re not
happy about that. The close rate has improved since we’ve accepted help from
psychics like Bane, here, but they can only help so much. If we don’t have
enough leads to pursue, or any suspects, they can’t direct us much. This case
is a good example. Bane can tell me who is or isn’t guilty, but he can’t magic
up a suspect for me.” 


“Would if I could,” I commiserated with him. I hadn’t
realized the cold case number was that high. “I haven’t had many cold cases
since I started working—two, in fact—but this might well be my third.” 


Borrowman grimaced, running a tired hand over his face.
“Hopefully not. Thanks, Bane, Havili. I’ll call you if something else crops
up.” 


“Sure.” 


With nothing more we could do, we headed out, handing in
visitor badges and signing the log, before stepping back out into the warm
sunshine. Late spring was definitely my favorite time in Tennessee, as it
didn’t carry with it the sweltering heat of summer, nor the rainy days of
winter. I lifted my eyes to the sky for a moment, enjoying the pleasant April
weather. I couldn’t let the Marsha Brown case bother me. It would affect my
work going forward, and I had too many people depending on me for my impartial
observations. I had to let this go. 


“Back to the office?” Donovan asked, striding for the Humvee.



“Might as well,” I agreed, digging my keys out of my pocket.
A thought struck as we moved. “Donovan. Have you met everyone at this point? At
Psy, I mean.”


“Only one I haven’t seen is the IT guy.” 


“Ah.” There was a good reason for that. I never went anywhere
near Sho’s lair unless I could help it. He’d threatened me with death,
dismemberment, and dishonor if I came within five feet of his door. But Donovan
needed to know him, especially since he would be my messenger half the time for
Sho. “Let’s introduce you two when we get back, then.” 


As it happened, we’d barely gotten through Psy’s back door
when I spotted Sho in the break room (another place I wasn’t allowed in).
Hovering in the doorway, I waited until I caught his eye. “Sho. Come out and
meet Donovan.” 


“The new guy?” Sho brought his mug with him, idly dipping a
tea bag in and out. Sho was one of the few men I knew who made me look like a
giant. Of mixed Asian descent, he was small boned and wiry in build, and styled
his thick black hair in a short pompadour. He perpetually wore hoodies that
swamped him like a circus tent, and loved to play with people’s stereotypical
perceptions of Asian Americans. 


He was also one of the most brilliant men I’d ever met. I
was proud to say we were good friends, as long as I didn’t fry his babies. 


Of course, next to Donovan the giant, Sho looked almost like
a dwarf, as he craned his neck up and up to meet my partner’s eyes. Strangely
enough, unlike most, he smiled at Donovan, completely unintimidated. “Hello.
I’m Michael Sho.”


Donovan held out a hand, and I could see his delight and
relief, not only in his expression, but in the way his meridian line sparked
with simple happiness. “Donovan Havili. Nice to meet you.”


“I’m relieved to meet you,” Sho returned with a pointed look
at me. “Maybe you can keep this one out of trouble.” 


I grinned, not taking offense. I wasn’t currently in trouble
with Sho, as I hadn’t fried anything in the office in six months—something of a
record for me. “I wanted to make sure you two met.”


“I appreciate that,” Sho acknowledged with a dip of the
head. “Donovan, let’s exchange numbers. We’ll be talking to each other frequently
now that you’re following Bane about. And let me see your phone. You have a
good case for it? Something with EMP shielding?”


“Ah, well, no.” Donovan handed the phone over. “I just make
sure to put it in the opposite pocket of wherever he’s standing.”


“Hmm. That is not sufficient long-term. Trust me, we know
from personal experience. I have a few cases in my office; let me see if I have
one that will fit. If not, I’ll order something for you.” Sho tapped his
contact information onto the screen as he spoke. “There. Sometimes Bane sees
something while he’s out that needs running down. Report such things to me.” 


Donovan accepted his phone, slipping it back into his cargo
pocket. “Will do.”


I had a thought and asked, “Are you working on the Marsha
Brown case at all?”


“No, why?”


“They’ve hit a dead end.” I quickly filled him in, because
even if Borrowman used the police IT group to help him track down possible
leads, they couldn’t compare to Sho. They had too many cases to track down and
too little time. Sho didn’t have that problem. 


He listened attentively and took a sip of his tea, lips
pursed as his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I can try and see if they missed
anything. I’ll call Borrowman, offer another set of eyes. It sounds like he
needs them.”


“We’d all appreciate it. No one wants this case to go cold.”


Nodding, he gestured for Donovan to follow him. “Let’s find
you a phone case.” 


As they walked towards the back of the building, I offered a
hopeful prayer that maybe Sho could find something Borrowman had overlooked.
Letting a murderer go was not on my agenda.
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By the next afternoon, we hadn’t made any progress. Detective
Dick had not been the least cooperative, as expected, and refused to give us
any information on the case. At Donovan’s second call to him, he stopped
picking up completely. We tried swinging by the precinct, only to be informed
he was working ‘outside’ today. 


And likely would be the next few days, avoiding us. 


We’d left multiple messages with Alice Thompson with no
reply whatsoever. We hadn’t been able to locate her, either, or anyone who might
know where she was staying. We returned to Belmont this morning to try and
track down any eyewitnesses, and this time campus security hadn’t hassled us,
but that was the only silver lining. We hadn’t found anyone willing to talk to
us. 


With little information to go on, except what Chen knew, I
wasn’t quite sure where to start. Our only hope was to interview Alice
Thompson, but until she called us back, we were more or less stuck in waiting
mode. I hated waiting mode. 


“Bane,” Donovan turned to me from the passenger seat, “how
about dinner? I know it’s a little early, but food will help us from falling
into a funk.”


I thought it a splendid idea. “Tell you what, man, let’s
head to my place. It’s only fifteen minutes from here, and that way we can have
pizza.”


An odd look crossed over his face. “You mean delivery?”


“No, no, I mean stone-baked pizza. I live in an old pizza
restaurant I renovated. I’m not a gourmet chef, but my pizza is pretty decent,
even if I do say so myself.”


Donovan didn’t even need to think about it for long. “Alright,
let’s go.”


I took the next right, happy to have him come over, as the
place got too quiet sometimes. My family were about the only people who regularly
came over, and I liked that Donovan might be more regular company as well. My
libido liked the idea of having Donovan at the house, too, but I was a grown
man. I could tell my libido to go to hell. Reaching Pizza Haven—as my niece
called it—I pulled around back and parked, taking in Donovan’s reaction from
the corner of my eye. 


“You weren’t kidding,” he noted, unbuckling. His head panned
one direction and then the next, taking in the surrounding dry cleaners, barber
shop, and used bookstore. “It’s really a pizza restaurant. The other businesses
are still going, so how did you get this place rezoned for residency?”


“Technically, I didn’t. I own the building, and the top
floor has always been an apartment, so all I had to do was put in a petition
for renovation for a non-commercial purpose. It took a little doing, but I
managed it. Anyway, come in.”


Hopping out—I wasn’t actually tall enough for this vehicle—I
led the way to the door, letting us in with the key, then stood to the side
long enough for him to pass me and locked it afterwards. I’d had a little
trouble this past year with people thinking they could just walk in through the
back, so I tried now to keep the door always locked. 


At the side table, I switched out to my medium shade of
sunglasses, something I tried to keep in the house, perfect for the lighting in
here. Normally I’d shed them altogether, but with Donovan here…not an option.
He still appeared incredibly bright to my vision, although after spending four
days with him, I was gradually getting used to it. The price to pay for being
around exceptional people was that they were literally blinding. Good people were
hard enough to take, and if I lingered around family and friends, it could get a
little overwhelming. But most people had something about them that dimmed their
auras—not major, per se. Pettiness, self-interests, a lack of patience or
empathy. Humans were rarely perfect, and their auras reflected that. 


Occasionally, though, you got the exceptional people. The
ones who were selfless, loving, patient, incredible people. Mother Theresa and
Florence Nightingale kind of people. Donovan just so happened to have the same
sort of indomitable spirit to him. It made me happy to be around him, but it
was hell on my eyes, and I found myself only glancing at him for short
stretches to stave off a migraine. 


I flicked on lights as we headed directly left and into the
kitchen. “Here, take a seat, get comfortable.”


Donovan sat in Skylar’s typical spot at the bar, watching me
curiously. “Considering how many electronics are in the kitchen, I’m surprised
you cook.”


“Takeout gets old pretty fast and besides, I manage okay with
this.” I picked up the large claw and gave it an illustrative pull. He’d been
amazingly forbearing so far, only asking what was pertinent to the moment, and
it surprised me he hadn’t already peppered me with a million questions by now. 


“Ahh,” he said, staring at the claw curiously. “You must be
very good with that.”


“Lots of practice,” I agreed, heading for the dry ingredients
in the pantry. At least there was nothing in there that required me using the
claw. The pantry and I were friends. As I put yeast, flour, and Crisco on the
counter, I changed the subject on him. “So your family lives here in Nashville,
you said. Are they happy to have you home, or is that a stupid question?”


“I thought there’s no such thing as a stupid question?”
Donovan replied, completely at ease. 


Snorting, I measured out the ingredients for the dough into
a big metal bowl. “Lies. I went through college, and some of the stupidest
people I ever met were there.”


“Well, can’t argue that one. I was in the military, and I
think stupidity sometimes breeds in the dark there.” Donovan shrugged, watching
my hands as I worked the dough. “Both my parents are happy I’m home, relieved I
found a job I like, and hoping I find a nice girl soon.”


My hands faltered a little as I looked at him uncertainly. He’d
said it so lightly, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. And the meridian lines
didn’t help for once. I saw…sadness. Resignation. I couldn’t quite understand
it. Why those emotions? Was there some sort of family drama at home that forced
him to date one way, and not the way he preferred? Was there someone he missed
and didn’t think he’d have again? No, I didn’t see any lingering romantic
attachments. 


This was one of those times where I could see the emotions
clearly but could only guess as to the reasoning. I had a hunch, though. I knew
people were initially intimidated by him, I’d seen that play out, but…once
people got to know him better, surely that changed. He wasn’t Hollywood good-looking,
admittedly, but he wasn’t ugly either. The dating world could be harsh, but
surely he fared better than I did. 


And yet the emotions he felt now told me a different story. 


Something about my expression made him pause and really look
at me. “You can tell I’m not really excited about dating, can’t you?”


“Yes,” I answered, somewhat apologetic. “I don’t understand
why, though. You intimidate people at first, but after they get to know you,
surely they realize you’d make a good boyfriend.” 


Shaking his head, he denied, “Most people don’t overcome
that first impression. It’s part of the reason why I went into the Army to begin
with. People like having a tough-looking guy in a uniform. It didn’t help my
love life any, but at least I fit in there. I was really worried about coming
back into civilian life. I didn’t think any workplace would know what to do
with me. You…” he trailed off, his voice going soft as he looked away. “You’re
the reason it hasn’t been a disaster. I really owe you for that.” 


In that moment I looked at him and saw past the meridian
lines, past the aura that spoke so clearly to me. I saw the man himself, and my
heart ached a little. I wanted to touch him, just reach out and grab his hand
in reassurance. I didn’t, partially because I had dough on my hands, partially
because I wasn’t sure how he’d take it if I did. It bothered me that because of
his appearance, Donovan had never really fit in anywhere except the military.
This world that dealt in superficial judgements didn’t cast him in a favorable
light. I looked at this man and saw someone close to perfect, but apparently no
one else could see him as I did. 


Now his protectiveness made sense. I accepted him, wholly
and easily, and such a thing was very rare to him. He didn’t want to lose the
person who made his work life bearable. No matter how difficult I was to be
around, to him, I was the lesser of two evils. I instinctively understood in
that moment that unless I did something absolutely terrible to push him away,
he’d not break our partnership. It relieved me, selfishly so, but at the same
time, I hated it. Someone as good as this man deserved the moon. He shouldn’t
be thankful for scraps of kindness. 


And really, he was the one making my life easier. I didn’t
want him walking away. I wasn’t sure if he understood that clearly, and some
part of me demanded I clarify, to make sure he understood. 


“The first year I worked at Psy, I caused ten thousand
dollars in property damage. Jim assigned two partners to me, one of whom quit
in the first week, the other one so enraged that he left me on the side of the
road with a knife in my side.”


Donovan half-lurched off the stool, meridian lines flaring
with outrage. “What?!”


“I still cause property damage on a monthly basis, because
no matter how careful I am, there’s always moments where I get just too close
and fry something. You have no idea how much easier work has been because you
were there to run interference.” I tried to put every ounce of sincerity into
my voice, to relay to him what I felt, as he couldn’t see it for himself.
“Believe me when I say, it’s a pleasure to know you, Donovan Havili. I hope you
stay at Psy for a very long time.” 


He froze, golden eyes wide and a touch too bright. The
meridian line twining about his heart throbbed in a jubilant beat, pale green with
happiness and perhaps growing affection. It took him a moment to find his
voice, husky and low. “I’m very glad to be here. I hope we can stay partners.” 


“Trust me, I won’t be the one to break it,” I assured him
with a wink, startling a smile out of him. Feeling like he needed a minute, and
perhaps a change of conversation, I went back to kneading the dough as I asked,
“So your parents hope you meet a nice girl. Ah, just a nice girl?”


Those golden-brown eyes narrowed a little. “So you can tell
by looking at me I’m bi?”


Wincing, I focused back on the dough. Dough was safer.
“Sorry.”


“Hey man, we had this discussion; nothing to be sorry for.
I’m just trying to figure out all you can see.”


Risking a glance up, I found him looking at me, not at all
upset. He really meant that, didn’t he? “Yeah, I can tell sexuality. It’s
pretty tightly integrated with a person’s self, after all.”


“Must be handy,” Donovan mused. “The rest of us have to look
at someone’s appearance and just guess. You, for instance, confuse me.” 


I cocked my head at him, not following. “I think I’m pretty
obvious?”


“No, you’re really not,” he disagreed with a shake of the
head. “You don’t flirt with people, you don’t even give any signal that you
find them attractive, so I honestly have no idea which way you swing.” 


Huh. And here I thought I was obvious. Natalie always told
me I looked gay, not just because of my clothes, but the general way I looked, as
well as some of my mannerisms. My Irish genes had gifted me with creamy skin
and hair that ran toward blond, and my swimmer’s build left me lean. “Ah. Well,
I’m gay, actually.”


“I kind of figured? I mean my gaydar tried to give off a few
signals,” Donovan clarified, looking me over from head to toe in a clean sweep.
“Especially with you cooking like this, for some reason the signal is stronger.”


“Domesticity always does that,” I agreed easily. 


“And your place has more color in it than most straight men
would be comfortable with.” Donovan turned in his bar stool to really look
around. I’d painted the living room a dark slate blue, and the kitchen cabinets
were white on top, navy blue on bottom. The walls were a creamy color, with a
pop of yellow on the far wall. Yeah, I’d say most men wouldn’t go for these
colors. Although if he thought this was colorful, he should try my purple
bedroom. 


“I like color,” I defended myself mildly.


Snorting a laugh, Donovan drawled, “Yes, I see that.” 


Dough done, I set it to the side under a warm towel to rise.
Then I reached for my claw and rolling island, doing my usual trick of pulling
things out of the fridge. 


He watched me for a minute before offering, “I can just play
fetch for you, y’know? Although it’s fun to watch you do that—it’s like a claw
game, only without the timer.”


“And the quarters,” I agreed, pulling the last tomato out
and closing the door. “But nah, it’s fine. I’m used to this.”


“I can see that. Is that how you manage to not kill your
fridge?”


“And microwave.” I pulled the cart to me and reached for a
knife. “I’ve got an EMP circuit breaker and specialty hardware to help protect
the lights and electronics to a degree, but that just protects the house wiring
and the HVAC system. Psy’s building has the same precautions. It’s the only way
I can safely flick a light switch on. Everything else, though…it gets chancy. I
try not to touch stuff directly, although just being in the house with me kills
them eventually. This one’s lasted over a year, so it’s really impressed me.” 


“But what about the TV?” he asked, jerking his thumb to
indicate the large screen TV mounted to the wall behind him. “And I see a
stereo system too.”


“They’re a more recent addition. Google Home runs them for
me,” I explained. “My niece is a technological whiz, and she set it all up for
me about two years ago. It’s been really nice having them.” 


“That’s cool. You have family here in Nashville, too?”


“Not as much as you do.” I winced again and kicked myself.
Why, why, couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? Daring a peek, I found him grinning at
me. “Shut it, I can’t help myself, alright? I forget what I’m actually told and
what I see, and put both feet in my mouth on a regular basis because of it.”


“Dating must be brutal,” he commiserated. 


Dating was non-existent. I decided not to unload on him.
Ranting about how dating sucks to a sexy man was definitely on my
do-not-do-list. I went back to chopping a bell pepper into thin slices. I’d
lined up small bowls in front of me, waiting for ingredients. I had pepperoni,
ham, onion, bell pepper, mushrooms…hmmm. I wonder if he likes pineapple? I’d
chop some of that, just in case. I liked it, so if nothing else, it could go on
mine. 


“Seriously, man.” Donovan leaned forward on the stool,
shifting his weight off of it. “I’m not comfortable just sitting and watching
you work.”


Giving in, I jerked my chin toward the kitchen sink. “Wash
up, then. I’ll get the dough in shape and you can do toppings. You should
probably do toppings anyway, since I have no idea what you like on your pizza.”


Bypassing me, he teased, “What, you can’t read that?”


I threw a slice of onion at his head, making him duck. His
reflexes were good enough it didn’t even come close to hitting him. Which was
impressive, as I had pretty good aim.


Chuckling, he rolled up his sleeves and soaped up. As he
did, I saw that none of the color remained from the markers, leaving his warm chestnut
skin and white scars unblemished. “You got all the color finally off, I see.”


He picked up a towel lying on the counter and dried his
hands as he answered, still amused. “Finally, yeah. That’s the last time I let
the kids anywhere near me with markers in hand.” 


I couldn’t help but say, “But the flames were cool!”


He snapped the dishtowel at me, hitting my back, and I
jerked away, snickering. I loved that I could tease him, and he could not only
take it, but dish it right back. I checked the dough, found it plump and risen,
and removed the towel completely. 


“The dough’s ready?” Donovan asked in surprise. 


“Yeah, I use a quick rising yeast. It only needs to sit ten minutes.”
Grabbing the rolling pin from its shelf nearby, I went to work on the dough,
spreading it out in a more or less round shape. When it reached the right
density, I rolled the edges to plump them and mold the dough into a better
shape. 


I set it aside and gestured for him to go for it. Donovan
surprised me by not asking any questions and quite efficiently putting on the
pizza sauce first, then the toppings. So he was comfortable cooking? Not all
guys were. He only did half of the pizza and left the other half for me to do.
The silent consideration touched me.


I put my usual toppings of absolutely everything on the
other side and opened the oven door, sliding the pizza in on the big wooden
paddle. “Google, set timer for fifteen minutes.”


“Timer set,” the canned voice responded smoothly. 


A phone rang, which startled me a little, as it was an actual
ringtone instead of my rotary phone on the wall. Donovan dug his phone out of
his pocket and let out an evil smile. 


“Alice Thompson has called us back.” He pressed the phone to
his ear. “Hello? Yes, this is Donovan Havili. Thank you for calling me back,
Ms. Thompson. Yes, I understand the whole situation is very upsetting. We’re
actually criminal consultants who’ve been asked to look further into the case.
Yes, that’s right. Well, we thought it would be best to interview in person,
get it all fresh from you. Can you meet with us sometime tonight or tomorrow? Tuesday
morning?”


His eyes asked me for confirmation, and I hastily nodded.
There wasn’t anything on schedule for that morning I couldn’t bump to the
afternoon. 


“Yes, Tuesday morning works just fine for us. What time can
you meet? Nine? Alright, where would you be comfortable meeting us? Cool
Springs food court is just fine. How about we meet you in front of the main
door near CPK? Alright, see you then.” He hung up and gave me a sharp grin,
pleased with himself. “She thinks we’re working with the police.”


“Is that why you answered the way you did.” I applauded this
sneaky tactic. “Excellent, she’ll be more open with us that way. And maybe I
can tell if she’s playing at something or not.”


“I think she is.” Donovan stared a little past me for a
moment, forehead bunching as he thought. “It’s hard to describe, but there was
something in her tone, something I heard a lot when I was an MP. There’s this
evasive quality when someone’s speaking to you, like they’re working hard to
sell you a story while hiding stuff from you at the same time. She had that
kind of vibe to her.”


Interesting. Part of the reason why Donovan had been so
appealing on paper was his experience as a military policeman. “So you
think…what? She shot Chen by mistake and now is trying to cover for it?”


“Maybe? Or something else is going on that we don’t know
about.” His frown deepened even further as he looked at me. “Bane—”


“You can call me by my first name,” I corrected, bothered
for some reason that he still called me by my surname, even though I used his
first name. 


His frown eased for a moment, expression warming. “Jonathan,
then. Or do you prefer Jon?”


“Jon, actually,” I admitted. “I’m usually Jonathan when
there’s trouble.”


“Got it. Anyway, I was going to say, I think this girl is
crazy enough to pack at a mall.”


“Well, she did it on a college campus, so probably.” I saw
what he was getting at and straightened in alarm. “You don’t think she’s going
to try shooting me, do you?”


“I really, really hope she has better sense than that, but
right now she’s out on bail, right? And she’s at the very least suspended,
probably on her way to being expelled. She might not see any other choice if
you do your usual MO. So I’m telling you now, if I see her reach for a gun,
I’ll throw you to the ground first and then try to stop her.”


This worried me. Of course, I knew Donovan was partnered
with me for my sake, to protect and help me, but still…I didn’t like the idea
of a gun being pointed at him. Not one iota. “Just yell ‘down’ at me or
something. I promise to hit the ground and find cover as quickly as I can. Make
her your priority. And Donovan, for the love of everything that is holy, don’t
get shot protecting me.”


A fierce light of determination shone in his eyes, and I
could tell from the pulsing meridian line near his heart his protective
instincts had just engaged. “I’ll do my best.”
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I spent the majority of my weekend playing with Skylar and
very carefully not thinking about Donovan. This proved something of a
challenge. 


I’d never taken one of those online quizzes or done any real
pondering about it, but if forced to think about it, I was probably borderline
demi-sexual. I found people visually appealing all the time, but my libido felt
absolutely no motivation to pipe up. It explained why not dating wasn’t really
a struggle for me. I wasn’t strongly drawn to men on a daily basis. It was rare
I found someone I actually liked and was attracted to at the same time, and for
one reason or another, Donovan checked all my boxes. 


Office romances did not always go well, and for that reason
alone, I was determined to play this off. I might know a lot about the man, and
liked what I saw, but that didn’t mean he felt the same way. And it would be
grade-A stupid to scare him off by making overtures he might not want. Donovan
was there to be my work partner. WORK. PARTNER.


Maybe if I said that enough times, my body would get the
message. My head was clear on this; it was the rest of me that protested. 


I’d not made a lot of headway on Donovan-off-limits by
Monday morning, but the new week came anyway. Donovan spent half the day
getting outfitted by Sho with EMP-protected everything. I was grateful he
wasn’t in the office with me half the day. A little distance helped keep my
perspective. 


Tuesday was a relief. At least we had something to do
outside the office. Donovan met me at the office, we drank some coffee to wake
up, and then we were on our way. 


Cool Springs Galleria spread out over quite an area, as most
major malls did, and we had a jolly fun time finding a place to park my
behemoth. Eventually we settled for a back spot that wouldn’t interfere much
with anyone else parking and trudged our way in. Donovan shadowed me a little,
a half-step behind as we entered through the automatic doors and into the wide,
tiled opening of the mall. I swapped sunglasses as we went through the door,
the movement so habitual I didn’t even properly think about it. Spying the
outdoor seating area for California Pizza Kitchen, we headed that direction,
weaving our way around the iron fence and inside, where the tables were neatly
laid out in rows. 


I had a picture of Alice from the newspaper, so I knew what
she looked like, although it took a moment to spot her. She stood just beside
one of those fake green bushes, obscuring her slightly from view. 


Alice Thompson had the willowy height of an athlete, dark
skin tone and high cheekbones that spoke of Native American ancestry, and
bleached dirty-blonde hair. A pretty girl, certainly, and she knew it. It was
obvious by the way she dressed in a flattering yellow sundress and white heeled
sandals. 


I took one look at her and wanted to run for the hills. 


What a petty, egotistical, shallow girl. Wow, seriously, I’d
seen criminals with a better personality than this. Not that I could let that
show on my face. I plastered on a professional smile. “Ms. Thompson?”


Turning, she spied the two of us and almost visibly flinched
at Donovan. I suddenly found myself glad of his naturally intimidating physique.
Maybe that would keep her from firing at us, assuming she was stupid enough to
come to a mall packing. 


Ignoring her reaction, I continued, “I’m Jonathan Bane, this
is my partner Donovan Havili. Thanks for meeting us like this, we appreciate it.”



“Oh, uh, sure,” she responded uncertainly, still staring at
Donovan. “Um, should we sit down? I don’t have a lot of time.”


“That’s fine. Here, let’s take this table.” I sat promptly
and made the T fist, propping my head on it. Bless Donovan’s foresight, I
was really glad I could cue him up right now. 


My partner caught the signal but didn’t do more than blink
before turning a smile on Alice. “I know you’ve gone over it all before, but
can you walk us through it from the beginning? We want to make sure we have all
the facts, and often you remember things after your first statement, things you
forgot to mention at the time.”


A flash went through her meridian line, and I groaned
internally. Great, she’d just thought of a way to twist the story further. Something
in her sought attention like a heat-seeking missile. If she could think of a
way to ramp the story up, she’d do it. I also noticed some sort of tangle near
the crown of her head, right along the bladder meridian line. It didn’t trace
further south, though, the problem solidly in the cranial area. Weird. What was
that? 


“Well, I started getting these strange notes slipped under
my door about four months ago,” Alice started. She took a moment to smooth her
hair back, her chin tipped just so, the picture-perfect body language for
smugness. “They were typed out, pretty basic looking, and demanded money. I
mean, I’ve never done anything worthy of blackmail or anything—”


I blinked and made myself pay attention to what she was
saying. 


“—and I think they have me confused with someone else?” Her big
brown eyes were wide and sincere. “I mean, my name isn’t exactly uncommon,
y’know? Maybe they think I’m part of some other wealthy family? I don’t know.
But yeah, I get this letter under my door, and at first I don’t pay a lot of
attention to it. Then I get a second one a few days later, and the person is
upset with me for not making the first drop, and now it’s more money I owe
them. I mean, I’m a poor college student, and here they are demanding three
thousand dollars.”


Just listening to this girl gave me a headache. She wasn’t
outright lying, but she was certainly exaggerating. I schooled my expression to
one of sympathetic patience. “And then what? You went to the drop?”


“I did, sure, although I reported it to campus police first.
They shadowed me in, as much good that did. No one showed up. I thought it was
a hoax, maybe; we all did. Then I get a letter the next day saying they were
glad I showed up, but changed their minds, they want more than three thousand
now. And that’s been more or less repeating for the past four months. They send
me a letter demanding money, I go to the drop to reason with them, and no one
shows. The police have investigated, campus police have looked into it,
nothing.”


“Not even on the security cameras?” Donovan asked
thoughtfully. 


“Not a whisper,” she confirmed darkly. “And you’d think
those, at least, would catch someone suspicious. I live in the dorms; it’s all
girls in there, so I would think it’s pretty obvious if someone knelt in front
of my door and slipped a piece of paper under it.” 


Interesting. Not one part of that was a lie. I’d assumed she
was somehow behind all of this, but apparently I was wrong. “That must be
frustrating.”


“So frustrating, and scary, because if they can get in front
of my door like that, what’s to prevent them from just going in? The stupid
cameras aren’t catching anything, after all. Not even my sister noticed
anything, and she’s in the room right next to me.”


All the right words, but she didn’t really feel any fear.
She felt nerves, unease, but not the mortal terror I normally saw from victims
honestly afraid for their well-being. Why was that? 


“For our information, what dorm number are you and your
sister in?” Donovan asked. 


“Three-oh-five. Lisa’s in three-oh-six. That’s what made me
act,” she confided, expression triumphant. “I had to protect both of us. I
decided to do my own investigation. I asked around, started really tracking
down leads, and discovered you’d have to be pretty computer savvy and have
access to the maintenance room in order to mess with the cameras.”


In an admirably neutral voice, Donovan asked, “Is that what
led you to Chen Li?”


“Yeah. He’s a CompSci major and he’s working as the building
maintenance guy. It has to be him. I mean, he looks so innocent on the surface,
you’d never suspect him of anything, would you?” 


Pot, calling kettle. Well, no, actually that wasn’t right.
Chen really hadn’t done anything wrong. So, in other words, she’d found herself
the perfect patsy. She didn’t believe he’d done it for a minute, and was in
fact enjoying the drama. Wow, this girl had issues. “Now, think carefully. Are
you certain you gave every letter over to the detectives?”


“I actually found one this morning,” she admitted a little
sheepishly. She could be an Oscar nominee with this performance. “I was going
through my term notes and realized I’d stuck one in there without remembering
it. I think it was the first one.”


“It would help if we had that,” Donovan said with an
encouraging waggle of his fingers. “Do you have it on you?”


“Oh, I do. Actually, since I knew I was meeting up with you,
I thought I could just hand it over now. Is that alright?”


“Absolutely,” I lied with a straight face. Technically, I
wasn’t supposed to take in evidence, not being a policeman myself. Technically,
I should have been doing this interview with another detective. Technically,
Detective Dick could suck an egg for all I cared. 


She pulled her purse around and into her lap, digging
through it before handing over a folded piece of printer paper. 


I grabbed a napkin to use as an impromptu glove and took it,
looking it over carefully. It wouldn’t be helpful evidence-wise, as her
fingerprints had a good reason to be all over it. And the lack of Chen’s
fingerprints wouldn’t prove him innocent, unfortunately. But maybe we could
determine something else from it. From my own bag, I slipped out a large Ziploc
and slipped it inside. “Thank you, Ms. Thompson. Now, let’s go to the day when
you shot Chen Li.”


“It was in self-defense!” she instantly declared, crossing
her arms defensively over her chest. “The fucking school doesn’t think that’s
justified or whatever. They’re going to expel me for shooting someone on
campus. Well, if they had done their fucking jobs, I wouldn’t have had to
defend myself, would I?” 


“We’re not questioning that,” Donovan assured her, voice soothing.



Right, we weren’t. We knew better. I had to bite the inside
of my cheek to keep from blurting that out. “Of course we aren’t. Just walk us
through what happened. When you decided Chen Li was the culprit, you chose to
confront him? Why not tell someone?”


“The police all thought it was a hoax by then and wouldn’t
listen to me,” she responded indignantly, flicking her hair over her shoulder,
mouth pursed in a pout. “I didn’t have much choice, did I? I had my brother
standing by, just in case it got ugly, but I had the gun on me for a reason. I
didn’t trust the son of a bitch. I caught him outside of the library and he
acted so confused, so innocent, that it made me mad. And it scared me. There I
was right in front of him, and he could still play dumb and stupid. Even if I
dragged him in front of the police, they wouldn’t believe he’d done anything,
that’s how good his act was. I tried to catch him in a lie, asked him a lot of
questions; I even recorded it on my phone.”


“Do you still have that?” Donovan interrupted, leaning ever
so slightly forward. 


Shame-faced, she shook her head. “Sorry. I’d tested it
earlier. I thought it would work, but it didn’t. The recording was just muffled
sounds. You couldn’t make a single word out. I deleted it.”


Of course she hadn’t; there’d been no recording to begin
with. “Go on.” 


“Well, he got sly at the end, like he knew what I was trying
to do. Then he stood up, and I did too. He was making me nervous. He bowed and
with his head toward the ground said he’d get me for this, for cornering him
like that. I knew then he wouldn’t stop, and I was scared. He knew I knew, he
had access to my dorm, and access to the cameras, and there wasn’t anything to
stop him from going after me. I didn’t see any choice; I had to protect myself.”


“I see.” And I did, all too clearly. “Thank you, Ms.
Thompson. You said the school will expel you for this?”


“Yeah,” she bit off, glaring. “Like this would have happened
if they’d just made sure campus security was doing their jobs. And now,
suddenly, I’m the bad guy? What the hell!”


I made an appropriate noise of sympathy. “Can we ask where
you’re staying so we can reach you later?”


“Oh, I’m crashing with a friend. I can text you the
address.”


“Thank you.” I didn’t gloat—that might scare her—but at least
I had another viable way of tracking her down now. “I think that about covers
things. One more question, though. You mentioned your brother was with you
through part of this? Anyone else in your family?”


“My sister, too.”


“Can we have their contact information? Sometimes other
people notice things you don’t. It might help us close this case.”


Eager to please her audience, she took her phone out of her
purse. “Of course, sure. Here, this is my brother.”


Donovan angled his head and tapped the information into his
phone, then the sister’s number. “That’s helpful, thank you. Can you text them
both and tell them I’ll be calling? It will be less strange that way, and
they’ll know we’ve already talked to you.”


“Absolutely, no problem,” she promised, already tapping out
the message. Her phone was not new; in fact, a crack snaked its way across the
top of the screen. A validation of sorts that she really didn’t have the money
to draw an extortionist’s attention. 


“Well, I know you said you didn’t have much time.” Eager to
be gone, I stood and gave her another professional smile. “Thanks for speaking
with us. If we have another follow up question, can we call you?”


“Anytime,” she assured me firmly. “I want this settled.”


Of course she didn’t. That was probably why she’d waited so
long to call us back. “Thank you. Be safe on your way back.”


Donovan followed my lead, walking out with me, and we didn’t
say a word to each other until we made it back to my Humvee. Only then did I
collapse dramatically over the steering wheel and groan. “What a bitch!”


Donovan studied me thoughtfully. “Was any part of that the
truth?”


“About half of it, oddly enough. She really doesn’t know who
is sending her the notes, she really was the victim at first, and she really is
a poor student. She was definitely afraid at some point, there’s a memory of
fear lingering there when she spoke about the situation. Something did actually
happen, although God knows what. Oh, and her brother and sister being involved,
although I can’t tell if they know the truth or not. But the rest of it? Lie.
Bald faced lie. She’s taking the drama of the situation and running with it.
She’s enjoying herself immensely. Poor Chen, he’s just a convenient scapegoat
for this whole charade.” 


Making a face, Donovan admitted, “She’s very convincing,
though. If not for you giving me a head’s up, I would have believed her.”


“Oh, she’s very clever,” I said flatly, starting the engine.
“All too clever. She’s also half-innocent, which makes this complicated. My
hope is that the letter she handed us will lead us to the real culprit. I can’t
do much with it, but I know who to ask.”


Donovan buckled up as I put the Humvee into reverse. “Who?”


“Carol and my mother.” 
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I found Mom down in the morgue of the police precinct, as usual,
her red hair stuck up in a messy bun with a pen holding it all together. Her
slightly plump figure moved about as if she were engaged in a very serious study
of the corpse on the table. Which, actually, she was. She looked up when I
entered, a smile on her face that dropped ten years from her looks, then waved
me back out and toward her office, a signal I’d received many a time. 


I pointed toward her desk and stepped back out, closing the
door. I’d never cared for the smell in the morgue. They kept the place clean
enough, but it was freezing in there and smelled like bleach and formaldehyde.
Donovan looked through the glass inset in the door for a moment. “Your mom in
there?”


Nodding, I led him further down the white hallway. “Yup. She
signaled for us to wait in her office.”


Donovan followed me into Mom’s rather cramped office. About a
thousand files covered every available surface on her desk. Another table was
crammed in between three filing cabinets, covered with paper that hadn’t seen
the light since they cracked King Tut’s tomb. A computer sat somewhere on the
desk—I saw the cords for it—and I kept well away from that area. I couldn’t see
it behind all of the black binders and stacked pathology reports. The room was
literally on the verge of being cited for a potential fire hazard. My mother didn’t
have an organizational bone in her body. Like me, there was method to her
madness. She could always lay hands on what she was looking for. The difference
was, I could appear to be organized. She didn’t even try. 


Looking around the walls, Donovan saw the certifications and
awards, the pictures she had up of me, Natalie, Skylar, and, of course, her
wedding picture with Rodger. I ignored that one. Picking one up off the desk,
he asked, “So this is…who?”


“Ah, the tall blond is my older sister, Natalie. Skylar is
her daughter.” 


“Your niece looks like her grandmother,” he observed. 


“She inherited all the Irish genes,” I agreed with a shrug.
“Just not the psychic ability that usually goes with them. Fortunately for
her.” 


He gave me an odd look for that statement, although I didn’t
know why; it was pretty obvious why being a psychic was so difficult. Instead,
he veered into another topic. “So your mother is psychic, but of a different
type, and she can read the dead as well as you read the living, but live people
are too much for her to read?”


“The energy is far too bright for her; it tends to be like
an explosion of color,” I tried to explain. “She can manipulate it, but not
really see it.”


“It’s rather like looking through a kaleidoscope while on an
acid trip,” my mother explained, sailing through the office door, a bounce in
her step. “Only without the acid. To be more accurate, I can sense auras on a
general level, but they’re far too blinding for me to really look at. You,
especially, are almost painful, you’re so bright. Jon, let me borrow your sunglasses.”


I handed my darkest shades over as I informed her, “We need
to borrow you.” 


“I figured as much, since you’re here on company time. And
who’s this bright young man?”


“My co-worker, Donovan Havili. He just joined us last week.
Donovan, my mother and the lead forensic psychic here at the department, Lauren
Douglas.”


Donovan extended a hand, which my mother took in a firm
grip. “Nice to meet you.”


“Very nice to meet you.” My mother turned, looking him up
and down in a blatant study. “And I do see why my son’s happy to have you.”


“I appreciate the compliment, Mrs. Douglas.” A blush on his
cheeks, he managed to return the greeting without turning tomato red. 


“Don’t you dare. I’m not that old yet. Lauren will do fine.”
She retreated to sit behind her desk, pushing a stack of files to the side so
she could see both of us without craning her neck. “Well, what do you need my
help with? Something case related and dealing with a deceased person, I assume.”


“You’re mostly correct.” My mother had always been a sharp
tack. “How much have you heard about the Alice Thompson case?”


“The one where she shot another student on campus? Just the
normal rumors.” Mom’s blue eyes narrowed suspiciously. “There’s no corpse that
I’m aware of. Which side are you working for?”


“The guy she shot,” Donovan answered bluntly. “Who, by the
way, didn’t deserve to be shot.”


Mom nodded sagely. “I had a feeling. Is the girl guilty,
then?”


“That’s the strange part. I didn’t get a reading that said
she’s guilty of orchestrating the extortion, although she’s guilty of blowing
it out of proportion, shooting an innocent guy, and certainly enjoying the
drama.” 


“How, exactly, is she out of jail after shooting someone?”
Mom demanded incredulously. “I assume you interviewed her outside?”


“I did. And apparently, because it was ‘self-defense,’ she
was given a low bail and is out right now. Crazy, I know.” I reached into my
bag and drew out the note in the Ziploc bag. “She gave us this, said it was the
first note she received. Can you play official witness for me? I want Carol to
see if she can do a divining and trace which printer it came from.”


Mom agreed with a shrug, “It’ll be faster to do it that way
than get a warrant for every printer on campus. Sure. You’re cooking me dinner
tonight.”


“Pot roast with veggies,” I countered. My mother hated to
cook, and only did it as a matter of survival. Which was funny, as she was
actually a decent cook.


She extended her hand across the desk, shaking on the
bargain. “Sold. Can this wait until after work hours, then?”


“If Carol’s willing, sure.” 


Donovan took this as his cue and stepped out, cell phone in
his hand. “I’ll call her.” 


“Thanks.” 


My mother waited three seconds before quickly scooting to
Donovan’s vacant seat and whispering, “He really has the most lovely aura. Is
he gay? Bi?”


“Mom. I love you, but stop.” It took patience to not scream.
She, of all people, realized how difficult romance was for me but kept pushing
the issue anyway. 


“So he is,” she crowed. “What’s stopping you? Flirt with the
man.”


For a woman who claimed she couldn’t read living auras, she
sure took a lot of lucky guesses. “Stop. I mean it.” 


She pouted at me like a child denied a treat. “You always
make things so difficult.”


“No, mother dearest, I AM difficult, and there is a
difference.” Definitely time to change the subject. “Is Rodger coming to dinner
too?”


The flat line of her mouth said she knew very well what I
was doing, but let herself be distracted. “Yes. Why, you don’t want him to?”


I never wanted him to. “I’m just trying to get a headcount
on how much to make. Donovan, I’ve discovered, can eat as much as three people.
It apparently takes a lot to keep a body that big moving. So with him, and perhaps
Carol and Sharon, and the family, I’m thinking a seven pound roast should do
the trick?”


“Nine,” Donovan corrected as he re-entered the office. “If
you want to be on the safe side.”


Turning to him, Mom eyed him thoughtfully. “Did you bankrupt
your parents in groceries while growing up?”


“Fortunately not, although they saved seventy-five bucks a
week when I joined the army,” he informed her with that mischievous grin he had.
“Jon, Carol says if you feed her too, she’ll come.”


“Done.”


Stepping back out, Donovan relayed the answer to Carol. 


Giving me a reproving look, she whispered, “At least think
about it.”


I stared her down. I would, in fact, do my best to not
think about it. I had enough bad history of dating men that I didn’t really
want to go into that land of wonder again. Even with a man as exceptional as
Donovan Havili.  





Halfway back to the office, Donovan received a phone call.
He picked it up and put it to his right ear, smart man that he was, keeping it
well away from me in the driver’s seat. “This is Havili. Oh, hey, Chen. Ah, you
want a status update?”


Reading his expression, I whispered, “You can tell him everything
we know, it’s fine; he’s our client after all.”


Nodding, his uncertainty eased. “We interviewed Alice
Thompson this morning and got a strange mix. She didn’t really think you were
the culprit, she just shot you to get more drama out of the situation. Yeah,
girl’s not right in the head. She is, however, really being extorted and has no
idea by whom. Strange, I know; you’d think she’d be worried enough about that
to not stir the pot more. Right, well, she did hand over a piece of evidence,
the first note she got. We’re going to do a divining on it, see if we can
determine what printer it came from. That’ll hopefully lead us to a new
suspect. No, today, we’re doing that today. Hang on.” Taking the phone away
from his ear, he put it on speaker. “Jon, he wanted to know if what we find is
court admissible.” 


“It is, but we have to preserve the chain of evidence,” I
explained, pitching my voice to be more easily heard over the road noise. “So,
what that entails is an officer of the court, at the very least, and another
psychic as witness. In this case, I called my mother. She’s a forensic psychic
with the police department, and she’s playing witness for us. The divining is
being done by another psychic in my agency. That way, we can submit new
evidence to the case and force Detective Solomon to admit this isn’t a case of
self-defense.” 


“What do you expect divining to show?” Chen asked,
his tone a strange mixture of uncertainty and hope. 


“Which printer the page came from. As long as it’s not in a
place you have access to, we’re golden. I understand you’re the maintenance guy
for the girls’ dorms?”


“Yes. That is to say, I am maintenance for all the dorms,
along with two other people.”


I blinked. That wasn’t what Alice had insinuated at all. “So
there’s two other possible people who would have access to her dorm room?”


“That is correct. One of them is student, like I am, one
of them is campus staff.”


Donovan gave me a frustrated roll of the eyes, which I
shared. That really should have come up before this point. Donovan angled the
phone back to his mouth to ask, “Any reason in particular she would latch onto
you?”


“I assume is because of my major. The other student is in
Agriculture.”


That made a stupid amount of sense. “Alright, well, that’s
our update for the moment, Chen. Sit tight. Hopefully by tomorrow I can submit
evidence that will help clear your name a little.”


“You are working hard for my sake, Mr. Bane, Mr. Havili.
Thank you very much.”


“You are very welcome.” 


Donovan hung up and growled a curse. “Even if the other
maintenance guys have no computer background, wouldn’t it be easy enough for them
to turn off the camera for a minute? Detective Solomon sure jumped to a lot of
conclusions in this case.”


“He’s famous for it,” I grunted, changing lanes in
preparation for turning into the office’s parking lot. “Which is part of the
reason why I clash with him so often. He sees a case’s evidence as it stands at
the moment, assumes what must have happened, and then you have to damn near
hand him overwhelming evidence to convince him otherwise. I have no idea how he
became detective with that attitude, I really don’t, but I’ve been forced to
deal with him for the past three years.” 


Shoving his phone back into his pocket, Donovan commented
darkly, “I haven’t even met this guy and I already don’t like him.” 


“Join the club. We have jackets.” Parking at Psy was always
a little tricky. We didn’t have enough parking spaces for this building, so I
ended up half over a curb, as the only spot left definitely wasn’t big enough
for my Humvee. Grabbing my bag, I hopped out and headed in. As I passed through
the front glass door, I glanced at the clock on the wall and realized we had
about a half hour until my mom arrived. 


Deciding to put my time to use, I called my local grocer and
put in an order for a pot roast, veggies, and such so that I could have them
delivered and ready for me by the time I made it back to my place. It would
save time that way. That done, I stepped out and carefully edged toward Carol’s
cubby, only to find her seat vacant. 


Ah, right, she must be in her reading room. Changing
directions, I headed down the narrow hallway to the back of the building and entered
the first door on my right. It was originally meant to be a conference room,
but Carol required a lot of tools for her trade. Tarot cards, crystals, sage,
the works. I didn’t understand most of it, just that she needed to use it to
focus her abilities, and I respected her craft. 


Donovan apparently liked to know how things worked, though. He
sat at her elbow and watched, asking questions. I liked seeing him this way,
sitting on the edge of his chair, his expression alight with curiosity and
interest. My heart skipped a beat. Why did I think he was cute like this? A
giant of a man shouldn’t be cute, but somehow he was. He looked
at ease with the world, for once not on his guard. Carol adored people like
him, ones who genuinely wanted to understand and who were respectful, so she wore
a smile on her face as she answered him. 


“—is finding locations,” Carol explained as I entered the
room. She tucked a brown curl behind one ear to keep it out of her face and
gestured toward crystal glass overlaid on the thick wood table. “I can search
anywhere in the world, in fact, with the right focus tools. It helps me
tremendously if I have something to search with, of course. Objects like these
are a snap, since they have a physical connection to their source location.
People are generally easy, as long as I have an identity, but outside of that
things get nebulous. Jon, remember that case we first worked on?”


I didn’t even need to ask which one, just groaned in memory.
“I hated that one with a passion.”


“We all did.” Even though she said that, she laughed. Apparently
enough time had passed for it to be funny now. A smile lingered on her
heart-shaped face as she continued, “The one thing we hate are stolen object
cases. An object, you see, doesn’t carry its name with it. It has no sense of
being, of self, so there’s nothing for me to call upon. So for that first case,
I had to go to the source area where the thing had been created and then call
it from there, with Jon running interference for me with everyone else. We were
exhausted by the time we got through.”


“To make it worse, it was a software program disc,” I
explained, the memory of the case still enough to give me a migraine. 


Donovan busted up laughing. “Oh man, you would not be good
at that.” 


“I had to be so careful to not brush up against anything,” I
mourned. 


“He retreated to his place and refused to come out for three
days afterwards,” Carol confided to Donovan, bending a little at the waist to
put their heads on the same level, although she didn’t have to bend much.
Carol’s not tall and with Donovan’s height, it still didn’t even out, even with
him seated. She threw me a teasing wink. “Not that we blamed him. But you see,
that’s why I’m not worried about this, and it probably won’t take more than a
half hour. We’re relatively sure the source for it is in the city, after all.”


Taking one of Carol’s visitor chairs, I watched them with
half an ear toward the door, expecting my mother. With nothing to do, my eyes
naturally followed the meridian lines in Donovan, even though I wasn’t looking
for anything in particular. Hmm, seemed like he was settling in here alright,
not nearly as nervous now as he was his first day. But that was usually the
case after being on the job for nearly a week and a half. He was happy too, his
happiness connected to his familial bond lines, so I assumed he liked being
close to family—oh. 


Crap, this was awkward. 


Apparently, at some point, Donovan had met someone he was interested
in. At this stage, the feeling was so new he might not even be aware of it. I
couldn’t see who it was, of course, and I had no intention of prying, as it was
very much not my business. Still, I felt a rush of emotions, strong enough to
tug sharply at my gut. Disappointment came first, a hot wave that tasted bitter
in the back of my throat, quickly uprooted by resignation, followed by a flash
of envy for the object of his affections. If there was anyone in this world who
could qualify as perfect boyfriend material, it was Donovan Havili. 


I tore my eyes away, not wanting to see any more.


Despite repeatedly telling myself I couldn’t have this man,
apparently I’d still harbored hope for it on some level. Dammit. Skylar was
right—why hadn’t I at least tried? Was it bad experiences that held me back, so
that I sabotaged myself like this? Was it habit? Did it even matter at this
point? I was so stupid, why didn’t I at least try?  


My mother fortunately walked in at that point, providing a much-needed
distraction. “Oh good, you’re all set up and ready. How are you, Carol? I
haven’t seen you in a while.”


“I’m outstanding, Lauren,” Carol answered, gesturing the
other woman fully inside. “How are you doing?” 


“Excellent, thank you,” my mother answered, taking the
visitor’s chair next to me. “Donovan, come sit next to me. Carol is all over
that table when she starts her reading.”


Obligingly, Donovan shifted to the last chair, sitting on my
mother’s right side. With me sitting on her left, I was thankful for the
barrier she established between us at the moment. 


Rubbing her hands together, Carol turned on her camera to
record everything, then put on plastic gloves. With those on, she carefully
slid the note out of the bag and into the center of the table.


“For the record, everyone state their name and occupation. I
am Carol Palmer, Psychic with Psy Consulting Agency, license number 1098236.”


“Jonathan Bane, Psychic with Psy Consulting Agency, license
number 1096643,” I rattled off promptly.


“Lauren Douglas, Forensic Psychic with the Nashville
Metropolitan police, license number 1043378.”


“Donovan Havili, criminal consultant with the Psy Consulting
Agency.” 


“Thank you, everyone.” Carol cracked her neck from side to
side, interlacing her fingers and stretching out her hands in front of her.
“Alright, let’s get started. What I have in hand is the first extortion note
given to Alice Thompson. I will do a reading now to trace its source.” 


The crystal glass under the paper lit up with its own
psychic energy, a light blue so bright it almost looked white. Lines
representing street grids popped up in darker blue, edging toward black, moving
and shifting as Carol shifted through the area, heading for the letter’s
origin. It went by so fast I couldn’t read any of it, or even guess where she
was in the city. 


In minutes, she stopped, the map settling on a single
location. Then she moved around the table, using hands and ability to focus, to
magnify the area. She zoomed in twice, shifting again so that her back was
toward us, then once more, leaning her torso over the table. 


“I can zoom in again so we can read it better, but it says Belmont
University, Dorm Building A, Room three-oh-six.”


Wait, what? I knew that number. Why did I know that number? 


Donovan stirred, frowning a little. “You sure about that
room number?”


“Yes, why?”


“Because that’s where Alice Thompson’s sister lives.” 
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It being too late in the afternoon to catch the day shift
over at the precinct, I couldn’t submit a report just yet. Instead, we wrote up
a formal statement, moved the video of the reading over to a thumb drive, and
prepped it for handing over tomorrow. I didn’t know what to make of the
extortion note coming from Alice Thompson’s sister, but I did know that was good
for our client. Potentially, at least, if I could prove he didn’t have access
to the printer. 


Detective Dick would likely make the case that my client
used that printer on purpose to muddy the waters, but I’d handle that argument
later. And I’d be an adult about it and not accidentally-on-purpose touch both
his laptop and cellphone like last time. 


Maybe.


At least, I’d try really hard.


I didn’t sleep well that night. Frustration burned like acid
reflux in my chest and I ended up tossing and turning for most of the night. I
really wished I hadn’t looked at Donovan closely, hadn’t realized he liked
someone. It didn’t do me any good, after all. 


It wasn’t until the realization slapped me in the face that
I’d seen the obvious. I kept saying dating was impossible because no man could
stand being around me for long periods of time. But I said the same thing about
work partners, and Donovan had proven the exception there. We were two weeks in
and he still hadn’t lost his temper, become impatient, or even sighed at me. If
he could manage a forty-hour work week so well, would dating be so much of a
leap? I didn’t think so. 


Of course, it was likely too late for me to do anything
about it now. I spent most of the night kicking myself. Somewhere in the
godforsaken hours of the early morning, I fell into a fitful doze and awoke
irritated. Feeling like a bear yanked early out of hibernation, I went through
the motions of getting myself dressed, fed, and caffeinated before heading into
work. 


I found it difficult to remember the self-admonishment of
the day before, to be an adult when turning the report in to Detective Dick. I
had to go in with Donovan, of course, as he didn’t know where to go to submit
anything. I found it very hard to look him in the eye, but fortunately, he
didn’t seem to notice. It felt somewhat awkward on my end, but I strove to not
let it show, and Donovan seemed to put any crankiness on my part down to a lack
of caffeine. He thankfully didn’t try to talk much on the way to the station. 


We signed in, got our visitor badges clipped on, and entered
the unusually quiet station. Evidence wasn’t near the bullpen; it had its own
rows of rooms in the back of the building, near the basement entrance. I headed
there, giving people a wave if they called out a hello. 


We were to notify the lead investigator of the reading, but
could leave the recording with Evidence Lockup until it could be collected. I
knew the man by name, Levy, and gave him a smile as we approached the wide
counter blocking us from the rest of the hallway and the six rooms that made up
the evidence locker. “Morning.”


“Morning, Bane,” Levy greeted, his freckles crinkling up as
he smiled. Levy was the rare sort who had light brown hair but the freckles of
a ginger, which consumed most of the skin across his nose and cheeks. I always
thought it made him look friendly and approachable, although he bemoaned it
made him look like a kid. “Who’s this?”


“Donovan Havili, my partner,” I introduced with a wave of
the hand between both men. 


They shook hands, sizing each other up, and I could tell Levy
felt more than a little intimidated. Given time, they’d be fine. “We have
evidence for holding until Detective Solomon can collect it. I can’t seem to
catch him, so you don’t mind passing it along, do you?”


Levy hesitated strongly. “Normally I wouldn’t refuse, you
know that, but ah…Solomon left strict instructions to not accept evidence from
you for his cases.” 


Of course he had. I let my head fall back, breathing deep
and steady to keep from cursing or punching something. “Right. Thanks, Levy.”


I turned on a heel and stalked out, Donovan stretching his
own legs to keep up with me. Donovan asked dubiously, “That’s it?”


“Hell no, but I can’t argue the point with Levy. It’s akin
to shooting the messenger. He’s low on the food chain. Time to bump this up to
a bigger fish.” We had to go back up, through the bullpen, and to the other
side of the police station to reach the captain’s office. She sat closer to the
front door, and I saw more than a few heads swivel as they tracked our
progress. 


I did a double knock on the captain’s door before sticking
my head in. “Good morning, Captain.”


“I’d say the same,” Captain Olivia Livingston returned,
peering over her half-moon glasses, “but I have the feeling you’re about to start
trouble. Again. And who’s this with you?”


“Donovan Havili, my partner.” I really had to get around to
introducing Donovan to everyone and not on just a case-by-case basis like this.
“Donovan, Captain Olivia Livingston. She is as wise as she is fair.” 


Olivia snorted at this, as she normally did. She seemed to
feel that because she had a matronly figure and three grandkids, she could no
longer be called attractive by the younger (and gay) generation. I kept telling
her that with her greying dark hair and wicked bone structure, she pulled off
sexy grandma very well, but apparently she didn’t believe me. 


Standing behind the desk, she leaned over it with a hand
extended. “Pleasure, Mr. Havili, and I mean that. Jon is a pain in the neck,
but he’s my pain in the neck, and I’d like to keep him in one piece. If you’re
here to help manage that, you’re very welcome in my station.”


“As to that, Captain, I’ll do my best,” he assured her with
the straight military bearing only someone who had served could manage. 


She blinked to see it, then the smile deepened. “I believe
you have the skills to pull it off. Good. Well, gentlemen, sit and tell me what
grievance you have this time.”


“In a nutshell,” I informed her, perching on my favorite
leather chair and hearing the air squish out of it, “Solomon has one of my
cases.”


“Lord preserve us.” She rolled her eyes to the heavens. “Not
again. Which case?”


“Chen Li versus Alice Thompson,” I intoned drolly. 


Olivia blinked her lovely green eyes at me. “Who’s your
client?”


“Kid who was shot,” Donovan answered as he took the twin
chair facing Olivia’s desk. 


Head cocking, her eyes bounced between the two of us. “Why
is he your client?”


“To put a very messy situation in short terms, it goes like
this—Solomon is working under the assumption Alice Thompson shot Chen Li in
self-defense and wants to prosecute the kid.” 


“Wait. Wait.” Olivia held up both hands, the gold of her
rings flashing a little as she moved. “The girl was packing on a college
campus, shot an unarmed foreign exchange student—which is enough of a political
nightmare, thank you very much—and now she’s screaming self-defense and Solomon
is backing her? On what grounds is it self-defense?”


“She’s been getting threatening letters and believes Chen
sent them,” Donovan explained, sitting forward in his chair, manner very
serious and earnest. “But we’ve established he wasn’t the only one with access
to her dorm room, which is her main point for suspecting him, and he has no
motive to do so. Plus, even though she’s been getting the letters, the person
demanding money from her never shows to the drop.”


“That’s the definition of a prank, isn’t it?” Olivia
challenged incredulously. “So she gets letters that never actually lead to
anything and then shoots someone she thinks might be behind them? And it’s
self-defense? A judge will throw the rulebook at us.” 


See, this was why I adored Olivia. She had good common
sense. 


“Gets worse. I interviewed Thompson and she doesn’t actually
believe Chen had anything to do with it. We got a letter from Alice Thompson
herself and did a reading to find its source. It came from her sister’s
printer. Donovan’s got the report and video for chain of evidence.”


Olivia planted both elbows on the desk so she could rub her
temples. “It looks very obvious to me the two sisters are behind this.”


“I agree.” Judging she hadn’t hit volcanic fury yet, I
thought about letting it ride, but…I really couldn’t. “Thing is, when I went to
submit this evidence to Solomon, he dodged me completely. And he’s left orders
with Levy that I absolutely can’t submit evidence on any of his cases.”


Olivia’s eyes rose to mine in creaking degrees, as warm as
an arctic glacier. I’d seen kinder eyes on a contract killer. “He. Did. What.”


“Levy was very apologetic about it,” Donovan added
soothingly. “It’s why we came to see you, Captain.”


“And a good thing you did,” she assured him, lips curling up
in a smile reminiscent of racks and thumb screws. Dragons about to ravage a
village smiled like that. I was positive of this. “None of my detectives are
allowed to ignore evidence, I don’t care what the source is. Donovan, give it
to me. Jonathan, I will review this case personally tonight. Meet me back here
at the station tomorrow so we can interview both Alice Thompson and her sister.
If your client is up to it, I would like to interview him as well.”


“He’s still in the hospital,” I denied with a shake of the
head. “She hit him in the lung and arm.”


“The girl hit him twice, once in a vital area, and Solomon…”
Trailing off, Olivia closed her eyes and breathed deeply, visibly regaining her
temper. “Reassure your client no charges will be pressed against him unless I
have very firm evidence to suggest he had something to do with this. I highly
doubt that’s the case since you took him on?”


I nodded. “Completely guiltless.”


“Then just reassure him he’s not in trouble and I will get
to the bottom of this. If I have any further questions, I’ll contact you.”


Taking the hint, we both rose and politely let ourselves
out. I did not head for the parking lot out back but instead went through the
front doors, heading for the florist across the street. 


Donovan ducked in low as we moved, asking in a near whisper,
“Where are we going?”


“Whenever I have to report that Detective Dick is being his
usual charming self, I always stop by here afterward and send her a box of
chocolates,” I whispered back. Looking both ways, seeing it clear either
direction, I darted across and lifted my voice to a more normal volume. “If I
stress her out on low blood sugar, she’s likely to strangle him.”


“I would think you want him strangled?”


Laughing, I admitted with a shrug, “I daydream about it from
time to time. But mostly I want to discredit him to the point they finally kick
him off the force. He’s way too judgmental to be a detective.” 


“I agree with you—I think most would.” Donovan shook his
head wonderingly. “Really? He refuses evidence on a case just because it comes
from you? What kind of an asshole does that?”


“Him.” 


As we stepped into Sara’s Gifts, the bell above the door
gave a silver ring and alerted the woman behind the side counter. With the
coolers of flowers in the back, she must be cold, as she wore a black cardigan and
jeans even in this warm weather. Sara always struck me as the ‘aunt’ type, the
kind of woman who looked fun and approachable, but something about her meridian
lines shouted tension and nerves to me. Had something happened? She looked up
from the bouquet she worked on, the flowers and stems laying on a cloth to the
side. 


“Oh, good morning, Jon. Who’s this?”


I introduced my partner yet again, pleased that Sara, at
least, didn’t automatically judge him to be an ex-con because of his general
appearance and scars. “I’m afraid I had to give Olivia bad news again. Can you
send her a box of chocolates?”


“I sure will,” she said. Leaning in, she waved two fingers,
gesturing for me to come in closer. We were almost in kissing distance before
she whispered, “That man in the far corner, he’s here every two weeks and buys
a dozen red roses. Like clockwork. He gives me the willies. Is he, you know…?”


Sara had never asked me to do a reading on anyone before, so
the request caught me a little flat-footed. But if she was asking, then this
person really disturbed her, so I leaned back and winked in reassurance before
stating in a normal tone, “You know what, I might give her more than the
chocolates. Sara, you’ve got some small bouquets made up, right?”


“Along the far wall,” she responded, as if I didn’t already
know the layout of the store. 


“Let me grab something, then.” Sauntering that direction, I
pretended to take a look at the small flower arrangements, coming within line
of sight of her other guest. 


On the surface, nothing creepy. Average sized guy with a white
t-shirt, jeans that had seen better days, flip flops…nothing ominous about him.
Below the surface told an entirely different story. 


If this guy wasn’t a serial killer, I’d eat my hat. 


After years of doing this, I no longer jerked or gave myself
away, just let my eyes flow naturally right past him, as if I were focused on
other things. Grabbing a vase at random, I went back to the counter and gave
Sara a confirming nod. 


Hissing in a shocked breath, she put a hand to her mouth,
then quickly dropped it again to the counter, trembling slightly against the
wood. I did not, under any circumstances, want to leave her in the store by
herself and quickly cast about for some reason to linger. 


“Miss Sara, while you finish up that one, do you mind if I
put a card and some flowers together for my mother?” Donovan inquired with that
manner only a Southern gentleman could exhibit. His arm slid around my waist
and pulled me in. “I’m taking him home for dinner this weekend, you see.” 


Bless this man for his quick thinking. I leaned into his
side like it was the most natural thing in the world. It strangely felt
natural, too, as if I’d done it hundreds of times before. The way he shifted to
accommodate me without a word made it even more familiar. God, he smelled good.
I really shouldn’t notice things like that at a time like this, but my
back-brain was busy cataloguing the warmth of him, the way it felt to be
pressed up against his side, and loving every minute of it. I had to forcefully
yank my head back in the game.


“That’s a great idea, babe. Here, let’s both write something
in the card. Sara, give us a minute, we’ll tell you what flowers she’ll want to
have.” 


“Of course, I’ll just finish this up,” she assured us, her
smile pinned on a little wrong, eyes scared. But she trusted me, trusted I
wouldn’t leave her alone, and her hands started moving again, putting the roses
into the vase. 


Donovan pulled a card out, then a pen from a little holder
nearby, and wrote to me, So what is he?


Serial killer, I wrote back. I need to somehow get
his name so I can call this in.


Giving me an odd look, he scribbled underneath it, Why
not just take a picture and send it to Sho?


I could’ve smacked myself for being an idiot. I’d never had
that option before, but of course Donovan could. Sho could look anyone up and
tell you not only their name but probably their favorite porn site. He was our
IT guy at Psy for a reason. Great idea, do it.


Donovan pulled out his phone like he was checking a message
and snorted, relaxed and casual. “My sister is demanding a picture of us for
some reason. Here, say cheese.”


Turning with him, I looked up a little as he took a selfie
of us. The screen reflected our image back and just for a moment I could see
what we must look like. Odd, how naturally we appeared as a couple. It started
giving me ideas again, which I. Did. Not. Need. Seriously, why was I so
strongly attracted to this man? 


Frowning, Donovan pulled the phone back down and said,
“Nope, that blurred. One more try.” 


I smiled up again at the screen, although this time Donovan
had adjusted it to focus on the man behind us, waiting at the counter. He got a
clean shot of the man’s face and then sent the picture on to Sho, all while
talking naturally. “Better. Alright, what type of flowers should we get? Not
roses, right?”


“It’s your mother, why are you asking me?” I responded, my
ears trained on the man behind me. 


“That will be twenty-eight forty-three,” Sara informed the
man in a strained tone, her words rasping out of her throat, before ringing him
up with a loud clatter from the cashier’s machine. “Thank you and have a nice
day.” 


He gathered up the roses in a loud crinkle of paper and
exited the store without a word. 


Donovan discreetly turned the camera to follow him, taking
several pictures of his beat-up Ford truck as the man climbed in and drove
away, capturing his license plate in the process. He sent those to Sho as well while
I watched. 


Taking Sara’s hand, I assured her, “You are absolutely safe,
do not worry. We’ll report this in and make sure someone follows him.”


Pressing a hand to her heart, she said weakly, “I’m so glad
you two were here. Although I’m a little sorry I asked now. I’m not sure I
wanted my suspicions confirmed.”


The cell in Donovan’s hand started ringing and he picked it
up on the second ring. “Hey, Sho.”


“Tell him it’s from Anonymous,” I instructed. “He’ll know
what to do.” 


Giving me an odd look, Donovan nodded and walked a little
away to answer Sho’s questions. I stayed with Sara, soothing her and calming
her fears, until she looked steady again. Fortunately, she worked right across
from a police station, so I didn’t think her to actually be in danger. 


We left the shop about twenty minutes later, finally heading
for my car. I glanced at Donovan, who had a very peculiar look on his face.
“You’ve probably got a few questions.”


“So when you see someone who’s a criminal, you report them?”


“Sure. Sometimes they’ve already served their time—we just
ignore those—but the ones who haven’t, we report through an anonymous tip line
with all the details we know about that person. They’ve actually developed an
investigation process just for me because of it.”


“Before I came in, how did you report the person? You said
you had to get his name earlier.” Darkly suspicious, Donovan rounded on me.
“You didn’t do something stupid like stalk them until you figured out their
name, did you?”


I gave him my best innocent smile. “Maybe?”


Letting out a groan like his very soul pained him, Donovan
slumped in on himself for a moment. “I now understand how you ended up being
shot.”


“Shot at. It’s an important distinction. You of all
people should understand this,” I responded testily. 


“The distinction ends when bullet meets flesh, Bane,” he growled
back, head lifting to stare at me, nearly pinning me with the fierceness of his
gaze. “You listen to me. If you see another serial killer or whatever while
you’re out, and I’m not with you, do not follow him. You call me, I will
drop everything and come running.”


I didn’t really mean to smile at him, it just sort of
happened, a safety release for happiness overflow. “Okay.”


“I mean it, Bane.”


“I believe you,” I assured him, grin broadening. He made me
think of that one line from Sense and Sensibility: ‘he’s the best and
kindest of men.’ “Can I hug you?”


He wrapped both arms around me in response, holding me tight
enough to threaten the seams of my shirt. I didn’t care, hugging him back just
as tightly. Such a warm, snuggling teddy bear, if a teddy bear could have these
rippling muscles. He smelled really nice, too, like citrus. Not sure if I
should say it, because I knew very well he was crushing on someone else, I
hesitated. But I’d also gathered people didn’t normally say stuff like this to
him, so I said it anyway: “I’m really glad you’re with me.”


“I am too. I mean that. We’ve known each other less than two
weeks, but you’re already a friend, Jonathan Bane. And I will do everything in
my power to protect you, even if I end up with an ulcer doing it.” 


“We’ll do our best to avoid the ulcer,” I promised him
faithfully. I even meant it. 


Sighing, he let go and took a half-step back. “We better go see
if Chen is up for an official interview.”


“True, that. It’ll be a weight off his mind if we can do it sooner
rather than later.” 


The phone rang and Donovan slipped it out of its protective
case before answering, “This is Havili. Oh. Yeah, I see. I’ll tell him.
Thanks.” Hanging up, he made a face. “No interviews today. Marcy says there’s
some sort of scheduling conflict and we’re pushed back to the beginning of next
week.”


“Scheduling conflict,” I mused, heading for the car. “Is that
code for ‘Solomon is trying to cover his ass?’”


“That’s how I heard it. I think Marcy shares our opinion.” 


Not much we could do about it either way. I shrugged and got
into the driver’s seat, but as I did, I realized next week would make Donovan’s
third week with us. That was something of a milestone. I’d toyed with the idea
of doing a welcome party for him, and since Friday promised to be a slow day
for us, it seemed a good idea to do it now. “Donovan, you’re not doing anything
Friday evening, are you?”


“Uh, nothing aside renovating the house, why?” He turned in
his seat and cocked his head at me in curiosity. 


“How about a welcome party?” I invited, the idea growing on
me. “We can hold it at my place; it’s got room for everyone. I’ll invite the office,
maybe a few friends. You can meet anyone then you haven’t already.”


His face lifted up in delight. “Sure. Sounds good.”


“I’ll get Marcy to send out an email to everyone and I’ll
make a few phone calls.” Now that I had the idea out there with his approval, I
looked forward to it. “Today, though, let’s stop by and get you a new office
chair. I think the one you’re using is about to give up the ghost.” 


Donovan laughed and did not disagree. 





Somehow, people I hadn’t invited showed up. My family came
as well. Mom made sense, as I had invited her. Rodger was an unwelcome but
predictable addition. But Natalie? Aaron? Skylar? I had no idea who’d extended
an invitation to them, but I knew why—they’d just come to satisfy their
curiosity. 


I literally had my hands full of dough when Skylar bounced
through the back door. Not that I could see her from this angle, but I heard
her clearly enough. 


“Really? You teach self-defense classes to kids?” she asked
someone. 


“At a rec center, yeah. You’re welcome to come. I don’t have
an age limit,” Donovan responded, his voice sounding so much deeper compared to
that teenage soprano. 


“Yeah, that’ll be cool. Mom, I can go, right? Uncle Jon will
take me.”


Still stuck at the counter with my hands full of dough, I
called to them, “Uncle Jon has not been asked or agreed to that yet!”


“Of course you can go if Jon takes you,” Natalie answered
her child, entirely ignoring her brother. 


Donovan snickered, giving me a wink as he rounded the corner
into the kitchen. “I think you’ve been out-voted.” 


“I typically am with those two,” I answered with a resigned
shrug. I might have put up more of a fuss, but two things stopped me. One,
Skylar clearly didn’t have an ounce of fear of Donovan and was grinning up at
him like a co-conspirator. Donovan seemed pleased that she was comfortable with
him and grinned back. Two, it gave me an excuse to spend time with him outside
of work, and I’d be damned if I passed that up. 


“You play pool, Donovan?” Aaron asked oh-so-casually. 


My brother-in-law stuck out like a sore thumb from all the
Irish fairness. He was swarthy dark like a pirate, pitch black hair, with a
crooked nose from too many years of high school football. He was bar none one
of my favorite relatives and one of the best decisions Natalie had ever made. 


He was not, however, to be trusted with a pool cue in hand.
“Donovan, do not let that smile fool you. He’s as good as a bad pro.”


“I’m not terrible myself,” Donovan answered with a glint in
his eye. “Let’s play a round, Aaron.”


I’d warned him. Not my fault how things went from there. But
I didn’t intend to stop them, either, not if my family was intent on Donovan
feeling welcome. 


Natalie, being a good sister, came and dropped her purse off
on the phone table before rolling up her shirtsleeves. “You want me to roll out
this one and get it ready for the oven?”


“Please.” 


She did so, but leaned in enough to whisper, “I see why you
and Mom like him. He’s just a giant teddy bear, isn’t he?”


Glad she’d seen that, I nodded in firm confirmation. “He is.
You met him in the parking lot, I take it?”


“We did. And you know Skylar, she doesn’t think anything of
approaching a strange man and introducing herself.” Natalie rolled her eyes in
exasperation. “I’m glad she’ll be learning self-defense from him. Clearly
she’ll need it with that bad habit. Alright, what do you want on this pizza?”


“Make that one a meat lover’s,” I instructed. “I’ve got two
in the oven right now for my vegetarians.”


“Okie-dokie,” she responded, already reaching for the array
of bowls with pre-cut ingredients lined up in front of her. 


People started arriving after that. I ducked in and out of
the main room, welcoming people in, passing out beverages, and ducking inside
to pull pizzas out of the oven. Natalie helped me with the food, cutting up
slices, and everyone enjoyed relieving her of them. I received more than a few
compliments on my cooking skills, which pleased me. 


Someone threw up Mario Kart on the big screen—I suspected
Sho, as he always brought a game system when he came here—and people started swearing
at each other as the turtle shells flew. I carefully watched from behind the
couch, not wanting to interfere with the game by accidentally touching
something I shouldn’t. It was fun just watching, really. Four grown adults,
respectable and stern at work, were throwing pillows at each other in real life
and magical turtle shells on the screen like teenagers. 


Donovan got called in to join by Sho, and he came with a
grin on his face, rubbing his hands together with anticipation. He obviously
liked being invited to play. I’d hoped to steal a moment with Sho at some point
and follow up with him about that serial killer we’d spotted at the flower
shop, but clearly this wasn’t the moment. 


I’d get to him eventually. Shrugging, I went back into the
kitchen. We only had two halves of a pizza left on the bar and I didn’t think
that was enough to tide us over. Pulling a chilled ball of dough from the
fridge, I started working on it. 


In my defense, a welcoming party seemed like a good idea at
the time. 


On the surface it all seemed to go swimmingly. But now I was
in the kitchen, alone, and that left me open to an attack that, unfortunately,
no one could protect me from. 


My problem could be summed up in one word: Rodger.


I stuck another pizza into the oven, listening with half an
ear as he rambled on. 


“—it’s not healthy for you, we all know that. I’m amazed
you’re functioning at all without an anchor. Why won’t you let us at least try
a match-up? Your mother is nearly sick with worry.”


Mildly, I retorted, “I thought she was worried about me not
dating.”


“That too,” Rodger acknowledged, agitated enough to abandon
his perch near the counter and come in closer, crowding my personal space.
“Although it’s basically the same thing. I realize living with you is, well,
somewhat challenging—”


“Rodger.” I prayed for patience. It didn’t come. I started
praying for duct tape instead. “My own mother basically kicked me out of the
house when I was seventeen. If that doesn’t tell you something, I don’t know
what will.”


Big, beefy Rodger wilted a little, which was a strange sight
on a person big enough to be a linebacker. He couldn’t quite meet my eyes for a
moment. “Other things went into making that decision. It wasn’t just the cost
or inconvenience of sharing a house with you.”


I called bullshit. 


“But that’s beside the point,” Rodger persisted, those doe
brown eyes coming back up, wavering between being sympathetic and determined.
“You don’t have to live with an anchor; your mother and I proved that.”


Yeah, by eventually having an affair. Way to back your point
up. 


“The answer is no, Rodger. For the final time, no. I’m
managing.”


“You don’t have to ‘manage.’ That’s my whole point,”
Rodger argued back, his deep voice gravelly with mounting frustration. He
tugged at his tie like he wanted to take it off and strangle me with it. 


He might have a hundred pounds on me, but I was faster. I
could always wrest his tie off and strangle him with it. “Rodger—”


“Look, I already have someone in mind. They’re very nice. Your
mother said she got a good vibe from them,” he pressed, leaning forward as he
tried to persuade me.


Alarmed, I scrambled back a step. “Tell me you didn’t set up
some sort of blind date!”


Donovan came up behind me, stepping in close enough for our
hips to brush, his hand resting protectively on my shoulder. He looked Rodger
right in the eye, both men of a similar enough height to manage this without
challenge. Though Rodger seemed intimidated for some reason. Donovan looked
down at me and I saw his face properly, a thrill zinging through my chest. I
knew instinctively he wasn’t angry with me, but the hard set to his jaw spoke
of anger even while a dangerous smile rested on his face. His protective line
sparked like a live electric wire. 


“Problem?”


How in the world had he realized it? We weren’t speaking
loudly, and the commotion in the living room should have been enough to mask
our voices. I opened my mouth to give him a blithe reassurance but the words
choked in my throat, refusing to come out. 


“No, there’s no problem,” Rodger assured him, unease
underscoring the words. 


“Really?” Donovan turned back to him. “Then why is his body
language screaming defensive to me? Why did the two of you feel it necessary to
speak low enough the rest of us couldn’t really hear you? And why is this
highly independent man not saying a word to reassure me that I’ve put my big
feet where they don’t belong?”


Rodger didn’t try to defend himself again, and I felt a
little awkward letting Donovan come to protect me like this. I felt like a
child and it grated. “It’s an old argument, Donovan.”


Thoughtfully, Rodger’s eyes bounced between the two of us,
weighing, considering. “You should consider him as a candidate, Jon. Look at
him, he’s already doing part of the job—”


I slammed a hand against Rodger’s breastbone, forcing him
back. “Stop it,” I hissed, anger scoring hot and fast through me. “Do not force
him into that.”


Rubbing at his chest, Rodger stared at me in full blown
shock, his mouth working silently. For good reason, as I’d never struck someone
in anger in my life; I startled even me. But I felt vile at just the thought.
If Rodger got his way, if he forced Donovan into thinking this was just the
right thing to do, it would set up disaster. I knew without a shadow of a doubt
that if he became my anchor, I’d fall for him so hard and fast that my head
would spin. I also knew it wouldn’t go well—Donovan would probably fall in love
with someone else. Hell, he already had a crush on someone else. Even if I
moved right now, his heart would still linger on them, but he would spend most
of his time with me, and it would spiral negatively from there. Didn’t Rodger
understand that? Especially after living through it himself? Did he want me to
live through that nightmare too? 


It felt like he poured salt in an open wound, shoving my
face into something I couldn’t have. I hated him in that moment as I never had
before. 


My mother finally sensed something was off and came out of
the living room, eyes worried, but the last thing I wanted to do was hash it
out with her too. 


“Okay, time to take a break.” Donovan grabbed my hand and
hauled me out of the kitchen, going straight up the stairs to the landing
above. I’d never done anything with the space, just set up a huge reading chair
and a standing lamp. He didn’t even try to sit, just stood with his hand still
tightly on mine. 


I stared at the wooden floor, unable to face him, still
shaking with anger. This was why I hated being anywhere near Rodger. He always
had an agenda to push and I was always on the fallout of the equation. 


“Force me into what, Jon?” Donovan asked quietly. 


So help me, I really didn’t want to answer that question.
But I owed it to him to warn him so that Rodger didn’t somehow manipulate the
facts. “Rodger has been campaigning for years that I get an anchor. He won’t
leave me alone. Anyone near me who he thinks might be a candidate gets pushed.
Don’t think anything of it.”


“Can I be?”


The question brought my head up sharply. Donovan didn’t seem
alarmed by this possibility, just thoughtful. Hope spiked, hard and sharp,
before I quickly shut it back down. He didn’t mean it. He didn’t even
understand all that it entailed. “What?”


“Can I be?” he repeated, watching me with an enigmatic
expression. His protective instincts still ran high, I could see the line
pulsing. “I thought anchors had to have some psychic sensitivity?”


“Well, no,” I said slowly. Usually I could read Donovan
easily, but he had so many contradictory signals flaring that I couldn’t begin
to guess what he thought. I had to take firm hold of myself. It was hard to
keep my tone level as I explained, “You don’t need to be psychic to be an
anchor. That’s not really how it works. It’s more you have to understand how to
help the person you’re bonded to.”


“I see.”


Maybe he did, but I sure didn’t. Why would he even ask…? You
know what. I was leaving this alone. Anything else he told me would just feed
the fire, and I did not need that right now. 


“Listen, do not pay attention to what Rodger says. You
shouldn’t be considering this at all. Anchor bonds, once formed, do not fade or
change. Not until someone dies or something equally drastic happens. It’s very
hard to remove anchor bonds on purpose. You form a bond with someone because
their sanity is your top priority, not because you want to help a friend out.
Half the time, bonds are formed between couples. The other half, it’s either
family or people who are such close friends they’re basically siblings.”


“Is that how Lauren and Rodger matched up?”


“They dated,” I explained succinctly. “Broke up, stayed
paired, married other people, got divorced, remarried…look, it’s a long soap
opera I’m not getting into. Suffice it to say a non-psychic person is perfectly
acceptable as an anchor. But unless you feel very strongly for that person,
it’s not advisable. You have to basically live in each other’s pockets, after
all. Comprende?”


“Got it,” he assured me. “I assume he knows all this because
he’s your mom’s anchor, so why is he being so pushy with you?”


“Because I don’t even try to find someone, and he’s a
manipulative bastard,” I grumbled. “Now you understand why I dislike my
stepdad. It’s practically an American norm at this point. Ignore it. Come on,
let’s get back downstairs. The pizza’s probably done by now.”


We trooped back down, Donovan’s silence speaking volumes. He
did not intend to just drop this. Damn Rodger to the ninth circle. Really,
where did he get off doing this at a welcoming party for my first ever partner?
The next time my sister or mother wanted to invite him, I was going to say a
very emphatic no.
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Saturday morning dawned bright and fair, not that I was up
early enough to appreciate it. I slept in, a rare occasion, then took my time
showering and pulled on comfortable workout clothes that consisted of a thin
black shirt and white basketball shorts. I’d need the movement offered by the
clothes today.


Because I hadn’t managed to catch Sho at the party, I
decided to leave a voicemail on his work phone as a reminder. It was the
easiest way for technology to step in and remind us when the human brains had
failed. I didn’t want to accidentally let that case lapse. 


That done, I pulled on sneakers and left to pick up Skylar. 


My niece popped out of her front door before I could fully
pull into the driveway, clad in yoga shorts and a tank top, her hair pulled in
a high ponytail. She tossed her ever-present messenger bag onto my floorboard
as she clambered inside, a wicked grin of anticipation on her face. 


“You look entirely too happy about this,” I informed her,
pointing at the seatbelt to prompt her. 


“Donovan said even though I’m short and skinny I can beat
people his size up; who wouldn’t be happy about that?” she challenged,
obediently buckling up. “This is so cool that he’s teaching me, did you put him
up to it?”


“Kiddo, I had no idea what you two were plotting until I got
volunteered to drive you to these lessons. But it doesn’t surprise me he’s
taking you on; he teaches kids all the time how to box.” 


“Yeah, he did tell me that part,” she said, bobbing her
head. 


“I’m just checking—you don’t need these lessons because
someone’s bullying you, right?”


She rolled those big blues at me the way only a teenage girl
could. “Please. If someone messes with me, I make their cyber life hell. But,
you know, life’s not safe. I like the idea that I can take even a big guy
down.”


I felt a pang that even at fourteen, Skylar was aware enough
of how the world worked to be worried about her general safety. I wished I
could assure her she’d be safe, she didn’t need to worry about anything, but
the daily news would prove it a lie. Really, we’d all feel better after Donovan
hammered some self-defense into her. 


Elton Community Center sat on the east side of Nashville,
which made traffic a little interesting. Even on a Saturday that part of town stayed
hopping. Still, we made it with ten minutes to spare, and I found a back parking
spot almost wide enough for this crazy vehicle of mine. We hopped out, both
grabbing our gear bags, and headed inside. 


I hadn’t seen the place in a few years, and I noticed it had
undergone some construction during that time, lengthening the grey one-story
building out sideways and then up to a two-story level. The growth of the
building surprised me somewhat, as I hadn’t thought this area of the city had
the funds to complete projects like this. 


Entering the main doors, we signed in at the front desk,
paid a ten-dollar fee for a day’s admittance, then received paper bracelets
around our wrists and instructions of where to go. Turned out Donovan’s class
sat in the new addition, so we headed up a wide set of tiled stairs, then into
a room filled with blue padded mats on every available surface and punching
bags hanging along two walls. 


Donovan was already there, of course, on the ground and in a
stretch with one leg straight out, his torso bent over it. For some reason I’d
assumed a man that big couldn’t be very flexible, but that position proved me
wrong. Oh so very wrong, lord help me. That position gave me all sorts of
ideas. Ideas I did not need, thankyouverymuch. He didn’t strain as he put his
hand squarely on his instep. 


He wore shorts, the first time I’d seen him do so, which
gave an excellent view of a very strong leg chiseled with muscle. The shirt was
that baseball type that went down to the elbows, the sleeves blue against the
grey torso, and I assumed he wore it to hide the worst of the scars. Only a
dribble of white skin snaked around his darker forearms. It felt different,
seeing him so casual. Good different. Have to subtly shift my shorts kind of
different. I looked at him innocently stretching, and the only thing I could
think of was the various positions in bed he could do. I was really far gone, wasn’t
I? 


Holding the stretch position, he said, “Hey.”


“Hi, Donovan,” Skylar responded happily, toeing off her
shoes and dropping her bag near the door. “Uncle Jon will be your exhibition
dummy.”


I choked. His what, now? I swiftly pulled my brain out of
the gutter. I apparently needed my wits about me just then. 


“Does Uncle Jon know about this?” Donovan asked her mildly,
well able to read the look on my face. 


“He does now,” she informed him, dropping down nearby to
start her own stretches. “Just don’t break him, it’ll be fine.”


I took affront to this. Granted, Donovan was big and burly
muscle, but I wasn’t exactly a toothpick, here. “I think you’re forgetting I
put bad guys away for a living.”


She just looked at me, a hand on her hip and her head cocked,
unimpressed. “You do that with the power of your brain. Not muscles.”


“The power of my brain, as you put it, only extends so far,”
I argued, also toeing off my shoes and dropping my bag nearby. I had this
inevitable sense I really would be the dummy later, so it would behoove me to
stretch now. “I end up chasing people eventually. Or being chased.”


“You also have Donovan for a reason,” she retorted
flippantly. 


Okay, she had me there. I really couldn’t argue that point. 


Donovan inquired mock-politely, “Does she normally win the
argument?”


I grunted sourly, stretching both legs out in front and
bending over them, a handy way to hide my face for a moment. “She’ll be a
lawyer when she grows up. I swear it.”


“I want to be a prosecutor,” she informed us both levelly.
“That way I can work with Grandma and Uncle Jon. Mom says I shouldn’t, though,
that it has crap hours and bad pay.”


“She’s right on both counts.” It warmed my heart that she
wanted to work with us. “Besides, shouldn’t you put all of those computer
skills to use? What about being an IT specialist for the police?”


“That’s my backup plan. Donovan, you were a military
policeman, right? Did you ever use computers to track down criminals?”


“We were more the response team when something bad went down
on base,” Donovan denied. “Although I wrote plenty of reports.” His phone rang,
and he twisted to pull it out of his gym bag. Whoever it was put a smile on his
face, and he greeted them with a happy, “Hey.”


Trying not to eavesdrop, I kept stretching, but in this open
room I could pretty much hear his half of the conversation without trying. I
felt vaguely uneasy listening in, mostly because I felt sure I would hear
something I didn’t want to. I was starting to crush on Donovan pretty badly,
and hearing him talk to someone else he liked was not something any sane person
in my position would do. It would burn like acid reflux. I hunched in on myself
instinctively. 


“Naw, I’m not dropping by for dinner tonight. Huh? Uh…” For
some reason he turned to look at me a little uncertainly. “I can ask? Hang on.
Jon, my mom’s inviting you over for Sunday dinner.”


His mom. Not a potential-whatever. He was talking to his
mom. The relief swirled through me, and I smiled up at him without really
meaning to. “I’m one hundred percent okay with this and would love to go, but
warn her about me first.”


“Right.” He gave me a serious nod and a reassuring smile
before focusing back on the phone and the woman on the other end of it. “Mom,
he says he would love to come, but a few warnings first. Jonathan’s a psychic
and kind of a different breed than we’re used to. His ability makes it
impossible for him to be near electronics. Like, he touches one, it fries
immediately. Yeah. So maybe dinner on the back patio?”


She said something I couldn’t hear, and he laughed. “I know,
it’s like we share a brain. Alright, what time? So, like usual, then. Alright,
we’ll both see you Sunday. Bye, Mom.”


A little hesitant at the blasé way he’d handled that, I
decided to double check. “Are you sure it’ll be safe for me to come?”


“We’ll avoid the house completely,” he answered, putting the
phone away again. “Safer that way—that house is chock full of electronics,
thanks to my dad. We’ll just go around back and stay on the patio to eat. It’ll
be fine; nothing for you to hurt out there.”


Relieved, I nodded. “Good. That honestly sounds great. What
can I bring?”


“Nothing food,” he requested, dead serious. “My mother can
cook for the whole Salvation Army without even trying. You will take food home with
you, I guarantee this. Maybe flowers? She likes yellow carnations.”


“That I can do. Can you—” I cut myself off as two kids entered
the room. 


“Hey, there’s more of my students.” Donovan waved them
further in. “Chad, Briley, come meet Skylar and Jon.”


Two kids that had ‘attitude’ written all over them sauntered
in, both with dreadlocks, although Briley’s were blonde and Chad’s black and
wiry. Something about them suggested siblings to me and I took a closer look.
Yes, half-siblings with different fathers. They were young, Skylar’s age, and
wary, not sure how to respond to two strangers. Briley especially hung back
behind her brother, letting Chad go first. They both looked good to me, though.
Bright auras, not blinding, but that spark of energy a summer day sun might
give off. 


I enjoyed being around good kids like this and gave them a
warm smile. “Hey, nice to meet you. I’m Donovan’s work partner. You get to
watch him throw me all over the mat today.”


Chad snorted, chin lifting. “You saying we should have
brought popcorn?”


“Awww, we totally should have,” Skylar mourned. 


“Some niece you are.” I stuck my tongue out at her, not
surprised when she returned the gesture promptly. 


More kids arrived behind Chad and Briley, quickly becoming a
blur of names and faces. I wasn’t particularly good at remembering names unless
I saw them written down, so I stopped trying to track them.


After giving the kids a few minutes to stretch and warm up,
Donovan surprised me by hauling me up to my feet, positioning me directly in
front of him. 


“Okay, guys, let’s do something good and basic today before
we get to pounding at the bags. Say you’ve got someone choking you—” he put
both hands around my neck, although without force “—and they’re strong and big
enough you can’t get free. Give me three ways you can get out of it.”


“Groin,” several of the kids said at once. 


“Good. What else?”


“Eyes,” Briley volunteered a little shyly. I saw a major
crush developing there, not that I blamed her. 


“Good,” Donovan said with a quick wink at her. “Third?
Alright, I don’t blame you for being stumped. If the guy’s bigger and tougher,
it’ll hurt him if you hit anywhere else, but it might not make him let go.
Here’s a good way to make him. Jon, switch with me.”


I lifted my hands as he dropped his, putting them over his
throat, which made everyone snicker. Donovan was normally in my space for
various reasons but rarely like this, face to face. I felt a flutter in my stomach
as his warm hands brushed against my skin and had to shove the feeling aside. 


Ruefully, I admitted to them, “I feel as ridiculous as it
looks, trust me.”


Grinning down at me, Donovan gave me a mocking pat of reassurance
on the shoulder before focusing once more. “Okay, pay attention. Put one arm
through his, grab your hand on the other side, then pull.”


It looked deceptively simple, but I found my hands flying
off on instinct. Surprised, I ran it back through my mind’s eye and realized it
really had been instinct. Positioned the way he was, his arms would have broken
my elbow at that angle if I hadn’t let go.


Chad cleared his throat once. “Leverage?”


“Leverage.” Donovan gestured Chad up, switching places with
him. “Try it.”


I put my hands on the kid’s throat, still with no pressure,
and watched as Donovan positioned Chad’s arms correctly. Even knowing what
would happen next, I still felt a little surprised when my grip broke so
easily. Two arms in a horizontal grip shouldn’t break a choke hold so easily,
should it? 


Several kids tried it on me, impressed with the simplicity
of it, then carefully tried it again on each other. Donovan supervised closely,
with good reason. It could break an elbow if done incorrectly. And broken
elbows did not heal right. Still, they all had it down within twenty minutes,
and he released them to start pounding on the multiple bags hanging about the
room. I watched him work with kids literally a third his size, bending down to
their level, patient as he corrected stance and grip until they had it right.


I watched him—his patience, his good humor, his easy
affection—and felt my heart give a hard lurch sideways. Oh God, I really was in
for it. All protests aside, I liked him. I just did. He was the epitome of
everything I’d ever wanted and was afraid I’d never be able to have. I craved
being around him and the thought of him being with someone else unsettled me.
He’d fallen for his crush far too quickly. Given more time, I might have worked
past my insecurities and fears and made a play for him. 


Too late now. Worlds too late. I watched him and, for a
moment, jealousy threatened to eat me alive. 


A slim hand caught mine, dragging my attention away, and
Skylar looked up at me with open concern. “Okay?”


“Sure,” I lied glibly, pasting a smile on my face. “Just
imagining a scenario. Has Donovan showed you how to form a fist yet? No? Let’s
do that and then turn you loose on a bag.” 


I ordered my heart to chill as I herded Skylar to an open
bag in the corner. This wasn’t the right time or place for any revelations,
first of all, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it at the moment.
Besides, I might still have a chance. Donovan’s love interest was one-sided, meaning
he hadn’t made a move, or if he had, it hadn’t been returned. Probably the
first, as I imagined he’d be hurt and depressed if he’d been rejected. So I
still had a chance if I played my cards right. Maybe. I’d have to be subtle
about it. I didn’t want this to turn into a bad office romance. 


As I went through quick mental scenarios of how I could make
a play for my partner, insecurities raised their ugly heads. Maybe I should
leave things be. Sure, I liked him, and my crush was the size of Texas, but
that didn’t mean I had to initiate anything. And all my other concerns were
valid, weren’t they? Wouldn’t being around me seven days a week wear even
Donovan out? 


I guess the question boiled down to which one I would regret
more. Watching him walk away with someone else, or losing him eventually
because of my own self? 





Sunday rolled around and found me more nervous than the
situation actually warranted. I tried to explain to my overly stretched out
nerves that this wasn’t a ‘meet-the-parents’ in that sense, but I
utterly failed to be convincing. Apparently, I sucked at pep talks. 


Donovan teased me sometimes about dressing preppy, so I
tried to be a touch more casual while throwing an outfit together. I didn’t put
as much product into my hair, letting it fall in a more natural sweep of short
locks off my forehead. How I ended up in a white dress shirt, light grey vest,
dark wash jeans, and loafers, I left to the heavens to answer. 


I picked up the yellow carnations from Sara’s shop, spent a
few minutes checking in with her, then headed for the older neighborhood in
Green Hills. The house must have been there since the fifties. The neighborhood
housed a lot of Cape Cods and what I’d always thought of as Monopoly houses.
Large, established trees shaded the road as I drove down it, offering welcome
shade on this hot spring day. In Sunday traffic it took me barely fifteen
minutes to get there, which I appreciated. It gave my nerves less time to play
havoc with my emotions. 


Not having enough room to park on the street, I tried to hug
the side of the driveway instead so people could get in and out. I recognized
Donovan’s red pickup already parked, and a tremor of relief went through me. At
least I was spared the awkwardness of arriving first. 


I headed down the paving stones toward the front of the
house, figuring I should at least knock on the door to announce my arrival. I
sensed Donovan’s mother in the picturesque flower beds lining the front of the
house and the cute little decorations around the front porch, all of it turning
the Cape Cod into a dollhouse. Hyper vigilant, I stopped just shy of the porch
step and looked around the doorframe. Yup, there it was. The doorbell. Doorbells
and I could never be friends, so I avoided it and knocked very carefully on the
far side of the door. 


It opened almost immediately, revealing a woman with
Donovan’s eyes. She stood at barely five foot, pleasingly plump and wearing a
white, sleeveless summer dress that highlighted her golden skin. “Hello! I’m
Alani Havili. You’re Jon.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I returned with a smile. Oh wow. Donovan
apparently came by his nature honestly; his mother had a similar aura. “Nice to
meet you.”


Alani stepped through the screen door and caught my arm.
“Donovan warned me it’s not safe for you to walk through the house, so you just
come with me, we’ll walk around the side. You had no trouble finding us?”


“Not a bit, but I know this area rather well. My grandparents
used to live over here,” I answered, a little bemused at how she linked her arm
in with mine. Donovan’s touchy-feely tendencies came from his mother too, I
see. “Here, these are for you.”


She took the carnations with a smile that made her look
forty instead of the sixty I knew her to be. “Thank you, they’re lovely. You
are a gentleman. Don said you were, in between complaining that you stalk
serial killers. You don’t really do that, do you?”


One of my character flaws was that I was an abominable liar,
so I fessed up. “I’m afraid I do. Although your son has assured me that if I do
it again, he’ll do something terrible to me. I’m too afraid to ask what.” 


Alani paused at the privacy fence, her hand on the gate, and
looked at me seriously. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes felt penetrating, as if
she could somehow impart her sincerity through her gaze alone. 


“Jon, I want to tell you something about my boy. You’ll
never meet a better man than Donovan, and I’m not saying that because he’s my
son, but because it’s the gospel truth. He will take a bullet for you. I know
that because he’s done it for people before. I wish he wouldn’t, I wish he’d
think of his own safety, but it’s hardwired into him. If there’s danger, he’ll
put himself in between you and that danger without a second thought. I’m asking
you, as a mother, please don’t put him in risky situations if you can help it.”


I saw the worry in her, pulsing and writhing, the strong
love only a parent could have for a child, and felt a little bad about stalking
serial killers. Donovan really shouldn’t have told her about that. 


“The first time I laid eyes on your son, I forgot how to
breathe for a second. I’ve never seen someone glow as brightly as he does. It
was like seeing a supernova, it was so intense. Trust me, Mrs. Havili, I know
exactly how good of a man Donovan is. I don’t want to be the ruin of him.”


She patted my arm and smiled at me. “I do feel better
hearing that. He loves working with you, you know; I get constant stories about
things you’ve done. He’s happy to find such good work after leaving the army. I
don’t want to scare you off, just be careful.”


“I’m always careful,” I said honestly. 


“He tells me the same thing,” Alani fussed with a roll of her
eyes, finally pushing through the gate and leading me into the backyard. “I
don’t believe him either.”


Well. I really had nothing to say to that. 


The backyard had the same sort of sculpted look to it as the
front, with flower beds all along the fence, cute little birdbaths, and a shed
lurking in the far corner. The deck looked new, not stained or painted yet, and
extended into half the yard. A table had been set already with a plastic
tablecloth and enough bowls of food to threaten the strength of the table legs.



Donovan sat, completely at ease, and greeted me with a lift
of the hand. “Hey. Come sit, take a load off. See, Mom? Told you he looks like
a model.”


I paused with my hand on the back of the chair and gave him
a funny look. “I do not.”


“You totally, totally do,” Donovan denied with a grin. “Especially
when you dress like that. So this is your version of casual, huh?”


“Semi-casual, it is a Sunday dinner, after all.” I really
should have ditched at least the vest. 


“And you can take a page from his book,” Alani mock-scolded
her son. “He looks handsome. You look like you’ve been doing yard work all
day.”


“In this case, looks are not deceiving,” Donovan drawled,
waving a hand to illustrate his dirty cargo shorts, scruffy boots, and an Army
t-shirt that had seen better days. 


The back door opened and a very large man stepped out. He
had all of Donovan’s height but twice his girth, and a ready smile on his round
face. Judging from the wet hair, he’d just stepped out of a shower. “Don’t fuss
on him, Alani, he’s saving my knees. This must be Jon.” 


I didn’t respond immediately. I couldn’t. What was with this
family?! Were they trying to blind me? Donovan was bad enough, but add his mother
and father into the mix, and they nearly burned my eyes out of their sockets. 


A warm hand settled between my shoulder blades. “Jon?”


Donovan’s touch shocked me back into breathing. “Holy hell.”


In a knowing tone, Donovan said, “Dad’s supernova bright,
isn’t he.”


“I now understand where you got it from,” I responded
weakly, then closed my eyes, overwhelmed. 


“That’s a lovely compliment,” Alani enthused as she sat near
me. “Jon, take a minute if you need one.”


I needed about ten, actually. Donovan by himself could be
overwhelming, although I’d more or less gotten used to him. But put me in
between three people just like him, and my bare-bone shields couldn’t begin to
keep up. Donovan sensed this, and his hand moved in soothing circles. “Will
your darkest glasses help? Should I get them?”


“Please?” I didn’t dare open my eyes just yet. 


“Hang on.” He popped up and jogged around the house. 


“Well,” Donovan’s father stated, bemused. “I didn’t expect
us to make quite this impression, Jon. I’m Kanye, by the way.”


“Pleased to meet you,” I responded, head turning in his
general direction. “I do mean that. Your general aura is absolutely stunning,
much like your son’s. I should have anticipated that, I guess, and kept my
darker glasses on.”


“Sorry to be so amazing,” Kanye responded cheerfully.
Someone smacked someone else, and Kanye grunted in pain. “Ow, wife, stop
abusing me.”


I smiled hearing this back and forth. They had a good
relationship. Not all couples did after forty years of marriage. 


Donovan came back to me and switched out my sunglasses
himself, a little awkwardly, and I had to readjust them to settle right on my
nose. Only then did I dare a peek. It had cut the intensity by a third. Phew,
alright, this much I could handle. 


Relaxing, I opened both eyes. “Thanks, that helps.”


“You’re alright now?” Alani double checked. “Don explained
how your ability works, but I didn’t realize it would require you to wear
sunglasses like this.”


“It’s the best way to dampen things down,” I tried to
explain. “I feel like I’m surrounded by flashing neon signs otherwise.”


“That’d get troublesome after a while,” Kanye agreed. “It’s
probably just as well our daughter and other son couldn’t make it today. We
might have blinded you otherwise. Here, let’s eat before the food gets cold.”


Half the dishes on the table didn’t look remotely familiar.
I served a little of everything on my plate, being polite, and put the first
forkful into my mouth. Rich flavor burst through, completely unrecognizable. My
tongue reported it to be strange, exotic, but tasty. More, please. I tried
something else, got the same result, and realized the error of my wardrobe
choice. “I should not have worn something with a belt.”


Alani burst out laughing. “I take it you like the food.”


“It’s delicious,” I said. “I’ve never had anything like it.”


“These are more the traditional Hawaiian dishes,” she
informed me, beaming from ear to ear. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll pack some to
take home with you.”


“I will not refuse that offer,” I assured her. “Ever.”


“Here, eat more. You’re too skinny.” Alani took the serving
spoon nearest to her and piled my plate high. 


Donovan might have to roll me out of here. 


Sitting there with his family, eating and joking around with
them, it was so easy. My eyes kept straying to Donovan and the question I’d
asked myself the day before suddenly had an answer. Which would I regret more?
Seeing him like this, so at ease and glowing with contentment, it was easy to
answer: I’d regret not trying. More than anything, I would regret letting this
man slip by me. This other person he liked, they’d had most of a week to
appreciate the man properly. I found more than fifteen minutes to be
sufficient, so if they couldn’t accept him in a week, then they didn’t deserve
him. They’d had their chance. 


It was my turn now. 
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Monday morning meant back to work, although fortunately my
favorite captain pulled through for me. Solomon cited scheduling conflicts and
tried pushing things off further, but I think Olivia saw through his bullshit
too, as a tick of anger pulsed along her lines. Under her direct orders, she
gathered Alice Thompson, her sister Lisa, and her brother Chase in for
interviews. Technically not interrogations, as we weren’t charging them—yet –with
anything, but very pointed interviews. She shoved Solomon into a chair in the
corner of the room and ordered him to keep his mouth shut. 


I stood on the other side of the double-sided mirror, as
usual, Donovan holding the walkie-talkie for me as Olivia conducted the
interviews herself. She put her grandmotherly smile to use as she sat with the
pretty, vain Alice Thompson. 


“Ms. Thompson, thank you so much for coming in and going
over a few things with me. I’m sorry for the location. It’s the only quiet spot
to be had in the station these days.”


“Yes, well, that’s okay I guess,” she said with an uneasy
look around, her arms loosely hugging her own waist. She wore another sundress
today, pure white, with a demure neckline, her hair gently curling around her
shoulders. I had a feeling the outfit was to encourage us to think of her as
the angel, the victim. Pity it didn’t work on me. “I’m not in trouble, though,
am I?”


“No, you’re not,” Olivia assured her gently. 


“Not yet,” I muttered darkly. 


Donovan choked on a laugh. “She looking guilty to you?”


“No, she’s looking petty and self-absorbed to me,” I
answered with begrudging honesty. “But just because she doesn’t look guilty
doesn’t mean she hasn’t done anything wrong. She may just not feel guilty about
it.”


Olivia pulled the note Alice Thompson had given us out of
the manila folder, protected by a clear evidence bag, and slid it across so the
girl could see it. “You recognize this?”


“Yes, that’s the first extortion note I got.” Alice barely gave
it more than a glance. With such an easy thing to answer, her body language
relaxed, meridian lines calming as her nerves died down a little. “I gave it to
those two detectives who asked to see it.”


“And you have no idea where it came from?”


“I assume it came from Chen Li, the bastard,” Alice
responded furiously, lips peeling up in an ugly sneer. 


I blinked. “Huh. She’s now convinced it’s Chen.”


Donovan lifted the walkie-talkie to my mouth, and I repeated
that for Olivia’s sake.


Not a single whit of her expression changed to let on that she’d
heard me. “And there’s no other person you can think of? No one else who would
send you this note?”


“No, why?”


Strange. “Truth. She doesn’t suspect anyone else.”


“Ms. Thompson, I know this might upset you, but there’s
people who think you’re producing the notes on your own.”


Alice slammed a hand against the table, making it rattle
loudly. “I did not!”


“Truth again,” I said slowly, puzzling this out. “Olivia,
it’s not her.” 


Olivia made soothing noises and waved her back into the
chair. “I know it’s not you. I just wanted to warn you that some people think
you’re staging this whole thing. Don’t be alarmed, we know you didn’t send
these notes to yourself. Now, a few more questions, then I want to speak with
your siblings. How much do they know about this situation?”


“Basically everything. I didn’t try to keep it a secret from
them.”


“And your parents?”


“We didn’t say as much to Mom,” Alice admitted, catching her
bottom lip delicately with her teeth, looking sheepish. “We didn’t want to
worry her.”


“I understand. I’ll keep that in mind,” Olivia responded
with a warm smile. “Thank you, Ms. Thompson. You’re free to go home for now.”


“Oh, okay.” Standing, she gathered up her purse and left the
room. 


Touching the earpiece, Olivia asked, “Was that all truth?”


“Yes,” I confirmed through the walkie-talkie. “She’s managed
to convince herself Chen really is the culprit now, which signifies an amazing ability
at self-delusion. She knew he didn’t do it the first time I interviewed her.
She has very mixed emotions about saying anything to her mother. There’s a
healthy dose of fear in there. I think her mother is a strict disciplinarian.”


“Maybe she’s convinced herself to justify her own actions?”
Donovan offered, expression troubled. “Be pretty hard to sleep at night
otherwise, knowing you shot an innocent man for the hell of it.” 


I shrugged, keeping my own dark suspicions to myself. “One
thing, Olivia. There’s something hokey going on in her noggin.”


Turning to face the mirror, even if she couldn’t see me,
Olivia frowned. “Define hokey.”


“I’m not a doctor, so I can’t figure out precisely what I’m
seeing, but there’s something strange going on in her cranial area. It could be
something as innocent as ADHD, or maybe she’s suffering from anxiety. But
there’s an unbalance of some sort. You might want to pull her medical records.”
It could explain why she was able to justify shooting Chen, if she wasn’t
playing with a full deck, but I didn’t dare say that. 


“Interesting,” Olivia said in a tone that could indicate
anything between suspicion to mild concern. “I’ll do that. Solomon, make a
note.” 


Solomon dutifully pulled out his phone and typed something
into it. His whole demeanor resembled that of a child put in the naughty corner
while wearing a ‘dunce’ cap. He only missed the cap. Shame I hadn’t brought one
for him. 


Lisa came in next, and I found her to be very different from
her sister. They looked similar, with the same hair and skin coloring, same
general build, but Lisa could be the classic girl-next-door. Gentle by nature,
forgiving, endlessly patient. I stood a little straighter as she entered the
other room. 


“What’s she like?” Donovan prompted. 


“Nice,” I answered, a little baffled. “Not like her sister
at all. If I met this girl at a party, I would want to befriend her.” 


“Huh.” Donovan twisted to look at her properly for a moment,
eyes roving from her head to feet and back again. “So, nothing like her sister?”


“Not that I can tell at this moment.” I kept the sunglasses
off, dangling from my right hand, as she greeted the captain and took the opposite
chair. 


“Thank you so much for digging into this,” Lisa told Olivia
with a genuine smile. “I’m afraid it’s been blown out of proportion. Alice does
that sometimes.” 


“You consider your sister shooting a man to be ‘out of
proportion?’” Olivia drawled, tone rather pointed. 


“I do not claim Alice makes the best decisions sometimes,”
Lisa answered with a wince. “I know she’s convinced Chen is behind all this,
but I wish she’d taken me with her instead of Chase. Chase never contradicts
her, just does whatever she wants, and I feel like if I’d been there, I would
have been able to talk her out of things.”


She might have been right. But I had a feeling Alice had
taken her brother instead of her sister for exactly that reason. She didn’t
want to be stopped. She wanted more drama, and Chase wouldn’t argue with her
about it. 


“Let’s run through a few basics,” Olivia suggested, pulling
the note free again to show her. “Do you recognize this?”


Unlike Alice, Lisa actually examined it for a moment. “Not
per se, but judging from the amount, I would say this was one of the first
notes that Alice got.”


“Do you know who sent it?” Olivia pressed. 


“No, no idea,” Lisa answered firmly. 


Donovan looked to me, and I leaned into the walkie-talkie a
little. “Truth.”


Hissing out a breath, Donovan stared at me in surprise.
“Really?”


“Yeah,” I answered almost absently, focused on the women in
the other room. That surprised me too; I would have sworn the sister was
involved until this moment. My eyes traced her meridian lines again, seeking
out any hint of falsehood, but came up empty. 


“I find this very surprising, Ms. Thompson—” Olivia waved
the note in the air illustratively “—because this note was printed on your dorm
room printer.” 


Lisa’s jaw dropped, croaking noises coming out of her open
mouth. It took several seconds before she could manage a coherent noise, her meridian
lines sparking hot red with anger, aura briefly flaring as her emotions ran
high. “I didn’t threaten my own sister!”


“Truth,” I informed Olivia again. Huh. Plot twist. “She’s
totally innocent of this.”


“Fortunately for you, I believe you’re telling the truth.”
Olivia sat back, the cheap plastic chair making a slight squeak of protest.
“Ms. Thompson, something very strange is going on here. Your sister didn’t print
the notes herself, I know that. You didn’t do it. Chen didn’t do it. Oh yes,
don’t look so startled. We can prove very firmly that he had nothing to do with
these notes. Your sister is guilty of shooting an innocent man. I wish her luck
in standing trial for that. In fact, if I had been consulted on her bail
hearing, she wouldn’t be out right now. But that’s not what I’m getting after
at the moment. Someone used your printer to send these notes to your sister.
Who has access to your dorm room?”


“Well, I mean, I have people coming in and out,” Lisa
stuttered, still so stunned she nearly panted for breath, eyes roving about the
room without fixing on any particular spot. “No one has a key to the place
except me and maintenance that I know of.” 


“Do you ever leave the room if you have a visitor?”


“Well, no, not really. I mean, it’s not that big of a room. We
generally don’t hang out in the dorm rooms.” 


“Is your printer on a wireless network?”


Lisa shook her head. “Wireless doesn’t work. There’s too
many wireless signals in that building. I was never able to get a wireless
connection to work on the printer. I have it connected via USB.”


“Theoretically, could someone else have connected to your printer
without your knowledge?” Olivia continued questioning in a calm, rational
manner. 


Hesitating, Lisa thought that through before her shoulders
lifted in an uncertain shrug. “Maybe? I mean, I never check the printer
connection unless it’s giving me trouble for some reason. But even if they did,
how did they get into my room and retrieve it? Like I said, there’s only two
keys to the room that I know of.” 


“It could be someone else on maintenance actually is using
her printer, they’re just bringing a laptop or something with them to connect
with,” Donovan proposed, head tilting in consideration. “But why go through the
effort of setting up the sister?”


A good question—one I didn’t have an answer to. 


“Ms. Thompson, I’d like to confiscate your printer and dust
it for prints, get it properly examined,” Olivia informed her, retrieving the
note to slip it back into the folder. “It will make our lives easier if you
surrender it willingly instead of forcing me to get a warrant for it.”


“Please take it.” Lisa displayed both hands as if urging her
to go now. “If it will help clear anything up, I’m happy for you to take it.
It’s just a cheap printer anyway.” 


“I’ll do that, thank you. One final question. Does Alice
have any sort of mental illness?”


Lisa went very still, her mouth tightening. “That’s….”


“I can and will request her medical records, Ms. Thompson,”
Olivia said, sounding more and more like the police captain she was. “So just
answer the question.”


“She’s got an anxiety disorder,” Lisa grudgingly answered,
“but she has medication for it. And she’s good about taking it.”


“Truth,” I said, puzzled. “Or at least, the truth as she
knows it.” 


“I understand. Thank you.” 


Donovan let the walkie-talkie fall to his side as Lisa
Thompson walked out of the room. “I don’t think anxiety makes you shoot
people.”


“I would damn well hope not,” I said with a brief shudder, “considering
how many people have anxiety. Whatever is going on here, Lisa doesn’t know
about it. Alright, so not Alice, not Lisa. Maybe Chase? Although if little
brother didn’t do it, I don’t know where else to look. The other maintenance
guys?”


“They’d be my next best guess, as they had access to the
building,” Donovan agreed. “Jon, you really can’t read anything that’ll help us
here?”


“Eh, not so much,” I answered absently, still thinking hard
on who else it could possibly be. Chen didn’t seem to think his coworkers had
anything to do with it, though they would likely still be questioned. “The
problem is I don’t always know the right questions to ask. I can’t always read
a person’s lines well enough to guess at every little shady thing they’ve
done.”


“You just get a feeling they’ve done something bad.” Donovan
gave a slight hum as he thought, shifting his weight back and forth on his
feet. “Let’s see if little brother fits the bill.” 


Chase Thompson possessed his sisters’ general coloring but
otherwise didn’t look a thing like them. He ran more towards fat, his clothes
ill-fitting, with a general hang-dog expression on his face that made him look
more like a sullen teenager than a twenty-year-old. He slouched into the chair
with a grunt. “I’m not in trouble, Alice said.” 


Donovan quirked a brow at me, jerking a thumb at the kid in
question. 


I made a face. “You know that term ‘wishy-washy?’ You’re
looking at the definition.”


Nodding, Donovan said blandly, “Got it.”


“Mr. Thompson.” Olivia folded her hands together on top of
the table, leaning toward him slightly. “I’ll ask you a few straight questions;
just answer them honestly and we’ll be done in no time. Did you send those
notes to your sister Alice?”


Alarmed, Chase frantically shook his head. “Hell no.”


I signaled for the walkie-talkie. “Truth. In fact, the idea
scares him.”


“Do you know who did?”


“It was that Chen guy, Alice said.”


“That wasn’t what I asked, Mr. Thompson. Do you know for a
fact who did?”


“Well, no,” he begrudgingly answered. “But Alice is sure
it’s him.”


“It really, really isn’t,” Olivia said flatly. “Your sister
shot an innocent man. She’ll stand trial for that. Now, next question. Do you
have access to Lisa’s dorm room?”


“Uh,” Chase didn’t understand the point of that question at
all. His expression portrayed complete confusion, but he answered, “No. Why?”


“Truth.” I had the distinct feeling we were barking up the
wrong tree. Even if Chase Thompson had the brains to go criminal—and I doubted
that—he wouldn’t have the guts to go through with it. 


“One final question, Mr. Thompson. Your sister Alice has a
mental illness. What kind?”


“Uh, dunno about mental illness, but she’s got anxiety. Oh,
but she’s got meds for it. Mom calls me once a day to make sure she takes it.”


Interesting. Chase also believed his sister had anxiety, no
lie there, but Lisa said her sister was good about taking her medication. Now
Chase claimed he was responsible for making sure she took it? Something didn’t
quite jive there. 


“Thank you, Mr. Thompson. We’ll be in touch with any further
questions.”


“Sure.” Uneasy, Chase stood and quickly vacated the room,
the metal door swinging shut with a clang behind him. 


Olivia turned in her chair to face me through the mirror
again. Donovan switched it so she could actually see through. “What do you
think, Jon?”


“Not our guy. Not any of the siblings.” A thought occurred
and I asked, “Where does the mother live, anyway?”


“Memphis, according to her children. Bit far of a drive to
be involved with this,” Olivia answered. “Believe me, I had the same thought,
but it doesn’t look like the mother is involved.”


Sighing, I let the idea ago. I had to agree. A three-hour
drive would deter the mother—assuming she had somehow learned what was going
on. None of her children had told her, at least, but parents had ways of
finding things out. 


“I’d say the letters were just a bad prank if they hadn’t
led Alice to shooting someone. They were honest about not knowing anything
about the notes. I gathered the impression Chase really did just buy whatever
line Alice fed him, hook, line and sinker. Not a deep thinker, Chase.”


“Years of living with a dominating, bossy sister likely has
something to do with that,” Olivia agreed with a sigh. “Well, this was not as
enlightening as I thought it would be. I’ll arrange interviews with the other
maintenance workers and call you back in for them, Jon.”


“Sure. Just let me know when you need me.” 


Donovan clicked off the walkie-talkie, then moved around me
in the narrow confines of the room to open the door. 


Starting my campaign to subtly flirt with him, I gave him a
teasing smile as I stepped through the door, deliberately moving a little too
close so I brushed up against him. “Such a gentleman.”


His eyes crinkled up in the corners in a silent laugh, a
happy spark zinging through his meridian line. “Anytime, handsome.”


Chuckling, I stepped free into the open hallway, then
stopped dead as my eyes locked on Solomon. Detective Dick had not left as his
captain had, but instead waited on us, his arms crossed defensively over his
chest and a hard look on his face. Dark circles framed his cold brown eyes, his
black hair looked almost greasy, and his clothes appeared rumpled. I had a
feeling he hadn’t gone to bed last night or showered this morning. Dealing with
people who’d pulled an all-nighter was never fun, but Solomon could be as
pleasant as a grizzly bear with a toothache.


“So you take over my case, discredit me in front of the
captain, and then flirt like everything’s fine and dandy?” Solomon demanded in
his chain-smoker’s voice. 


“You wouldn’t be caught with your pants down if you had just
answered the damn phone,” I snapped back at him. “I tried to tell you Chen was innocent,
I even tried to submit evidence to show you when you wouldn’t do me the fucking
professional courtesy of listening to a voicemail. You blocked me at every
turn. So don’t take that tone with me. You made this bed all on your own.”


“Maybe I don’t appreciate having a delicate little princess
like you walking all over my cases. What, you finally got someone else to open
a door for you?” An odd look on his face, he stopped and turned his gaze to Donovan.
“What the hell are you doing?”


“Smile, you’re on camera,” Donovan informed him cheerfully. 


“The hell?” Solomon’s comprehension took a moment to kick
in, likely because of the sleep deprivation. “You’re recording this?”


“See, the thing is, it’s always been Jon’s word against
yours,” Donovan explained patiently, keeping the phone’s camera trained on
Solomon. “I’ve heard the war stories. But that ends today. I can handle
electronics just fine, and every time you two talk, I’m going to make sure a
camera is pointed in your direction. So keep talking, Detective Solomon. Let’s
hear what you really think.”


Snarling out a foul curse that I personally wouldn’t want
recorded, Solomon turned on his heel and stomped away from us, descending the
stairs with alacrity. 


Donovan calmly stopped the camera and pocketed it before
giving me the most patently false, wide-eyed look of innocence to ever grace a
person’s face. 


I grinned up at him, congratulating myself all over again
for demanding this man be hired. Best decision I’d ever made. “You’re my
favorite.”


“Does that mean you’re buying me lunch?”


“For getting rid of Solomon, it seems like a small way to
repay the favor, but sure. I’ll buy you lunch.” 
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For lunch, we chose a place called Little Italy. Appropriately
named, as the food melted in the mouth. The restaurant was nothing more than a
hole in the wall but it offered an outdoor back patio shaded by trees, giving
me a safe place to sit outside, away from all the electronics in the
restaurant. 


After we put in our orders for food, Donovan sat back and
gave an exaggerated look around the patio. “Do you know every restaurant in Nashville
with outdoor seating?”


“I’m as bad as a dog owner,” I admitted frankly, a lopsided
grin on my face. “I really do.” 


“Makes sense, I guess,” he allowed. 


Uncertainty flashed through his meridian line, then he
looked away from me, pulling something out of the bottom pocket on his cargo
pants. I’d known he had something in there, but Donovan routinely wore cargo
pants and stuffed every conceivable thing into them, so I had no idea what he
might have squirreled away. He was worse than a magpie. 


The last thing I expected was a small box, the kind that
usually held a watch or jewelry, made of wood. He handed it to me with a small
smile. “This is my way of saying thanks.”


I accepted the box a little gingerly, not sure how to accept
a gift I wasn’t sure I deserved. “Thanks? Isn’t that my line?”


Shaking his head, his smile widened a notch, those
incredible eyes of his warming like antique gold. “I’ve never felt more welcome
anywhere in my life. It’s your doing. You made sure people see me the way you see
me. It’s a priceless gift, Jon. I don’t think this is enough to really express
that, but it was the only thing I could think of.”


Well, sure, I wanted him to feel welcome. I didn’t want him
to leave. But more than that, it grated when people made some very shallow
assumptions and didn’t try to see the man beneath the scars. I wanted to argue the
point but sensed it wouldn’t go over well. Besides, curiosity got the better of
me. Just what had he bought? 


The wooden casing had hinges, so I popped up the top and stared
down in bemusement at the watch inside. It looked amazing, really, one of those
sleek chrome and wood watches with a stylistic leather band. But…a watch.
Watches and I did not have a favorable history together. 


No doubt reading the look on my face, he explained, “It’s a
mechanical watch. No electricity, I promise, it’s safe for you.” 


“Mechanical watch?” I parroted blankly. I’d never heard of
such a thing.


“It uses the movement of your arm to coil the spring inside,
which keeps the watch running,” he explained, reaching around me to pull the
watch free of the box. “You have to wind it up a little in the morning, or so
the instructions said, but then it’s good for twenty-four hours. After about a
week of wear it will keep perfect time, as long as you wear it consistently
throughout the day and wind it up occasionally when it needs an extra boost.”


Heat radiated through my chest, and for a moment I felt
breathless. If he was like this as a friend, this thoughtful, this sweet, what
would he be like as a lover? The question reverberated through my mind,
echoing, and the craving I had for him intensified. 


I had to clear my throat to be able to speak, and even then,
the words came out husky. “I had no idea these existed. It’s my first watch
ever. Thank you.”


Taking my hand, he put the watch on himself, a grin blooming
over his face and lifting his eyes. His aura glowed nearly blindingly in
happiness, even with my glasses on, but I didn’t even think of looking away
from him. 


“You like it?”


“I love it. I really can’t short it out?”


“All mechanical, I double checked,” he swore, hands
lingering as he adjusted the watch to sit comfortably on my wrist. 


Feeling those warm, callused hands on my skin made my gut
tighten. He was closer than usual, close enough to feel the heat of his skin
radiating, close enough I could smell his cologne. The impulse to touch him in
turn rose sharply, nearly dizzyingly so. I wanted to kiss him so badly. 


Stop it, me, don’t jump him. He’s lusting after someone else;
you haven’t won him yet. Don’t make assumptions just because he gave you a very
thoughtful gift. 


Focusing on the watch before I did something stupid, I
tilted it a little to glint off the sunlight. The craftsmanship was amazing,
open glass allowing me to see all the gears inside. It looked a little
Steampunk, which made my inner geek happy. “This is so cool. How did you even
find this?”


“Google,” he answered seriously, immensely pleased by my
reaction. Sitting back, he watched as I admired my gift. “You never thought to
search for a watch you could wear?”


“My Google-fu is weak,” I admitted. “Google Home has only
been around three years, and while I can navigate the web using it, I’m not all
that comfortable with it. I didn’t grow up with computers like everyone else
did.” 


“Makes sense,” Donovan allowed. “I knew they existed. I had
a cousin who drooled after one for a while. He’s one of those off-the-grid
people who likes to be totally self-sufficient. I didn’t know if it would be
safe for you, so I asked the store clerk about three million questions first. He
finally pulled up a diagram and explained exactly how they worked just to shut
me up.”


Picturing the scene in my head, I laughed. “I’m sorry I
missed it. Are the instructions in the box?”


“Yup, I left them in there. Don’t wind the watch today, I
already did it, and it’s bad to overwind them.”


Nodding, I heeded the warning and then decided to push my
luck. Setting the box on the table, I threw both arms around his neck, hugging
him a little awkwardly in our seated position. He didn’t seem to mind, his burly
arms immediately circling my waist. Maybe this other person he liked was easier
to be around, but I had one thing going for me: I could really see him. I had
an easier road map to this man’s heart, and I used that advantage without
compunction or hesitation. 


Against his ear, I whispered, “I want everyone to see you
the way I see you. If there was any justice in the world, I’d be able to share
my sight, just for a few seconds, but the best I can do is use very inadequate
words instead. I want you to be comfortable here, to be welcome, because I
don’t want you to leave.”


I heard him swallow hard. “Jon, I—”


The patio door opened, a rush of conversations and music
spilling out into the patio, signaling the return of our waitress. I
reluctantly pulled back, and not just because Donovan gave good hugs. He smelled
wonderful. What kind of body wash or cologne was he wearing? 


The waitress gave us a small wince, her smile apologetic.
“Sorry, gentlemen, didn’t mean to interrupt. Here’s your drinks and food.”


She thought she’d interrupted some romantic moment. Well,
the gift and hug would encourage anyone to think that. “That’s alright, thank
you. Smells great.”


“You let me know if you need anything,” she said in parting,
putting the tray under her arm as she retreated back inside the restaurant. 


I shifted my watch box to the side so I could dig into the
fettuccini alfredo. They made it really well here. A peek at Donovan’s aura
showed he felt immense delight and a strong desire to stay, so I judged the
interruption hadn’t done any damage. I wanted to leave him with the strong
impression that time spent with me meant enjoyment and good feelings. Human
nature could be trained very easily. If I could link my presence to happy
emotions, half the battle would be won. 


Maintaining it would be the hard part. 


We ate companionably for a moment. I’d learned to not try
and carry on a conversation with Donovan while he ate. The man was very serious
about his food. Then again, it probably took a lot to keep a body that big
moving. Only when he’d eaten most of his alfredo did he offer, “So what next? I
mean, do we just wait on Captain Livingston’s interviews?”


“I honestly don’t know how much further we need to
investigate,” I admitted frankly. “Technically, our job is done. We’ve cleared
our client’s name—he’s not going to have charges pressed against him, although
they still have that whole shooting trial to go through. I’ll continue to be
pulled in for interrogations as a lie detector, but that’s about it.”


This answer did not thrill my partner. “And how often do we
leave a mystery half solved?”


“More often than I care for,” I admitted with a one-shoulder
shrug. “Sometimes even with all of the psychic ability in the world, you just
don’t have enough clues to pursue anything. If you don’t ask the right
questions, you’re not going to get any answers. It’s a sad truth.” 


“But surely not in this case,” he objected. “We have lots of
evidence.”


“And most of it leads to dead ends. I’m not saying it’s
impossible to figure out what’s going on, just that we might not be the ones to
solve it.” I patted his forearm. “Captain Livingston will make sure we can
solve the mystery as much as possible. She’s a bulldog in human form. In the
meantime, we have other things we’re scheduled to do.”


“Some of those other interrogations Borrowman wanted you to
sit in on,” Donovan said in understanding. It bothered him, the idea of not
having an answer, but he let it go and finished his plate. “Ah, before I
forget, Mom wants you back over soon for dinner.”


This didn’t surprise me. Alani had taken a definite shine to
me, partially because I had devoured everything on my plate, partially because
I obviously thought highly of her family. “How about when I eat through all the
leftovers she sent home with me, I’ll come back for refills?”


Chuckling, he allowed, “Probably the smartest plan. My
sister wants to meet you too, so maybe aim for Sunday dinner again? She was out
of town last time and upset we didn’t wait for her.” 


“Sure,” I agreed easily. Sundays tended to be very quiet and
boring unless Skylar decided to drop in on me. I’d much prefer spending it with
Donovan’s family. “What about your brother?”


“He actually lives in Colorado.”


“Ah, that would make family dinners a little difficult.”


Our waitress came back out with a small white square cake
with a plain design and no candle in her hands, the sort to be shared by
couples. She put it on the table between us with a wink. “I have no idea what
you’re celebrating, but congratulations.”


Oh lord, she really did think we were a couple, didn’t she?


Donovan didn’t miss a beat. He put an arm around my
shoulders and beamed up at her. “Thank you. We’re celebrating our partnership.
A cake is what we needed.”


Pleased her gesture had gone over well, she smiled back.
“Are you? That’s lovely. I always find it unfair that gay men are the ones good
at the romantic gestures.” Turning to me, she teased, “I’m jealous of your
boyfriend.”


“It’s alright to be jealous,” I assured her, playing along.
Donovan apparently found this situation humorous, as did I, and I had no
intention of ruining the fun. “Good men are difficult to find, gay or straight,
and they break the mold after they’ve made one.”


“Don’t they just,” she bemoaned, a little theatrically.
“Well, enjoy. I’ll have your check at the register when you’re ready for it.”


“Thanks,” Donovan said again. 


As soon as the door closed behind her, he lost it, a hand
over his mouth to stifle his laughter. 


“We’re celebrating our partnership?” I quoted back at him,
biting back giggles, as giggles were not manly, even if watching him tickled my
humor bone badly. Why he found this so entertaining I had no idea. Of course,
part of me wanted it to be true, so it was harder to find it funny.


“Well, we are,” he managed, sounding a little strangled. He
wiped away a tear of mirth that lingered at the corner of his eye.


“Uh-huh, just not the partnership she thinks.” I rolled my
eyes before taking a fork to the cake. Yum, good cake. It had a strong lemon
flavor, which I liked. I’d always been a citrus person. “You’re apparently the
type to play with people’s perceptions and not straighten them out.”


“Now where’s the fun in that?” he asked innocently, also digging
into the cake. “Wow, that’s good.”


“Isn’t it?” I agreed, already on my third bite. 


“Besides,” he observed with a pointed look at me, “you didn’t
straighten her out either.”


“I never said I was a nice person,” I answered blithely,
going for the last corner piece with all the frosting. I might be a sugarholic.



Oddly, it seemed to please him that we’d been mistaken as a
couple. I couldn’t help but wonder why.





We spent the next day writing up reports. Donovan had an
errand to run and left ahead of me. I was just wrapping up the last report when
I heard a tap on the office door. I looked up and found Sho standing just
inside the doorway. “Hey.”


“Hey, just listened to your voicemail.” Sho leaned casually
against the doorjamb, one hand lifting to gesture as he talked. “That creepy
guy at the flower shop you asked me to track?”


“Yeah?” I had a bad feeling I knew where he was going with
this. 


“He’s never served time. Far as I can tell, he’s committed a
few misdemeanors, most of them…yeah, I’ll spare you the details. It’s fucking
creepy, I’ll leave it at that. But something of interest is, he’s currently
cyberstalking three women. According to his online history, he was tracking two
others—one of them being Marsha Brown.” 


My muscles went taut. “You’re sure? No, sorry, stupid
question. Any indication he’s done more than cyberstalk her?”


“Not yet, but I can confirm he’s leaving roses on the
doorstep of one of the girls he’s stalking. And that’s not a good sign. I have
CCTV footage of him doing it, enough to prove he’s guilty. I already called
Borrowman and gave him an update, but I wanted to give you a head’s up too.
You’re probably going to be pulled in for the interrogation on this guy.”


“Thanks, Sho. I’m glad you followed up so quickly. Keep me
updated, okay?”


“Sure thing.” With an analyst’s salute, he took
himself off again.  


Blowing out a breath, I stayed seated in my chair for a
moment. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? That he was stalking Marsha
Brown. Even if he wasn’t the one who killed her—and I knew for a fact he’d
killed someone—then maybe he saw who did. At least it was out of my
hands now. Borrowman was already informed of the connection, and I had no doubt
he’d ask me to sit in on the interrogation, but for today? I was done. 


I decided to knock off early, as I didn’t have anything else
scheduled until tomorrow morning. Having little food in the house except some
excellent leftovers, I took the trouble to go to Whole Foods, far from where I
lived, and picked up a few essentials. I shopped with Donovan’s actions from
yesterday still puzzling me. He’d almost been…flirting. 


No, I knew he was touchy-feely, maybe that wasn’t really
flirting for him. 


Although introducing me to family, and coming over for
dinner, and buying me a gift…no, I was thinking too deeply about this. He liked
someone and was not the type to dangle two lines into the water. He was being
friendly with me, that was all.


Dropping my keys and glasses off near the back door, I
navigated into the kitchen and put groceries away. Some ingredients I kept out for
barbecue. It would take a while to cook, so I’d better start it now if I wanted
it later. I had the pans out, the meat half out of the package, when the
obvious question occurred to me: who did Donovan like?


He’d given me no indication that he’d been out having fun in
the city. I knew that man’s schedule better than I did my own. At any given
point, he’d let me know where to find him if I needed him. Granted, part of
that was because he felt more secure if he knew where I would be in return, as
I was harder to track down. Never having had a partner before who gave two
shits about me, I’d been pleased and flattered he took such measures, but was
that normal? I had no way of really knowing. People didn’t share details like
that with me. 


So if he wasn’t playing outside of work, when and where had
he met someone? And how was he spending enough time to really work that angle,
considering he spent most of his free time with me? 


It couldn’t possibly be me he liked…could it? My heart
nearly leapt out of my chest at just the possibility. Was I reading too much
into his behavior? I’d been alone for five years, and no matter how many times
I told myself I was fine, loneliness still nagged at me. I wanted someone with
me. Was I latching too quickly onto Donovan because of that? Was I reading
things into his behavior that weren’t there? My eyes weren’t infallible, I knew
that. Had I misread something? 


My front windows shattered in a spray of glass and I hit the
floor, instinctively using my counter as cover. What the hell?!


Another window broke and shattered, the report of a gun
firing outside. I heard a lot of screams as people on the sidewalks ran for
cover. Shit. Who was shooting at my place? 


My heart raced a million miles an hour, the beat loud in my
ears, and my adrenaline kicked in hot and hard. It took me a second to think,
really think, of what to do. I trusted the people outside would call the cops. With
that angle covered, I wasn’t even worried about dialing 911. There was only one
person in the world I wanted coming for me. 


Gamely, I crawled along the floor, avoiding any glass spray
that had managed to travel this far along the tile. When I reached the kitchen
wall, I looked up at the mounted phone. Damn, that looked as tall as Mount
Everest right now. 


The shooter put another bullet into my front counter. They
seemed to space out their shots a little, at least by two or three seconds. Did
that give me a window of opportunity to snatch the phone down? I didn’t know,
but just sitting here like a duck ready to be pot-shot didn’t seem like the
best plan. 


Dammit, why had I left my gun in the glove compartment of
the car? I couldn’t retrieve it now. That would mean going through the hallway,
and the front door displayed the open hallway right to the back door. I’d have
no cover in there, and the shooter would have a direct line of sight.


Sending up a prayer, I balanced on the balls of my feet,
still crouching, and waited. The echo of the next shot still hung in the air
when I sprang up, snatched the rotary phone off the wall, and yanked it down. I
tried not to handle the thing much, despite the EMP protection under the hard
plastic, but needs must in this situation. Setting it on the ground, I quickly
dialed Donovan’s number, my fingers shaking a little. 


Shit, I wasn’t going into shock, was I? With as many times
as people had attacked me, I should be used to it by now. 


“Hey, Jon.”


“I’m being shot at,” I blurted out. Fuck, I didn’t mean to
start off with that.


I could hear something crash, and his next words sounded curt,
hard, as if he’d just slipped into a military mindset. “You’re at home?”


“Yeah. Behind the kitchen counter. They haven’t hit me yet—”
I winced and ducked a little tighter to the ground with the next shot, cradling
the receiver in both hands. The floor felt very cold under the bare skin of my
arms, but I hugged it tightly, keeping my profile as low as possible. “No idea
who the shooter is. I didn’t get a look before they broke out my front window.”


“You listen to me. If you have good cover, don’t move.
Don’t try to do anything heroic. I’m five minutes out.” The sound changed
as he switched from handheld to Bluetooth, and I heard his engine as he gunned
it. 


“Trust me, I hate being shot at, I ain’t moving.” 


The line abruptly went dead, and I swore again. Had a stray
bullet hit my telephone line outside, or had Donovan’s phone dropped the call?
Could be either. I really, really wanted to know who was shooting and why. Was
I the target? With as many criminals as I’d helped put away, that was entirely
possible, but how did they know where I lived? 


No, stupid question. I drove a very unique vehicle.
Following me from work would be a piece of cake. 


Okay, different question. Was I really the target or just
getting stray fire? Not that I could think of any reason why my neighbors would
be fired at, but it was still an option. I couldn’t tell from behind the
counter and wasn’t curious enough at this point to poke my head out. I’d seen this
play out once at the county fair. They’d had a shooting booth with turkeys that
would pop out and get their heads blown off. I fancied I was smarter than a
paper turkey and kept my head down. 


It felt like an eternity as I lay there with my arms over my
head. Although what the hell good was that going to do, really? I mean, arms were
flesh, and flesh didn’t really stop bullets. So that meant if a bullet somehow
got through all the wood, and then through my arm, wouldn’t it continue through
my head? It would, wouldn’t it? Damn, that was a terrifying thought. I didn’t like
that thought. What the hell, brain? Work with me, here. Let’s not send myself
into a panic attack. Where the hell was Donovan? Police? I wanted sirens;
sirens would be good right now. 


My breath quickened faster and faster, my heartbeat so loud
in my ears I could barely make out the gunfire. I was trained for situations
like this, I really was, but the memory of the last time I’d been shot at kept
ricocheting through my skull. Mouth open, I forced myself to focus on
something. Anything to keep my head in the game before I sent myself into a
panic attack. Since the gunfire was definitely the loudest elephant in the
room, I focused on it. They’d fired ten times already, right? No, eleven. Eleven
times. The next shot, high and in the counter, made me flinch. 


Twelve.


Another shot. The sound barked loudly, impacting in my
counter with a splinter of wood and shattered tile. They’d clipped the backsplash
on that one, and slivers of tile flew off in every direction. 


Nothing but wood separated me from the shooter. If they fired
lower, just two feet lower and to the left, they’d hit me dead on. But there
was nothing sturdier for me to hide behind that didn’t involve crawling out in
the open to retrieve it. Would I be seriously hit this time? 


Would I even make it out of here alive? 


Another gun fired, a different report. Glass shattered that,
for once, wasn’t attached to my place. My ears perked as I caught a squeal of
tires, the sound of a car coming off a curb with a scrape of a metal exhaust
hitting pavement, and then the car speeding away. Did I dare assume my Green
Lantern was on scene?


I dared to unclench, then focused on breathing. Breath in.
Breath out. The adrenaline left me high and shaky, a bad rush of endorphins,
and it took three tries before I could roll up to my knees. 


I’m okay. Listen, survival instincts, I’m okay. Get your act
together. Donovan is going to be here any minute, as well as the police, and they’ll
want a statement. You can curl up in a ball somewhere and cry and get drunk
later. 


Another small eternity crept by before footsteps pounded up
the sidewalk, crunching over the broken glass. 


“JON?!”


I jerked upright, not daring quite yet to poke my head above
the counter. I still considered the kitchen to be the safest place at the
moment, but I knew that voice. Donovan sounded terrified and ready to murder
something at the same time. 


I called back as strongly as I could, “I’m here!”


Heavy boots crunched across broken glass, approaching
through the shattered front door. “Where are you?”


“Coming out of the kitchen,” I answered, not wanting him to
accidentally shoot me. He sounded really spooked, and with his military
training, he would probably shoot to kill on instinct. I levered myself up,
careful to avoid the glass sprayed across the floor, looking for him as I
moved. 


In three seconds he was on me, his free hand searching as
much as his eyes for injuries. His protective line and fear line radiated in
overdrive, blindingly bright without my sunglasses. I caught his hand and
soothed in a shaky voice, “I’m okay, I’m okay. Nothing hit me.”


He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and hauled me into
the tightest, most encompassing hug I’d ever experienced. His head bent to rest
right next to mine, his whole body sheltering me from the world. “Don’t do that
to me,” he pleaded in a hoarse whisper. “You scared ten years off my life. Some
maniac shows up to shoot at you, you fucking call me first.”


“I did,” I promised him, returning the hug just as tightly.
I felt safer in that moment than if I’d been surrounded by a Kevlar body suit.
He felt incredibly nice and warm too. “You’re faster than a nine-one-one response
team.”


He pulled back to stare intently into my eyes. “Are you
going into shock?”


“Maybe a little?” I honestly didn’t know. I just felt cold,
and I liked him pressed up against me. The shock could wait. I had a burning
question that needed an answer first. “Did you see who the shooter was?”


“Big bulky hoodie, but I think it was a woman. I got the
license plate number.” He turned his head as sirens sounded outside, expression
going hard. “About fucking time.”


Normally Donovan was this big teddy bear, huggable and
sweet. I literally saw him go grizzly bear right in front of my eyes. Oh crap. I’d
known intellectually that he’d been an MP and special forces, but seeing his
attitude go so obviously hard and uncompromising actually sent a shiver down my
spine. I hadn’t even done anything wrong and still felt this instinctive urge
to apologize. 


He took my hand in his, grip firm, and holstered the gun at
the back of his waist. Nearing the door, two uniforms burst in, guns drawn, and
I helpfully raised my free hand to indicate I wasn’t the one running around
causing trouble. 


“Shooter’s gone,” Donovan said, his tone black and enraged.
“You’re about two minutes too late to either stop or catch her.” 


Not the tone you wanted to use on cops. They bristled
immediately, hackles rising at this open challenge. 


“And I suppose you can describe her?” one of them asked, his
wide face settling into a very bulldog look. 


“License plate number Yankee Zero Five Three Papa Charlie
Echo,” he barked back, his hold on me tightening to the point of pain.


I soothed his arm with my hand, trying to gentle him down,
and he eased up a little. Still, I could tell he wasn’t going to let me out of
his sight anytime soon. Anger and protective instincts warred for dominance
within him.


The cop’s partner might not like the attitude either, but he
immediately got on the horn and reported the license plate number through the
radio. 


For the first time, the older cop took a good look at me and
his eyes widened. “Shit. Jonathan Bane?”


“That’s me.” It took me a second, but he looked familiar to
me too. Shock messed with the memory, apparently. “Didn’t you help us haul Jake
Turner’s body out of that dump site about three months ago?”


“Yeah, that was me.” His attitude did a 180. “Shit, shit,
shit, Captain Livingston is going to have an ulcer over this. I’m McKay, this
is Esposito. Sir, you’re not hurt anywhere, are you?”


“I don’t think so?” I looked down at myself blankly,
honestly unsure. 


Donovan looked only partially mollified at their new
appreciation for my safety, downgrading from grizzly bear to just bear. “He’s
fine. I don’t think there’s even a scratch on him. The shooter wore a large
hoodie, but the figure looked female, and she stood about five-foot-six. She
shot a Glock—”


“You saw the gun that well?” McKay interrupted, not
disbelieving, but needing to verify. 


“No, but it makes a very distinctive sound. I heard it
clearly enough as she got off one more shot before I could stop her. She flew off
in a white Chevy pickup, older model, and I blew the back window out.”


“Uh, sir?” McKay obviously didn’t want to ask this question
but gamely did it anyway. “You mean you returned fire?”


Without a word, Donovan reached for his gun, leaving it in
the holster as he removed it and handed it over. “You can have it for evidence
and testing, but I want it back.” 


“This is Donovan Havili, my partner at Psy,” I introduced
belatedly. Stupid shock. “He’s authorized to fire in situations like this.”


“Oh,” McKay said, relieved he wouldn’t have to wrestle
Donovan into handcuffs. I didn’t blame him; that wouldn’t have ended well.
“Good to know, thank you. Ah, if you could slip the gun into this bag for me?
Thanks. Mr. Havili, Mr. Bane, I need to take you down to the station and get
statements. I swear, we’ll clean up a little here after we get the guys through,
and I’ll make sure someone puts boards up to keep thieves out.”


That all sounded fine, but I had more to be aware of than
that. “My oven is going. Let me turn that off. Can I pack a bag?”


“Not tonight, sir,” McKay apologized. “But I’ll make sure
you can come back in the morning and collect a few things until we can fully
process the scene.”


I’d have to make do, then. Although I had no idea where I
could possibly stay. Psy’s meditation room, maybe? There was a bed in there and
a bathroom with a shower in the back of the office. 


“Don’t be stupid,” Donovan muttered to me. “You’re staying
with me.”


I was? Wait, how had he read that thought off my face so
well? “I appreciate the thought, really, but that’s going to put the
electronics in your house in jeopardy—”


He cut me off, eyes glittering, jaw working under strong
emotion. The protective line in him burned like a live wire. I’d never seen it
stronger. “The whole house can burn down as far as I’m concerned,” he said in a
soft tone that had the impact of a meteor. “You’re not sleeping apart from me
until we catch her. Am I clear, Bane?”


I didn’t dare argue with him right now. I didn’t know what
the consequences would be, and I didn’t want to know. “Crystal.”
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An ambulance had been automatically dispatched, although
thankfully no one had been hurt. Some of the pedestrians on the streets now
sported scratches from flying glass shards, and some of the shop employees were
in shock, but no one had been hit. The EMT cleared me pretty quickly. She said
I wasn’t in shock, just a little shaken up, which made perfect sense under the
circumstances. People joked that I got shot at all the time but, really, it
wasn’t that often. Not often enough for me to get used to it. 


For that matter, I didn’t want to be used to it,
thank you very much. 


I was only allowed to get my sunglasses and keys before we
went to the precinct, where I spent a lovely hour being grilled on what had happened,
on who might want to shoot at me, etcetera. I pointed out laconically that they
would know as well as I did who would want me hurt, which for some reason
didn’t make anyone happy with me.


Near ten o’clock, they gave up getting any immediate answers
and released me. One of the uniforms followed us in Donovan’s truck and then
promised we’d have a security detail outside the house all night. That relieved
me. I felt better for the protection. 


Donovan’s little house sat in the old Green Hills neighborhoods,
a street over from his parents—not ten minutes away from where I lived in good
traffic. It looked small, and definitely under construction. A large dumpster sat
parked in the driveway with wood and discarded building materials sticking out
of it. He’d said he had been renovating the place, and I could believe it,
judging from all the supplies and sawdust everywhere. I expected a disaster
zone on the inside, but when I walked in, I found that not to be the case. The
floor in the living room looked new, the walls primed for a coat of paint, and
no furniture in sight. The living room opened into the dining room, which had a
small table and four chairs, and I caught a glimpse of a newly redone kitchen.
At least, I assumed the house hadn’t come with granite countertops and stainless-steel
appliances. He must have been renovating room by room and cleaning up after
himself. 


“How about a shower?” he asked me, voice low and gentle.
“Are you hungry?”


“I could eat,” I allowed, my stomach giving a petulant
rumble. “I haven’t had anything since lunch.”


“I’ll call my mom, then.”


I balked, throwing up both hands. “Wait, wait, you do not
call your mother at ten at night to feed me.”


He put a patronizing hand on my shoulder, his expression one
of abject pity. “Jon. Did you not understand after meeting her? Feeding someone
is not just an expression of affection for that woman, it’s her way of making
sure everyone’s safe and happy. You’re not either at the moment, and if I don’t
let her know that, and at least let her feed you, she will skewer me. I don’t
want to die this young. Let me live, okay?”


“No, but—” I protested instinctively, not sure what else to
say, just talking. I’d been very strictly raised to not be an imposition to
other people. I sucked at it most of the time, because I needed more help than
the average person, but that didn’t mean I expected to be served hand and foot.
I already inconvenienced people so much I balked at being even more of a
burden. 


He shook a finger at me. “No buts.”


“There needs to be a ‘but’ here,” I denied, shaking my head.
“We can always call for a pizza or something—”


“Wow, you really want me dead, don’t you?” he teased. 


I knew he was teasing, I did, but I flinched. The very last
thing I wanted was Donovan dead or hurt. 


“Whoa, I’m joking.” His large hands slid around me, pulling
me into his chest, and I didn’t fight it. 


My emotions jumped all over the place, adrenaline still
chasing through my system, so I felt jittery and sensitive. It felt good to
just lean against him, let him ground me for a minute. My arms went around his
waist and up, my hands splayed over his shoulder blades. It was hard to keep
myself from latching on like a limpet. 


Those big hands smoothed up and down my spine as he spoke
softly near my temple, his breath stirring my hair. “Sorry, I forget you’re not
hardened to people shooting at you. Not that I want you to be used to that.”


“I don’t either,” I confessed against his shirt, burrowing in
a little more. Now that the crisis was over, the emotions were hitting me hard.
I’d put my feet back under me in a minute. I’d stand again without his support
and I’d be fine. I just needed a second. Just this second, and then I’d be
alright. 


He didn’t say anything more, just gave me that second to
pull myself back together. When I didn’t feel like I’d fly apart anymore, I
made myself take a half-step back, taking and releasing a shuddering breath. I
felt better for it, so I dragged in another deep breath and only then looked up
at him. My hands lingered at his waist for a moment before I forced them down
and away. 


Donovan looked straight into my eyes and I realized I had
one hundred percent of his attention. There was something amazing and humbling
about that, that this man would choose to spend all of his energy on me. In
that moment I wanted to latch onto him so badly my hands shook with the desire.
But I didn’t want to come on too strongly and scare him away, so I restrained
myself.  


When he judged me steady enough, Donovan ushered me silently
into the very small bathroom. Only in the fifties did they make bathrooms this
small. And pink. Pink tile should not be a thing, ever. Apparently, he hadn’t
renovated it yet. Although it looked spotlessly clean, I had to give him that.
My own bathroom wasn’t this clean. He showed me where towels and such were and
then promised he’d put some sweats outside the door for me. 


Sweats. Donovan’s sweats. Even with a drawstring, I didn’t
imagine this would go well. 


Still, my own clothes stank of sweat, probably had glass
shards caught in the fabric, and I wanted a shower. So I stripped and got into
the tub, pleased with the water pressure, and spent ten minutes just letting
the hot spray pound against my neck and shoulders, easing the tension there. I
felt considerably more human when I climbed back out again. As I cracked open
the door to grab the sweats, I heard a snatch of Donovan on the phone. 


“—yeah he’s shook up. I don’t blame him. I’m still shaking,
honestly. It scared twenty years off my life seeing that crazy woman shooting
up his place. No, not a scratch on him, I promise. He was smart enough to keep
his head down until I could get there. Mom, really wish I had an answer to
that, but we’re not sure who it was. I got the license plate number, at least;
they have something to track her down with. Yup. Oh hell no, he’s not going
anywhere without me for the foreseeable future. There’s a policeman parked out
front watching the house for tonight. Yes, ma’am. I don’t know how much of an
appetite he has, but he didn’t eat anything since lunch, and he said he was
hungry, so—”


I let the voice cut off as I pulled back into the bathroom
and changed into the sweats. I had to roll the cuffs three times, draw in the
string as tight around the waist as possible, and then roll the waistband twice
to make sure it would stay up. The big Army shirt dwarfed me. I felt like a five-year-old
playing dress-up in Daddy’s clothes. I’m not a particularly short man, I’m of
average height. Donovan was just ridiculously huge. 


My watch I put back on, because it would be a cold day in
hell before I lost that. 


I nearly put the sunglasses back on, but I’d grabbed the
dark shades to help protect my senses after the shooting, and they weren’t the
right ones for indoors. I’d track down my medium shades in a minute. When I
stepped out of the bathroom, I rolled my towel and dirty clothes up into a wad
and put them into the first hamper I saw, tossing the sunglasses onto the bed.
Donovan was no longer on the phone, at least, but he made noise moving around
in the kitchen and I followed my ears as I tracked him down. 


Hearing him tell his mother how scared he had been made me
want to joke, ease his tension, so I had a wise crack on my lips as I rounded
the corner and stepped into the dining room. “I think this is what the girls
call a ‘boyfriend shirt.’”


He finished plugging his cell phone in to charge and turned
to glance at me. The glance turned into an outright stare, his eyes taking me
in from head to toe, and I couldn’t mistake the expression in his eyes or the
way his meridian lines flared with emotion. Happiness, lust, want,
possessiveness all signaled like fireworks. 


“Wait, it’s me?” I blurted out, stunned and ridiculously
happy at the same time. 


Donovan didn’t pretend to misunderstand. A little
defensively, he said, “You can see it, can’t you?”


“Hell yeah.” 


I probably looked like a lunatic, but I couldn’t stop the smile.
I bounced to him and threw both arms around his neck, pulling him down enough
that I could kiss him. Warm lips, the taste of a man, breath mingling with mine,
it all sucked me in. I hadn’t kissed anyone in years, and I’d almost forgotten
how much I enjoyed it. Startled, he didn’t respond immediately, but I
persisted, and two seconds later found myself lifted up by strong hands under
my thighs. 


I felt somewhat disoriented but knew he wouldn’t drop me.
Cold stone pressed up against me through the seat of the sweats, and I realized
he’d set me on the counter, evening out our height so he could kiss me without
ducking down. Then he kissed me back in earnest, hot tongue darting out to
tangle with mine. He consumed me—there was no other way to describe it—his
hands pulling me in tightly against him. I kissed him just as fervently, trying
to give as good as I got. 


Some small eternity later, he pulled back to breathe, his lips
moist, eyes nearly black with hunger. A shiver raced up my spine; I’d never had
a man look at me like that before. 


But the flash of uncertainty stopped me. He didn’t
understand why I’d just jumped him, and from his perspective, it likely didn’t
make sense. I didn’t want him to doubt me or my intentions, so I pressed in for
a quick, chaste kiss. 


“Hey, hey, shhh. I promise this isn’t just adrenaline. I
picked up a week ago that you were crushing on someone. I saw the energy for it
and saw it get stronger, but I didn’t know who. Remember, I can see emotions
and the impact it has on you, but those emotions don’t come with road maps or
labels.”


Donovan stopped, really looked at me, lust fading a little
as his brain clicked back online. “You’re telling me that for a week you’ve
known I liked someone but never once suspected it was you?”


“Hoped it might be me?” I offered tentatively, giving him my
best disarming smile. “I misread people sometimes, and with you there was a
very strong possibility of wishful thinking, so…”


His head sagged between his shoulders, just hanging for a
moment, although his hands never left my waist. “For a man who sees so much,
you’re sometimes so blind.”


Nodding, I didn’t try to argue. I really didn’t have a leg
to stand on. “I can be, sorry. It wasn’t until you saw me come out that the
emotions were clearly because of me, and I could read it all properly. So, um,
obviously I like you back?”


Snorting, he lifted his head, a grin taking over his face.
He looked entirely too smug. “The way you just jumped me told me that, yeah. I
should say…I didn’t plan for this. Honest. I had no intention of doing anything;
I mean you’ve had enough of an emotional rollercoaster today. I just wanted you
safe and with me.”


“I know,” I soothed, unable to stop touching him, smoothing
my hands up and down his very nice chest. “And I’m not sure how much I’m up for
today, honestly, but I do want to make something clear. Ever since I realized
you liked someone, I’ve been wrestling with some serious jealousy, and I
decided I wasn’t going down without a fight. So understand that when I say
this, I’m not just responding to you, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I
want to date you.”


He went luminous, brilliantly so, an incandescent flash of
sheer joy that stung my still sensitive senses. “Okay.”


“Just ‘okay?’” I teased him. 


“Really, really okay,” he whispered as he pressed back into
me, taking my mouth in the sweetest, most all-encompassing kiss I’ve ever
experienced. 


I re-thought my decision to not drag him into bed,
especially as my dick started to respond. Those big, warm hands on my naked
skin sounded deliciously enticing. Maybe we could—


The front doorbell sounded. Dammit, Donovan’s mother was
coming with food. I’d forgotten that completely. 


Donovan pressed one more quick kiss to my mouth before
pulling away to answer the door. He didn’t look that upset, but he also had to
pause to readjust himself, so I took it he was in the same situation as me. 


I quickly ran through a mental list of anti-erection footage,
calming enough for company, and then the obvious question screeched in. Did
Donovan’s parents even know their son was bi? Would they be alright with him
dating me? Hell, I hadn’t even thought to question that before now. 


Before I could ask, Donovan opened the door and greeted,
“Officer Keyes. Thanks, this is my mother.”


“Yes, sir, she said so, just making sure,” Keyes responded
patiently. “You go ahead, ma’am.”


“Thank you, Officer.” Alani’s words overlapped with plastic
rustling sounds. 


Oh heavens, how much food had she brought? I hopped off the
counter and went to greet her. “Alani.”


Shoving both plastic bags into Donovan’s hands, she reached
for me. Worry swirled around her like a mantel, mixed with affection and anger.
“Jon, you poor boy, you’ve had such an ordeal. Come here, let me look at you.
Are you wearing Don’s clothes?”


“They wouldn’t let me take anything of mine out tonight,” I
explained, letting her catch my head with both hands and look me over. I really
had been adopted, hadn’t I? I hoped that would make the news of me dating her
son go over better. “It’s fine. Thank you so much for the food. I didn’t want
to trouble you this late at night.”


She shushed me with a flap of her hand. “I’d rather know
what’s going on and make sure you have proper food in your stomach. You need a
good meal after what happened. Don, heat that up.”


“Yes ma’am,” he said, already heading for the kitchen. 


“Come sit with me in the dining room,” she directed, already
grabbing the back of my arm and towing me in the direction she wanted. “Don
said they don’t know who did the shooting, or why.”


“Complete mystery at the moment,” I admitted, sinking into one
of the wooden chairs. “Not that I expect it to stay that way for long. Captain
Livingston isn’t going to like this situation one bit, and I have enough
friends on the force that the shooter isn’t going to have much of a prayer to
escape. They’ll hunt her down like a rabid dog.”


“Good,” Alani responded fiercely. “Putting you through that
is bad enough, but when I think of all those other people she put in danger
too—it just makes me so mad. Thank you for being smart and keeping safe.”


“My gun was out in the car,” I admitted, “otherwise I would
have returned fire. Best I could do was call for my Green Lantern.”


Donovan snorted at this, grinning at me. “You really going
to call me that?”


“It’s your favorite superhero, isn’t it?” I teased, waggling
both eyebrows at him. 


Shaking his head, he crossed the kitchen in two steps before
catching the back of my head and planting a quick kiss against my forehead.
“You’re silly.”


I froze under him, alarmed he’d so casually done that in
front of his mother. I cast a quick glance at Alani. She certainly looked
startled, her eyes wide and a hand over her heart. But then she lit up. “Don!
When did this happen?”


“Ten minutes ago,” he answered, lingering, his hand ruffling
through the back of my hair. It felt really nice. “He asked me to date him.”


Obviously, Alani found no problem with this, as she sparked
like a Christmas tree with happiness and satisfaction. I blew out a low breath
of relief. An ugly scene was the last thing I needed on top of everything else
tonight, and apparently I wouldn’t get one. Strangely, I still felt some
irrational need to explain. “I, ah, didn’t realize at first that it was me he
liked. I put it together just now.”


“I’m so glad.” She pulled me in for a quick hug, her cheek
pressed against mine. “My son was crushing on you so hard, and you so obviously
adore him. I wanted you together. Your family won’t object, will they?”


“My family has been pushing me to ask him out since they met
him,” I answered drolly. “So, no.”


That made Donovan happy. Ignoring the beep of the microwave,
he queried, “Really? Is that why your stepdad was pushing you to make me your
anchor?”


“Part of it, yeah,” I admitted. 


Alani pointed an authoritative finger toward the microwave.
Hands raised in surrender, Donovan went to fetch my food. I would have gotten
it myself, but there were way too many electronics in that kitchen, and it
terrified me I’d bump into something. We shouldn’t have been making out in
there to begin with, really. Although I had the feeling even if I had killed an
appliance, Donovan would have taken it as a win. 


“Can you stay here until she’s caught?” Alani asked me
anxiously. 


“Of course he can,” Donovan assured her, placing a plate of
food in front of me. I didn’t recognize any of it and didn’t care, immediately
digging in. He took the chair near mine, his hand settling at the small of my
back as I ate. “Fortunately the house isn’t very hi-tech, so as long as he
avoids the kitchen, we should be fine.”


“I’ll call my family in the morning—” making a face, I
amended, “—or have Donovan call them in the morning and warn them not to go
near my place for a while. As long as I have some clothes, I’ll be set.”


“If that changes, you let me know,” she said. “I’ll clear
out some of the house and you can stay with us.”


The offer touched me deeply, and I caught her hand, giving
it a squeeze. “Thank you.”





Donovan proved to be one of those well-raised Southern
gentlemen. He put me in his own bed and slept on a blow-up mattress. I wouldn’t
have really minded sharing a bed with him, but there was no way two grown men
could really fit on his double bed, to start with, and we were still new enough
in the dating game it felt awkward to share a bed at this stage. I knew he liked
me, I could see it, but I was also terrified of screwing things up by pushing
the physical part of our relationship too quickly. 


We needed time. Donovan realized that too, I think; or maybe
he really didn’t want to push anything considering what I’d gone through today.
Either way, he didn’t make an issue of it, just made sure I was comfortable. Of
course, sleeping in a bed where the sheets smelled like my sexy boyfriend didn’t
exactly calm me down. Damn libido.


Sometime past midnight I finally fell asleep and woke up
late. The sun shone strong over the bed, heating my legs to an almost
uncomfortable degree, and the watch on my wrist declared it to be ten o’clock.
Being shot at and acquiring a boyfriend all in one evening apparently exhausted
me. 


Dragging myself out of the bed, I shoved sunglasses onto my
face and wandered out into the hallway and heard Donovan on the phone. 


“—yes sir, he’s fine. A little shook up, and who can blame
him? But physically fine. I really, really don’t want him to go to the office this
week, even with a police escort. Yes, sir.”


He must have been talking to Jim. Still feeling a little
sleepy, I shuffled my way over to him and plastered up against his back,
sliding both arms around his waist and snuggling in. He was just so warm and
smelled so nice I seriously contemplated going back to sleep right there. 


A large hand tangled with one of mine as he continued the
phone conversation. I felt a little dwarfed by him, as his hand was so much
larger than mine, but it felt good to have that contact. I struggled to recall
the last time I’d held hands with someone and failed. When Skylar was eight,
maybe? Donovan’s grip felt comforting, anchoring in a way I’d never experienced
with anyone else. 


It was decided. He needed to hold my hand from now on. 


“He just woke up. Want me to put him on speaker? Alright,
we’ll call in later, then. Bye.” Hanging up, Donovan carefully put the phone on
the table before turning in my embrace, pulling me into a loose hug. His hand
came up to ruffle through my bed hair, a warm smile on his face as he looked
down at me. “Morning.”


“Morning.” I adored the man’s easy displays of physical
affection. Every time he touched me like that, I felt completely cherished. It
was an addictive feeling. “You let me sleep late.”


“You obviously needed it. I called and cancelled the
interview we had scheduled for this morning, which everyone understood. I also
think it would be a good idea if you just laid low for the rest of the week,
didn’t make yourself any more of a target. Jim agreed with me, said it’s
perfectly understandable if you didn’t come back in until Monday. We probably
shouldn’t go back to my parents’ house Sunday like we’d planned, either. People
are going crazy trying to figure out who did the shooting yesterday. Captain
Livingston called earlier to report that Borrowman volunteered to take the
case. She said the vehicle, unfortunately, is a dead end; it was reported
stolen right before it turned up at your place. They found it abandoned a mile
away.”


“Isn’t that just my luck.” I didn’t feel all that surprised
to hear about the truck, but the news about Borrowman investigating made me
happy. It was good to have friends. “Did you already call my family?”


“Texted Skylar; she said she’d spread the word for me. Captain
Livingston said we’re cleared to go in and get some of your stuff as long as
Borrowman supervises. I think he wants to go through what happened with you
step by step anyway. She gave me that impression. You up for that?”


“Sure.” I didn’t say anything cheesy like ‘as long as you’re
with me,’ even though I was thinking it. Loudly. 


Maybe my face gave me away, as his expression softened,
golden-brown eyes understanding. “Yeah, I’ve got you. I’ll call Borrowman,
then. Not that you’re not cute in my stuff, but I assume you want to wear
clothes that actually fit at some point today.”


“That would be good, yeah. Maybe swing by my mom’s office
and assure her I’m in one piece, too. Otherwise she’ll hunt us down. Ah,
Donovan. Before we brave the world, I want to make sure we’re on the same
page.” I hated to ask, but I really needed to know. I took a half-step back so
I could look up into his face without getting a crick in my neck. “What’s your,
um, that is, what are you comfortable with in public?”


“Babe.” Donovan’s voice held a wealth of patience. “As long
as you don’t strip me naked and go down on me, I’m good.”


I nearly choked. That was a visual I didn’t need at the
moment. Wanted, certainly, but definitely didn’t need. “So, holding hands,
hugs, kissing, all good?”


“All good,” he assured me, stroking a hand over my cheek in
a gentle caress. I may have melted into a pile of goo. “Also, I really don’t
care who knows we’re together. If they have a problem with it, that’s their
problem. If they take that problem to you, I become theirs. Clear enough?”


“Crystal,” I assured him, unable to restrain a grin. I knew
Donovan had courage, a lion’s share of it, but apparently that courage applied
to every aspect of his life. An evil part of me hoped Detective Dick made it an
issue. I really wanted to see the beat-down that would follow. “You’re really
amazing, you know that?”


A flush stained his cheeks, and he couldn’t quite meet my
eyes for a moment. “I’ve never had anyone look at me the way you do. I think I
fell for you a little on that first day, although I was trying really hard not
to. I knew you could see it, for one thing, and I wasn’t sure if you’d be
interested. But you kept doing all these really sweet things for me. You’re
completely irresistible.”


“No one looks at me the way you do either,” I whispered
hoarsely. I didn’t know how to explain it to him—the way people forced
themselves to be patient when dealing with me, and how quickly that patience
evaporated. My previous boyfriend had lasted three months, and that was when I
was in college. The relationship was rocky from beginning to end, but I’d tried
so hard to make it work, desperate to prove that I could have someone in my
life. Donovan never made me feel lacking. He compensated for my weaknesses
naturally and didn’t make me feel like a burden because of them. 


“Something’s worrying you.” Donovan brushed his knuckles
against my cheek, focusing on me. “Something to do with me, I think. What?”


“You sure you’re not the psychic?” I deflected, half-joking.
Emotionally speaking, I was still a little raw, and not really in the mood to
confess everything on my mind. 


“Come on, babe, talk to me,” he encouraged, voice husky and
sweet. “We’re barely a day into dating. We have to start the good communication
skills now, or we’ll be screwed later.” 


He had a point there. Okay, me, man up. I lifted my chin and
looked him straight in the eye. “With us working together and dating, we’re
basically going to be joined at the hip. I’m worried it’ll be too much for you
at some point. Promise me, if you need to take a break, just say so. I’d rather
you take a long weekend than push yourself.” 


Donovan didn’t blithely promise it would all be fine. He
studied me for a minute, his eyes searching mine, then gave a slow nod. “All
couples need a break from each other now and again. It’s just how relationships
work. You’re worried you might be too much for me. Jon, I might well be too
much for you at some point. You think of that?”


I blinked at him. Actually, I hadn’t. 


His smile went crooked, a little sad, the meridian line over
his heart echoing old hurts. “I’m overbearing. I’m overprotective. I tend to
smother people. I need to be needed by them, and sometimes I’m too demanding
for their attention. I’ve had more relationships break because of that than
anything else. So far, I haven’t hit a limit with you, and I’m really glad for
that, but you’re pretty independent. I’m worried I might drive you crazy at
some point.”


Honestly, I couldn’t imagine it. Not wanting him nearby. Five
years of going it alone had created a huge void that Donovan filled nicely.
Still, I saw his point. We were new enough and in the honeymoon stage that this
didn’t seem like an issue at the moment. But it might well be in the future,
when we got comfortable with each other. I’d never had a relationship last long
enough for that to happen, but I understood intellectually it might. 


“Okay. You make a good point. How about we both promise if
we need a break, we take a long weekend apart from each other. Or some
vacation. I want you with me, Donovan, but I don’t want us to drive each other
crazy.”


“Me neither. Just promise to be honest with me. I can’t read
you as well as you read me.” Donovan kissed me softly, barely a brush of lips,
before he whispered against my mouth, “I want us to last. Talk to me, alright?
Tell me everything.”


I knew him to be completely sincere; the affection he held
for me glowed in lines of greenish-gold along his heart line. Seeing that
physical proof impacted me as strongly as the words he spoke. “I don’t know
what you’re saying; you read me just fine. But yes, I promise to communicate to
the best of my ability.” 


“Good. I’m holding you to that.” 


The kiss this time was sweet and gentle, warm, with only a
hum of passion. I leaned up and into him, standing on my tiptoes, and nearly
purred. I’d missed having intimate contact with another person over the years,
but more than that, I’d missed having this. A partner emotionally invested in
my well-being. 


Donovan retreated an inch, chuckling. “Are you purring?”


“Maybe.” I kissed him quickly then stepped back. “Come on.
If we don’t move now, we’ll end up making out the rest of the day.”


“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Still, he followed my
lead, heading for the shower. 


We both wanted to just spend the day with each other, but
Donovan wouldn’t be able to truly rest until he figured out who had it in for
me and got them in cuffs. I wouldn’t either. 


We had a mystery to solve first. 
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Borrowman met us at my place, standing on the sidewalk with his
hands on his hips. Donovan had to park a little down the street, as we couldn’t
access my back parking lot through all the crime tape, so we walked together
down the sidewalk with shoulders brushing. I kind of wanted to hold hands but
was new enough to being with someone openly that I didn’t really know the right
timing for that sort of thing. 


It turned out to be a moot point. Borrowman flicked his
sunglasses down to the edge of his nose, looking over them with a grin on his
face. “So that finally happened, huh.”


He looked entirely too smug. Frowning, I asked him
suspiciously, “What happened?”


“You two.” His smugness reached Cheshire Cat level as he
waggled a finger between us. 


We hadn’t been that obvious. Had we? My eyes perceived
people so differently that sometimes I didn’t really get how the rest of the
world observed those around them. More curious than anything, I asked, “Really?
You could tell he liked me?”


“Dude, you could see his crush from space,” Borrowman stated
bluntly, a quick grin at Donovan to show he teased. “You I found harder to peg,
but I gave it even odds you were interested. I gotta ask, who made the first
move?”


I raised my hand the same moment Donovan pointed at me.


“Really?” Borrowman sighed, head falling back for a moment.
“Damn. Good thing I didn’t bet on it, I would have said the other way ’round.
Oh well. So Bane, you staying with your boyfriend while we figure this out?”


I really liked the words ‘your boyfriend’ and maybe smiled
in a slightly demented way. “Duh.” 


“Figured. Just checking in case I need to reach you.” Waving
me in closer, he requested, “Walk me through this. Where were you, where was
the shooter?”


“I was in the kitchen,” I answered, bending at the waist to
duck under the crime scene tape. The area was cordoned off so no one could use
the sidewalk, the tape ending at the curb. Someone had cleaned up all of the
glass shards and put plywood over the windows, but only black plastic blocked
the door. That did not seem adequate protection to keep thieves out. I’d have
to do something about that today. “I was cooking, actually. The first shot
broke the front window and sent glass everywhere.”


“So the first shot took you unawares.” Borrowman noted that down
in his pad, pen scratching across the paper. “Get anywhere near you?”


“I don’t think so.” I had to cast back, really think about
that. Slowly, I repeated, “No, I don’t think it did. I didn’t feel any shots go
high, actually. It all seemed to impact against the bottom of the bar.”


“That’s been our finding so far.” Borrowman pushed his
sunglasses back up to rest properly on the bridge of his nose. “We haven’t
found any bullets higher than the bar, and believe me, we looked. So you heard
the window shatter, and the first shot, then what?”


I felt sure he had my statement half memorized at this point,
but he also wanted to see if my perception of it had changed. Rattled people didn’t
always remember everything and, conversely, sometimes their memory changed after
a few days. People actually made the worst witnesses ever. “I ducked behind the
bar. There’s a lot of wood there; it’s a pretty sturdy piece. I figured it
offered the best protection.”


“You didn’t return fire.” It wasn’t a question.


Shaking my head, I responded, “I couldn’t. The gun was in my
car. I’d left it in the glove compartment.”


“You normally do that?”


“Not normally, no. But I’d gone grocery shopping after work
and put it in the glove compartment for safe keeping. I’d just carried
groceries in, put them away, then thought I’d better start dinner before doing
anything else. I guess the gun temporarily slipped my mind.” I was fairly sure
I’d have remembered it about the time I got ready for bed, as I always put the
gun in the gun safe in my closet at the end of the night. But the point was
moot now. “Anyway, I couldn’t reach it. The hallway leading to the back lot is
a straight shot from the front. I would have been a duck in a shooting galley
if I’d gone for it.” 


Borrowman assured me, “It was a smart choice, I wouldn’t
have risked it either. So you went for your phone instead. Why call Donovan?”


“I was a hundred percent sure my neighbors had already
called the cops,” I explained. “Especially the lady who owns the bookstore. She’s
quick to report any trouble. I wasn’t worried about that. No offense to you
guys, I know you have my back, but honestly? Donovan’s my response team. If
there’s trouble, I want him.”


“That, and he understands that if he doesn’t call me, he’s
in for it,” Donovan pitched in, tone not at all joking. 


Proving he really was a friend, Borrowman didn’t even try to
argue that point. “Okay, so you called the boyfriend. He gets here faster than
our uniforms, and what did you see, Havili?”


“Shooter was across the street, standing in that narrow
alley,” Donovan answered, pointing to the two-foot access between the donut
shop and the bookstore. “Stood about five-and-a-half feet, jeans and an
oversized hoodie. Never did see the face, but I got the impression female.”


“Why?” Borrowman pressed, not challenging, but needing an
answer. 


“Hips,” Donovan said instantly, no hesitation or
uncertainty. “She had definite hips to her, and it was obvious when she ran.
She screamed once, too, when I shot out the back window of the truck. The voice
was too high to be a man’s. Only a guy who hasn’t hit puberty yet could reach
that high.”


“So when you got here, where did you park?”


“There.” Donovan pointed to the fire-only parking spot in
front of the dry cleaners. “Only clear spot. As soon as I had the truck in
park, I pulled my own gun and shot at her. I wasn’t aiming to kill, I wanted her
subdued. But my arrival spooked her, I think. She ducked into the alley pretty
quickly when I got out. My bullet hit the brick. I chased after her, just to
the other side.” Donovan grimaced, the memory of it still frustrating to him.
“It was too narrow for me to run at full speed in there. She got ahead of me,
and by the time I reached the other side, she’d gotten half into the truck. I
tried to force her out again by shooting towards the passenger side window, but
all she did was scream and duck. She floored it at that point.”


“And you didn’t fire another shot?”


Donovan shook his head. “Didn’t seem a good idea—there were
too many pedestrians, and shooting at a moving vehicle is a little risky. Too
risky under the circumstances. I chose instead to memorize the plate number.
Wish now I hadn’t and tried for a tire.”


“I actually prefer that you get license plate numbers,”
Borrowman assured him dryly. “So you got the number and then, what? Ran for
Bane?”


“Basically, yeah. It scared me he hadn’t already come out on
his own. I was afraid he was hurt.” Donovan’s even tone grew a little rough
around the edges, his meridian line sparking an ashen color in remembered fear.



Instinctively, I reached for him, tangling his fingers with
mine. He latched on, hand a little cold even in this heat. “I didn’t mean to
scare you. I just wasn’t sure if it was safe to come out yet.”


He turned a quick smile at me. “Believe me, babe, I prefer
you to keep your head down until I give you the all clear. You were smart. I
didn’t say my fear was rational.” He took in a breath and continued his
account, back to that perfectly even tone of voice. “So yeah, I started calling
for him as soon as I hit this side of the street again, and by the time I
cleared the door, he was standing up. There was glass everywhere, but no blood.
I checked him for shock, holstered my weapon, but didn’t have the time to do
much else, as the cops arrived at that point.”


Borrowman and I had worked together almost since my first
day at Psy. Because of that, I knew how to read him better than most people. He
wore a pensive expression now, the meridian line around his head whirling in a
visual hum of noise as he thought. 


I poked him in the shoulder. “Out with it.” 


“I don’t think she actually meant to hurt you.” Borrowman
put his notebook away in a pocket, not looking at either of us as he turned his
head back and forth from the shooter’s position to my bullet-ridden house. “You
had no idea she was there. She was about twenty feet away from you, had all the
time in the world to line up the shot, but didn’t come anywhere close to
hitting you. And she kept shooting, emptied a full clip into your kitchen bar,
to keep you down. At no point did she try to approach you, get a better angle
for another shot, nothing. She only stopped when Havili arrived. This whole
thing smacks of a scare tactic.”


My eyes roved around the front of my place, taking in all
the damage once again. Some scare tactic. “But why? I don’t get it.”


“I don’t either, I’m just saying what the evidence looks
like.” Borrowman rocked back and forth on his heels, humming a noncommittal
sound under his breath. “You really can’t think of anyone who would do this?”


“No.” I could actually think of several people who would
love to put a bullet in me, but anyone who had that kind of opening to take a
shot at me would have made sure it hit. I carefully didn’t say that. “What
about the truck? Is that a dead end?”


“Maybe, maybe not. Got some prints off the steering wheel
and gear shaft. Got some footage of her abandoning the truck near a gas
station. We might be able to make the girl, but both footage and prints are
processing right now. I won’t have an answer to that for a few days.”


What TV mysteries never really showed was how much time the
law took to get something done. There were just so many cases, so much evidence
to process, and not enough time or professionals to handle it all at once. I
had no doubt Borrowman had leaned on the techs to process things faster for my
sake, as it shouldn’t have been a few days, but a few weeks. I could say with
complete honesty, “I appreciate the speed. It’s okay if it takes a while,
though.”


Borrowman gave me a lecherous waggle of the brows. “Yeah, I
bet.”


“Shut up,” I responded with a laugh. “Be professional. So
can I go in and get some stuff now?”


“Sure. And honestly, we’re almost done with the place; I can
give it back to you tomorrow if you want to start repairs. We’ve got all we can
get.”


That sounded good to me, and I nodded. I loved being with
Donovan, but his place made me nervous. There was a lot I couldn’t touch or go
near without risking appliances. I would feel better in my own space, even with
the threat of a shooter. 


A quick glance at Donovan showed he did not feel the same
way about it. From his stance, he likely felt that being here with my shooter
still on the loose was a bad idea. For his sake, I said, “It’ll likely take me
a solid week to get all the windows replaced. The danger might be passed by
then.”


He still didn’t like it but bit back the argument I could
see brewing in him. We’d have to talk about this later. 


I followed Borrowman inside and then up the stairs so I
could pack a very large bag. 





Our next stop was my mother’s office. I checked the morgue
first but didn’t find her there, nor was she at her desk, so I tried upstairs
next. I didn’t see her so much as hear her, her voice rising in volume,
drowning out the multiple keyboards, voices, and general hum of commotion in
the bullpen. Everyone seemed hyper-aware of the yelling coming out of the
captain’s office, and although their hands moved as they worked, they kept
shooting glances in that direction. 


“—what do you mean you don’t know?!” Mom demanded. “My son
gets shot at by some crazy person and you let him go off without any
protection?”


“Lauren, I didn’t say that—” Poor Olivia sounded ready to
tear her hair out. 


“Then where the hell is he?!”


I cleared the door to the captain’s office quickly, using
the door jamb to catch and stop myself. My mother had both hands planted on the
desk, leaning forward, her red hair nearly standing on end with her anger.
Psychics’ energy sometimes flared like that, when their emotions couldn’t be
contained inside their own skin, although few of us could actually see it. The
sight nearly made me flinch. A rampaging dragon had nothing on my mother when
she reached that level. 


“Mom.”


Whirling, she spotted me and then lunged, wrapping both arms
so tightly around my waist it cut off all air and blood flow. I hugged her in
return, starkly reminded of how short she really was when I easily put my chin
on top of her head. “I’m alright. Breathe, Mom.”


Her arms impossibly tightened around me. “What the hell were
you thinking? When something like that happens, you come home, you understand
me?”


Not on a cold day in hell would I ever do that. But I had
survival instincts. I didn’t say that. “Donovan had me. I was perfectly safe.
Didn’t Skylar pass on the message?”


“She did,” Mom allowed, finally pulling back enough to look
up at my face. “But I had no way of reaching you and no one could tell me where
you went after Donovan took off with you. Donovan, really, I thought we were
friends.”


“Sorry,” he said, genuinely contrite. “I only had Skylar’s
number. So much happened, my first priority was getting him safe and out of
sight, so I took him home with me.”


“We’re swapping numbers after this,” she informed him
tartly. 


Donovan had survival instincts too. “Yes ma’am.”


I had this feeling I owed Olivia chocolate again. Maybe a
dozen roses. Over my mother’s head, I mouthed, ‘I’ll take her.’


Olivia shooed me out with both hands, expression relieved as
she flopped back into her chair. 


“Come on, Mom, I haven’t had lunch yet.” With one arm still
around her shoulders, I steered her out of the office. “Come eat with me. I’ll
tell you all about it, and where the investigation stands now. And yesterday
wasn’t a complete disaster, something good came out of it too.”


She paused, dragging me to a halt and glaring up at me. “I find
it hard to believe anything good could have possibly happened yesterday. You’re
just trying to sidetrack me.”


Well, yes. Again, I knew better than to say that. I grasped
Donovan’s hand instead and lifted it to my mouth, planting a kiss on the back,
then arched a pointed eyebrow at her. 


“No!” she denied in rising delight, eyes going wide, mouth
spreading into a happy grin. “Really? Donovan, you sly dog.”


He kept my hand in his even as he returned her smile. “It’s
not what you’re thinking. He actually asked me.”


She smacked me with an open palm against my shoulder. “And
you said you didn’t want to!”


Thanks a lot, Mom. “I did not. I said it wasn’t a good idea;
I never said I didn’t want him.”


“And now it’s a good idea?” she riposted, nearly bouncing in
glee. 


“Probably not,” I allowed with a quick wink at Donovan. “But
he’s irresistible. When it all goes wrong, I’m blaming him.”


“Nice, so that’s your game plan, babe?” Donovan mock-growled
at me. Actually, he seemed pleased and amused by this. 


I shrugged innocently, batting my big blues at him. 


“Well, this is cause for celebration.” Mom pulled us back
into motion, heading for the back door. “Jon, where did you park?”


“Out back. Want lasagna?”


“Yes,” Mom declared firmly. 


I figured that would be the case. Lasagna was my mother’s
comfort food. She ate it at least once a week. She was still rattled, still
unhappy I’d been put in such danger, but very relieved at the same time. It
didn’t even take a psychic to know why. After five years, I was back to dating,
and with someone she could actually trust this time. I just hoped she would be
content with me having a boyfriend and wouldn’t corner Donovan at some point
and push him into being my anchor as well. We were so not ready for that level,
and honestly, I felt like we needed to date for a while before we even
considered going there. 


But that was only a possible argument for another time. I’d
fight that battle when I got to it. 
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I spent the rest of the day talking to my insurance company
and getting repairs scheduled. The window guys assured me I had standard industrial-sized
windows—go me—and that they could have them installed by Saturday. I thought a three-day
turnaround sounded amazing. 


The door actually had a bullet hole in the frame, so it had
to be replaced completely. I took Donovan shopping with me, choosing a new door
that didn’t have a completely open glass look to it, something with more
character and sturdiness. I rather liked the idea that the entire front of my
house couldn’t be seen through. 


Donovan seconded me on this.


The insurance company agreed to pay for windows, repairs on
the bar, and two new couches, as mine were rather riddled with holes. It didn’t
quite cover all the costs, but close enough that my budget only took a small
hit, so I considered myself fortunate. 


Night two of staying at my boyfriend’s house ended with us
once again in separate beds. Which was sweet and all, but if he didn’t make a
move soon, I’d jump him. I might still be a little emotionally rattled, but I’d
also been celibate for over five years. Celibacy + hot boyfriend = horny. Very
easy math. 


We went out for breakfast Thursday morning, ate leisurely,
then went back to Donovan’s house without any fanfare, a policeman still
tailing us. I understood I could only have the protection another twenty-four
hours, just from shortage of manpower, and chose to enjoy it while it lasted. 


As we came up to the front door, I saw a vase of flowers
sitting on the porch, a sprightly collection of daisies, carnations, and baby’s
breath. Picking up the small card from its holder, I read aloud, “‘Thanks for
ducking this time! From everyone at Psy.’ Seriously, they think they’re so
funny—” I paused as a sense of foreboding seeped into my mind. I’d missed
something—something important—and I wasn’t sure why that vase of flowers
reminded me…oh shit. Flowers. The creepy guy at the flower shop. In all of the
madness and confusion, I’d forgotten about it completely. Turning, I caught
Donovan’s arm. “Call Borrowman.” 


He obediently took his phone out of his pocket but
questioned me as he did so. “Why? Did you remember something?”


“Yeah, I need to double check something with him.” 


Donovan dialed in the number, then hit speaker and held it
out so I could talk into it. The phone rang twice before it clicked. “Hello?”


“Borrowman, it’s Jon. Look, I forgot completely what with
the shooting, but did you talk to Sho about the suspect for the Marsha Brown
case?”


“Damn, I forgot to talk to you about that. Yes, I did. I
didn’t get much of a chance to look things over, though, before your situation
went down. I’m heading back to the station now, I’ll take a better look at what
he dug up. I assume if I can get a warrant for this creep, you want to help
with the interview?”


“Borrowman, I saw this man with my own eyes.” I carefully
avoided looking at Donovan as I said this, as for some reason, my boyfriend of
two days currently seemed unhappy with me. “I know for a fact he’s a serial
killer.” 


“So even if he didn’t do in Marsha Brown, find a way to
get a warrant,” Borrowman translated without effort. “Got it. Alright,
I’ll work on that while waiting on your labs and will be in touch.”


“Thanks.” I straightened, letting Donovan hang up the phone.



He did so but with a very dark frown on his face, his voice
rising with every word into a crescendo of incredulity. “You’ve just been shot
at and you want to go chase down a serial killer?!”


Okay, it did sound a little insane when he put it that way.
“Donovan. I have a pretty sister and a cute niece. No way in hell do I want a
serial killer out on the loose.” 


Groaning, he grumbled somewhat rhetorically, “I wondered why
you took this job. I thought maybe it was just the best use of your talents.
But now I think you’re crazy enough to like it.” 


I really didn’t have a leg to stand on. I went with the more
sensible thing to say. “But I don’t like to be shot at.” 


“Good,” Donovan said shortly, jamming his key into the door.
“Keep it that way. Otherwise, I find a strait jacket and a therapist for you.” 





With the insurance paying out for me so quickly, I spent a
good portion of the next day shopping. Mostly for couches. It actually was nice
to have Donovan with me, as I wanted to pick furniture he could comfortably sit
on too. The man was tall, not just big, so finding a couch he could lounge in
without folding in half proved to be something of a challenge. Fortunately, we
had a lot of furniture stores in Nashville and several days off to shop with. It
was also kind of like a shopping date with my new boyfriend, and who wouldn’t be
happy about that? 


After three stores and about five hours, we found a love
seat and a three-seater that worked, big overstuffed things I could actually
envision taking long naps in. By that point, I figured we’d need either an
early dinner or a stop for snacks. Lunch had been light and not very filling.
Donovan looked like he had low blood sugar, and I wanted somewhere to sit for
more than two minutes. 


So, of course, that’s when Borrowman called. 


Donovan answered with a resigned expression on his face and
automatically put it on speaker so I could hear and answer while driving. “Hey,
Borrowman. You’re on speaker and Jon’s listening.”


“Good. Turns out I’ve got enough evidence to prove this
guy is stalking not only the girls Sho found, but a few others as well. We
picked him up already and are processing him now.” 


I couldn’t help but do a double-take at the phone.
“Already?! How did you get a warrant that fast?”


“Just so happens Judge Truman’s daughter likes to go
jogging through the same park as Marsha Brown. I very helpfully pointed that
out.” 


“That is evil and underhanded,” Donovan said approvingly.
“You want us at the station now, then?” 


“If you could. I can only hold him for twenty-four hours,
after all. I have proof he’s cyberstalking, but…I’d like to pin him for more,
keep him locked up without the possibility of bail.”


“I’m with you on that one,” I assured him, already turning
the vehicle around to head back toward the station. “We’ll be there in
fifteen.” 


“Okay. See you soon.” 


Donovan thumbed the call off and pocketed the cell while
giving me a sideways look. “You okay with doing that? You’re dragging a
little.” 


“I could use a cupcake,” I admitted honestly. “But I’ll
survive.” 


“A cupcake, huh. You really do have a sweet-tooth.” 


I shrugged, guilty as charged. But we didn’t have time for a
stop, and my cravings could wait. 


The back parking lot of the police station revealed more open
spaces than usual, so I parked closer than I normally did. We went through the
usual spiel of signing in, Borrowman actually coming down to hover until we had
visitor badges clipped on. Then he escorted us up to the interrogation room,
speaking rapidly as he did so. 


“The guy’s clammed up tight. I might actually have to pull
you into the room on this one. He’s creepy as hell, but apparently good at
covering his tracks. I haven’t found any evidence so far that he’s done more
than cyberstalking. It’s just the coincidence of him stalking three missing
girls, one dead, that’s making my alarms go off. That, and you’re sure of what
he’s done.”


“No mistaking it,” I said grimly. “Trust me, that sort of
experience is written in black all over his aura.”


“Let’s try through the mirror first,” Borrowman instructed,
already handing Donovan the walkie-talkie, his free hand putting the earbud in.
“The less criminals who can ID you, the better.” 


I backed that opinion up one hundred percent and nodded in
agreement before slipping sideways, brushing past Donovan to enter the dim and
narrow room. The mirror was already on so we could see out but no one could see
in. I stared at the man seated at the table, slouched and idly picking at painfully
short nails. Funny, how he didn’t look at all concerned. Then again,
psychopaths never were. Oddly enough, he seemed muted to my sight. 


A little frustrated, I tentatively took the sunglasses off.
Interesting. I wasn’t as overwhelmed as I expected to be, not even with Donovan
standing right next to me. He wasn’t as overpoweringly bright as usual, either.
It was an odd state of affairs, one I had never experienced before, but I
didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth. Maybe my powers were acting up
because of the recent shock?  


Shrugging, I put the glasses in my breast shirt pocket,
focusing once more on the other side of the mirror. I suspected this would not
be a case where I could stay in this safe room. I’d have to go in there
eventually. 


Donovan would not be happy about that. 


Hoping I was wrong, I got into a good position so I could
see around Borrowman’s back, clearly able to read every line in the other man. 


“Derrick Pearson,” Borrowman greeted, taking a seat. “For
the record, it’s Friday, April twelfth, at four-thirty pm. I’m Detective
Borrowman. This is the interview of Derrick Pearson regarding the cyberstalking
of Marsha Brown.” 


Pearson’s mouth curved up in a mockery of a smile. “Doesn’t
hurt anyone if I follow someone online. Online friends, you heard of those?”


“I have, in fact.” Borrowman opened a folder and spread out
several pictures along the table. “But when you print out that friend’s
pictures, write down their daily schedules, including a list of people they see
in real life, that’s going into stalker territory. The judge happened to agree
with me on that one. But you know, maybe you can help me with that friend of
yours. You know Marsha Brown was killed?”


Light grey eyes narrowed down to slits. “No.”


“Lie,” I said. 


Borrowman didn’t even twitch a hand to acknowledge he heard
me. “You stopped stalking her almost three weeks ago. Why?”


“I lost interest in her. She’s sorta a bitch.” 


“That was strangely the truth,” I said slowly, disturbed.
Was that why he’d killed these women? He lost interest, therefore they didn’t
need to live anymore? 


“So you lost interest in her. You didn’t happen to keep
track of her movements on March seventeenth, did you?”


“No.” 


“Lie.” I focused harder on his lines. The lies were easy
enough for me to see, but I had a tingling sense we’d get the answer if he was
the killer or not soon. Donovan must have sensed the same, as he watched like a
silent wolf at my side, practically holding his breath. 


“You didn’t see who followed her into the park? Who killed
her?”


“No.”


Borrowman pressed his point in a flat voice. “Is that
because you killed her?”


Matching his gaze, Pearson didn’t even flinch. “No.”


“He did it.” A zing of victory shot through me, strong
enough to taste. “He relishes the kill, still remembers it fondly.”


A distasteful shudder went through Donovan. “Seriously?
Guy’s not right in the head.” 


Borrowman let the silence stew for a moment, watching his
suspect. I had no doubt his mind churned, trying to quickly think of a way to
confirm this one way or another. Find some question that would force a
confession out of Pearson’s mouth. “Pearson, for the record, where were you on
March seventeenth?”


“I dunno, working probably.”


I snorted, because that was obviously a lie to everyone, not
just me. 


“So you’re saying I can call your workplace and confirm
that?”


“You’ve got nothing on me, Detective.” Pearson leaned in to
smirk a little. 


“I’ve got a psychic who knows you killed her,” Borrowman
denied evenly. For the first time, Pearson’s expression twitched and his
smugness dropped sharply. “I’ve got CCTV footage of you entering the park on
March seventeenth at the time Marsha Brown was killed and coming back out
without the hoodie or gloves you wore going in. I’ve got plenty of evidence
showing you stalked Marsha Brown for months. I’ve got quite a bit, actually.
Want to confess and save us both a lot of time and trouble?”


Upper lip curling up in a sneer, Pearson bit off, “Fuck.
You. You can’t scare me with that psychic scare tactic.” 


Borrowman’s head cocked, just slightly. Then he did
something I’d literally never seen him do before. He took the ear piece out,
put the walkie-talkie down, and disconnected it so that everything I said could
be clearly heard in the room. “Let’s play match that picture, shall we? J, you
in?”


I smiled. This man was ingenious. “Sure.” 


Pearson jumped, his eyes automatically going to the mirror.
He didn’t quite meet my eyes, of course, he couldn’t see me through the pane.
But still, he knew I was there, and he knew I watched him. That knowledge
unnerved him thoroughly. 


Tapping a finger to the table, Borrowman brought Pearson’s
attention back to the pictures in his hands. “Pay attention here, not there.
Let’s see, let’s start with Andrea Morton. You killed her.”


“Yes,” I answered through the walkie-talkie and
watched Pearson’s skin go pale. 


“Sara Baldwin. You planned to kill her next.” 


“Yes,” my voice came strongly through on the other
side. 


Pearson snarled and jerked back in his chair, staring at the
mirror in panic. 


“See what a fun game this is?” Borrowman sounded remarkably
like an evil Willy Wonka. “Although I should probably warn you, Pearson. If J
has to do all the work, it doesn’t look good for you. If you cooperate, you
might be able to shave a few years off your sentence. But if a psychic has to
testify instead? He says a lot more than you’ll want him to. Scary, what
all a psychic can see. J’s one of the scariest I’ve ever met. He can tell you
what you had for breakfast, that’s how good his eyes are. So what’s it going to
be? You going to fess up, or do we continue playing the game?”


His mouth moved, but Pearson made no sound for several
seconds, his silence dragging out to a minute. Then he croaked, “I’ll talk.” 


I could hear the smile in Borrowman’s voice as he crooned,
“By all means. Start talking.” 


Borrowman got him to confess to everything else in the next
hour. I didn’t even need to say much, just threw in the occasional ‘lie’ or
‘truth’ to keep Pearson unnerved and chatty. I thought my friend would throw a
party afterwards, so happy to close a case he thought would go stale and cold.
I certainly felt some relief over that, as I hated telling the family ‘we don’t
know’ when they had lost a precious daughter. 


Borrowman stepped out as we did, the file tucked under his
arm, accepting the other walkie-talkie from Donovan. With a look full of
gratitude, he said, “Thank you.” 


“Anytime,” I assured him, studying the dark circles under
the detective’s eyes. “You okay? You look short on sleep.”


“Thanks to your shooter,” Borrowman grunted sourly. “Captain
Livingston is not happy about this, and when I say those words, I mean in caps,
underlined, bolded, and italicized. She has let me know you are my main
priority case.”


Strangely, I felt like apologizing. “Any progress so far?”


“Yes and no. The guy who owns the truck was able to give us
an idea of what happened. He apparently left the keys in the truck when he was
gassing it up—stupid, I know, but you’d be surprised how many people do that—so
we have a jump-off point of where she grabbed it. He also gave me his
fingerprints so we could quickly eliminate him from all the prints we
collected. It left us with eight—a full hand and three partials on the bottom
steering wheel. The footage from the gas station also clearly shows the shooter
as female, as she has manicured hands and a distinctly feminine build, so that
eliminates a lot of our suspect pool from previous cases you worked on.”


Police work was often about elimination more than anything
else. Parsing through the available clues until finding the ones that actually
led to the criminal was half the art of investigation. “Sounds like great
progress for just three days. Thanks, man.”


Borrowman looked partially mollified. “At least you
appreciate all of my hard work. Alright, give me an idea of what you’re
planning to do next.”


I shrugged, as I didn’t plan on anything elaborate. “Swing
by the office, check in with people, swing by my place, check in on things, go
get dinner and make out with Donovan. What? You asked.”


Getting quite the look for that, Borrowman deadpanned, “TMI,
dude. Way TMI. Alright, go. If something happens, let me know. I want to know
where to lay hands on you if shit hits the fan again.”


“Roger that.” I gave him an analyst’s salute and sauntered
for the door. 


Donovan leaned in to whisper near my ear, “Making out?”


I waggled both eyebrows at him in a lecherous way, enjoying
his grin as I returned the visitor’s badge. 


He cackled softly, low and smooth, lines sparking with
happiness and a hint of lust. 


Well. He was easy to please. I filed that note away as we
headed for the Humvee. 


Because we’d come in and worked, I had to pop in to the
office and write down a quick report. I always did that afterwards to make sure
the records stayed straight and my memory didn’t play tricks with me the next
morning. Besides, I wanted to update Sho and tell him his work had caught the
murderer. 


As we hit the outside, I automatically put my sunglasses
back on, then frowned. They were really too dark. I took them back off and
fished out my medium shades, the ones I normally wore in buildings, and slipped
them on as I climbed into the vehicle. Blinking, I took a look around, nodding
in satisfaction. Yup, better. 


“Not your darker shades?” Donovan asked from the passenger
seat, half-intrigued. “You always wear those outside.”


“Yeah, I know. I guess because it’s a little overcast? I
don’t really need them.” Even as I said the words, I doubted them. I’d worn
eighty percent grey shades on even stormy days without issue. Maybe as I aged, I
was gaining better control over my ability? That’d be nice. Maybe twenty-five
would be some sort of psychic breakthrough for me. 


“I’ll pocket the darker ones just in case, then.” Donovan
took the glasses case and slipped them into one of his many cargo pockets. 


As I pulled out of the parking lot, I had to tease, “Babe,
were you a magpie in a previous life?”


Donovan chuckled in a deep, rolling way that did funny
things to my insides. “You’d think it, right? I always wore cargos as a kid,
stuffed everything in them. I never lost the habit as an adult. If I feel like
I might need something, in a pocket it goes. When I was still in the Army, my
sergeant gave me an award one year for ‘most prepared.’”


“I’d rather be overprepared than underprepared,” I agreed in
perfect understanding. 


“Right? But I don’t like carrying bags. They’re cumbersome
and you have to keep track of them. I’d rather clink when I walk.”


I laughed because he really did rattle a little as he moved.
I liked it. I could always hear where he was. 


As I drove, I realized I might not even need the medium
shades on. If anything, I might be able to go lighter. Strange. Had being shot
at rattled my psychic ability somehow? It hadn’t changed my reading ability,
I’d proven that during the interrogation earlier. But everyone around me, while
distinct, didn’t have the same brightness. It almost felt like they’d been
dampened a few levels. Which was a good thing, but it unnerved me, because I
couldn’t see a reason for it. 


Not sure what to make of it, I resolved to ask Carol to take
a reading on me after I reported in. Maybe she could figure it out. 


We sailed into Psy’s back door and I exchanged hugs and
handshakes, everyone checking on me, which I found heartwarming. I really did
have good friends here. Jim came out to hear me tell the story again of what
happened, not asking any questions, just listening intently as he leaned up against
one of the nearby walls. Sho beamed silently, pleased he had been instrumental
in catching the killer. 


Only after I finished did Jim remark to Donovan, “I think
you just earned your paycheck.”


“Really didn’t want to validate my job that way, sir,” Donovan
responded, making a sour face. 


“Nor did I,” Jim assured him mildly, although his meridian
line for worry hopped up and down like a frog in a skillet. “Still, I’m glad
for the timing on hiring you. How’s it going with him staying with you? The
meditation room here has a bed in it, remember, if it gets to be too much of a
strain.”


I really wished Jim hadn’t said that. Donovan’s emotions flipped
to overprotective in a split second. Putting a hand to the small of my back, he
looked Jim dead in the eye. “He’s not an imposition. Sir.”


Jim lifted both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Wasn’t
trying to imply anything, just giving another option if you two need one. While
you’re here, Donovan, fill out an after-action report so I can file it with the
state and get your gun back from Evidence.”


“Sure.” Donovan followed after him. I could tell by the way
he held his shoulders he was still not entirely happy. 


As everyone disbursed, Carol shifted in closer to ask, “So…I
realize it might not be the right time and all, but when do you want to
celebrate it?”


It wasn’t often that I got completely lost in a conversation,
but this time qualified. I stared at her, feeling like I’d dropped in during
the third act, without the slightest clue on what she referred to. “I’m sorry?”


“Your anchoring with Donovan,” she responded with a gesture
toward Jim’s office, slightly exasperated. “I realize the shooting thing is
your priority but—Jon? What? You look like a ghost just walked over your
grave.”


I felt like one had. What had she just said? I repeated the words
mechanically, like one of those math word problems, hoping they’d make sense if
I spoke them out loud. “I anchored with Donovan.”


“Yeeees?” She drawled out the word, expression perplexed.
“What, you didn’t know?”


Fumbling behind me, I grabbed a chair and dropped into it,
my knees giving out halfway down so that I landed wrong and nearly sent myself
to the floor. Carol had to catch my side before I did so, grunting as my
shoulder slammed into her lungs. I barely noticed any of it, lost in a
whirlwind of my own thoughts. 


I was anchored?


To DONOVAN?


What. The. Hell.


I hadn’t done that. I hadn’t tried to do that. I wasn’t even
planning to do that anytime soon. It was way too soon to even think about.
Hell, just dating the man scared me sometimes. I was terrified of screwing the
whole thing up. How could any part of my brain think this was a good idea?!


“Jon, breathe,” Carol instructed soothingly, a hand rubbing
circles on my back. “Put your head between your knees and breathe. Deep
breaths.”


Other shoes came into my line of view, but I didn’t really
see them. 


“Is he having a panic attack?” Marcy demanded in alarm.
“Should I call—”


“Call no one,” Carol commanded firmly, her hand not pausing
on my back. “I’ve got this. It’s alright, go, I’ve got this.”


People retreated again but I couldn’t feel glad, mad, or any
other emotion about it. Panic overrode every other thought, swirling through my
head like a maelstrom, blocking out all rational thought. How had this
happened? How?! I’d not done anything. Had I done something? I hadn’t
initiated any sort of bond, I hadn’t tried, hadn’t even considered it,
so how the hell had this happened? 


The questions only sparked more questions, my panic ramping
up until I felt suffocated, unable to breathe. Dark spots danced in front of my
eyes and I focused on breathing before I passed out. In through the nose, out
through the mouth. In, out. Donovan would not handle it well if I passed out. 


Shit. Donovan. How was I supposed to tell Donovan any of
this?


Carol got an arm around me and pulled me up with her,
frog-marching me toward the meditation room, ushering me in so quickly that no
one dared argue with her. She got the door shut with a kick of her foot then
plopped me on the bed, taking both of my hands in hers as she knelt in front of
me. 


“I didn’t mean to,” I blurted out, panicking all over again.
I had to figure this out. I had to understand what had happened, had to explain
to her that I hadn’t…hadn’t done something so irresponsible and impulsive. I
read no condemnation in her eyes, but I couldn’t stop the words from tumbling
out of my mouth. “I didn’t even think about doing it. We just started dating, it’s
way too soon for me to even think about it, how the hell—”


“Shh, breathe,” she commanded, voice soothing. “Focus on breathing.
I believe you didn’t intentionally do this. I don’t understand why you’re
panicking about it, though. Jon? You like Donovan.”


Very much. I couldn’t get the words past my constricted
throat and nodded vigorously instead. 


“He likes you. He adores you. Everyone can see it in the way
he looks at you, the way he reacts when you’re in the room. I don’t think he’ll
take this news badly. So why are you so terrified?”


“Because he won’t be able to leave!” I burst off the
bed, pacing the small room back and forth, feeling like I’d fly apart any
second. Wrapping both arms tightly around my chest didn’t help any, but I kept
them there anyway. 


Carol slowly stood, watching me as cautiously as a person
would a feral animal. “I’m not following. Does he want to?”


“Everyone leaves,” I nearly snarled the words, covering the
void I felt with anger, because I vastly preferred the anger. “Everyone. Even
my own parents couldn’t handle me. Am I supposed to believe Donovan’s the
exception? I know he has the patience of a saint but he’s still a man. Still
human. I’ll wear his patience out eventually, and then where will we both be?”


“I don’t believe that will happen.”


That statement, so confidently spoken, stopped me dead in my
tracks. My head turned in creaking degrees so I could look at her. She met my
eyes steadily, not flinching, which on some level impressed me. My aura must’ve
been sparking wildly at the moment—any psychic worth their license would take
one look at me and call for backup, and here she’d closed us off in a room
alone. “What?”


“Two things.” Carol lifted two fingers in the air, then
closed her middle finger down. “First, have any of those people who left you
measured up to Donovan in terms of patience?”


I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it slowly. 


“Think about it,” Carol insisted, nearly demanding. “I know
those people love you, sometimes deeply, but do any of them have the same
amount of patience?”


No. Not one of them did. Natalie would be the closest to
Donovan, but even her patience stemmed mostly from her excellent stress coping
techniques. 


Carol read that answer on my face and nodded, satisfied, ticking
off her second point. “And have you considered what it means? You’re adamant
you didn’t try to establish an anchor connection with Donovan. I believe you,
with the way you’re reacting; you have too many fears to make this your doing.
So if you didn’t establish him as an anchor, then who did?”


Donovan. 


It could only have been Donovan. My psychic ability might
look at him like a potential candidate, but it wouldn’t have been able to force
a connection on its own. Not unless Donovan reached out for me. Reached out
strongly for me, no less, because he didn’t have a psychic tendril in his
entire body and wouldn’t be able to do anything from his end. He’d have to be
reaching very strongly on an emotional level for my subconscious to form a
connection with him. 


Holy shit. 


The realization doubled me over, and I had to put both hands
against my knees to keep myself upright. I stayed there, feeling as if the
breath had been knocked out of my lungs. 


“It had to be Donovan who initiated,” Carol said softly. She
approached cautiously, her hand lightly touching my shoulder. 


“I don’t understand this at all,” I rasped back, staying
hunched over. I couldn’t face her yet. The floor didn’t demand answers of me. I
found it far easier to stare at it. “Why? Why would he even try? It’s not like
he can read me the way I can read him. What could possibly give him enough
faith that we’d work?”


Carol’s touched firmed. “I think that’s a question only he
can answer.”


Speaking of the devil, I could hear him through the door as his
voice rose in question, and when he didn’t get an answer he liked, he got louder.
In three seconds flat he burst through the door, beelining straight for me. He
caught my shoulders, trying to pull me up, but I couldn’t look at him just yet.
I huddled against his chest instead, hands double-fisting in his shirt. 


“What’s wrong?” he demanded, the words rumbling out of his
chest, promising pain to whatever had scared me. 


My mouth worked, but I kept choking on the words. I
literally couldn’t force them out into the air. 


Carol, bless her, spoke for me. “Donovan. You’re his
anchor.”


If I hadn’t been this close, I wouldn’t have felt it. He
went very still, taut, not even breathing for a full second. Then he burst out,
“Am I really? You’re sure?”


He sounded…happy. No, overjoyed. I knew Carol and I both had
come to the conclusion Donovan must have wanted this, but until that moment it
had been theory. The way he asked confirmed it solidly. 


“Yes,” Carol affirmed slowly. “We’re sure.” 


Donovan picked up on the tension and switched from happy
back to worried faster than a flapjack could be flipped. “This is a bad thing?”


“Normally we’d be throwing a party,” Carol admitted, her
tone pointed. I had no doubt she was signaling things to Donovan, but I
couldn’t bring myself to look. “Jon seems to think he’s somehow forced you into
this.”


“Of course he does.” Donovan sighed. Gentling his tone, he
tried again to lift my head, his palm cradling my cheek. “Babe. Please look at
me.”


I didn’t want to. I really, truly didn’t want to. But I’d
promised I’d do my best to communicate with him, and I couldn’t do that while
running away. I forced my eyes up to his in stages, half-wincing as I did it.
“Donovan, you don’t understand—”


“Yeah, I kinda think I do,” he interrupted, an edge of steel
entering his tone. “You’ve been preparing me since day one that I can walk away
from you at any time. It’s why you were so angry with your parents about them
suggesting me as an anchor. You’re half-convinced I’m going to leave at some
point.”


Damn the man for so squarely hitting the nail on the head. 


“No denial on that huh. Babe, what do I have to tell you to
get this through your head? I’m not leaving you.”


I tore myself out of his arms because it hurt too much to
stay in them. I saw Carol slip through the door out of the corner of my eye,
discreetly shutting it behind her, but I paid it no heed. 


“You’re wacked,” I informed him bluntly, angry and scared to
the point that I felt like throwing up. Bile kept rising in the back of my
throat, and I had to swallow hard, three times, to keep my stomach in place.
Donovan watched me with no expression on his face, like a predator would prey.
Which just pissed me off even more. “You’re seriously insane. We’ve known each
other barely three weeks, we’ve scarcely been dating three days, and you’re
perfectly fine with being my anchor? Donovan, even if—when—you want to call us
quits, you can’t. You fucking can’t because I’m psychically linked to you. Why
the hell are you okay with this?! You, what, have perfect faith in your
judgement?!”


“No.” Oh, the calmness in his tone was irritating as all
fuck. I wanted to strangle him for it. “I have faith in yours.”


That brought me up short. I stared at him with wide eyes,
not sure if I’d heard him right. “In mine?”


“You read people like they’re an open book. You knew
everything about me in the first five minutes we met. You took me on as a
partner and, when the chance came, you literally leapt at the chance to have me
as a lover. You trust me with you, Jonathan Bane, all of you. Heart,
soul, body. You wouldn’t do that if you had any doubts about me.” 


I stared at him, completely speechless. I didn’t know how to
feel, how to respond to him. I was illogically relieved that he didn’t somehow
blame me for this bungle, but mixed in that was a complicated cocktail of
nerves, old fears, and bright hopes. He was right. I had no doubts about him
whatsoever. I just harbored the irrational fear he would look at me at some
point and see a mistake. Everyone else had. 


He dared to reach out again, gathering me into him, this
time ducking his head to hover just above mine. His words brushed my mouth like
a kiss, hot and smooth. “I love you. I don’t want to ever leave you.”


My entire body quaked under that declaration. It was more
than just words. I could see it. Every ounce of it. The emotion ran so strongly
through his meridian lines that every speck of him shone antique gold under its
force, brilliant and stunning. The beauty of it brought tears to my eyes. 


“You can see that,” he whispered, more than a little smugly.
“Good. Then you won’t doubt me.”


Dragging him in that last inch, I hauled him into an
impassioned kiss, taking his mouth forcefully. He kissed me back just as
ferociously, his teeth nipping at my lower lip before he plunged his tongue in
and tangled it roughly with mine. It was only my hands on his neck that kept me
upright. Damn, the man could kiss.


I felt it in the way he touched me, the way he cradled me
against him. More than love, he trusted me and harbored no uncertainties
regarding us. It siphoned off my fear. It wasn’t possible to hold on to fear
and faith at the same time. I had no faith in myself, per se, but I had to trust
he wanted me. Everything I saw shouted it. 


Only when I relaxed into him did he relent. He drew back,
panting for breath, and my own lungs drew in air harshly. When I had enough
breath to speak, I tried teasing, “You’re not going to be happy until I’m
completely dependent on you and you’re indispensable to me.”


“You’re just now figuring this out?” he deadpanned back.


Holy shit, he wasn’t kidding. 


That spark of joy came back into his eyes. “Am I really your
anchor?”


“You really are, and you needn’t be so smug about it.”


“I wanted to talk you into it,” he admitted, beaming at me.
“I figured, maybe after six months or so of dating, you’d be willing to hear me
out. Never thought it would happen this fast. Why did it?”


“Working theory?” I replied with a sigh. “Because you very
strongly wished for it, and my subconscious recognized you as the perfect
candidate and overrode my insecurities. Donovan, I want our agreement to still
stand. Yes, you’re my anchor, but if at any point you need a break, take one.”


He gave me a look that meant he plotted murder and mayhem on
some level. “Will you ever tell me who hurt you so badly?”


“No. I’d like for those people to continue living.” I felt so
off keel, as if I stood on shifting sand. I loved being secure with him, but going
through a rollercoaster of emotions in three days had knocked my equilibrium
for a tailspin. “Donovan…I want to go home.”


His golden-brown eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “You mean your
place. Babe—”


“Yours probably isn’t that much safer,” I pointed out
truthfully. “My vehicle is too distinctive; it’s easy to follow. Anyone trying
to find me would have figured out where I’m staying by now. No one is going to
be able to see inside anyway with all the boards over the windows, and the
police protection will still be outside. Please? I just need…” I broke off, not
sure how to explain it. Normalcy. I needed normal. 


Growling, his shoulders sagged. “I was hoping you wouldn’t
figure that out. Alright. You’ve been through too much this week, I grant you
that. But I’m staying with you.”


That growl hit me right in the dick. It made me wonder if
he’d make a similar sound while coming. I blamed my high-strung emotions for
what came out of my mouth next. “Just with me? Not in me, or on top of me, or
under me—just with me?”


His pupils dilated and his mouth parted. “You are such a
fucking tease.”


“Oh, trust me, Havili,” I purred at him, stretching up and
into him in a feline arch that brushed our fronts together, “I’m not teasing. I
want this crazy tangle of emotions in me to go away. I figure doing you will
manage that.”


Donovan took my mouth in another hard kiss, tongue gliding
over mine for a brief second before he pulled back, leaving me desperate for
more. In a near whine, he complained, “I was trying really hard to leave you
alone this week.”


“I know you were.” I grabbed his hand, tugging him toward
the door. “You’re a good boyfriend. I’d really prefer you fuck me into the
mattress, though.”


I found myself pressed against the door a second later, him
plastered along my back, and his rock-hard dick against the crease of my ass. A
full-body shiver raced through me and I instinctively ground back into him,
trying to not whimper. I wanted him in me now. 


Donovan nipped at the curve of my ear and breathed a husky,
“I can do that.”
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We managed to get through my back door and lock it behind us
before Donovan pounced on me. I moaned around the tongue in my mouth, enjoying
the way it rubbed up against my own. I wrapped both arms around Donovan’s neck
tightly, arching up against him and cursing the fact we both had clothes on. I
felt like Donovan wearing pants right now was a crime against humanity, and I
really wanted to correct it as quickly as possible. But taking them off now
would make shuffling toward the bedroom extremely difficult. 


Right. Bed first, then pants. 


Two large hands wrapped underneath my thighs and then lifted
me, making my mouth break away. “Whoa! Dude, I know you’re strong; you don’t
need to show off for me.”


“That’s not it,” Donovan said with a glint in his eye. “You
just seemed to have a little trouble walking.”


“Totally your fault,” I whispered against his mouth before
taking it again, dominating the kiss from my higher height. Damn, he tasted
fine. 


I wrapped both legs around Donovan’s waist, feeling his hard-on
pressed up against my own, and couldn’t resist thrusting. Moans spilled from
both our throats, and Donovan’s steps faltered a bit, his hands clenching on my
ass. My eyes nearly rolled into my head. We hadn’t sorted the top/bottom
details yet, but with the size and feel of that…bottom sure seemed the way to
go at the moment. 


Donovan abruptly paused right in the doorway of the living
room and pulled back to whisper. “Don’t be alarmed, but we’re not alone.”


“What?!” Yanking back, I looked frantically about, only to
find my niece standing not five feet away with her cell phone pointed our
direction. “Skylar!”


“That was hot,” she assured us, eyes glued to the image on
her phone. “Don’t stop. I promise not to upload it on the internet. Much.”


“It was hot,” Donovan agreed mildly, letting me slowly down.
“That is, until you showed up.”


Groaning, I put both hands over my face and tried not to
cry. “I seriously regret giving her a key. Sky, delete that. Now.” 


“Hell no,” my niece responded, holding the phone
protectively against her chest. “That was seriously the hottest thing I’ve seen
all year.”


“Delete it or I will touch your phone,” I threatened,
already reaching for it. 


She blanched, edging away from me. “You wouldn’t really,
would you?”


Shaking his head, Donovan reached for the wallet in his back
pocket and drew it out. “How about I pay you to delete it and you go away?”


“I like that option much better,” Skylar declared. “How
much?”


“I got fifty.”


“Sold.”


“What are you doing here anyway?” I demanded. 


“Your stuff got shot up. I was taking inventory of what I
need to get you,” she said defensively, her fingers moving over the phone as
she obeyed the terms of the deal. “Don’t worry, Grandma’s here. She’s talking
to the cop outside.” 


Of course she was. “You’re going to tell her every detail as
soon as you get outside, aren’t you? Or is that a stupid question?”


“Stupidest question I’ve ever heard,” my niece assured me
with that patented ‘duh’ look only teenagers could manage to give adults. “And
I go to high school. Thank you, Donovan, pleasure doing business with you. I’ll
get out of your hair. Do continue where you left off.”


“Oh, don’t worry, I will,” he responded pleasantly, catching
her arm and walking her to the front door. 


Skylar let herself be pulled, calling to me over her
shoulder, “Tell me all the details later!”


I waved her cheerfully off. “No way in hell.”


Any fear of the mood being broken died a quick death when
Donovan caught my hand and hauled me directly upstairs. I had to put some pep
in my step to keep up with him, and as soon as we hit my bedroom, he stripped
off his shirt, flinging it carelessly aside. I paused mid-yank on my own shirt,
sidetracked by the view. For the first time, I got a good look at everything
this man’s body had been put through. 


The acid scars started near his ears and mantled over his
upper back, a maze of bumpy paths that converged and trickled down like water
runnels to his lower back. They wrapped around his biceps and shoulders,
trailing down his forearms like white liquid on his dark skin. When he turned
to face me, I saw the scars danced over his collarbones, a few tendrils making
it past the impressive muscled ridges, the damage nowhere near as bad as his
back. 


My own skin ached in sympathetic reaction, imagining how
that must have hurt like a bitch. A part of me wished I could lay my hands on
the person who had done this and eviscerate them. Slowly.  


Donovan must have taken my pause to mean something else. His
lips twisted as he looked at me, and his shoulders slumped a bit. The copper
lust he shone with died a little. “Yeah, different story with the shirt off,
isn’t it?”


And no, sir, none of that. I closed the distance between us
and placed a lingering kiss on a thin trickle of scar that wound its way toward
Donovan’s heart. His sharp intake of breath pressed his chest firmer into the
kiss. “I saw them the first time I looked at you. I can trace them right
through your shirt, they’re that clear in my vision.” My fingers lightly
stroked up his forearm, brushing scars with both fingers and lips.


Voice choked, he whispered, “And you still look at me like
that?”


Raising my eyes to his, I whispered, “Like what?”


“Like the sun rises just for me.”


“Not quite,” I corrected gently, rising up to skim my lips
over his. “You carry a sun around with you. You’re the most amazing man I’ll
ever meet, Donovan Havili. There’s nothing anyone can do or say to convince me
otherwise.” 


His mouth closed over mine, hot and insistent, swallowing my
words and breath. I kissed him in return just as hungrily, scrabbling at his
pants because dammit, I was really tired of him in clothes. His hands found the
hem of my shirt, yanking, both of us working to get it off. Skin met skin as
the shirt hit the floor and I reveled in that for a moment, the heat of him
perfectly delicious. I shoved my hand down the front of his pants, impatient to
feel him, and swiped a thumb over his leaking tip. The slew of curses that fell
out of Donovan’s mouth ratcheted my lust higher. I needed him inside me. Now.


It took more coordination than I cared for to get us both
naked, mostly because I wanted to kiss and touch him, not worry about any
mundane details. He ended up wrestling me out of my pants and shoes, his own
pants and shoes, then grabbed me under the thighs and lifted me up, turning
sharply to plant me on the edge of the bed. Being manhandled like that was hot
as fuck, and I had not a single protest. 


We fell back against the sheets in a frenzy of rushing hands
and kisses, and for one glorious moment our cocks aligned before Donovan lifted
up and away, breaking our kiss with a groan. Before I could protest, his lips
grazed the sensitive part of my neck, making me shiver. He traveled lower to
apply his tongue and fingers to my nipples. Each brush, roll, and pinch sent
sparks racing through me, my entire body coming alive with sensation. I’d never
found myself to be particularly sensitive there, but he applied more force than
anyone had ever tried before, and that made all the difference. Or maybe the
difference was Donovan himself. 


“I really, really like what you’re doing,” I gasped, arching
up into his touch, one hand lightly holding his head in place, the other
sweeping up and down his back.


“Yeah?” He glanced up, golden eyes under dark lashes, and
that should be a painting. That look right there, that needed to be
immortalized. It was sexy as sin. “You a talker in bed, Jon?”


“Generally. Problem?”


“Hell no. Please talk to me. I want to hear what you like,
what you need, what’s not working for you. Especially now, when we’re figuring each
other out.” 


Of course he wanted me to talk to him. I’d momentarily
forgotten that he constantly urged me to communicate with him. My Donovan was a
talker—it made sense. “I’m not normally that sensitive, but the pressure and heat
you’re applying is working.”


“Yeah?” That pleased him, and he bent back to it with even
more focus than before. 


I grabbed both of his shoulders before pleasure turned me
boneless. After a few more moments of driving me crazy, his mouth traversed
lower and I had absolutely no intention of stopping him. He slipped to the
floor, settling on his knees, hands moving to cup my balls gently in one hand. Daaaamn
that felt good, that gentle, rolling massage sending sparks of pleasure singing
along my nerves. I spread my legs a little wider to give him more room to work
with, my eyes threatening to roll back into my head. 


With no warning, wet heat engulfed me to the root, followed
by intense suction, and I damn near jackknifed off the bed. Only Donovan’s arms
wrapped around my thighs kept me from choking him, their pressure and heat a
welcome grounding sensation, because I was going to lose it in five seconds
flat otherwise. Especially if he kept hoovering up and down like that.


“Shit, shit, shit, shit,” I heard spill out of my mouth. 


He chuckled. I felt the vibration—which caused my eyes to
stop threatening their roll and proceed to do so—then his tongue came into
play. On a pulling suction up to the tip, he didn’t stroke that sensitive spot
right below the head, not like most men did, but instead swept his tongue all
around the edge of the top in a slow, sensual caress. 


I damn near lost my mind. 


“Where the fuck did you learn that, do not stop, fuuuuck,” I
whimpered. It was a manly whimper, I think, although I was past caring.  


He did it again. Then again, and I swore I saw stars. I had
to grip his head with both hands, hard, to keep myself grounded. “Do-Donovan.” 


Pulling off a little, he looked up in question, eyes
sparkling with devilish amusement. Apparently, he enjoyed driving me insane.
“Yeah, babe?”


“If you want to do me in the next ten seconds, you’d better
stop that,” I managed to get out, although I really, really didn’t want him to
stop. 


“Actually…” he trailed off, still on his knees, expression
thoughtful. “How do you feel about doing me?”


I contemplated for all of three nanoseconds, because I
really did want his beauty of a cock inside me, but that sounded like the best
idea I’d heard all year. All century. “Get up here.” 


Taking that as my answer, he got onto the bed, and as he
moved, I scrambled upright to open my nightstand drawer and yank out lube and a
condom. I immediately snapped on the condom before I lost all higher form of
thought process. Then I turned back and whatever brain cells I’d had left
quickly fled the building.


Donovan lay face down on the bed, his ass lifted for access,
arms stretched above his head. All breath whooshed from my body in a whimper.
He wasn’t trying to completely destroy me, right? He was just naturally hot and
tempting, correct? Did it matter? Either way, I was screwed. This man had
turned me into a whimpering mess in five minutes. 


Okay. Time to turn the tables. With an evil smile, I spread
his ass cheeks and leaned in. 


“Babe? The lube’s still over—shiiiiiit.” 


His entire body jolted as I laid my tongue flat against his
pucker and lapped, the muscle quivering under my ministrations. Donovan’s
swearing was music to my ears. I traced circles with the tip of my tongue
around the ring, fucking into his hole with quick little jabs, varying speed
and rhythm. After one particularly hard, wet thrust, I drew back to blow a
stream of air across the loosened muscle. I knew the coolness would set off the
moisture from my spit in a most pleasurable way.


“Holy shit, fuck, do that again.” 


I did it again, listening to him swear, words slipping into
a language I didn’t recognize. I took that to be a very good sign. I did it
once more, just because it was fun, but I really had to prep him properly
before we both lost our common sense and did something that would end in
injuries. I pulled back enough to grab the lube and dump some into my hand,
inserted a finger, and found he accepted that easily. So I added a second,
scissoring, stretching, keeping them crooked a little to massage along that
inner wall. 


Donovan moved with me, his hips matching my rhythm, arms now
braced to help work himself on my fingers. “Third.” 


I added one more and watched, feeling his inner muscles
clamp down on me. I might have also played with his prostate a little. Copper
flared like a sunburst, shooting all the way up his spine. He really liked anal
play, didn’t he? “Good?”


“Yes,” he said hoarsely. “In me, now.” 


I groaned. The things his voice alone did to me. His normal
gravel had turned even rougher and lower, a subterranean growl that spoke to
every lust receptor in my body. I lubed myself up and carefully pushed in,
going slow. It felt like I half-forced my way inside. But he didn’t tense, just
breathed in deeply, his hips tilted to accept me in him. When I was completely
home, I draped myself over his back and rested my forehead on his spine,
catching my breath, hands hooking up and around his shoulders. 


Tight, tight, so goddamn tight.


“Jon,” Donovan groaned, shivering hard, “please move. Move.”


I quite liked having him plastered to me like this, so I
didn’t lift up, just moved my hips back an inch before sliding back in. He
gasped for breath, rocking back against me, and I slid out a little more on the
next go. Feeling his heat all around me, muscles contracting as I thrust in and
out; the way he sparked with passion, love, affection, and pleasure—the
sensation was amazing. Words couldn’t describe it. 


“Touch me,” Donovan begged. “Need…”


I peppered kisses all along his back, eliciting a moan, and
dropped my hand down to his dick. With my fingers still covered in lube it was easy
to stroke him in time with my thrusts. He started to plunge into my hand as
hard as he impaled himself onto my cock. I could see, hear, feel his pleasure
building to a climax, copper flooding my sight. I slammed my eyes shut before I
fell abruptly over the edge myself. 


Not yet. I didn’t want to come just yet. This felt too good,
this was the stuff of my dreams and hopes for weeks, it couldn’t end just yet—


Donovan gave a hoarse, strangled shout and climaxed abruptly
over my hand. His arms gave out, and his front half sank abruptly onto the
mattress. The sudden change of angle had me sliding in deeper, and a moan tore
from my throat. I grabbed his hips and my pace quickened as I used him to find
my own climax. 


He grunted a little with each hard thrust but didn’t move or
protest, just accepted me as I pounded into him. Everything in me tightened
abruptly and, like a string being cut, I climaxed hard, white bursts of
pleasure sparking my vision. 


Draped over his back, we both lay there, content to catch
our breaths. Eventually the rush died down to a nice afterglow, and I found the
strength and focus to pull gently out of him, get rid of the condom, and find a
damp cloth to clean us both up with. He only moved a little as I cleaned him
up, smiling at me with the expression of a very satisfied man. 


I ended up curled against Donovan’s chest, his arm wrapped
around my waist, our breathing even and slow. I suspected Donovan to be asleep
but didn’t glance up to check. For the first time in years I felt perfectly and
utterly at peace. I also felt sexually satisfied in a way I’d never experienced
before. I’d had good rounds of sex, make no mistake. But with previous
partners, when I’d taken off the sunglasses and had no shields to compensate,
their auras would eventually overwhelm me. I’d be so distracted by what I saw I
could never fully lose myself in sensation. With Donovan as my anchor, the
trouble hadn’t occurred, and I’d been able to fully embrace the passion and
sensation of our lovemaking without it overwhelming my senses in the process. 


I think, too, the old adage about sex being better with
someone you cared about was true. The man in my arms loved me right down to my
core. I hadn’t had the courage to admit it out loud, but I suspected I felt the
same way about him. Perhaps had even fallen for him the first time I saw him. I
didn’t subscribe to the theory of love at first sight—it was usually more lust
at first sight—but I had to wonder, considering my reaction to him.


I especially wondered, considering his reaction to me.  


Should I ask? No, leave it be. 


But he was such a romantic at heart, maybe he….


Stop it, me. Leave it alone. 


“Babe.”


I jolted slightly, then peeked up at him from under my eyelashes.
He stared back with a knowing quirk of the eyebrow. 


“You’re thinking so loud I can literally hear the gears
turning from here,” he informed me, tone warm and teasing. “How about you just
spit it out?”


And he claimed he couldn’t read me that well. I called
bullshit. The words hovered at the tip of my tongue as I rearranged them
several times, debating the best way to ask this. “Not to sound like a walking
cliché, but do you believe in love at first sight?”


“It would be hypocritical of me if I didn’t, all things
considered,” he responded, a hand idly stroking up and down my flank. “I’m the
product of it.”


Of all the things I’d expected him to say, that hadn’t been
anywhere on the list. Pulling back a little so I could see his face better, I demanded
incredulously, “Get out. Are you really?”


“Three generations running,” he confirmed, amused at my
reaction. “My parents, my mother’s parents, and my grandmother’s parents.
That’s what we can prove and have history for, mind you; it might go further
back than that.” 


I lay there, utterly speechless. Three generations?
Seriously? 


“It doesn’t happen for everyone in the family,” he continued
thoughtfully, staring blankly at the opposite wall as he got lost in some
memory inside his own head for a few moments. “I’d say only about twenty-five
percent of the time. You’re wondering if I fell for you at first sight, aren’t
you?”


“Kinda curious,” I admitted a little sheepishly, idly
tracing designs on his chest with my fingertips. If he had, it would explain so,
so much. 


“I’m not sure,” he stated slowly, feeling his way out with
his words. “I think I certainly started to fall for you. That smile you had on
your face, it damn near stole my breath. I had to remind myself constantly to
play it cool.” 


That I could believe. I still caught that reaction sometimes
whenever I did or said something that amazed him. He’d look at me like I
outshone the sun. “That’s why you can accept it so easily. Our relationship
happening so quickly, I mean.”


“Hmm, maybe?” He dropped a quick kiss against my forehead,
lips warm on my skin. “It took me about a week to figure out I didn’t want to
just jump your bones, that I wanted a real relationship, and after I realized
what I wanted, I just went for it. You were perfectly happy with everything I
did, so I figured you’d be up for dating. At least.”


If he only knew. I nearly didn’t say it, but he was always
so open with me, even knowing I could see much of what he felt. The unfairness
of it struck me as wrong. I took in a breath and bolstered up my courage.
“Actually, I was trying really hard not to sound like I was hitting on you that
whole first day.”


A rumble of delight came from his chest—not quite a laugh,
but more like a rough purr. “Really?”


“You’ve no idea.” I nuzzled against his chest, as that idle
stroking of his warmed me slowly up. I still felt sated from the crazy-hot sex
we’d just had, but I could see how I’d want him again in the near future. 


“I’ve never felt as strongly emotionally attached to someone
else like you,” he said slowly, feeling his way around the words. “Is that
because I’m connected to you?”


“Part of it,” I said. I added in a rueful tone, “A rather
large part of it. Being my anchor means you’re more aware of me. We don’t share
emotions or thoughts, nothing like that, but we’re more hyper aware of each
other. The longer we stay bonded, the truer that will be.” 


“That’s why the sex is so good too,” he concluded smugly. 


Stifling a laugh, I pressed a quick kiss against his chest,
reveling in the naked press of warm skin against me. “Yeah. We’re more in tune
than most lovers at this stage. And we’re openly communicating. All of that
factors in. It’ll only get better from here out.” 


“Shit,” he said reverently. “That’s a dangerous idea. We’ve
got things we have to do outside this bed, after all.”


I snickered. “Hunger will force us out eventually.”


He hummed in agreement, dropping another kiss on my
forehead.


As easy as the silence was between us, the scales in my mind
still felt unbalanced. I knew so much about him—I had since our first ten
minutes together—but he was still learning about me. I felt like I owed him an
explanation too. “Donovan…you asked before who hurt me.”


He went abruptly still, tense and waiting. “I did.” 


“First real boyfriend I had was in college. Freshman year.
He was hot, thought it was cool I was psychic; we hooked up so quickly my head
spun with it.” I stared directly at Donovan’s chest, my hands idly petting
through the smattering of hair on it. I couldn’t meet his eyes. I tried, but I
failed utterly an inch up. “But it went sour really fast. This was before I
figured out that they did make cars with EMP shielding. I knew better than to
get into any of them, so I rode my bike a lot of places, or I only went
somewhere I could walk. It grated on him very quickly that we couldn’t just go
to the movies, or to dinner across town, or any of that. He didn’t always
remember to put his phone or his laptop in a protective case before he came
near me. My shields were basically nonexistent then, worse than before you
anchored me, and I could fry things even with a cloth barrier between me and
it. He lost three phones in a month. I always paid for the replacement, but…the
frustration eventually got to him. Three months in, he threw in the towel and
told me I was too much of a freak.”


Donovan’s arms closed in around me, his head bending so his
whole body enveloped me from head to toe. I saw that wave of gold go through
him, saw how much he loved me, and saw lava red chase it. Anger. Rage, even. I
kissed his chest and held him close to me, reassuring us both. “I understand
now he was just a selfish bastard, but at the time I believed him. For too long
I believed him right. I wasn’t good boyfriend material.” 


“Are you going to tell me his name?” he whispered against my
ear. 


“No,” I answered steadily, darkly amused as he grumbled.
“Because you don’t want his name. You want his name, address, and an estimate
of his defenses.” 


Donovan rumbled again, sounding terribly close to grizzly
bear level. “I promise I won’t kill him. We just need to have a chat.”


In a pure Southern accent, I drawled, “Sugar, I’d much
rather you focus on other things. I didn’t tell you about him to make you mad.
I told you because you asked and I owe you some answers.” 


“I do like learning about you,” he agreed with a sigh.
“Alright, I promise I won’t get mad. Can I ask you something else?”


The way he qualified that question worried me. Still, I
encouraged, “Shoot.” 


“I got the feeling you were leery about taking me on as an
anchor for more than just the reason you told me. Did something happen? Did you
try to anchor with someone else and it not work out or something?”


That seriously worried him. I could see the flash of it
along his line. “No. You’re my first and only anchor. It wasn’t my own experience
that put a bad taste into my mouth. It was my mom’s.”


“I thought Rodger was her only anchor,” Donovan said slowly,
words tilting up in question. 


“Yeah,” I confirmed with a gusty sigh. I didn’t really want
to get into this—it wasn’t my favorite version of pillow talk—but he deserved
to know. “See, Mom and Rodger met in college. Fell in lust, did the
relationship thing for nearly two years, and then split up. But they anchored
about a year into the relationship, and that’s when things got messy. They split
up amicably enough, but they weren’t interested in being together anymore. They
decided to settle at friends, and of course Rodger stayed as her anchor. 


“Then Mom met my dad. They got married, had Natalie and me,
but the relationship soured pretty quickly. Natalie remembers it better than I
do—my father left when I was seven—but the arguments they had could’ve peeled
paint off the walls. A lot of it had to do with how much time she was spending
with Rodger. I realize now my dad had every right to be pissed because she was
actually having an affair with Rodger.” 


Donovan groaned. “Yikes.”


Yikes about covered it. “After she and my dad split, we
never heard from him again. Rodger was married to someone at the time. So it
was a double adultery. Rodger and his wife stayed married another few years,
but that didn’t last long either. Then he and my mom pretended they were going
to cool that part of their relationship off, but I got hustled out of the house
at seventeen, went to live with Natalie, and I think she and Rodger actually
got together after that.” 


My lover pondered all of that information for a long moment.
“So your father left you, your mother basically shuffled you on to someone else
to finish raising, and your stepfather is part of the reason both things
happened. All because those two anchored.”


I winced at the unfortunately accurate summary. “In a
nutshell.”


“Damn, babe. I now understand why you flew off the handle
earlier. What calmed you down so fast?”


All things considered, he had good reason to wonder. “Two
things. Carol asked me a very important question: how you measured up to all
those other people. It’s not even really a comparison. I mean, I love most of
the ones involved in that melodrama, but I can’t say they have your patience.
Or the same sense of loyalty. That alone tipped the scales in my favor. Second
thing was, I literally see how much you love me. Love like that isn’t
transient.”


His hand cradled my cheek, and he drew my face up so he
could look into my eyes. In the mellow lighting of the bedside lamp, his brown
eyes looked more golden. Or maybe I saw them that way because he once again
glowed gold. “I do love you. I won’t be your Rodger, Jon.”


I pressed up and into him, sealing that vow with a kiss. I
believed him wholeheartedly. But more than that, I vowed I wouldn’t repeat my
mother’s mistake either. 


No way in hell would I ever let this man go. 
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I’d just put a quiche in the oven when two strong arms
wrapped around my waist and a set of teeth nibbled at the column of my neck.
Chuckling, I put my hands over his. “Good morning to you too.” 


“Are you making me breakfast?”


“Quiche,” I answered. 


Sighing happily, he snuggled even further around me like a
warm teddy bear. “You do love me.”


I snorted a laugh. “I swear you translate food as love. I
just hope I made enough. I only had six eggs to work with.”


“It should be fine.” Nuzzling against my ear, he murmured,
“Can I interest you in a joint shower after breakfast? Or do we have something
on schedule this morning?”


“Door guy is supposed to be here at nine,” I said regretfully.
My shower upstairs might have enough room for both of us. If nothing else, it’d
be fun trying to fit. 


“We’re out of condoms anyway.” Donovan sounded peeved about
this. “I suppose we should hit the store at some point today and stock up.”


“Probably.” I knew for a fact I was clean. Donovan, I knew,
was equally clean. I could easily see diseases, and he was healthy as a horse.
It made me wonder, did we really need the condoms? 


A rap sounded on what was left of my front door. Donovan
didn’t exactly reach for a gun, but he went alert, prowling forward and
checking carefully before opening it. I braced my hands on the bar, watching as
he conferred with the two workmen. Seeing him go alpha male gave me a happy tingle.
They promised the door would be installed within two hours, and Donovan waved
them to it. 


The red phone on my kitchen wall gave a ring. I answered it
with a cheery, “Hello.”


“Wow you sound chipper,” Natalie responded. My sister
sounded downright gleeful. “Skylar came home with the most interesting story
about you making out with Donovan. Tell me she’s not pulling my leg.”


“She’s not pulling your leg,” I responded dutifully. 


“Jonathan,” she growled, frustrated. 


I grinned, shooting my lover an affectionate look. “She’s
not messing with you, Nat. We’re together.”


Natalie whistled. “And when did this happen?”


“Day I got shot at.” I could hear her choke of disbelief and
shrugged. “I never said I have good timing.”


“Clearly you don’t. Wait, you asked him to date? Go,
little brother!”


“Well, it wasn’t much of a leap on my part. I could see he
wanted me. You, ah, might not have heard he’s my anchor as well.”


Dead silence. Natalie made a few strangled sounds, as if she
tried to form words, only her mouth failed to cooperate.


“It’s a long story,” I informed her, not sure where to
begin. “And better said in person. Maybe meet me for lunch?”


“Little Italy, noon sharp, or I come hunting for you.”


I didn’t dare disobey. Natalie could be vindictive when she
put her mind to it. “Meet you there.” 





Natalie, bless her, came alone to lunch and didn’t invite
our mother along. There were things I could say to my sister that I would never
voice in front of my mother, which Natalie understood, and I needed to have a
frank conversation with Nat. As we entered the outside patio, she immediately
got up to hug me, her arms tight enough to cut off circulation around my neck.
I didn’t mind letting her get the stress out of her system. 


Stepping back, she surprised us both when she immediately
latched onto Donovan in the same way, although he had to bend to give her the
right height to manage it. 


“Thank you,” she whispered against my boyfriend’s cheek,
voice husky and choked as she fought back tears. 


“For what?” Donovan asked softly, genuinely confused. 


“Being you. Jon desperately needed you. I’m so glad you came
as you did.” Dropping back down, she extracted herself enough to smile up at
him, a touch wryly. “And I’m not referring just to you saving him at the
shooting.” 


Donovan shot me a soft, affectionate glance. “Trust me, that
was totally self-serving. I really prefer him alive.”


“We all do.” Patting his chest, she waved us to chairs and
we all sat, me sneaking my hand into Donovan’s and lacing our fingers loosely
together. Of course Nat caught this and teased, “Early bonding?”


“Shut up. You know that’s all bogus.” 


Donovan’s eyes darted between the two of us, not quite
following. 


For his sake, I explained, “If Hollywood is to be believed,
then when a psychic and anchor first bond, they need to have near constant
physical interaction in order to really be comfortable. Or lots of hot sex.
It’s so much baloney, there’s nothing of the kind.”


“But newly bonded pairs do touch a lot,” Natalie pointed
out, perfectly comfortable in the role of devil’s advocate.


“Because skinship is the language of love and most pairs are
couples,” I retorted. “Of course they touch a lot. New anchors are hyper aware
of their partner, too. That also plays into it. But the strength of the bond
doesn’t depend on constant contact.” 


Natalie pointedly looked at our linked hands. 


“I like to touch the man. Sue me,” I grumbled, sticking my
tongue out at her. 


Typical of a sibling, she returned the gesture. “You have a
sexy, sweet boyfriend. Of course you want to touch him. Did I say anything?”


“Sitting right here,” Donovan said mildly, completely
amused. 


“How in the world sexy, sweet boyfriend became your anchor,
that’s what I want to know,” Natalie continued, ignoring him. “Dish, dammit.” 


“Sis, that’s so nineties.” 


“Do I need to resort to bodily injury?”


She looked to only be half kidding. I gave her the rundown
as best I could, but even to my own ears it didn’t really connect. Natalie knew
this as well. When I stopped talking, she kept staring at me, a woman waiting
for the punch line. 


“Jonathon.” Placing both hands flat on the table, she took
in a breath, outwardly calm. “You really mean to tell me you two anchored
without you noticing? That it took Carol to point it out to you?”


“Yup,” I answered, popping the P.


“And you still don’t really know how it happened?”


I shrugged eloquently. 


“Has that ever happened in the history of, well, ever?”


I shrugged again. “No clue.”


She stared at me as if I’d just announced I participated in the
ritual slaughtering of puppies or something equally horrific. “How can you bond
to someone without even knowing?”


“Because my heart overrode my head.” I gave Donovan a
lopsided smile, his hand tightening on mine. “I wish you could see him fully,
the way he looks at me. If he weren’t my anchor, I think it would have blinded
me by now. The only thing more constant than this man is gravity, and I think
he’d give gravity a run for its money. I wanted him, Natalie, from the first
moment. Old fears and insecurities kept me back.”


“Hawaiian culture has a saying: Ua ola loko I ke aloha.
It roughly translates to ‘love gives life within.’ I think that’s what happened
here. I wished for him,” Donovan stated, the words soft and warm. “I wished for
him so strongly his ability felt it and reached out for me. And I’m glad for
that. He’s so much lighter, more confident, now that we’re bonded.” 


“Really can’t refute that,” I admitted to her, winking at
Donovan and getting a grin in return. I hadn’t known he spoke his mother’s
native tongue. That was news to me. It was also very hot. 


Natalie watched us for another moment, the wheels turning.
Her meridian lines showed caution but also hope and contentment, even
happiness, so I could more or less guess what ran through her mind. She chose
to speak it aloud for Donovan’s sake. “When Jon dropped that bombshell over the
phone, I was very afraid he was walking in our mother’s shoes. I would have
murdered him myself if that were the case. But I have to believe your hearts
and psychic ability know what they’re doing.” 


“If it doesn’t, it will be the first time in my life it’s
failed me.” I didn’t think it had, not with something this important. 


“My only complaint is that I can’t feel him,” Donovan
confessed to her, a slight whine to his tone. “That’s something else Hollywood
lied about. If I’m anchored to him, shouldn’t I be able to feel him?”


“Not unless you’ve suddenly gained psychic ability,” Natalie
denied with a snort, although she gave him a sympathetic look. “And really,
Donovan, you don’t need psychic ability to be a good anchor. You were already doing
half the job of an anchor without realizing it, according to Mom.”


“The one thing that Hollywood got right is that proximity
helps.” I hadn’t had a chance to really explain our bond in depth, and now
seemed a good time to give him at least some of the information he needed. “They
call it an ‘anchor’ for a reason. I’m literally grounding myself to you. All
the energy that I’m surrounded by affects me, interacts with my auric field,
and that can be very overwhelming. By having you, I have a way of anchoring
myself, of centering so I don’t get lost in all of their energies. It balances
and protects me.”


He listened intently, hanging on my every word. “But what if
me being around you isn’t enough? What if you do get overwhelmed?”


“If I do get totally overwhelmed, feel free to haul me into
a hug and just hang on to me until I get my bearings again.”


“You’ll be the one person he can comfortably be near if that
happens,” Natalie warned him. “Don’t let anyone else near unless they’re
medical personnel, and limit that as much as possible.” 


“There’s a lot I need to tell you.” And probably should have
last night instead of screwing the man’s brains out. Not that I regretted that
one iota. “We’ll sit down properly after this and hash it all out, okay?”


Donovan agreed with a dip of the chin, and we focused on the
menus long enough to pick out what to order. The waitress came by, we placed
our orders, then Natalie went back to discussing the situation in a serious
vein. “What do you want to do about Mom? She’ll take one look at you two and
know.”


“And probably hit the roof, not that she has any room to
throw stones.” The whole future scene threatened to give me a headache. “I’ll
call her later.”


“Call?” Natalie repeated, tone indicating she found this a
less than stellar choice. 


“She hasn’t developed the ability to either choke me or
throw something at me over a landline, so yes, call,” I responded with
saccharine sweetness. “Her Irish temper will have time to calm down that way
before I see her.”


“You really think she’s going to be upset by this?” Donovan
thumbed at one ear lobe, body language doubtful. “I don’t.”


“She’s not going to be upset about you anchoring with me,
just that we did it so soon. We’ve barely known each other three weeks.”
Granted, that was like an eternity for me to get to know someone, but the rest
of the world didn’t operate that way. “She’ll be eventually cool with it, it’ll
just take fast talking to calm her down first. And I’m not looking forward to the
explanation.” 


Natalie gave me that point with an open palmed shrug.
“You’re likely not wrong. Call me for backup if you need me.”


“I will.” And I really would. I might be twenty-five, but I was
not above using my sister for protection. Mom liked her more than me, after
all. 





The rest of Saturday was blissful, as was Sunday, with
Donovan and I not doing much constructive. I had most of my place back together
at this point, aside from some patch work around the bar area scheduled for
next week. We spent an inordinate amount of time in bed and ordering takeout.
It was by far the best weekend I’d ever spent in my life, and I could only hope
we had more like them. 


The only part of the weekend marring the bright spot was my
phone call with Mom. She’d gone off on me for bonding to Donovan without
telling her, then did it again when she heard I hadn’t actually done it on
purpose. She was torn between that fine line of ‘don’t do what I did’ and ‘I’m
happy you have an anchor.’ It was a knife’s edge to walk but she managed it,
even if she did piss me off in the process. 


Aside from that, the weekend went smoothly, too smoothly for
us to actually look forward to going back into work. I blamed that mostly on
the paperwork. Donovan had a crap ton to wade through now that he was anchored
to me. Which meant I, in turn, had a crap ton to wade through. I hated
paperwork. 


This time when we entered the office, we received wary
looks, although Marcy offered a tentative smile in greeting. “Welcome back?”


“Thanks,” I responded with an answering smile. She lit up in
relief. Was she unsure of how to respond to me? Aside from the freakout on
Friday, I’d had my place shot up, so admittedly my emotions were all over the
map. “So, ah, Carol likely mentioned that Donovan is my anchor.”


“She did. Congratulations to you both.” Marcy beamed up at
Donovan, then grabbed a folder from one of her out trays and handed it over. “I
took the liberty of gathering up all the forms for you.”


“Thanks, Marcy.” Donovan took it with a very pleased expression.
Then he flipped the folder’s top and got a look at the stack and groaned.
“You’re kidding me. I thought I got rid of the forms filled out in triplicate
when I left the Army.”


Tapping the forms with a fingertip, I explained, “Government
forms.” 


“Of course they are,” he sighed, shoulders slumping. “Well.
I know what I’m going to be doing the rest of the day.”


“If it’s any consolation, half of those are likely for me.”
Not that I had filled them out personally, ever, but I knew something of them.
Glancing at the top page, I reached over and thumbed through a few of them,
skimming. “Yup, some of this only I’m going to be able to answer. Let’s get to
our office, spread this out, and maybe we can have Marcy submit it all for us
by closing.” 


Donovan did not look the least bit sold on this idea—likely eight
hours wouldn’t be enough time, we both knew that—but amiably went for the
office. While we were gone, someone had been kind enough to order a different
computer chair meant for big and tall men and put it at Donovan’s desk, along
with a laptop in an EMP box to help protect it from yours truly. He sat at his
desk, portioned off some of the stack to me, and I sat at mine. 


Name. Birth date. Social security number. License number.
Contact information. Employment information. All in triplicate. Sometimes they
asked other questions, like type of psychic ability, which state my license was
in, emergency contacts, etcetera. I had to have another psychic witness that
Donovan was truly my anchor, so I ducked out to Carol’s office for her
signature. 


As I tapped on the open door, she looked up from her table,
smiling as she saw me. “Well. You look better today.” 


“Sorry for having a meltdown on you the other day,” I
apologized contritely, feeling my cheeks warm. 


She threw up a hand to stay me. “I know your history well
enough to understand. You don’t need to apologize. You’re good with Donovan?
You two talked it out?”


“Got the basics hashed out, anyway. I still need to run him
through everything being an anchor entails. We keep getting sidetracked from
that conversation.” Carol was one of the few psychics who didn’t have a
boyfriend and/or spouse as an anchor. Her sister Sharon was hers, partially why
Sharon worked here at Psy as well. Although I felt grateful she was with us no
matter the reason, as the woman cut my paychecks. “Say, you think Sharon would
mind if Donovan sits down with her? I honestly feel like she’d do a better job
at explaining this than I would.”


“You have no experience with an anchor, after all,” Carol said
thoughtfully. “I think she’d be delighted. I know Donovan scared her at first,
but he’s always so quick to offer us all a hand, she warmed up to him pretty
quickly. Did you know he waits and walks us out to our cars every night?
Assuming he doesn’t leave with you first.” 


I had not known that. “Since when?”


“Hmm, second day here?” She paused, thought about it, then
nodded at her own conclusion. “I believe that’s right. On the days you two
don’t make it back to the office, he calls Marcy to make sure there’s nothing
broiling here that we need help on. Jim actually did call him in one night.
Sharon would dearly love to repay the favor. We both would.” 


Of course Donovan had proactively protected everyone in the
office. I wasn’t even surprised. “Then can you sign the forms for me as a
witness? And we’ll sit him down with Sharon after this. I think he’ll rest
easier knowing what his new job entails.” 


“Sure.” Carol took the forms from me and signed away, all
three places I’d marked. As she handed it all back to me, she gave me a grin,
her meridian lines turning slightly green with affection. “I’m happy to finally
see your eyes, Jon.”


With our anchor in place, I hadn’t bothered to wear
sunglasses indoors. It was the first time in nearly two decades I’d been able
to do so. I grinned back at her in delight. “Yeah. I’m really happy about that
too.” 


“Let me grab Sharon; you go get Donovan,” she instructed,
scooting around me and out the door. 


I dutifully went to my office and poked my head around the
jamb. “How about a quickie training session with Sharon on anchor duties?”


Donovan immediately got up. “Sounds great. Now?”


“Yup. Carol’s fetching her.” 


It didn’t take a psychic to read his relief. In his shoes,
I’d certainly feel better knowing what my new job entailed. And I knew I wasn’t
just a job for him, which made it even more important. 


We met back up in Carol’s office, Sharon already in place at
the table. With nothing to be worked on, the table was empty for a change. She
gave us both a quick smile as we sat down. “I’m glad you asked me, Jon. I’d be
happy to help. First thing’s first, I think you should tell Donovan everything
you’re capable of doing.” 


That probably was the best way to start. 


Donovan’s head canted in question. “The reading isn’t all he
can do?”


“Not by a long shot,” I answered dryly. “Normally I only
read the surface layer of people’s auras, see only what they readily display in
that moment. That limitation makes it tricky to divine everything they mean
because I have to ask the right question and pay attention to their lines as
they answer. You’ve seen this level, where I never probe further than the
surface. It’s light and easy, a comfortable energy expenditure for me, like
watching television. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. In fact, my
ability can delve into three levels: surface, empathic, telepathic.”


Donovan took out a pad of paper from his side pocket and
started taking notes at this point. I paused to allow him to catch up, as it
was vital he get every bit of this down. When I was sure he had, I continued, “It
requires meditation and extreme focus to go empathic, and it’s not pleasant in
my head afterwards. I always feel very raw and achy, like an open wound, with
light of any sort being beyond painful. Stab a fork in my eyeballs painful. In
going deep, I absorb the energy of the other person fully, not just on the
surface, which messes with my own energy badly. It usually takes a full day to
straighten myself out again, so I don’t do it unless the situation really calls
for it.”


“And what do I do as aftercare?” he asked, still writing
frantically. 


“Aftercare is exactly the word for it,” Sharon approved.
“You’ll need to get him into a dark room as quickly as you can, somewhere
devoid of people. Four magnesium tablets, two Advils, and a large bottle of
water are essential. After that, let him lie down and recoup. You are literally
the only person who can be around him during all of this. In fact, he’ll need
you there with him.”


Carol thankfully picked up the explanation from there, as I
had no idea how to explain the rest of it without tripping over my own words. “You’re
called an ‘anchor’ for a reason, Donovan. When a psychic gets too lost in other
energies, we need someone to act as a guidepost. Someone who can help us orient
ourselves and sort through those energies until we’re back to rights again. For
me, I can get lost in the energies of the world and have spatial
disorientation. Jon’s different; he can get tangled up in the emotional lines
of other people. He won’t be able to sort his own emotions from the psychic
energy of the other people he’s absorbed.”


“But I will know yours.” I gave Donovan a sweet smile. “And
from you to me there is a very strong thread there, binding us. I can look at
you and that bond, and I can use it to trace everything that connects to you.
You are my baseline. I can figure everything out from it.” 


He paused in writing things down and returned my smile, eyes
golden and soft in the mellow lighting of the room. “I’m glad for that. But you
said three levels? Is the third telepathic?”


“Yeah.” I blew out a sigh, just remembering the last time
I’d been forced to go that deep. “Telepathic is a nightmare. I have to meditate
for twenty minutes and take a chemical enhancement to do it, and then I’m wiped
out for three days afterward. Never mind reading, I don’t even want to move,
just snuggle under a pile of blankets. I’ve only done it twice in my entire
career, and both times involved tracking a serial killer. Not pleasant stuff.”


Donovan’s emotions were written plain as day: my anchor did
not like the sound of this. “And what’s the aftercare on that?”


“Do not let anyone near me but you. Take me straight to a
quiet, dark room—home if you can manage it—and shove water and food at me for a
few days. When I say I’m wiped for three days, I’m not kidding. I’m down for
the count and leaving the house isn’t a possibility.”


“It’s very important you stay nearby during this,” Sharon
counselled him with a commiserating look at me. She’d worked that last serial
case with me and knew exactly how bad it had gotten. “As much as the empathic
level of reading messes with his energies, it’s ten times worse for the
telepathic level. It will take him considerable time to straighten himself out.
He’s also at risk for panic attacks during this; although he’s not had one, it
got…scary last time.”


I shook my head grimly. “Scary’s an understatement. I think
I actually did have a panic attack before I called you. She had to talk me
through things over the phone until I settled again.” 


“I was on the phone with him for three hours, and if it
would have helped? I’d have gone over there.” Sharon gave Donovan a look of
gratitude. “Which is why we’re all relieved you two have bonded. Just in case
he ever has to do it again.”


“Babe.” Donovan flipped his notebook shut and gave me the
sternest look I’d ever seen him wear. “You understand I don’t want you to ever
consider that option, right?”


And this was how he reacted just from the description. I
made a note to make sure he never actually saw the footage of me doing it from
that last case I’d worked. “You think I like the idea? Of course I avoid it
like the plague.” 


“Good.” Relieved, he flipped the notebook open again. “So
what else do I need to know?”


“Oh, we’re just getting started,” Sharon promised him with a
glint in her eyes. 


Yeah, we really were. I settled back and got comfortable,
because this would take a while. 
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Donovan had this thing, a leftover habit from the military,
where he took his first two fingers and whirled them once in the air before
pointing sharply in the direction he wanted me to go. He only used it in
emergency situations or when he was on the phone and couldn’t readily explain
to me why. 


I did not expect to get that behavior on a Wednesday morning
before I even stepped foot in the office. He met me at the door, cellphone to
his right ear, left hand signaling me back to the Humvee. I could see the
urgency and alarm in his aura and promptly did an about-face, nearly jogging
back to the driver’s seat and starting the engine as soon as I settled. 


He climbed into the passenger side and I finally caught more
than the random word as he responded, “Yeah, she’s a real piece of work. Don’t
you worry, Chen, we’re on our way. You sit tight at the station. Call a lawyer
if it’ll make you feel better, but Jon’ll straighten this out. I guarantee it.
You just sit tight and don’t answer any questions until we get there. Okay?
Okay.” 


As soon as he hung up, I demanded, “What happened? Chen’s in
the clear for this!”


“Was,” he corrected, eyes automatically looking as I did for
traffic before I pulled us out onto the main street. “Our crazy bitch has been
at it again. This time, she’s gone for some self-harm. I don’t have the
details, but apparently she went caterwauling into the station this morning
covered in bruises, claiming Chen put ’em there.” 


I felt a migraine descend like a dark cloud over my head.
“Wait. Wait, the boy who’s still recovering from two gunshot wounds
somehow has the physical strength to beat a perfectly healthy woman? Who’s an
athlete?”


“Yeah.” Donovan rolled his eyes. “Chen obviously missed his
calling as Rambo.” 


“Babe.”


“Yeah?”


“I hate people some days.”


“Right there with you,” Donovan assured me darkly.
“Seriously. Hasn’t she caused this kid enough grief?”


“I wonder if she has Ripley Syndrome,” I mused aloud. It
might explain that interesting mess I saw in her head. 


“What, now?”


“Ripley Syndrome,” I repeated, then realized that was
something of a misnomer. “It’s something I saw once in a Korean drama. Ripley Syndrome
is when a person makes up a story to explain something, or imagines a different
reality, but they believe their own lie. They can’t differentiate between fact
and their own make-believe.” 


Donovan gave me a disturbed look. “Is that a real thing?”


“Do I look like a doctor to you? I have no clue. It just
popped into my head when I thought about her behavioral patterns. And it would
explain why I don’t sense a lie with her when she’s being interviewed. Of
course, other things would explain it too. I guess we’ll have to see.” 


Traffic gods smiled on us and we made it to the station in
fifteen minutes, despite the busy hour of the day. I parked in the back, as
usual, and we rushed in through the back door, Donovan signing us both in. I
popped up on my tiptoes, trying to see over the desks to spot our client. The
place had enough traffic going around that it made spotting someone difficult.
For all I knew, he could be up in an interrogation room right now. 


Olivia spied us from the stairs and hailed, “Jon! Up here,
now.”


Glad for a direction, I immediately obeyed, hauling my butt
up to the second floor, Donovan right at my heels. The door to the viewing room
stood wide open, Solomon standing just inside it, smirking. I didn’t like that
smirk. I mean, I didn’t like Solomon smirking on just general principle, but
him smirking now gave me the impression he felt he had a leg up on me. And that
was never a good thing. 


Olivia shooed us into the viewing room. From there, we could
see into the interrogation room and found Chen and his mother sitting inside. Chen
looked miserable, painfully erect in his chair, lines of pain around his mouth.
His mother was worried and angled toward her son in a blatantly protective
stance. He clearly did not need to be down here, as he still looked pale and
thin after being shot. I could see the wounds on him throbbing with visible
pain. Whoever had dragged him in here had not been gentle. 


I had a good idea who and glared at Solomon. He’d be written
up for this. I’d make sure of it. 


“Your boy’s not so innocent now,” Solomon informed me,
grinning wide enough to show coffee-stained teeth. 


Somedays, I had to remind myself orange was not my color and
punching him would not be worth the jail time. Ignoring him, I asked, “What’s
the story?”


“Alice Thompson claims she went to Chen’s dorm room to have
it out with him—” Olivia’s flat expression made it very clear what she thought
of this, especially since Alice was suspended and not allowed on campus, “—and
he became enraged and beat her. She escaped and ran straight here to report
him.” 


“Beat her with what?” Donovan surprised me by asking. 


“His bare hands, according to her,” Olivia answered with a
significant weight to the words. 


Donovan’s eyebrows screwed up into a skeptical slant. “Really.
Because that boy’s hands are clean, no scrapes or bruises I can see. You can’t
hit another person with your fists without leaving a mark.”


Solomon made an audible sound behind me, reminiscent of a
deflating balloon. He hadn’t caught that, apparently. 


“Yes,” Olivia agreed wryly, “I found that very strange
myself. Equally strange is the complete lack of defensive wounds on Alice’s arms.
Her only injuries are on her face, chest, and one along her ribs.” 


“She wearing a midriff, by any chance?” I asked dryly. 


“Why, Jon, your psychic ability is growing.” 


Solomon took issue with my tone, I knew he did, but he
didn’t dare lay into me, not when his captain matched it. He bristled in the
corner like a wet, stepped-on cat, but kept it behind clenched teeth. I enjoyed
ignoring him. 


“I think,” Olivia continued thoughtfully, her eyes regarding
Chen through the window, “that questioning him will be utterly useless. I’ll
get a statement of his whereabouts and any corroborating witness—doubtless the
mother will give us that—just for the record. Jon, you come with me. Time to
ask Alice Thompson some questions. Solomon, you play good cop for me. You’re
inclined to do it anyway in this case.” 


We tromped out of that viewing room and into another one
directly next door, Olivia and Solomon entering the interrogation room. Alice
sat at the table with big liquid eyes, leaking tears on cue, her blonde hair a
straggled mess, as if someone had grabbed her by it. 


Before she could get a word out, Olivia threw up a staying
hand. “No tears, Ms. Thompson, if you please. Tears won’t help you. I need
facts right now. You went to Chen Li’s dorm?”


“Y-yes,” she answered, biting at her bottom lip, pleading
eyes fixed on Solomon.


I frowned. Wait…what? The lines around her head flared red
for a moment, then quieted, but I didn’t see any emotions. 


“Babe?” Donovan prompted, the walkie-talkie held near my
mouth. 


Shaking my head slowly back and forth, I tried to explain
what I was seeing. “It’s not a lie. But it’s not truth. It’s like…it’s like she
has no memory of it. She’s not emotionally responding to what she’s saying.” 


“Crocodile tears aside, you mean?” Donovan stared at her
hard through the window. “I think I understand now what you meant about that Ripley
Syndrome.” 


Really, it almost fit, but something was off. With Ripley,
she’d believe what she was saying. But she didn’t, not quite. I gestured for
the walkie-talkie and told Olivia, “She’s hiding something. Keep pushing.” 


“Describe to us what happened,” Olivia requested. 


“I-I was just so mad at what was happening, and that only
Detective Solomon seemed to believe me, that I went to have it out with Chen
Li. I wanted to make it clear I wouldn’t let him get away with it. Put the fear
of God in him, I guess. Only he screamed right back at me and sneered, and—” She
broke off sobbing, clutching a damp tissue to her face. “And then he started hitting
me, just swinging wildly, and I wasn’t expecting that. That he’d be that strong
while he’s recovering. I thought I’d be safe to talk to him now because he just
got out of the hospital. He cornered me for a few minutes, then I slammed into
him and got free. I wasn’t thinking, I just ran, I ran for the one man who believed
me.” She stared pleadingly at Solomon again. 


“Part lie, part truth,” I informed Olivia through the walkie-talkie,
reading the enigmatic girl’s lines. “She believes it happened, but the series
of events she just told you was completely made up.” 


Donovan abruptly took the walkie-talkie to his own mouth and
said, “Ask her what she did this morning. From the time she woke up until she
went to Chen’s.” 


Olivia didn’t so much as blink as she repeated the question.
“Ms. Thompson, what did you do this morning? From the time you got out of bed
until you saw Chen.”


“What does that matter?!” Alice wailed, sobbing into her
tissue. 


“Just walk me through it,” Olivia requested again in a tone
of forced patience. 


As Alice sobbed until she became basically incoherent, I
looked to my boyfriend. “Why did you ask that?”


“Playing a hunch.” Donovan rocked back on his heels, eyes
lost to a memory. “I saw something like this once when I was an MP. Guy had a
dissociative disorder and honestly had no memory of what he’d done. Killed
three people, blood on his hands, and was as freaked out about it as we were.”


Moments like this made me wish I could just Google stuff.
“Would it cause detachment with her emotions?”


“I think that’s a symptom, yeah.” Donovan’s attention
sharpened on me. “You think that’s it? She’s got this disorder?”


“Not a doctor,” I reminded him. “But something wacky is
going on, yeah.” 


Olivia lost patience on the other side. “Ms. Thompson! Stop
crying and answer the damn question. What did you do this morning?”


I’d rarely seen such a blank expression on a person’s face
before in my life. Even her meridian lines went flat, only resonating with
confusion and anger. “I’m not answering that. You should be asking what Chen Li
did to me! You should be getting me to a doctor!” Her voice raised several
octaves as she screeched, “WHY ARE YOU ASKING ME THAT?!”


“She doesn’t know,” I whispered, mostly to myself. “Huh.
Babe, walkie-talkie.”


As Donovan held it obligingly to me, I said, “Olivia, can
you step in here for a sec?”


Without a word to anyone, Olivia stood abruptly and headed
out the door, coming around and into the viewing room with me. Before she even
had the door closed, I asked, “Alice Thompson’s medical records?”


“Request still processing,” she answered sourly. “We hit
unexpected red tape, and I think I know why. Jon, exactly what are you seeing?”


“Weird shit,” I answered forthrightly, splaying my hands in
a helpless shrug. During moments like these I really wished for some sci-fi
power where I could just share my sight. Words didn’t adequately convey everything.
“It’s like she’s reading a report off a newspaper. She believes what it says
but has no memory of the event, no more information than what it told. The
weird red I see inside her head flares up when she’s being asked questions, and
I can tell she’s trying to remember, but something’s blocking her. Emotionally,
she has no connection to what she’s saying.” 


Rhetorically, Olivia muttered, “Aside from the crocodile
tears. This is a strange case, Jon. Have you ever seen something like this?”


“No. Donovan has.” 


She glanced at Donovan, who shrugged and said, “A case back
when I was an MP. Guy had a dissociative disorder. Killed three people and
didn’t remember doing it.” 


Olivia nodded, accepting this provisionally. “I’ve seen
situations like this before as well. I’ve got a hunch too, but I need to verify
facts first. Let’s go back to Chen and ask a few questions.” 


We changed rooms again, this time Olivia entering the
interrogation room alone. None of us felt the least bit of remorse leaving Solomon
to deal with the crying Alice. Olivia greeted the Lis with a sympathetic smile.
“I’m sorry you’ve been waiting so long. It’s taking some time to straighten
matters out. Chen, I need to ask you a few questions, please be perfectly
honest.”


“Yes, of course, Captain,” Chen responded in his polite way,
voice soft and troubled. 


“Have you seen Alice Thompson today?”


“Only in passing, here.” 


I spoke directly into the walkie-talkie. “Truth.”


“Have you seen or heard from her since she shot you?”


“Almost daily,” he answered with a twisted frown. “She send
many emails. I keep them in folder if you need to see them. But I have not seen
her.” 


I hadn’t known about the emails. I shot Donovan a look and
he shrugged, answering softly, “I didn’t know either. I think the kid was
playing things close to his chest.” 


Maybe he was, although he shouldn’t have, in this case.
“Truth again, Olivia.”


“Chen, Alice is claiming that she went to see you this
morning and you beat her.” 


Chen’s mother slapped a hand against the table. “This is
lie! This girl bad girl. She lie against my son. He can no beat anyone. Can no
even lift arm above shoulder!”


Olivia held up both hands. “Peace, Mrs. Li, I didn’t say I
believed her. But if you’re wondering why you’re here, that’s the reason. We
had to investigate and get to the bottom of the matter.”


“Mr. Bane, Mr. Havili, they are here, yes?” Chen asked
anxiously. 


“Don’t worry, they’re here,” Olivia reassured him kindly.
“He’s already helped me interview Alice, and he’s proving right now you’re
innocent in these accusations. I just need some physical proof to back it up
and we can let you go. Did either of you go somewhere with security cameras
today? Or buy anything you have receipts for?”


Chen’s mother promptly reached into her voluminous bag and
yanked out a handful of receipts. Then she placed them one at a time in front
of Olivia. “Doctor’s office. Pharmacy. Waffle House.” 


Olivia checked the time on each receipt and a satisfied
spark shot through her lines. “Perfect. I can prove you weren’t anywhere near
the apartment when she says. Chen, Mrs. Li, you can both go. I’ll help you file
a restraining order against this woman, and if she violates that—and that
includes emailing you, Chen—then we’ll prosecute her for it. Your son won’t be
attacked by this woman again, Mrs. Li.” 


A vindicated smile spread across Mrs. Li’s face. Nothing in
the world was more dangerous than a mother protecting her child. I knew this
from experience. “Good. I want to meet with Mr. Bane and Mr. Havili.” 


“Can you do so later? I need them now to prove Alice
Thompson is lying.” 


Reluctantly, Mrs. Li agreed with a nod. “Later, then.” 


She chattered something in Chinese to her son and Chen
wearily stood, already looking drained but also satisfied that he was able to
leave. That Alice hadn’t done another number on him. 


I put my shoulders to the wall and waited until Olivia came
back into the room, which took her several minutes, as she had to see the Lis
off. When she came back in, a very sharp, unhappy line pulsed through her
meridian. “I do not like being played, Jon. I especially don’t like tormenting
nice young men who haven’t done anything to deserve this treatment.” 


“None of us do,” I sighed in return. “This situation is so
fucked up. How did she even get all the bruises, anyway? Pay someone to beat
her?”


“Simpler than that,” Donovan disagreed. 


Olivia quirked a knowing eyebrow at him. “Sock trick.”


“Sock trick,” he confirmed, shaking his head. “You know it
too, huh.”


“I see it often enough, unfortunately.” For my benefit, she
explained, “Take a sock and fill it with something heavy, like coins or rocks,
then start swinging. It creates a nice bruising pattern on the skin and doesn’t
actually do any damage.”


At times I questioned the depth of humanity, of how deep people
were willing to plunge into the gutter; other times I questioned humanity’s
sanity instead. 


A quick flash of something sparked through Olivia, too quick
to catch, but I could see that speculative expression on her face well enough.
I didn’t like that look. It usually meant trouble for me. “What?”


“Jon,” she started, then for some reason regarded Donovan,
as if she expected trouble from him, “I think we can all agree we need to get
to the bottom of this. I can’t charge Alice Thompson much, as lying in this
case is a simple misdemeanor. It’s a fine; I can’t hold her.”


Donovan did not like this, turning Grumpy Bear in an
instant. “She’s clearly willing to do stupid shit to get Chen in trouble. Can’t
we do something?”


“She’s already gotten out on bail for the truly serious
thing she did,” Olivia pointed out, disgruntled and rather irritated by her own
words. “My hands are rather tied. I need something else to pin on her to keep
her behind bars for any length of time. Which is why I’m asking. Jon, I think
this girl is severely unbalanced. I can’t get a straight answer out of anyone
about it. Her family certainly won’t come clean. I’m scared of what she’ll do
next. Can you go deep for me?”


Oh hell. 
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Donovan stared at the captain, aghast, then protested with a
very vehement, “No way in hell.”


Pointing to him, she asked me, “He knows what that is?”


“Training camp the past few days,” I said with a wince. “And
Olivia, he’s right to be worried, that’s…not pleasant. And I reserve the right
to say no to anything short of a life-or-death situation.” 


“If we don’t stop that girl, she’ll likely shoot Chen
again,” Olivia predicted with a dark expression on her face. 


I winced again. Man, I wished I could disagree with her, but
unfortunately, I couldn’t. I really, really didn’t want to do this. The
headache alone gave me an excellent reason to avoid it. Upset, grumpy boyfriend
was also a very good reason. But a day of pain and an upset boyfriend couldn’t
outweigh the possibility of an innocent man getting hurt again. My client, no
less. When I balanced them on the scales, the pros and cons didn’t even compare
with each other. 


“No,” Donovan protested, no doubt reading me like an open
book. “No, babe, absolutely not. You told me what that does to you.”


I could tell he was about two seconds away from going full
Grizzly Bear on me. “Okay, let’s hold up. I think we won’t need to go full
telepathic on this one. I think I can manage on empathic. Can we at least try
that before going for the full shenanigans?”


Donovan was only partially mollified by this. “But that
still means a migraine for you for the rest of the day and a dark room. Babe….”


“I know.” I held up a staying hand. “I’m not jumping up and
down either. But Donovan, I’d rather be flat on my back for the rest of the day
than have poor Chen in danger again because of her. I want to stop her. Don’t
you?”


He glowered, then muttered something that sounded like a
curse, although not in a language I knew. Not that I needed to, as the tone
told me quite a bit. Olivia took two steps back, silently staying out of this. We
stayed in that Mexican stand-off for a good ten seconds, me not willing to back
down, him searching for a way to argue. 


Abruptly his shoulders sagged, and Donovan covered his eyes
with a hand before asking glumly, “Where’s your dark glasses?”


“Glove compartment,” I answered. Part of me felt bad,
because I could see his protective instincts warring within him. I’d find a way
to make this up to him later. I stepped in and lifted up a bit to graze a
chaste kiss over his mouth. “Thanks.”


“I hate you very much right now. Just for the record.” 


“I know,” I soothed. His lines sparked red and gold, a
mixture of anger and love, mixed in with healthy doses of worry. “You remember
what to do after I’m done?”


“Hustle you to the meditation room at the office, large
bottle of water, four tablets of magnesium, and two Advil,” he rattled off,
proving he had been paying excellent attention over the past two days. “And I
punch anyone who tries to pull you out for a job.”


Grinning, I shook my head. “That last one sounds like a
Donovan addition.” 


“You bet your ass it was.” Sighing like a gusting volcano,
he turned and stomped his way to the door. “I’ll call Marcy and make sure the
meditation room stays open for you. Go do your hippie meditation thing.”


Olivia watched him go and quirked an eyebrow at me, a
patient and amused smile on her face. “You told me once that affection is like
a spring green color. What color is love?”


I gave her a lopsided smile. “Gold.”


“Is he gold at the moment?”


“Like an Egyptian statue.” Blowing out a breath, I sought
out a peaceful, quiet corner to meditate in. 





Alice and I sat across from each other in the interrogation
room, our profiles to the mirror so I could flash Donovan a signal for help if
I needed to, and he could see what she was doing. Maybe being that worried was
preposterous—after all, she was unarmed and I was probably stronger than she
was physically. But crazy people didn’t have the same limits as everyone else; they
didn’t think twice about doing something dangerous or stupid. Whether this girl
had a mental condition or not, she was crazy as a bed bug. We weren’t taking
further chances. 


Well, no more than necessary. 


I didn’t have anyone to play bad cop with so I assumed my
most harmless expression, giving her a friendly vibe as I had from the beginning.
“Sorry about this craziness. It’s so busy in the station I’m not sure whether
we’re supposed to be coming or going.” 


She gave me a nervous smile, her eyes red-lined from the
fake tears, mascara smeared and streaking, the bruises on her cheek, forehead,
and collar bone turning interesting colors around the edges. Alice looked
rattled on the surface but underneath I noted confusion and…gratification? Not
quite right. She was pleased to have my attention, pleased with the drama. 


In a quavering voice, she assured me, “Quite alright. I’m
glad you came back to interview me. That other woman’s scary.”


“Who, Captain Livingston? Yeah, I think it’s in her job
description.” I gave a dismissive wave of the hand, trying to ease her into
thinking it was safe to relax. “But don’t worry about her right now. I’m here
to ask you a few questions, clear things up, and then we can move on from
there. Sound good?”


“Sure, yeah,” she agreed, perking up at this enigmatic
promise. Alice put both hands on the table, leaning toward me, engaging more.
My eyes flicked over her hands and I saw now what Olivia had—a perfect
manicure, not a nail chipped, her hands and arms unblemished by bruises. 


“Okay. I have to tell you first that everything in here is
audio and visually recorded, but that’s fine, right?” 


Her head bobbed along, hair swinging to hang over her
shoulder. “Sure.”


“For the record,” I spoke mostly to the camera in the room,
“my name is Jonathan Bane, Psychic with Psy Consulting Agency, license number
1096643. I’m interviewing Alice Thompson; interview start time is ten-thirty-four
am.”


For the first time, she wavered, doubt and worry flashing
through her lines. “You’re not a cop?”


“Consultant with the police,” I corrected her with a brief
smile. “It’s why I’m sitting with you instead of the cops. My psychic ability
is going to help prove what happened this morning.”


A strange look passed over her face, her expression warring
with her meridian lines. On the surface, she seemed caught in a net of
trepidation. Internally, so many different emotions battled within her that
even she might not understand what she felt. I certainly couldn’t untangle that
spaghetti knot of colors. 


Deliberately misunderstanding her, I assured her gently,
“It’s alright, nothing I will do will hurt you. You won’t feel or sense
anything. Just let me ask some questions, clear matters up, and we’ll be done.
I’ve already talked to you once before, asked some questions. It’s just like
that time.” 


Alice nodded doubtfully but remained open to me. She hadn’t
figured out yet what I could do, and I wasn’t about to enlighten her. 


“You’ve already been read your Miranda rights. You’re clear
on those? Good, okay, let’s move on to other things then.” I cleared my mind
once more, reaching out to her on a deeper level. I had to ease her into this;
jerking would hurt us both. “Alice, can you walk me through what you did this
morning?” 


“I told you guys, I went to see Chen—”


“No, back up,” I requested, my manner genteel. “From the
minute you opened your eyes this morning.” 


Confusion, blankness. The red presence in her mind
fluctuated like a squirming eel. She stared at me, eyebrows twitching into a
frown. “I don’t see why I have to do that.” 


“Chen’s given us a statement of his whereabouts,” I
answered, coaxing her. “He’s got proof he was elsewhere this morning. We need
to get a timeline to compare against his. You see?”


She slammed both hands against the tabletop, expression
shifting into an open snarl. “He told you he wasn’t there. He’s lying!”


I could see a shift in her head, the red becoming dominant,
overtaking the other colors and lines. It was literally replacing the lines I
knew were Alice’s. Holy shit. Now that I was watching it, I felt like I knew
what would happen next. This wasn’t dissociative disorder, it was something
else entirely. But I had to push her a little, to make it obvious to everyone
else. Well, that, and I had a feeling it wasn’t Alice I needed to talk to. 


Doing this, going this deep into someone else’s aura, was
always unpleasant. I took mental fingers, clawed my way into her psyche, and
pried her aura open so she was more visible on the spectrum. I wasn’t just
reading her meridian lines anymore, I was seeing her core self on a more
visible wavelength spectrum of light. Not full-blown, of course—that would kill
her—but something like reading her through a heat sensitive camera. 


“You can’t answer the question, can you? Because Alice
wasn’t there. Who was awake and in control this morning?”


She stared at me, hard and angry, vibrating with the urge to
not get up and throw a chair at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


“I see three other distinctive personalities,” I said
softly. 


They were clearly visible now—different strengths, different
shapes, all crammed inside her head. They’d been buried under Alice’s
personality before—I assumed her the dominant one—but I could see the others
clearly now. More than see, I could feel them. The emotions were strong,
battering up against mine, conflicting in strength and feeling. I had to shove
each of them away, keeping my own self separate from them, and struggled with
keeping those lines distinct and separate. It took energy to focus, but I had
to. The sooner I got this done, the sooner I could curl up in a dark room
somewhere. 


“Won’t you introduce me to the others, Alice?”


In an abrupt movement, she jerked backwards roughly as she
stood, the chair flying against the wall hard enough to dent the plaster. Her
hands clenched and unclenched at her sides, and she stared at me wildly, like a
cornered lynx. “You—what are you?”


“A psychic.” I didn’t stand, carefully keeping my body
language non-threatening. I couldn’t see Donovan through the glass but I bet he
was two seconds away from charging into the room. He wouldn’t like this
emotional bombshell any more than I did, but as long as I stayed calm, I hoped
he would maintain his control and let me work. I hoped, too, that my calm would
keep Alice from attacking me. She was a live wire of emotions, most of them
volatile, and the slightest spark could set her off. “I told Alice that. Did
she not tell the rest of you?”


“Shut up!” she hissed at me, visibly flinching. “Don’t talk
to me in third person like that. They can’t hear you.”


“Then how do you communicate with them?” I asked curiously.
“Because you clearly are.” 


Swallowing hard, Alice stared at me and didn’t answer. 


Right, I needed to draw her out a little more. Or threaten
her until another personality appeared to intervene. “You’ve got three other
personalities, as I mentioned, but they’re not as strong as you, Alice. Two
female, one male, and the male’s the weakest, interestingly enough. I bet he
rarely makes an appearance. But one of the women, the one who’s fighting to get
out right now, she’s the protector. She’s the one who takes action when you
don’t know what to do.”


No tears appeared on Alice’s cheeks, but on some other level
she was screaming and crying and wishing for me to stop talking. I couldn’t, so
I continued, my voice level. 


“I’ll bet she was the one in charge this morning. She was the
one in charge when Chen was shot. Because she thought there was danger, based
on what you or one of the others told her, and she reacted. It’s why you can’t
tell me what happened this morning. You don’t know. You weren’t there.”


She hunkered in on herself, back hitting the wall as she
slumped. Her fists rose to cover her eyes, obscuring her face. “I do know!”


“How? How did she tell you?” I pressed, leaning in and
keeping both of my hands firmly in sight and on the table. So close, she was so
close to breaking. It was either that or the other personality would come out.
I couldn’t predict which; a coin toss would be just as accurate to guess with. 


Her aura changed like a light switch. Her body language
changed too, not hunkering in on itself, but straightening, her fear bleeding
away as if it were never there. 


“I wrote it in the journal,” a woman who was decidedly not
Alice Thompson responded, lowering her hands to glare at me. 


It’s remarkable, really, how much of our personality
reflects on our faces, our mannerisms. The way we tilt our heads, phrase our
words, the looks we use to convey emotions, all of that’s uniquely ours. Even
without my other sight, it would have been immediately obvious to me that Alice
was no longer in control. 


This new personality was confident, powerful. She stood like
a soldier, shoulders squared, feet braced, arms at the ready at her sides. It
was eerily militaristic, rather like how Donovan stood when he was ‘at ease,’ and
completely at odds with the cute and preppy clothes she wore. 


“Hello,” I greeted politely, deliberately staying still and
not giving her any cues that would indicate a threat. This woman would attack
faster than I could blink. I did not want to provoke her. “I’m Jonathan Bane.”


“Yes, I know who you are,” she replied flatly, dark eyes
snapping with anger. “I’m Kay. Alice told me about you.” 


“I’m sure she did. She tells you a lot, I think, but
probably not everything she should. Won’t you sit, Kay? I’m not here to hurt
Alice.” 


“Really.” She shifted her balance to the balls of her feet,
chin tilting up aggressively. “Then why have I been called out?”


“Because I asked her questions she didn’t know how to
answer. It confused and upset her. Easier for her to bring you out, considering
you’re the one who actually did everything. I’m not wrong on that, I think.” I
didn’t press the issue of her sitting, instead pushing my own chair back so I
could gain a little distance from the table. Bad to be hemmed in against it
right now, I might need to duck. “Kay, you mentioned a journal. What journal?”


“It’s how we keep track of things,” Kay answered shortly. 


It made a world of sense. How do you communicate between
four people living in one body? You record the events down of the day so that
the next personality who took over wouldn’t be completely lost. It explained
why Alice knew what had happened but had no emotional attachment to it; she could
only repeat as much as she’d been told in the journal entry. “Okay. Is that how
Alice told you she was getting threatening letters?”


“Yes.” 


“But they weren’t real. Did she tell you that?”


For the first time, Kay looked confused, her power stance
faltering as her fists unclenched. “Of course they were fucking real.” 


“Someone—apparently not you—printed them out on Lisa’s
printer. They weren’t real. No one was really trying to blackmail or extort
Alice.”


Kay spluttered, hand cutting through the air in denial. “Of
course they were real! It was that damn Chen Li guy. Alice said so. It’s why I
had to shoot him. No one would believe her. I had to protect all of us.” 


Oh damn. Hadn’t meant to get a confession on that just yet,
but I’d take it. “Yeah, Alice told that to a lot of people. But I have proof
Chen was never near the notes, had no idea what Alice was talking about. Just
like he wasn’t anywhere near Alice this morning when she was supposedly beaten.
Why did you fake that, Kay?”


“Had to do something,” Kay argued, her face flushing red
with anger. “You shitty cops released him from the hospital without even
charging him. I figure, put a few bruises in some visible places, call it in,
we’d be set.”


From the folder on the table, I pulled out copies of the
receipts Mrs. Li had given us. “Chen was at the doctor and pharmacist this
morning. He was nowhere near his apartment.” 


Kay spat in resignation, “Damn. I shoulda checked. I just
didn’t have a lot of time to work with. Alice is a weakling when it comes to
pain. I got four hits in with the sock and I could feel her switching. I had to
stop and scribble something in the journal before she took over. Then one more
hit in, and poof, abracadabra. I barely had time to chuck the sock of coins
under the bed before she switched over. Next thing I know, she’s letting me
deal with you. You serious that Chen Li didn’t do anything to her?”


“Not a thing. Alice honestly doesn’t know who sent the
notes.” I closed the folder, folded my hands over the cold metal surface of the
table, and regarded her thoughtfully. She wasn’t as combative now, more
resigned and frustrated. I had a feeling I could actually talk to her better
than Alice. Pity Kay wasn’t the dominant personality. “Kay, I have a bad
feeling one of the other personalities is behind this.” 


She didn’t say anything for a long moment. Kay came slowly
around to take the chair near me, dropping into it heavily. I could tell she
was lost in thought, but her aura didn’t indicate she was about to switch, so I
let the silence lie for a moment. I could give her a little space to collect
her thoughts. Just pushing made people get defensive, put their backs up. A relaxed
person told you far more than someone under pressure. 


The silence was heavy, prickly, and I could feel the
battering of emotions from her. She was confused, upset, outraged, and yet
oddly resigned. Her eyes came up to look into mine, as direct as a predatory
cat would its prey, but I sensed no hostility from her. Had she realized I
wasn’t the enemy? 


Blowing out a long breath, she sank back in the chair. “Joey,”
Kay said in resignation. “Stupid bitch is a drama queen, worse than Alice. We
hardly let him have any face time because he’s always pulling shit and I’m
always cleaning it up. I can’t prove it, he didn’t say jack to me, but I’ll bet
you anything it was him. You said the notes were printed out on Lisa’s
printer?”


“Yup.”


“Yeah, Joey.” Kay sighed and let her head flop back on her
shoulders. “He’s always had beef with Lisa. I dunno what, something lame, but
it goes way back. Way, way back, like when we were kids. He’s always out to get
her in trouble. I’ll bet you he set this up as some sort of prank to get Lisa
in hot water, and then when it went sideways on him, he just ran with it for
the kicks. Damn. I shot an innocent guy, huh?”


“I’m afraid so.” I really hated to lose her, she was far
more reasonable to deal with, but unfortunately, I had to. I had to talk to
Alice again at some point, and if I could get Joey out to talk to him too, all
the better. “Kay, I’m not really all that knowledgeable about Multiple
Personality Disorder, but—”


“Dissociative Identity Disorder,” Kay corrected wearily. “The
other is just a nickname.”


“Right.” I rubbed at the back of my head, feeling a little
embarrassed. “So, clearly I know basically nothing about it. You tell me how it
works. Can you guys switch at will?”


“No. Usually something triggers it. Something based on
trauma, the reason why we exist in the first place. Sometimes one personality
merges with another, but we haven’t had that happen in years. Although I wish
Joey would disappear, the little shit. Alice had to be hospitalized at first,
therapy and drugs and the whole circus. Her mom told Lisa and Chase some
bullshit story about us having major panic attacks because of anxiety, and how
it made us borderline suicidal or something. No one saw us while we were in the
psych ward, and Alice didn’t want anyone to know any different. She got so she
could manage, though, and it was okay for a while. Until her abusive mother
started laying into her again. Then I got pulled out to deal with her. Since
then, mother dearest has been real careful about laying hands on Alice.” Kay
smirked, tone vicious and low. “Always makes sure our stupid brother gives us
our pills. Like that does anything. There’s no pill or cure-all for DID.” 


“So we can’t just pull Joey out and ask him?”


“Naw.” This close, I could feel the sadness roll off her
instead of just seeing it. 


It took a deep breath on my part to center myself again.
What made this so hard was not only pushing through the general shields people
wore to see what lay underneath the meridian lines, but maintaining that
distance. It didn’t help when people came in close enough I could touch those
emotions. I rather felt like a staticky blanket was being snuggled up to my
side. A staticky blanket of sadness and other negative emotions. They pushed at
my own emotions, threatened to swamp them, and I had to remind myself over and
over that I wasn’t feeling any of this. Those emotions didn’t belong to me.
“What about the journal? Can we have that? I think that would prove a lot of
things.” 


Kay looked at me, studied my expression for several long
seconds. “You’re a queer one, Bane. I shot at you, and you’re still trying to
help me?”


What now? 


Wait, did she just….? Yeah, she did. “You shot at
me?”


Snorting, Kay rolled her eyes. “Some detective you are if
you haven’t figured that out already. Alice said you were hassling her, that
you were helping Chen. I went to scare you off.” 


Oh daaaaamn. I felt a flash of indignation that she’d shoot
up my very nice place just to put the willies into me, but mostly I felt scared
of how Donovan would react. I shot a quick glance at the mirror, begging with
my eyes for Donovan to stay put. I flashed him an okay sign near my right side,
hiding it from view of Kay, to reinforce it. But even with the wall blocking
us, I knew Donovan had to be steaming mad right now. 


“Uh, probably not the smartest move you’ve made, Kay,” I
responded hoarsely. 


“Yeah, apparently.” Kay slumped back in her chair, staring
at the table. “I should know better than to just swallow what Alice tells me,
anyway. She’s always blowing shit out of proportion, and she just swallows
whole whatever Joey tells her. I swear she’s the most gullible person on the
planet.”


“Kay, I don’t know how to tell you this, but…you and Alice
and Joey, between the three of you, you’ve created a world of trouble.”


“If that’s the diplomatic way of saying we landed ourselves
in a padded cell,” Kay drawled, more resigned now than anything, “then yeah. I
agree with you. Probably better that way, honestly. Alice doesn’t function well
in the real world, and we need some place where Mom can’t get at us.” 


“She’s that abusive? Even now?”


“Alice isn’t her kid,” Kay explained tonelessly. “She’s the
product of an affair. But Alice looks so much like her dad, no one ever
suspected Alice wasn’t legit. So Mom had to swallow it all, the rage and
humiliation, but she couldn’t do it for long. Eventually the ugly comes out. It
got a little better when we went to college, but Alice still has to deal with
the little watchdog, and it’s wearing her down. Better we go somewhere Mom can’t
reach.” 


“I’ll make sure she’s barred from visiting after this,” I
swore. “I’ll write up a recommendation for it.” 


“Dude, don’t bother. She won’t be caught dead visiting
Alice. She’ll be happier with us out of sight.” Kay flopped her head forward, looking
tired, and I could see her losing her grip, starting to switch. “Sorry I shot
at you, man. I didn’t want to hurt you. I figured you were mostly doing your
job. But it probably sucked having to clean all that up.”


“It’s okay,” I said, and even meant it. “You did me a favor.
I got a hot boyfriend out of the deal.”


That made a smile briefly cross her face, the first I’d
seen. “Yeah? Good for you. Tell Chen Li sorry from me as well. I thought I was
protecting Alice.”


“I know. I think he’ll understand.”


“If Joey comes out, don’t hesitate, just punch him in the
mouth,” Kay requested, lip curling. Then she was gone, all expression on her face
blank for a moment, a blink, and I could see the personalities switch again. 


Whoever it was took one look around, edging toward panic,
face draining of all color. “What the hell did she do now?!”


“I’m Jonathan Bane,” I said calmly, cautiously, because I
had no idea which way this personality would leap. “Who are you?”


“I’m, uh, Alice.” 


“No, you’re not,” I corrected gently, giving her an
encouraging smile. “I’ve met Alice and Kay. Kay explained things to me.” 


That got a reaction. “Kay explained things? Wow, you
must have the charm of the Irish.”


“In the blood,” I admitted with a wink, and that wrung an
almost-smile out of her. “Who are you?”


“I’m…” She took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down,
and answered steadily, “I’m Erin. I’m, um, I guess you could say the mediator?
Whenever shit goes down and Kay wants to punch things, and Alice is hiding, and
Joey’s screwing around, that’s when I come out. Sorry, I’m so sorry, but I have
no idea what’s going on right now. I haven’t been out in months. Can you start
from the beginning?”


The beginning, huh? I didn’t want to, in a way, because
maintaining this connection for much longer would cost me, but this was by far
the most reasonable personality yet; I had to capitalize on that. “Sure. Let’s
start from the beginning.” 





A bag of cold peas wrapped in a cloth gently pressed against
the crown of my head. I whimpered in relief. “You’re the best boyfriend ever. I
want to have your babies.” 


“Sure,” Donovan agreed in amusement. “Let’s talk about it
when your head doesn’t want to split open anymore.”


“Great plan,” I said faintly. 


Because my best boyfriend ever was also made of sunshine and
ice cream and sparkles and everything good in the universe, he then handed me
an eye mask that blocked out all light before joining me on the narrow bed and
cuddling in behind my back. 


The magnesium and Advil kicked in steadily, cutting my throbbing
headache in half. The cold peas ice pack took another half again, leaving me
with a quarter of the migraine I’d started out with. I nearly whimpered in
relief, because it was just an intense headache, which was so much better than
an outright migraine. 


I lay there for a long time and just cuddled, enjoying the
heat radiating against my back and along my legs. I could feel him on a psychic
level, too. They called it an ‘anchor’ for a reason. My aura and emotions had
been mixed with someone else’s, and it was a confusing tangled mess, but
Donovan’s were clear and steady. I knew who he was, I knew my connection to
him, and that gave me the grounding I needed to sort myself out. It also
provided the protection from the outside energies of the world so I could clear
my aura and set it to rights without being buffered by other people’s energies.


The thought that I wouldn’t have had this three weeks ago
crossed my mind, and it honestly scared me for a minute. I’d come so close to
losing all this. If I hadn’t gone and peeked at the guy being interviewed, if I
hadn’t forced Jim into hiring him…there were too many ifs for my peace of mind.
Just one of those was one too much. 


Maybe I’d acquired enough good karma in my lifetime to
deserve him. Maybe that was it. I couldn’t explain my good fortune otherwise.
“Hey, Donovan.”


“Yeah?” he whispered against the back of my head. 


“After this, let’s take a long weekend. I feel like we need
three days of peace to ourselves.”


“I’m all for that. And I want more hands-on practice on
being your anchor before you throw yourself into the lurch like this again.”


I almost nodded before I thought better of it. “Okay. It’ll
be easier on both of us if we do. We have to finish the process to get your
license, too. Jim needs to give us three days just to get all of that done.” 


“I must love you to do all that paperwork,” he groaned. 


Patting his hand in a consoling manner, I didn’t comment. I
rather felt the same way about it, just in the reverse. The paperwork on my end
was just as intense. 


“So after this, what happens?” Donovan mused aloud. “I’m
assuming Alice Thompson is going straight into a psychiatric ward somewhere.” 


“Probably. When her alternate personalities are shooting at
people, that’s a pretty safe bet. And it’s obvious she needs help and hasn’t
really gotten it. At least in a psych ward, she’ll get it. I don’t know what
Chen Li will do, though. He can try suing the family for damages, but…I mean, I
understand they’re pretty poor. I can’t imagine he’ll get much out of it.” 


“I wouldn’t blame him for trying, though. He’s got hospital
bills to cover, if nothing else.” 


“Yeah, I wouldn’t blame him for it. That whole family—well,
aside from the sister—really screwed Alice over. I feel like they’re mostly
responsible for this mess.” 


I lifted the mask a half inch and took a peek. Unlike
previous times, when everything still looked shifty and bleeding around the
corners, I stared at a normal wall. Next to a normal bed, with normal sheets.
Lifting it a bit more, I took a better look around. 


Donovan leaned up onto an elbow, peering down at me. “How
you doing?”


“Odd,” I answered slowly, lifting the mask completely off.
“I’m normally flat on my back with my vision screwing with me for hours, but
right now everything looks normal.”


“You’re welcome,” he told me smugly, rubbing a palm against
my chest. 


I had to laugh at that, then groaned and held still. Okay,
laughing while coming off a migraine was a poor life decision. 


His sharp eyes caught my reaction, and he observed calmly,
“You’re not ready to leave the room yet, though.” 


“No. But it gives me hope I can face the world before
midnight.” 


Settling back down, he cuddled in again. “That’s fine. We’ll
just wait.” 


There was a soft knock at the door before it cracked open a
half inch. “Hey, guys. Donovan’s mom is here with food?”


I knew Donovan had called his mother at some point, so it
didn’t surprise me that she arrived with food in hand. But the idea of seeing
any of the Havili family without a blackout curtain around me nearly sent me
right back into that migraine. Donovan was one thing. His family was a whole
other story. 


Patting my shoulder, Donovan slipped out of the room, and I
could hear the deep rumbles of his voice as he spoke. Several minutes passed
before he slipped back in with a plate, utensils, and a bottle of water tucked
under his arm. I shifted up to accept it, my mouth watering from the divine
smell and look of all that lovely food. “I love your mother. I might leave you
for her.” 


“This before you even take a bite,” he teased, eyes
crinkling up in a laugh. “She’s really worried about you.” 


“I can tell; this is twice the amount of food she normally
tries to feed me.” Not that I would complain. Breakfast was hours ago, I’d
skipped lunch, and my stomach felt like a yawning pit of despair. I tucked in,
moaning in bliss as the food distracted my body from the pounding in between my
temples. The food helped, actually. “Tell her thank you for me?”


“Sure.” Donovan stepped out again, speaking in a low,
soothing voice, his mother’s lighter voice responding. 


I hummed happily as I continued to eat. Being cared for like
this was very nice; I could definitely get used to it. 










Epilogue


Sitting next to my boyfriend of three weeks, I tried very
hard not to glower. Jon didn’t seem to have any issue with us being formally
interviewed by a government official—a counsellor, actually—there to verify not
only that we were bound, but that we had no issues with our change in
relationship status either. It all made sense to me. I mean, just because
people could be psychically linked to each other didn’t mean everything would
be hunky dory. I’d had enough disagreements with Jon over the past two weeks to
make that very obvious, even if his mother’s history with Rodger didn’t serve
as a warning. Technically, I understood why counsellors were assigned to newly
bonded pairs and approved the process overall. 


Problem was, I really didn’t like the counsellor we’d been
handed. 


She’d insisted we meet her at her office, despite Jon’s
leeriness about being around all the electronics in the building. It set him
ever so slightly on edge, which I, in turn, didn’t appreciate. The building looked
like most government offices—white walls, mass-produced furniture, touches of
personal photographs and certifications scattered throughout to soften the
impression of sterility. More than a few diplomas and awards graced the walls;
maybe that experience gave her some sort of inflated ego. The way she greeted
us when we came in was high-handed and put us immediately on the wrong footing.



My boyfriend took this in stride. Jon’s personality type
encouraged him to be polite to people, subtly charming, even when facing a
hardened criminal. A bland smile lingered on his face as he sat in the chair
across from Ms. Iris Heath, for all the world at ease. But I knew this man. I
could read him—not as well as he could read me, of course, but I could see the
strain. When Jon got uncomfortable, he became very still, tucking his arms in
against his chest tightly, as if drawing himself into the smallest possible
space. His smile told me he wasn’t comfortable, too. My Jon was expressive,
emotive, his smiles always bright. If he’d locked his expression down like this,
then he didn’t like the situation or what he saw. 


And that told me all I really needed to know. 


He’d not flashed me either of our signs, though. This woman
didn’t fall into the area of trouble, but I’d bet she wasn’t made of sugar and
milk, either. I would be very careful in answering her questions. 


Heath sat in her plush, faux-leather chair and gave us a
polished greeting. “Thank you for coming. This is just a routine interview,
although of course, if I see something that needs to be addressed, we’ll
continue with our sessions. Now, for the record, you’ve been bonded for how
long exactly?”


Yeah, that was the question, wasn’t it? In truth, we had no
idea. It’d taken Carol to see it. I chose to count from that day, but Jon
didn’t know where to count from. He was also a very terrible liar, so I took
that question. “About nineteen days.” 


She gathered up a binder and scribbled a note on one of the
many forms. “I see. Tell me why you made that decision, what prompted you to
offer yourself as anchor, Mr. Havili.”


Aw damn. She would ask that. I shot Jon a look, questioning
how he wanted to play this. He responded with a helpless shrug of his hands.
Truth, then? Sighing in resignation, I braced myself. “Technically, I didn’t.” 


The pen paused and Heath shot me a surprised look. “You
didn’t?”


“We, ah, didn’t discuss bonding at all. It just sort of
happened.” The expression on her face told me plenty about how she didn’t like
that answer. “I really wanted to, but Jon’s got a bad history with anchors and
bonding and stuff from his parents. He’s more cautious regarding that. We’d
just started dating; neither of us really expected to have that conversation
for a while.”


In his soft tenor, Jon elaborated, “In fact, we’re not
entirely sure when we bonded. It was another psychic who observed we were and
said something. I didn’t consciously bond with him.”


Heath sat back with a huff of astonishment. “You expect me
to believe that? Psychics don’t subconsciously bond with people, Mr. Bane.” 


“Trust me, I know how it sounds. I was just as perturbed.
But after discussing it at length with Donovan, I believe I know what happened.
He wished very strongly to be my anchor. And even before we started dating, he acted
much as an anchor should. I believe my mind subconsciously realized he would be
the perfect person to anchor to, and it took matters from there. As you can
see, the bond’s quite well formed.” 


Her eyes searched his, narrowing behind her glasses. “So do
you wish to break the bond?”


Alarm shot through me. Why did she jump to that conclusion?
“NO.”


She jumped as I barked out that word, startled. Jon put a
hand over mine, squeezing reassuringly, and I latched onto him in turn. It
didn’t matter that she had no power to break us apart. Just the idea scared me
right down to my core. I refused to lose this man, no matter what form that took,
and I wouldn’t leave him defenseless against the world. He’d pulled through
alright on his own, but he didn’t need to fight that battle alone anymore. Not
with me right here. 


Heath studied me curiously, like some bug under a
microscope. “It’s a perfectly valid question, Mr. Havili. Please don’t get
upset. If a psychic has formed a bond without your consent—”


“What part of ‘I really wanted to’ did you not catch?” I cut
her off, using my sergeant voice. Known to put the fear of God into privates, I
was satisfied seeing her squirm as well. “I’m perfectly, one hundred percent
okay with us being bonded. I absolutely do not want to break it.”


She regarded our clasped hands, and I could see she didn’t
actually like the idea of us being together; there was a hint of distaste in
the flat line of her lips and the way she went taut in her chair, but that
didn’t come out of her mouth. Either she wasn’t strongly homophobic or she was
too professional to let it slip. 


Instead, she asked Jon with cool appraisal, “And you, Mr.
Bane? You didn’t make a conscious decision to bond. At this stage, we can—”


“No,” Jon said firmly. He was never loud, my lover, and
wasn’t now. Still, that word echoed through the room like a gunshot. I’d seen
him mad before, upset and overwhelmed, but never like this. Wax figurines had
more expression than Jon did at this moment. Some part of my mind catalogued
that look for future reference: this was how he looked when perfectly furious. 


Holding up both hands in surrender, Heath glanced between
us. “You understand why I have to ask.”


“Maybe I do, but I don’t appreciate the question,” I bit
off. 


Heath made another stand down motion with her hands. She was
lucky I was not currently armed. What kind of counsellor jumped to conclusions
without even listening to her patients? I’d undergone therapy after the acid
attack, mostly for the anxiety that had built in me during rehab, but my
therapist then had been a kind woman with a heart of gold. I adored her. Why couldn’t
we have had one like that? 


Clearing her throat, she glanced down at her paperwork and
forcefully moved on. “You’ve been bonded nineteen days. Any issues?”


Like I was going to tell her that. “No.” 


She glanced up, half-over her glasses, then tucked a stray
strand of blond hair behind her ear as she asked, “Mr. Bane here is completely
incompatible with electronics, to the point that everyday life proves a
challenge for him, and there have been no issues?”


I stared back at her, mentally debating how to handle this. I’d
been in enough therapy sessions to know you couldn’t just give one-word answers
to therapists. They didn’t take that well. You couldn’t just feed them BS
either. They seemed to have a fine ear for that. The trick was giving them just
enough information to appease them, make it seem rational, then hightail it as
soon as possible. “I knew Jon’s limitations going in. We were work partners
before we bonded, and he’s very upfront about what he can and can’t be around.”


Jon nodded, supporting this. “It works to my advantage if
everyone is aware of my effect on electronics. Donovan, especially, was my
support at work, acting as an intermediary. As I said before, he was doing half
the job of an anchor before we even bonded.”


“So there’s no adjustment issues in that regard.” She made
another note, the pen scratching along the paper. “Still, you’ve only known
each other for—what—six weeks? Surely you have things you disagree about.”


Only one, at the moment. I really wanted to move in with
Jon. Really, really badly. But I didn’t ask, didn’t push the topic, because
we’d already gone much faster than he was comfortable with. I spent half my
nights at his place, the other half remodeling my grandmother’s house. A nice,
even balance. Mostly. I just didn’t feel as comfortable away from him, after
everything we’d gone through. Part of my brain resided in that pre-battle
stage, waiting for the other shoe to drop. I rested better if I had him with
me. 


Would I tell her any of that? No way in hell. 


“He won’t let me drive,” I answered mock-seriously. 


Jon snorted and gave me that grin I adored, as if we shared
a private joke just for us. “You shouldn’t text and drive, babe. It’s against
the law, after all.” 


Seeing we were kidding, Heath gave us an impatient look.
“Please take the question seriously.”


I shrugged, not willing to really help her fill out that form.
“We don’t really argue.” 


“We don’t,” Jon confirmed with another soft smile at me that
made my stomach do backflips. I swear, he could stir me up with just a look.
“We disagree on things sometimes, but neither of us are the argumentative sort.
We find a way to talk it out, or someone compromises. If anything, my life is
much easier with him in it. He can handle everything I can’t. Half of my
workarounds are no longer necessary because Donovan takes care of it.” 


Heath’s mouth pursed, not agreeing. “You don’t argue at all.
What about your personal relationship? Your family and friends are supportive
of this?”


I snorted a laugh, unable to stop myself. Jon snickered as
well, shaking his head. “If you only knew,” he answered wryly. “My family were encouraging
me to ask him out after their first meeting. His parents were excited when they
learned we were dating.” 


Such an understatement. My mother was beside herself with
happiness, and my father wanted to introduce Jon to everyone. And I do mean
everyone. Even my sister liked him, and often wanted to hang out with Jon more
than me. While I knew my family adored Jon, I also knew they felt relief for my
sake. Dating had never been easy for me. Dating had been hell, in fact. I
scared people by just standing there and breathing. Before meeting Jon, I’d
half-given up on dating at all, on finding anyone for myself. Clubs, online
dating, all of that hadn’t worked. It had only gotten worse after the acid
attack, as the scars turned people further off. 


Only this man—this amazing, sweet-natured man—saw me and
wanted me. I’d crushed on him initially; he was exactly my type. I had a thing
for the nerds. But it was the way he looked at me, the way he actively
encouraged other people to trust me, that cemented my feelings for him. I would
do anything for Jon’s sake. 


Heath tapped her pen against her chin, expression dubious.
“Absolutely no one is against this?”


“A few people on the police force aren’t really happy about
it,” Jon admitted with a shrug. “But those people didn’t really like me to
begin with. Our co-workers weren’t even surprised. Ms. Heath, you have to
understand, I’m completely out. Have been for years. Anyone who was going to
have an issue with Donovan and I being together have already had it out with
me.” 


That, and the few who were stupid enough to bring trouble to
him had to deal with me. I took great pleasure in stomping them flat. “Honestly,
the only problem I have with Jon is that he sometimes does things that scare
the ever-living shit out of me.” 


Chuckling, he lifted my hand and kissed the back of it, eyes
twinkling with laughter because, of course, he knew exactly what I referred to.
I tried to stay upset with him, it was just hard to remember why I was peeved when
he looked at me like that. Sunsets paled in comparison to him. 


“Now, now,” he murmured impishly. “Your sanity is my top
priority, you know that.” 


“Yeah?” I challenged, determined to hold my ground. “Prove
it.” 


“What are you referring to?” Heath inquired, pen poised. 


“Last case we were on, I was required to go deeper in my
reading than normal,” Jon explained, still looking directly at me. “I
half-collapsed afterwards and Donovan had to haul me off to recover. He wasn’t
pleased.”


Understatement of the century, right there. Jon had been
curled in on himself, basically in a fetal position, radiating pain. Even
though I knew what to do to help him, I still felt basically useless, and I didn’t
deal well with that feeling. I hadn’t felt better until color had returned to
his face and he’d stopped looking like something the cat dragged in. And that was
with him doing only a ‘level two’ reading, as he put it. What the hell happened
to him at level three? Hospitalization? 


Of course, he was happy because this last time, it was
easier on him. He recovered faster, too, all because my anchoring gave him the
shielding and grounding he needed to come back to himself. But me? It frankly
scared me down to my bones. I didn’t want to see him like that ever again. 


“I see.” She scribbled some more, then paused and glanced
between us thoughtfully. “Gentlemen, you’re putting up a very strong front, but
there’s no such thing as a perfect partnership. I am here to help you mediate
any differences.” 


Jon gave me that soft look that made me feel like I could
move mountains. “I appreciate the offer, Ms. Heath, but we don’t need it.” 





After another grueling half hour, we finally escaped her
office. I didn’t relax until we’d made it safely back to Jon’s Humvee. He
didn’t immediately start the engine, just flopped back in the seat and
breathed. “Wow. I did not like her.”


“I didn’t either, but what did you read in her aura that put
you so on guard?” We had to come up with a way for him to communicate some of
that with me. Just so I would know what I was dealing with. 


“She’s…opinionated. If you couldn’t tell. And she’s strongly
uncomfortable with any orientation other than straight, although, to her credit,
she was trying to ignore that with us. The main thing that bothered me was that
her ambition, judgement, compassion, and communication lines were out of
balance with each other. Ambition and judgement took priority, communication
coming in a distant third, and compassion barely registering. I never like it
when I see that. It usually means the person is argumentative and controlling.”



I reviewed the interview we’d just survived in my head. “She
was certainly that. Well, at least we got through it without her demanding more
sessions.”


“Thanks to you. You seemed to know exactly what to say to
her.” He regarded me curiously, as he sometimes did. 


There was still a lot I hadn’t told him. Some of it I wasn’t
really comfortable talking about, and with his eyes, he saw enough of my
history to know what landmines not to step on. Some of it, we just hadn’t had
time to really talk about. I still hadn’t told him the full story of the acid
attack and didn’t really feel like getting into it now, but I could answer the
more immediate question. “I had mandated therapy in the rehab center.” 


“Ahhh. So you’ve gone through something similar. Makes
sense, now that I think about it.” He finally started the engine, buckling
himself in at the same time. 


I did likewise, glad that he hadn’t pushed. But then, Jon
never did. The fact he could read me made him so incredibly easy to be around.
Even with his insight, he was kind enough not to push to satisfy his curiosity.
He’d told me once I was the perfect boyfriend, but I’d never agreed with him. He
was the perfect one, not me. 


Leaning sideways, I kissed him softly on the cheek before
pulling back, smiling at his grin in return. “How about we call for takeout and
go back to your place?”


Grin widening, he pressed in to kiss me softly, lingering
before whispering against my mouth, “Remember the last time we ordered
takeout?”


I did. Poor guy was a little traumatized to find me at the
door, sporting a robe that didn’t really fit and an obvious hard-on. “We can
manage to behave for the thirty minutes it takes to get food to the door.” 


Jon snorted disbelievingly. With good reason, really, as our
track record for keeping our hands off each other wasn’t exactly the best. “How
about you schedule that order for two hours from now? Then we might stand a
chance of answering the door.” 


A level of excitement rose in me and I licked my lips,
watching as his eyes followed the motion. “Two hours?”


Putting the Humvee in reverse, he growled, “Make that
three.” 
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