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Chapter One


A gust of wind blew a few leaves across the
empty road in front of Brayden Milbourne’s Pathfinder. The
headlights blanched some of the bigger ones pale in the darkness.
Brayden’s thoughts were occupied by one of his current cases. As a
detective for the Richmond police department, there were always too
many cases on his plate, but that was the nature of the job.
Yesterday, a car with a man’s body had been found in the James
River, and it was still undecided whether it was suicide or
homicide. He wasn’t sure why his brain kept picking at the details;
maybe it was the sheer curiosity of uncertainty.

It was nearly midnight as he headed home,
home being a ranch style house set on a couple of nice, wooded
acres west of the city. After work days often spent in the urban
grunge, it was soul saving to get away from that.

Rounding a curve, Brayden slammed on the
brakes, slewing the truck sideways to avoid hitting a man walking
down the center of the lane. His heart pounded with the shock of
the near miss as he stared out through the windshield. A thin man
wearing jeans, no shirt, no shoes, stood wavering in the headlights
from Brayden’s truck. Probably drunk off his ass and trying to walk
home. Brayden got out.

"Are you okay? I damn near hit you. You
should be walking on the shoulder," said Brayden, approaching the
man. The closer he got though, the more he revised his original
assumption. Under the film of dirt that coated the man’s face,
torso and jeans, his skin was ghost white and he held himself like
he was in pain. The man stared blankly at the ground. When Brayden
was within touching distance, he suddenly realized it wasn’t dirt
that covered the man, but blood, mostly dried but still glossy wet
in a few places. The man sank to his hands and knees, head drooping
forward.

"Jesus God…what the hell?" Brayden yanked a
pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket and put them on,
acknowledging the irony that a cop would carry a pair of gloves by
habit .

Brayden’s thoughts were
racing as he knelt down beside the man. There aren’t any huge gaping wounds. Where did all the blood
come from? How much of it is this man’s and how much is someone
else’s?

"Talk to me. How bad are you hurt? Tell me
what happened."

The man made a faint whimper, and Brayden put
a hand on the man’s shoulder … Then almost yanked it back. There
was something intimately familiar about touching this man. Brayden
eased him into a sitting position. The glare from the headlights
spot lit the man’s face, and Brayden sucked in a harsh breath. It
was Jamie. Jamie Ketelsen, the G-man, the CIA agent, with whom
Brayden had spent a long, glorious, sex-laden weekend nearly two
months ago.

"Jamie?" Brayden said. "Jamie, what the hell
happened to you?"

He cupped Jamie’s face in his hands. One eye
socket was badly bruised and a gash above his eyebrow had obviously
dripped blood down the side of his face. His lower lip was split
too. Jamie stared vacantly past Brayden’s shoulder. Brayden ran his
hands gently down Jamie’s torso, trying to figure out if there was
other damage. There seemed to be shadows of bruises beneath the
crust of dried blood; it was hard to tell for sure in the harsh
light of the truck’s headlights.

Brayden debated about calling for an
ambulance versus taking Jamie directly to the hospital himself. The
other man definitely seemed to be in deep shock. Calling an
ambulance would involve wait time, and that was time Brayden wasn’t
sure he was willing to spend. There was something wrong, very wrong
with Jamie; Brayden was sure in his gut. Touching Jamie had never
felt like this.

"Come on, Jamie. I’m going to help you stand
up and walk over to my truck," Brayden said. He stood up and
carefully helped the other man to his feet. Jamie’s steps were a
stumbling shuffle, and Brayden wondered if it might have been
easier to try to carry him.

Opening the passenger side door, Brayden
eased Jamie down into the seat. He could feel Jamie trembling. How
much of that was from the dropping temperature of the night and how
much was pure shock? Brayden got a blanket from the rear of his
SUV. He brought it back to Jamie and wrapped it around him.

Jamie finally met Brayden’s gaze. He lifted a
hand and touched Brayden’s chest, whispering, "Help please."

Brayden carefully squeezed Jamie’s fingers.
"We’re going to the emergency room. They’ll help, I promise." He
shut the door and scrambled back around the vehicle to get in. As
he pulled away, he got on the radio.

"Dispatch, this is Detective Milbourne, badge
number 396. I just picked up an adult white male on highway 652. It
looks like he’s been assaulted. Please notify a forensic unit to
meet me at the St. Francis Hospital ER." Brayden flipped the
switched on the bubble light on his dashboard and drove as fast as
he dared.

As his truck raced through the darkness, his
mind churned with memories. He and Jamie Ketelsen had met at a
motorcycle charity event to raise money for one of the local cancer
support groups two months ago. Brayden owned a Hayabusa, and Jamie
had a sweet little Suzuki 500 GSX. They’d struck up a conversation
that led to grabbing dinner. It turned out that Jamie worked for
the CIA and was just recently back from a five-month operation in
Syria. He had a few weeks of downtime before his next
assignment.

There had been enough chemistry between them
that Brayden had picked up the hints that Jamie was dropping and
the night had ended in an epic liplock in the corner of the
restaurant parking lot. That kiss was the hottest thing Brayden had
experienced in his life… because he could feel the warm caress of
Jamie’s mind inside his head. He’d always known he had some of the
psychic talent that ran in his family, but he’d never encountered
another guy with anything similar. Jamie had it too, had it in
spades.

They didn’t exactly talk it out, but they
both acknowledged the attraction and the talent they shared. The
following weekend had been spent in bed, on the sofa, bent over the
kitchen table… as they reveled in the heights that their shared
link could take them to.

As the weekend ended, Jamie confessed he had
a new assignment and was liable to be unavailable for at least a
month, maybe more. Promises were made to get in touch as soon Jamie
was free again.

Brayden cast a quick glance at Jamie’s form
huddled in the blanket. Who the hell had hurt Jamie like this? Was
it job related?

Twenty minutes later, Brayden pulled up to
the ER entrance. Staff waited with a wheelchair. As the passenger
door was opened by a man in scrubs, Jamie cringed back against the
seat. Brayden could feel the fear radiating from him.

"It’s okay. This is the hospital. These
people just want to help," said Brayden.

"Nononononono," Jamie whimpered, trying to
avoid the touch of the male nurse.

Brayden put out a hand and calmly blocked the
reaching hand of the nurse. "Hey listen, he’s pretty traumatized. I
think it would work better if you let me help him out of the
truck."

"Okay, I can do that," said the nurse.

Getting out and going around to the passenger
side, Brayden gently helped Jamie stand. The other man was weak and
still trembling, and Brayden was thankful for the wheelchair. He
doubted Jamie could walk more than a couple of steps unaided. He
pushed the wheelchair inside the building and followed the nurse
into a cubicle.

"The forensic people are going to need his
jeans. If you could just set them aside, that would be really
helpful," said Brayden.

The nurse nodded. "You can wait in the
hallway. We’ll let you know when we have more information."

Brayden started to leave the room, but a cry
from Jamie made him turn back. Jamie was pushing against the hands
of the nurse, as the nurse tried to put a blood pressure cuff
around his arm.

"No! Don’t touch me!" Jamie shrieked, doing
his best to fight off the nurse. He kicked the wheeled stand
holding the blood pressure cuff halfway across the room.

Brayden went to Jamie and dropped to one knee
in front of him, reaching to take Jamie’s wrists. He stopped. Here
in the better lighting of the ER, he could see ligature marks under
the streaks of dried blood. Instead he took hold of Jamie’s fingers
as gently as possible. Brayden could feel the fear and confusion
seeping off Jamie in waves. "You’re hurt. You have to let them look
at you. I need to know how badly you’re injured."

Jamie gave him a fearful blinking stare and
nodded slightly.

"I think it might work a whole lot better if
you let me stay here beside him," Brayden said to the nurse.

***

Maybe it looked funny to be holding another
guy’s hand, but at the moment Brayden didn’t give a shit. He’d
figured out fifteen minutes ago that doing so was the only thing
keeping Jamie from going totally ape shit.

Jamie was stripped and cleaned up enough to
begin assessment of his injuries. There were numerous bruises all
over Jamie’s body: torso, legs, arms, and face. There were also a
number of cuts and abrasions. His ankles bore the same sort of
ligature marks as his wrists, and by the time enough dried blood
was removed, there were finger-shaped bruises around his throat
too. Thankfully there was nothing to indicate sexual assault.

While they waited for X-rays to be developed,
the nurse returned to the cubicle to take information. "I need your
name and social security number. We’ll figure out about the
insurance in a little while," she said.

Jamie gave the woman a blank look and just
shook his head a little.

"It’s okay, just give them the information,"
said Brayden.

"Dunno," whispered Jamie.

"You don’t know your name? Or you don’t know
your social?" the nurse asked

"Name."

"Um... okay…" The nurse looked sort of
mystified.

Brayden volunteered the limited information
he knew. "I know his name. We met a couple of months ago. His name
is Jamie Ketelsen. I have no idea about his social security number
or physical address, but I have an email address and I know he’s
employed by the CIA."

"Okay, that’s a start. I’m going to go talk
to the doctor about the memory problem." The nurse left again.

Jamie gave Brayden a bleary, glazed stare.
"Who are you?"

Brayden heaved a deep breath. This kept
getting weirder and more complicated. "My name is Brayden
Milbourne. We met about two months ago at a motorcycle rally for
charity. We’re …friends." It was a simpler thing to say than
lovers, because he wasn’t even sure they knew each other well
enough to qualify as that. And fuck-buddies was probably too
extreme an idea to dump on Jamie at the moment. "I’m a detective
for the Richmond police department."

The nurse returned. "One of the police
department’s forensic people is here."

"Send them in. We have to have
documentation," Brayden said.

The forensic tech was a black woman named
Samantha Reed that Brayden knew from their interaction at quite a
few crime scenes. She took several dozen photos of Jamie’s
injuries, scraped under his fingernails for trace DNA evidence, and
bagged his bloodstained jeans. There hadn’t been any other
clothing, not even underwear. That in itself was disturbing.

"Do we have a suspect yet for who assaulted
him?" asked Samantha.

"No, I don’t think so. Jamie? Do you remember
anything about what happened?" Brayden laid a hand on Jamie’s
leg.

Jamie shook his head. His expression was a
tight grimace of denial.

"Just mark it as unknown at this point," said
Brayden.

As Samantha left, the doctor came back in.
“Are you family?”

“No,” said Brayden. “A friend, but I’m also
the police detective that found him. I need some information on his
injuries for the assault report.”

"Very well.” The doctor faced Jamie. “I got
the X-rays back. You have hairline fractures of two ribs and
another on the orbit next to your eye. Nothing’s out of alignment,
and they’re not in places we could cast anyway. The one around your
eye troubles me a little, because the nurse said you were
experiencing memory loss, more than just the few hours surrounding
the trauma. You almost certainly have a concussion. I’d like to
send you for a CAT scan just to make sure there’s no more serious
brain injury, but first I’m going to have you do a quick little
neurological test.”

Jamie had distinct difficulty standing
upright and still if his eyes were closed, Brayden noted. His
coordination seemed a little
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