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Chapter 1
Jason Flanigan and his two friends, Michelle and Monte, lounged at a table near the back of McNamara’s Pub with their drinks resting in front of them. Jason lost himself in the peppy Irish rock music played by the live band across the room. It made conversation next to impossible but it was one of his favorite places to meet for Friday night get-togethers. He took another sip of his JD and Coke. The problem looming over him like a persistent shadow was temporarily forgotten and drowned out by the combination of music, companionship, the excitement from the other customers, and the buzz of alcohol. Jason could clearly see the chaotic blend of energy swirling around the room in a rainbow of colors. His third eye vision could rarely be turned off. It was one of the hallmarks of a category six wizard. Jason had always wanted to be a five or a six but his magical strength was merely a three. It was virtually unheard for anyone less than a category five to read energy without the aid of an enchantment.
Jason had excelled at his job at Adventi Magics, Inc. He could examine the energy matrix of an enchantment in progress and within just a moment or two, determine whether it was still on track or needed to be scrapped. This saved a lot of labor for the company because enchantments took weeks or months to construct, depending on the complexity of the particular design. Jason had been the only one on this team who was not a category five or six wizard. Unfortunately, that was all in the past. About three months ago, Adventi Magics, Inc was purchased by a larger corporation and all employees from the quality assurance department and most other departments were laid off.
When the live band called it a night and left, it was a quarter after eleven. Michelle usually didn’t stick around much later than that. She was an early bird and frequently had Saturday morning appointments with students from her classes. She was a professor at Evergreen Falls Community College in Bothell. She was in her mid-twenties, short and slender with brown eyes and curly black hair that didn’t quite reach her shoulders. She was clad in a wine-colored button-up blouse and black pants while Jason and Monte both wore jeans and tee shirts. Jason was the youngest of his friends at twenty-three years and also the tallest. At six foot three, he towered over most of the people he met. He was handsome with a strong jawline, a deep cleft in his chin, unruly black curly hair that tended to sweep across his forehead and robin egg blue eyes. Monte was average height and weight with short-cropped blond hair and green eyes. He was the strongest wizard of the three as a category five. Jason and Michelle both had a burning desire to become a five or six with the ability to create complex enchantments. For Jason, it was frustrating to possess the ability to perceive psychometric and magical energy without the ability to manipulate it very well.
A psychometry enchantment could be utilized to read energy through touch and to see the energy makeup of an enchantment up close. For a category five, an enchantment wasn’t needed to use psychometry. For a category six, psychometry was so strong for the wizard that they could actually see the energy streams flowing around them in addition to the psychic imprints left on objects. In fact, they could even access the psychic impressions without the need for physical contact. That was how Jason’s ability worked and it frustrated him that he was just a category three because he would never be able to create the really amazing spells that he strove for. Virtually everyone in the world was a wizard because of the Disaster of 2029. Non-magical folk were the exception nowadays rather than the rule. Even though there were no spells that could strengthen a wizard’s power, Jason and Michelle were always on the lookout for one. Jason had hoped using his psychometry would somehow trigger latent abilities waiting to emerge. There were some people who had untapped potential to become a six which sometimes activated as a result of a traumatic event or straining psychic muscles too much. It was so rare to possess psychometry without being a category six that there was no one who had heard of it.
That made Jason’s hunt for a job in the field of magical applications next to impossible. Companies were looking for a category five or six but would settle for a four. Any wizard with less strength than that was immediately knocked out of the running. To add insult to injury, Jason had met with a complete lack of success with all of the clerical and customer service positions he’d applied for other than sporadic interviews that led nowhere. If he didn’t land a job soon, he’d have to resort to more extreme measures.
“It’s hard to believe tomorrow marks my three month anniversary,” Jason said in a wry tone.
Michelle regarded him with puzzlement. “What are you talking about?”
“It will be exactly three months since I lost my job at Adventi Magics.” It embarrassed him that he couldn’t find work and at the same time it also irked him, so naturally he brought attention to the fact that he was currently unemployed to his friends during almost every conversation.
Michelle leveled a commiserating look at him. “I’m sorry, Jason. The economy is really tough right now. It’s the worst recession in recorded history.”
“All the signs point to a recovery in the very near future,” Monte advised.
Monte kept up with current events by constantly reading the news apps on his smartphone. In fact, he had his maroon phone resting on the table in front of him and surreptitiously glanced at it long enough to read bits and pieces as he conversed with his two friends.
“You’ve been saying that for weeks,” Jason pointed out.
“No, I haven’t.” Monte’s tone was distracted as he read over something on his cell.
Jason’s gaze was drawn to the front door as a tall, slender, dark-haired woman stepped into the bar. She was dressed all in black and her eyes were jet-black without a trace of white. As Jason focused on her with his third eye chakra, he realized that she was comprised of a complex pattern of dark energy. Apprehension slithered through his body when he realized that she wasn’t even a person.
“I can’t believe it.” Jason stared at the woman in shock.
She stood in front of the closed door and slowly perused the crowded establishment, searching for someone. Michelle and Monte craned their heads to peer in that direction as they sought out what had garnered Jason’s attention. It didn’t take them long to notice the black eyes of the newcomer.
“What is that? A vampire?” Michelle asked.
“No, it’s a curse,” Jason advised.
Michelle frowned with puzzlement. “But it’s a woman. How is that possible?”
“I recognize it from what I’ve read about black magic,” Jason said.
“Why are you reading about black magic?” Michelle regarded him with surprise and a hint of disapproval.
“I like to be informed on all types of magic,” Jason replied. “You can’t defend yourself against something you know nothing about.”
“Why on earth would you think someone would cast a curse on you?” Michelle asked.
Jason’s face reddened with chagrin. “I don’t know. It just seemed like a good idea to be knowledgeable about that kind of thing.”
“I wholeheartedly approve,” Monte chimed in. “Knowledge is power.”
Jason stiffened with shock when the woman’s gaze locked with his. For several seconds, she didn’t move a muscle and then she strode towards him.
“Oh my God! She’s coming this way! She’s staring right at me!” Jason exclaimed with horror.
“Surely not.” Michelle narrowed her eyes with speculation as she eyed the occupied table directly behind Jason. “It’s probably those guys.”
“I have to get out of here.” Jason jumped to his feet and tried to remember if there was a rear exit.
He stood near the entrance to a short hallway leading to the restrooms but he couldn’t remember if there was a way out. He silently chastised himself for not paying better attention. A few others had noticed the woman’s eyes and steered clear of her as they obviously assumed she was a vampire or succubus.
“What kind of curse is it?” Monte rose to his feet and leveled a questioning look at his friend.
“It’s a construo letalis curse,” Jason said. “Those things are impervious to magic. You can’t shield yourself or fight them.”
 “What happens if you try?” Michelle stood up and shot a wary glance at the woman who continued to stalk closer to them.
“You can slow them down with a spell or two but they adapt,” Jason said.
The curse was only three tables away from them.
“Is there an exit by the restrooms?” Jason asked.
“No, there’s not,” Michelle said. 
“I was afraid of that.” Jason swallowed and his stomach knotted with terror.
He couldn’t think of any way out of this. He was just an average category three wizard with a few minor defensive spells he’d purchased at the store. He wore two silver-colored tungsten rings on his right hand, which he activated. A flash of silver light in the shape of a sphere materialized around him for just a split second before turning invisible. It probably wouldn’t even slow her down for a second. The woman reached their table and made a beeline for Jason. As her hand rushed forward with inhuman speed, he jumped back and avoided her touch by mere inches. He scooted around the table to keep it between them. Michelle and Monte backed away from them. Jason and the curse circled the table in one direction and then the other. Jason’s heart thudded wildly in his chest as the woman stopped and stared at him with her soulless black eyes. She dove across the table and tackled him. Jason’s breath was knocked out of him as his back hit the ground with her on top. The meager protection of his enchantment had failed to even slow her down.
The curse leaned forward as she sat on him and wrapped her fingers around his neck in a viselike grip that cut off all his air. Michelle had her wand out and unleashed a volley of telekinetic energy, knocking the woman backwards by half a dozen feet. Jason gasped for air and pushed himself up into a sitting position. Michelle blasted the woman again. This time, the curse’s body briefly changed to black smoke before solidifying again as she absorbed the spell without being knocked backward again. She had already adapted to the telekinetic enchantment. Jason pushed himself up off the floor as the woman drew herself up to a standing position. She lunged forward and Jason only had time to retreat one step before she had reached him. She halted with her hand mere inches from his neck. Jason exhaled sharply and his breath misted out of his mouth as though he stood outside in the dead of winter. He shivered as a wave of cold emanated from the curse. Frost began to form over her skin. Jason realized there was a powerful spell being cast and he could see the stream of energy through his third eye vision. He turned to follow the source of the magic and realized it was Monte who had his wand aimed at the creature.
“You have to get out of here, Jason. My wand is almost out of juice. All that I have left after this is telekinetic enchantments and they won’t do any good,” Monte said.
“What about you and Michelle?” Jason realized they were standing off to the side and weren’t moving to follow him.
“We’ll try to slow it down but you need to leave. It’s clear that it’s programmed to kill only you so it will ignore us,” Monte advised.
Jason took another step back but was hesitant to leave his friends behind. How could they be so sure the curse wouldn’t attack them?
“Jason, go!” Michelle exclaimed.
The curse was covered with a layer of ice. Its black eyes were still pinned to Jason and its arm remained extended towards him. Cracks began to form on its arm and torso. Monte’s wand ran out of energy. Jason turned and bolted out of the bar. Luckily, most of the people had cleared out when the attack started and no one got in his way. His only chance to live through this encounter was to reach his car and put as much distance as possible between himself and that creature. It would take some time for it to track his energy signature if he could just get far enough away. Jason dashed down the sidewalk toward the metered parking lot half a block away. He had almost reached his car when he heard a crash from behind him. Jason glanced back to see the woman emerge from the bar with the door lying down on the sidewalk. He realized Monte must have used his telekinetic wands to keep the door shut and when they wore off, the pressure of the curse pushing against it had ripped the door off its hinges.
The curse spotted Jason immediately and sprinted towards him. Jason ran to his blue hybrid sedan and got behind the wheel in record time. The woman was only a dozen feet away by now. Jason clenched his jaw as he backed out of his parking spot with haste then lunged forward toward the exit. The curse anticipated his move and turned to cut him off. He slammed his foot down hard on the accelerator in an attempt to race ahead of her. Unfortunately, she was too fast for that. She reached the vehicle and smashed her fist through the driver’s side window. Shattered glass pelted Jason’s body while her fist missed his head by mere inches. He lost sight of the road with her arm poised in the air directly in front of his face, blocking his vision. She clung to the side of the car. He slammed on the brakes as her right hand groped for his bruised neck. Her body hurtled forward, rolling a few times as it hit the pavement. She only laid there for several seconds before rising to her feet with smooth, controlled motions.
Jason hit the accelerator and swerved the car around her. She grabbed the passenger’s side door as the vehicle passed and pressed her body flat against it. Jason sped into the street, turning sharp in a desperate attempt to dislodge the construo letalis curse. He accidentally cut off a car which honked long and hard at him. Jason could see the creature still clinging to the side. He gunned the engine and swerved back and forth several times but she held firm. She struck the passenger window, shattering it with ease. An instant later, she poked her head through the window. Jason slammed on the brakes but she braced herself against the inside of the window frame. He unlatched his seatbelt, threw open his door, and fled from his car. He knew he couldn’t outrun her but he wasn’t about to sit and wait for her to strangle him or break his neck while he was driving.
Jason glanced back and saw that she was already dashing after him in pursuit. He didn’t have much time. Jason desperately searched for an avenue of escape. He reached the sidewalk and raced down past the stores which were all closed for the night. The woman caught up with him and shoved him to the side and off his feet. He hit the brick wall of a clothing store. An instant later, the creature wrapped her fingers around his throat and lifted him several feet above the ground. He tried to pry her fingers loose but they wouldn’t budge. His vision blurred as he began to lose consciousness. He saw Monte’s black sports coupe pull up to the curb. Monte and Michelle emerged from the vehicle and rushed over to help Jason.
The woman stared up at Jason with her inhuman black eyes. Her lips curved into a wide satisfied smile as she watched him die. Jason knew there was nothing his friends could do to save him. When his body shut down, the woman exploded into black smoke. Jason’s lifeless body collapsed onto the sidewalk. Michelle cried out with anguish, tears welling in her eyes. She knelt beside Jason as the black smoke thinned out and vanished. The construo letalis curse had self-terminated after achieving its goal.
 



 
Chapter 2
Jason opened his eyes to discover he was staring up at a hospital room ceiling. He pushed himself up into a sitting position, his muscles aching in protest. A doctor stood beside his bed on the left side with Monte and Michelle a short distance away. Flecks of dried blood marked Jason’s shirt, arms, and jeans but there were no cuts. The doctor, a man in his late thirties wearing blue scrubs, held a standard white medical wand over Jason’s chest which emitted a low level electronic-like hum.
“You’re lucky to be alive,” the doctor announced.
“I thought I died.” Jason regarded them with puzzlement.
“Your friends performed CPR and revived you before the ambulance arrived on the scene,” the doctor explained. 
Michelle reached out and gently grasped Jason’s hand. “I wish I could take the credit for that but it was Monte. He knew exactly what to do. I panicked.”
“You did your best.” Jason leveled a grateful look at her then shifted his gaze to Monte. “Thank you.”
“What are friends for?” Monte grinned at him.
Monte always had a privacy screen so he was one of the few people that Jason couldn’t read with his psychometry. However, he could detect traces of his friend’s energy mixed in with his own from when he’d performed CPR. It probably wasn’t enough to receive impressions unless he tried really hard and Jason wanted to respect his privacy.
The doctor deactivated the medical wand and brought his arm down to his side. “You had a severe bump on your head and a concussion. Other than that, you had some minor bruising and lacerations on your arms and chest which I healed. There were no other injuries. You’re free to go.”
“I don’t remember bumping my head,” Jason remarked.
“When the construo letalis was holding you up in the air, it vanished when you died and your body was just dumped on the sidewalk. You took quite a fall,” Michelle explained.
Jason nodded with agreement. “I’m just glad you and Monte were there.”
As the doctor was leaving, a man and a woman dressed in business casual stepped through the door and flashed their badges which identified them as police detectives.
“We’re here to speak with Jason Flanigan,” the man said.
“He’s over there. I’ve treated him and he’s free to go.” The doctor gestured at Jason then slipped past the two detectives and out of the room.
The man identified himself as Detective Trevor Rosenbaum. He was blond, in his late twenties, average height with green eyes and a slight belly. He introduced his partner as Detective Willow Barth who was in her late twenties with brown hair secured in a ponytail, brown eyes, and average height. Trevor asked about Monte and Michelle and jotted their names down.
He directed his attention back to Jason. “Tell me what happened from the beginning. Give me any details you can remember about the attacker no matter how small or trivial you think it is.”
“When the woman walked into the bar, I knew almost right away she was a curse,” Jason said.
“And how did you know that?” Trevor’s gaze sharpened.
“For one thing her eyes were black and she was made of dark energy,” Jason explained. “I’ve studied all kinds of magical constructs but it took me a minute to recognize her as a construo letalis.”
Trevor blinked with surprise. “So you’re a six.”
“No, I’m a category three,” Jason corrected him.
“You have a scanner with you?” Trevor asked.
“No, it’s just something I can do.”
“That’s impossible. Only a six can scan without an enchantment.” Trevor frowned with annoyance.
“Perhaps a demonstration is in order.” Michelle leveled a pointed look at Jason.
Jason nodded in acknowledgement and opened his psychic senses. He tuned into Trevor’s psychometric energy and impressions whispered into his mind.
“You’ve had quite a day, Detective Rosenbaum. You were about fifteen minutes late for work this morning because you couldn’t find your shoes and car keys. They were under your son’s bed. He does that sometimes because he likes to pretend he’s a detective like you. You had an Andes Chocolate donut this morning from Xtreme Donuts. When you were assigned this case, you doubted that a curse attacked me. You thought Michelle didn’t know what she was talking about and that she was either drunk or that it was a vampire or succubus that attacked me,” Jason said.
Trevor gaped at him with astonishment. “That is incredible.”
“Trevor, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Willow asked her partner.
He cocked a brow at her with bemusement. “Probably not.”
“Elijah is looking for a couple of psychometrists or enforcers,” Willow said.
“But he’s a category three.” Trevor peered at her with astonishment.
“That doesn’t matter for a psychometrist.” Willow turned to face Jason. “How long have you been able to do this?”
“As far back as I remember.”
“Are there any limitations? Do you burn out after a few minutes or anything?” Willow’s brown eyes glinted with excitement.
“Nothing like that. My only limit is that I can’t spend more than a day or two out of Seattle at a time,” Jason said.
“Why is that?” Willow asked.
“I get really bad migraines almost all the time. As long as I get about six hours of exposure in Seattle or just outside of the city, I’m fine. It’s because of the vortex. My Dad and my younger brother are like that, too,” he explained.
A vortex was invisible to the naked eye but a source of power for a category five or six wizard who could tap into it psychically. It was said that they also offered subtle restorative properties to people who exposed themselves to their energy. There were eleven vortexes in the world and they each spanned an average of three miles in diameter. One of them was located in Seattle and stretched from the Puget Sound to 5th AVE E and then from the north at Capitol Hill to S Horton Street.
Forrest gazed at him in contemplation. “I’ve never heard of that condition. Do you have category six wizards in the family?”
“No,” Jason replied. “I was hoping I was a latent six but it’s obvious I’m not. My parents took me to a lot of specialists when I was younger and it turns out I’m just a three.”
“Your psychometry makes me think otherwise,” Willow argued. “This is very interesting.”
“I am looking for a job.” Jason couldn’t resist seizing this opportunity. Even though using his talent to witness crimes didn’t appeal to him, he was getting desperate to kick his unemployed status to the curb.
“I would like for you to come into the station and apply for the job opening we have. We could use someone with your talent.” Willow leveled an encouraging smile at him then her gaze shifted to encompass Michelle and Monte. “What about you two? Do we have any other candidates?”
“He’s a five.” Michelle pointed at Monte with a playful grin on her face.
“I’m happily employed,” Monte said.
“You could make good money,” Willow said.
“I already do.” Monte’s face conveyed a complete lack of interest in this position.
Willow’s demeanor became businesslike as she turned to face Jason again. “Let’s get back to the attack.”
Willow and Trevor listened to Jason’s description of events leading to his death with minimal interruptions.
“A construo letalis curse is very advanced and can only be made with black magic.” Trevor’s expression was solemn. “Do you have any enemies who are capable of something like this?”
“I had no idea anyone wanted to kill me,” Jason said. “I can’t imagine why I’ve become a target.”
“Are you absolutely sure about that?” Trevor questioned him.
Jason shook his head. “I wish I knew who’d want to do this.”
“We’ll have someone watch your residence for the next few nights just to be on the safe side,” Willow said.
“Thank you. I appreciate that.” Jason was relieved that someone would be keeping tabs on him but he was also aware that the police were ill equipped to handle a construo letalis.
It took powerful mainstream magic to combat a curse. The more effective weapon would be white magic which was extremely rare. Few people possessed the natural ability and those who did burned out within a year or two. Recently, it was discovered that over a millennia ago, white magic practitioners could avoid burnout and were an active part of the community. These individuals became immortal and were referred to as White Knights. Nowadays, with the secrets to mastering light energy lost, most people with the potential for white magic usually had no clue. Burnout was extremely unpleasant and knowing it was a likely outcome for White Knights, most people with this latent ability never activate their power.
It was well after midnight when Jason returned to his apartment and he was exhausted. He brushed his teeth and was on his way to his bedroom when someone knocked at the door.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jason eyed the door with incredulous disbelief for several seconds before trudging across the room to answer it.
When he opened the door, he found a short heavyset woman in her forties, impeccably dressed in a charcoal business suit. She had shoulder-length brown hair, brown eyes, and a friendly smile. She clutched a journal and a large stuffed manila envelope in her right hand. An elegant gray purse matching the color of her suit draped over her shoulder.
“Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.” Jason began to close the door in her face but she blocked it with her foot as she took a fluid step forward.
“We have much to discuss, Jason.” She shuffled the envelope and journal to her left hand so she could extend her right. “I’m Jane Ezzell, executor of your great aunt Georgette’s estate.”
“Aunt Georgette?” Jason blinked with surprise as he struggled to recall this particular relative. “I don’t have an Aunt Georgette.”
“Amy and Benjamin were surprised to hear that as well.”
“You talked to my cousin and my brother?” Jason found it difficult to puzzle out what was happening. He felt a surge of hope when he realized he may have inherited something. Maybe his financial problems were over.
“They are to inherit equal parts of the estate,” Jane explained. “May I come in?”
“Of course.” Jason stepped aside and she brushed past him. “It’s been a very long day and someone tried to kill me a couple hours ago.”
“A construo letalis curse attempted to kill Benjamin while I was going over the details of his inheritance.” Jane’s expression was troubled as she turned to face him. “How did you escape from the creature?”
“Actually, I kind of didn’t.” Jason hesitated as he realized he’d closed and locked the door so he was alone with a stranger he didn’t know after midnight. He gestured at the couch across the room and farthest from the front entry so she wouldn’t block his escape if it was needed. “Please have a seat.”
“Thank you.” Jane took her seat and waited for Jason to sit before she threw him a curious and expectant gaze. “Tell me how you escaped the curse.”
“It choked me until I was dead and then it vanished. My friend performed CPR on me right away and brought me back,” Jason said.
“You were extremely lucky,” Jane said.
“How did Benjamin escape from the curse? He’s alright, isn’t he?” Jason asked.
“He’s fine. I shielded him from the construo letalis.”
“How did you do that? The curse is impervious to all forms of magic,” Jason said.
“I used white magic to protect Benjamin. I’m not a White Knight but I used to be. On three different occasions. Just like your great aunt. I can activate the enchantments that I already created. I never leave home without plenty of protection,” Jane explained.
“That’s amazing.” Jason was fascinated and at the same time confused over all of these surprises. “So how is it that I don’t know about Georgette Flanigan?”
“Her name was Georgette Hogan. Your great, great grandfather Finn Flanigan was married briefly before he came to be with your great, great grandmother Anne Flanigan. Her name was Beth Hogan and she had a son, Nevin, who started his own family. Georgette was one of his daughters. Apparently, Finn never told his second wife or anyone on that side of the family about his first marriage and he cut ties with Beth completely,” Jane advised.
Jason was stunned over this development. “I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone or something.”
“I know this is a shock but it’s good news.” Jane offered a warm smile then leaned forward and extended the envelope towards him. “These are copies of the official paperwork as well as some documents you’ll need to sign to accept the inheritance. There is a trust fund that will be divided between the three of you and it will become available in ten years.”
“Ten years?!” Jason exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
Jane’s smile turned sympathetic. “She had goals in mind for her estate. You see, she was a White Knight several times and there’s been a long tradition in the Hogan family of the house and funds being passed from generation to generation to potential White Knights.”
“So Amy, Benjamin, and I are inheriting this house then?” Jason asked.
“Yes, you are,” Jane confirmed. “There is the stipulation that you must reside in it as a primary residence for ten years before you gain possession of the home and the trust fund.”
“How much is in the trust fund?” Jason asked.
“About four hundred thousand dollars.”
“Wow!” For several seconds Jason felt the weight of his financial problems lift from his shoulders but then he remembered he couldn’t touch the money for ten years. A lot of good that would do him now.
“During the time that you are living in the home, there is a second trust fund that I can use for maintenance of the house and the yard. You won’t need to take care of the lawn or the gardens. I’ve got that covered,” Jane said.
Having a free place to live would relieve some of the pressure but he didn’t relish the idea of shacking up with his younger brother and cousin. He preferred to live alone. When his day was over, he relished the solitude and quiet. Jason became aware of the muffled sound of music from a neighbor down the hall, and the television from someone else, and the sound of footsteps from the neighbor directly above as he traipsed back and forth over and over again which made it seem like he must walk around his apartment aimlessly. What on earth was the guy doing up there anyway? Jason frowned with annoyance and realized that living in a house with separate walls from all of these other people may actually be better even if he did have to share with Benjamin and Amy.
“I can’t believe I have to live there for ten years. What if I only live there one year?” Jason asked.
“After one month of non-residency, you would forfeit your inheritance and the other two will gain possession when the ten years has passed,” she replied.
Jason’s lips curved in a contemplative frown. “What if two of us move out or decide not to live there at all. Will the third relative inherit everything before ten years?”
“I’m afraid not. They would still have to wait for ten years and if the third person left before that, it would be up to me to choose another three family members for the inheritance,” Jane advised.
Jason peered at her with undisguised skepticism. “That’s hard for me to believe.”
“Is it any stranger than the rest of the stipulations? Look over the paperwork and see for yourself.” Jane’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “It’s been a long day. I would prefer if you spent the night at the house.”
“Why would I want to do that?” Jason asked.
“It’s protected by ancient magic, both mainstream and white,” Jane said. “You’ll be safe there.”
“What about during the day when I have to leave the house?”
“Hopefully you’ll be able to protect yourself by then. The house is surrounded by a white magic power center where you can activate your potential and become a White Knight. The reason three relatives are always chosen to inherit the home is because chances are at least one of you will succeed,” Jane explained. “It is intended to be a sanctuary to allow white magic practitioners a chance to flourish and learn their abilities so that they can overcome burnout.”
“How would Aunt Georgette know I have this potential when we’ve never even met before?” His head swam with all of these strange facts.
“There is a device in the house that allows a White Knight to identify blood relatives with this gift. When she used it, she learned about you three and wrote up the will accordingly. She never made contact with you because it was too risky. She wanted to keep your identities a secret. Unfortunately, someone broke into her lawyer’s office to access the information. They want to destroy the house and its magic. It’s a threat to them,” Jane said.
“Why would anyone be threatened by it?” He leveled a questioning gaze at her.
“It’s the Valituras.” Jane noticed his shocked expression and continued her explanation before he could jump in with more questions. The Valituras was an ancient, worldwide organization with powerful enchantments including dark magic and curses. “I realize that most of the members were apprehended but there are scattered teams still working on their goals even though they are cut off from each other.”
“So there is a team of Valituras that want to destroy my house?” Jason asked.
“That’s correct,” she confirmed.
“But why do they want to kill me?”
“If they kill you, Amy, Benjamin, and me, the house would belong to the state and it would be auctioned off. If a member of the Valituras purchases it, the ancient magic protecting it would not work against them as the new owner. Or at least that’s what they think. I’m not so sure,” Jane said.
“How do you know that’s what they’re thinking?” he asked.
“They always try to kill the relatives whenever there are new ones that inherit the property,” she said. “But she left enchantments created with light energy inside the home for all three of you. If you succeed in activating your power, you’ll be able to protect yourself with the shield. As you know, white magic is the most powerful.”
“It doesn’t seem that way.” Jason shot her a sardonic look. “Why is it that White Knights always burnout and lose their power after a year or two?”
“The knowledge to master light energy was lost after the Great Wizard Wars but one of these days, someone will figure out how to maintain their power,” Jane said.
“I think I’ve heard enough for one night,” Jason said. His gaze landed on the address of the home he was about to inherit and he sighed with disappointment. “There’s no way I can live there.”
“Why is that?” Jane leveled a puzzled gaze at him.
“It’s in Edmonds. I’ll have constant migraines.”
“Of course, you need to spend time in Seattle every day.” Jane’s expression turned pensive. “Benjamin told me about that problem. Perhaps you can get a job in Seattle.”
Jason remembered his conversation with Willow and Trevor. “That could work.”
“Excellent!” Jane shot to her feet and offered an exuberant smile. “Do you want to pack up some things and follow me to your house then?”
“I don’t know.” Jason regarded her with indecision.
“You would rather sleep here when there could be something else out there ready to kill you?” Jane asked.
“When you put it that way, how can I refuse?” Jason arched a sardonic brow at her.
“Here you go.” Jane handed him the journal she’d brought with her. “This is a guide that Georgette made to help you understand your abilities.”
Jason flipped through the pages and found them blank. “She must be a firm believer in the tabula rasa theory.”
Jane chuckled with amusement. “She wrote it out using white magic. Once you’ve activated your power, the words will become visible.”
“That’s just terrific,” Jason grumbled.
 



 
Chapter 3
Jason grew nervous following Jane in his damaged blue sedan. Cool, night air blew through the open window frame beside him as he drove. He would have to make sure to repair that as soon as possible or at least tape a sheet of plastic over it. And then there was the passenger window. Too bad the money from his inheritance wouldn’t be forthcoming until ten years. He was relieved when Jane finally parked in the street in front of a huge house with a three-car garage. There were plenty of streetlights in this neighborhood so Jason could see the house was taupe and looked to be freshly painted. It reminded Jason of a mansion with all of the fine architectural details such as the tall, decorative pillars built into the massive dwelling. There were several large gardens sporting brightly colored flowers, tall ornamental blue grass, large lavender bushes, and other decorative landscaping bordered with basketball-sized, turquoise larimar rocks.  One of the garages opened and Jane stepped over to him as he sat behind the wheel of his car gaping at the house.
“This is your garage door opener. I forgot to give it to you earlier.” Jane handed it to him.
“Thanks,” Jason murmured.
He pulled his car into the garage and Jane followed him. The two of them walked into the house where Benjamin was watching a large, flat-screen television from an oversized, cream-colored sofa. Benjamin was short and slender with blond hair and blue eyes. The shape of his face and eyes including the prominent cleft in the chin was the same as Jason which made their family resemblance very clear. Amy was curled up in an armchair beside Benjamin wearing jeans and a turquoise tee shirt. She was twenty-two, just a year younger than Jason and a year older than Benjamin. It was more difficult to see the subtle family resemblance when comparing her to her two cousins. She was extremely tall, only an inch shorter than Jason, with long silky black hair that she kept in a ponytail. Her robin egg blue eyes were the exact same shade as Benjamin’s.
“Hey, bro.” Benjamin threw him a casual grin.
The two of them were close but Jason wasn’t sure how he would like living with him.
Amy beamed at him in delight. “Jason! Isn’t this fun?”
She crossed the room and gave him a brief, warm hug. 
“It’s very shocking.” Jason still didn’t know what to think of this situation. Being a target for a team of Valituras agents wasn’t his idea of fun but this was a beautiful, luxurious home and it was fully furnished. In ten years, he would own it – or at least a third of it. If he could somehow tap into a potential for white magic, perhaps he would finally be able to do the type of advanced enchantments that he’d always longed for.
“Let me give you a tour of your new home,” Jane offered.
“That would be great. Thank you,” Jason acknowledged.
“You’re quite welcome.” Jane gestured at the huge living room. “This is the first living room. There are two of them on the first floor.”
She took him down the hall to a spacious exercise room fully equipped with a variety of exercise machines including three elliptical trainers and three treadmills. The kitchen was massive with updated equipment that would make a chef drool. The gleaming black counter tops and central island had shiny silvery specks that sparkled in the generous lighting. So far, all of the rooms contained polished cedar hardwood flooring. Jason had never imagined he could live in such a beautiful home. Jane wasn’t finished with the tour just yet. She showed him the recreation room, a massive library with a wide variety of spell books and enchantments, two master bedrooms that Amy and Benjamin had already claimed as their own, and two guest bedrooms. Jane explained that every master bedroom in the house contained white magic enchantments which were kept in glass cases. When they stepped into the second living room at the back of the house, Jason was floored by the beauty. It had a large screen television and couches like its counterpart but it also had one wall made entirely of glass that opened into a huge indoor atrium.
“Shall we check out the atrium?” Jane suggested.
“Definitely.” Jason ogled the huge room with its beautiful indoor gardens.
Jason, Jane, Benjamin, and Amy stepped inside. The floor was made up of green slate and there were several park benches strategically located. Clusters of various plants and breathtaking flowers occupied over a dozen areas in the room which spanned the entire length of the house and overlooked the garden in the backyard. The green slate flooring formed a winding path through the different sections of plants. The aroma of lavender and other fragrant flowers wafted through the air. They reached a section of dirt dominated by purple, pink, yellow and blue orchids which caught Jason’s attention as these were one of his favorite flowers.
“The white magic power center surrounds the house and extends into the atrium,” Jane informed him.
“That’s astounding. Is this house protected by mainstream magic as well or just white magic?” Jason inquired, knowing that white magic wasn’t something that could normally be relied on.
“Both types of magic safeguard the home. Two of the Hogans that lived here previously were category six wizards,” Jane said.
She brought them to the very center of the massive room, an enclosure that measured approximately 300 square feet with flooring comprised of glimmering blue granite surrounded by large lavender and rosemary bushes that made it feel like a room in and of itself. At the very center of the enclosure was an immense citrine quartz crystal about the size of Jason’s desk at his apartment. He had never imagined a quartz specimen could be so huge. It must have cost a fortune.
“This is an activation stone. It contains a powerful light energy enchantment that can help you tap into your potential. I suggest you work with this spell daily until your power is active,” Jane said. She turned to level a concerned look at Amy. “Your construo letalis curse is still running loose so I would suggest you stay here until you’ve become a White Knight.” Her gaze slid over to Benjamin. “You haven’t been attacked yet so you probably have one of those curses hunting you, too.”
Benjamin shrugged with indifference. “I can handle that. I’ll just call in sick.”
Jason wasn’t too surprised by his brother’s attitude. Benjamin didn’t take very many things in life seriously. He worked at Xtreme Donuts so he probably wouldn’t be devastated if he lost his job.
“What about you, Amy?” Jason regarded his cousin with a questioning look. “Are you able to take time off from work for this?”
“I usually work from home anyway so this won’t be a problem for me,” Amy said.
Jane looked pleased by this news. “That’s wonderful! You can all stay safe here.”
“We’re going to have to deal with the Valituras eventually,” Jason said. “And we’ve got at least one construo letalis to vanquish.”
“I need to finish showing you the house. There are more tools to vanquish curses in here,” Jane advised.
“I’m not sure I’ll be able to stay here. I’ll need to go out tomorrow,” Jason said.
Jane regarded him with confusion and concern. “I thought you were unemployed.”
“I am but I have an opportunity for a job at the police station. I’ve been without an income for three months and I can’t afford to wait around any longer.”
“Isn’t your life more important than a job?” Jane asked.
“I need to work to survive. Even though I have a place to live for free, there are other expenses.”
“Since your rent is going to be free you can afford to make a lot less money. You can work in retail like me,” Benjamin pointed out.
Jason didn’t find his brother’s advice all that helpful. He directed his attention at Jane. “Let’s take a look at the rest of the house.”
“Sure.” Jane led them out of the room and continued the tour.
The second floor boasted two master bedrooms so as they were standing in the second master bedroom, Jason claimed it for himself.
Benjamin leveled a teasing look at his older brother. “Your royal highness can’t sleep in one of the guest rooms downstairs?”
“You know I always sleep in the top bunk,” Jason tossed back in a flippant tone.
The second floor was just as spacious as the first floor with two living rooms, a family room, a library, and two guest bedrooms. When they reached the library, it was completely dedicated to spell books and glass cases that displayed shelves full of white magic enchantments contained in wands and a variety of jewelry.
“White magic is very different from mainstream magic. You can use the enchantments indefinitely because they recharge themselves,” Jane told them. “It usually takes a couple of weeks or so in between uses.”
“I hadn’t realized that.” Amy’s eyes sparkled with delight. “That gives White Knights a huge advantage.”
“Yes, it does,” Jane agreed. “You’ll notice each of the shelves on these cases is marked with the type of enchantments they contain. These two shelves contain protection enchantments. You’ll be completely safe from all types of curses with any of these pieces.”
“That’s awesome!” Benjamin exclaimed.
“What’s the success rate for people who have white magic potential in activating their power?” Jason leveled an inquisitive look at Jane.
“Usually, one Hogan out of three can awaken their abilities within several days. After that, the other relatives can usually succeed within a month if they don’t give up,” Jane advised.
“What if one or more of us don’t become a White Knight? Do we forfeit our inheritance?” Jason asked.
“No, that’s not a requirement. You just have to live here as your primary residence.”
“What if our job takes us away from the house for a period of time?” Jason inquired.
Jane cocked a bemused brow at him. “As long as you are on a work assignment, it won’t count against you. Like I said, as long as this is your primary residence.”
“Good to know,” Jason acknowledged.
Benjamin shot his older brother an amused grin. “You sound like a lawyer trying to find a loophole.”
“I’m just trying to make sure I understand all of the requirements,” Jason said.
“I hope you’re not going to leave the house to apply for that job you were talking about earlier.” Amy peered at him with concern.
“I can’t let the opportunity slip through my fingers.”
“You can send an application online,” Amy said.
“My computer is at my apartment.”
“You can use my laptop.”
“I’ll use the maintenance fund to move all of your belongings to this house.” Jane’s gaze swept over the three of them. “I’ll make the arrangements tomorrow. I’ll come over in the morning around eight to help you with the activation enchantment.”
“That would be great.” Amy flashed an exuberant grin at her.
“Thanks, Jane,” Benjamin said.
“I appreciate all of your help,” Jason told her.
“It’s no problem at all.” Jane’s lips curved in a pleased smile.
Jane left for the evening and Jason retired to his room. The entire massive house was completely furnished except for the guest bedrooms so that’s where most of his belongings would go. He still couldn’t believe he had inherited such a luxurious home from a relative he’d never known existed. The gargantuan bedroom boasted three large oak dressers, a walk-in closet, a massive chandelier, a full-length mirror with ornate silver trim suspended on the wall directly across from the bed, and a large glass case with lighted shelving that contained white magic enchantments in the form of wands, bracelets, pendants, and other jewelry. Even though Jason had his psychic receptors shut off, he could still feel the buzz of magic in the air throughout the house. There was so much energy streaming around him that he wondered if it would interfere with sleep. It turned out that it wasn’t a problem at all. He dropped right off to sleep and woke up in the morning feeling refreshed.
Jason spent fifteen minutes on his daily routine of yoga before he took a quick shower and ventured downstairs to the kitchen. Benjamin was at the stove making scrambled eggs and waffles while Amy was perched on a stool at the breakfast bar munching on one of the waffles.
“You’re up early.” Jason regarded his younger brother with surprise.
“We just inherited a fortune, bro. I didn’t get much sleep and there’s no way I was going to sleep in and miss out on something,” Benjamin said.
“Miss out on what?” Jason arched an inquisitive brow at him.
“Jane may not have told us everything,” he explained. “Besides, she’s going to help out with the activation stone. I want to make sure I become a White Knight as soon as possible.”
“I see.” Jason was amused by his response. It was rare to see Benjamin excited about anything. It was refreshing to see that he now had a passion.
“It’s still early. I could try to help you with your job application before Jane comes over,” Amy offered.
“I’d appreciate that,” Jason said.
Amy’s laptop rested beside her plate on top of the granite counter of the breakfast bar. She opened it and began typing on the keyboard. In a matter of moments, she had the application for the psychometrist position displayed and ready to be filled in. Jason downloaded a copy of his resumé remotely and used it to complete the application. He hovered the cursor over the submit button, feeling a twinge of unease over the idea of using his psychometry to witness crimes which he knew would be unpleasant. He also knew that statistically, category six wizards found it difficult to cope with the psychic backwash of using their ability in this manner. It was a stressful job to say the least. Jason would be exposing his psyche to very disturbing psychometric energy. 
He reminded himself that he wasn’t a six so his talent probably ran just a bit different. He felt Amy’s curious stare and he knew she was probably wondering why he was hesitating. Jason made up his mind and clicked on the submit button. A message popped up on the screen, letting him know he had successfully applied for the position. His stomach fluttered with anxiety and excitement. It would be such a relief to be gainfully employed again even if it wasn’t his dream job.
“You don’t have to be so nervous,” Amy said. “You haven’t even been called in for an interview yet.”
Benjamin sat down beside his brother. “I have a feeling you’re going to hear from them sooner rather than later.”
“How would you know?” Amy grinned with amusement.
“Call it bachelor’s intuition or pre-White Knight’s intuition,” Benjamin quipped.
“Detective Barth seemed to think I had a very good chance of getting an interview,” Jason said.
Someone knocked at the door and they went to answer it, finding Jane at their doorstep. Farther back, a tall well-built man with a shaved head and coal-black eyes stood on the sidewalk staring intently at the three Flanigans.
“Is that a construo letalis?” Amy pointed at the stranger.
“Yes, it is. I believe it’s the same one that tried to kill you yesterday.” Jane slipped past her and into the house.
Amy, Benjamin, and Jason continued to watch the construo letalis.
“I wonder how long he’s been there,” Jason said.
“He could have been standing out there all morning and we wouldn’t have known.” Amy’s expression was troubled.
“Don’t worry, it can’t get inside,” Jane said.
Jason threw her a dubious look. “Are you sure about that?”
“I’m certain. The house is protected by powerful ancient mainstream magic and white magic. If I was a White Knight, I would use some of the niveus imperium enchantments from the library to vanquish that creature,” Jane advised.
“You said you could use white magic though,” Jason pointed out.
“I can activate some enchantments that run on light energy but my ability to do so is extremely limited. Fortunately, I can definitely help you with the activation stone,” Jane said.
“Let’s get started.” Benjamin leveled a troubled look at Jason. “I realize we’re safe right now but if you wouldn’t mind closing the door, I’d feel better.”
Jason shut the door and locked it. The group made their way to the atrium and sat down around the large citrine quartz.
“We all need to place our right hand on the crystal,” Jane instructed.
“What if we’re left-handed?” Benjamin teased.
“Either hand is fine, young man.” Jane’s smile widened with good humor. When everyone had placed their right hand on the crystal, she continued, “I’m going to try to activate the enchantment. You can help by focusing on a memory that evokes very strong positive feelings. Imagine that you can direct those feelings into the stone and energize it.”
Jason knew he would have trouble visualizing something so abstract. He’d read about the health benefits of different meditation techniques and knew that if he had practiced, this exercise would probably be child’s play. Unfortunately, he’d never made the time so he’d just have to muddle through it.
“It might help to close your eyes,” Jane suggested.
Jason glanced at Benjamin and Amy and his face reddened with embarrassment as he realized he was the only one with his eyes still open. He closed them and tried to think of an appropriate memory.
“If you’re having trouble with this exercise, you might want to just focus on your breathing. Take slow, deep breaths and just relax.” Jane’s voice was gentle and soothing.
Jason realized that it helped to center his attention on his breathing. After awhile, his mind began to wander. He realized what he was doing and squelched his internal chatterbox. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he sensed energy stirring around him. He had kept his psychic receptors firmly blocked ever since the police had questioned him last night. The psychic noise was usually a constant drain. But now he was curious as to what was happening. Jason removed the blocks and opened his magical senses. All kinds of energy currents flowed around him and the huge, orange crystal beneath his fingers glowed with a sparkling silvery luminescence. He opened his eyes and gasped in surprise at the sight of Benjamin and Amy who were both radiating with the same silvery light.
Jason was disappointed to note that the light energy wasn’t flowing into his body. His gaze shifted over to Jane and he realized it wasn’t happening with her either even though she had triggered the activation stone. Amy and Benjamin opened their eyes. Smiles of delight spread across their faces and they withdrew their hands from the crystal.
Jane watched them both with an expression of exuberant triumph. “I’m so proud of you! Usually it takes several tries to activate your power and just one person is successful. This is extraordinary.”
Jason didn’t want to admit it but he was jealous. He had worked so hard to learn advanced principles of magic and his younger brother who had never had a shred of ambition about anything managed to become a White Knight in one sitting.
Jane’s brown eyes reflected concern when her attention strayed to Jason. “I’m sorry your white magic hasn’t activated but don’t give up. You have the potential. Georgette wouldn’t have chosen you otherwise.”
“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” Jason picked himself up off the slate floor. “I think I need some rest. We must have been sitting around this rock for hours.”
Jane glanced at her watch. “Yes, I agree. It would be best to wait until at least the afternoon before you tried again.” She rose to her feet and Benjamin and Amy followed suit. “I’d better be on my way.”
The group made their way across the second living room and Jason halted as he completed a deep scan of the perimeter. Jane noticed he’d trailed behind and stopped to watch him.
“Do you see something interesting?” Her tone indicated she knew precisely what he had just discovered.
“There’s a mini vortex in here.” This rare phenomenon had been recently discovered but had largely remained a secret up until less than a year ago. Only a category five or six could sense them unless someone possessed an exceptionally sensitive scanner.
“I was wondering if you would be able to detect it,” Jane said. “I was going to tell you about it during my next visit tomorrow morning. You and Benjamin are no longer confined to Seattle to prevent migraines. That might make looking for a job a little easier.”
“Yes, that will help,” Jason agreed. “What other secrets have you been keeping from us?”
Jane chuckled with amusement. “There’s so much to tell. I just have to prioritize what’s the most important. I’ve known Georgette for so long that there are a lot of details about this house and this property and white magic in general. White Knights have to learn most of their spell crafting on their own since they are so rare. There are no official training materials except for the notes they write down before they burn out. Luckily, you have a pretty good training manual in those journals Georgette left for the three of you.”
“I’m going to start reading mine right away,” Amy acknowledged.
They continued to the foyer and Jane opened the front door. There were now two construo letalis curses waiting on the sidewalk at the very edge of the property. They looked identical in appearance with the disturbing coal-black eyes, heavily muscled builds, and shaved heads. Something about their stance and the intensity of their gazes was very disturbing. Or maybe it was just the fact that if it wasn’t for the magical protection surrounding the property and house, they would just step through and kill the Flanigans.
“Oh, dear,” Jane murmured. “I’m not sure if the new curse is meant for me or Benjamin.”
She wrapped the fingers of her right hand over the amethyst point pendant suspended from a silver chain around her neck. She inhaled very deeply then exhaled slowly. 
After a moment, she dropped her hand and turned to face Amy. “Would you be willing to activate my protection, dear? I’m afraid I’ve reached my limit for the moment.”
“Sure.” Amy reached out and held the pendant in a loose grip. She furrowed her brows with concentration. An instant later, the amethyst lit up with a silvery white glow and a white energy field formed a bubble of protection around the two of them.
“Thank you, Amy.” Jane took a step back and the energy field followed her, slipping away from Amy.
Jane marched purposefully towards her car, choosing a path that would keep her out of arm’s reach of the curses. After all, there was no need to tempt fate. Jason and his two relatives watched her with faint unease. They had never seen white magic at work before. It was so rare that you could live your entire life without ever meeting a White Knight. As Jane stepped past the two intimidating men, they ignored her completely which meant it was Amy and Benjamin who were the targets. When Jane drove past their house, she waved cheerily. Amy closed the door and the three of them settled in the living room.
“How far does the vortex go?” Benjamin asked.
“Let me check.” Jason tuned his psychic receptors to the house. “It covers the entire house and extends about twelve feet into the backyard.”
“That’s really cool,” Benjamin said.
Amy’s face brightened. “We haven’t had the chance to get together in awhile. I felt kind of funny about all of us sharing the same house for the next ten years but I think this will work out.”
“This house is so big we have plenty of room to stay out of each other’s way if we want to,” Jason remarked.
“That’s true,” she agreed.
She picked up her journal which was resting on the coffee table beside her and opened it.
Jason eyed his brother with curiosity. “Where’s your book?”
“It’s in my room. I don’t feel like reading. Light energy is wild magic so I figure I can just go with the flow and create my own spells.” Benjamin leaned back into the couch and raised his right hand up into the air. The palm of his hand flickered briefly with a silvery white light. He shook his hand as if to dislodge something and held it out again with a look of intense concentration. Jason bit his lower lip to keep from laughing. This was the typical lackadaisical behavior he’d grown up witnessing in his younger brother. Sometimes it was funny and other times it was downright obnoxious.
“We may have to lay down some ground rules,” Jason said.
“Ground rules?” Benjamin leveled a dubious frown at him. “Like what?”
“No leaving your junk laying around in the common areas we share,” Jason said.
“I don’t think we need to do that. We’re all grownups here,” Benjamin said breezily. “When I come home, I want to relax and not worry about following some kind of rigid code of conduct.”
“I agree with Jason. I’ve seen your apartment.” Amy wrinkled her nose with disgust. “No leaving your dirty clothes laying around the house. We all need to clean up after ourselves.”
“We should hire a maid,” Benjamin said.
“We don’t have the money for it,” Amy said.
She and Jason exchanged pensive looks as the same thought occurred to them that it might be worth it to hire a housecleaner to stop by several times a week. They could split the cost between them. Trying to get Benjamin to clean up after himself was a losing battle. Amy’s attention returned to her book while Benjamin gestured with his hands and tried unsuccessfully to flow light energy into a cohesive matrix for a spell. Jason went to his room and perched on the edge of his bed. He couldn’t wait to get his desktop computer and personal belongings delivered to the house. The furniture was so nice in here that his desk would probably look out of place but he didn’t care. He wanted to have his own possessions. He crossed the room and gazed out the window, surprised by the panoramic view of the Puget Sound. He hadn’t realized the house was so far up in the hills. The backyard was beautifully landscaped and lush with a variety of fruit trees, evergreens, flower gardens, and shrubbery. It was slightly more than an acre and Jason was relieved that he wouldn’t have to worry about tending it. He caught sight of a small white house off in the distance and it seemed to be within the confines of the property. Jason’s phone rang and he glanced at the display to see that it was from the police station. He wondered if they had news about the construo letalis.
“This is Jason,” he announced into the receiver.
 “This is Judith Metzger. I’m an administrative assistant for the chief of police, Elijah Mazarac. He is interested in setting up an interview for the open position of psychometrist that you applied for.” The woman spoke in a brisk manner that gave the impression she was in a hurry. Jason was stunned that they would be calling him so quickly. Before he could say anything, she continued, “Mr. Mazarac wants to set up an interview for this afternoon at two. Are you available?”
“Yes, I am.” Excitement mingled with anxiety fluttered through him.
“I’ve got the calendar updated. Please be prompt.” Judith’s tone was brusque.
Jason opened his mouth to assure her that he was extremely punctual but realized she had already disconnected the call. He pocketed his phone and stared out the window, mulling over the news. He hadn’t expected a response so quickly, especially with a government job. A shiny green hummingbird flew in front of the window, hovering directly in front of him. Its green feathers glittered in the morning sun as though metallic and Jason couldn’t help but admire its beautiful color. After several seconds, it flew off to the side and out of sight. Jason went to the living room where he found Amy and Benjamin seated on a sofa, both of them reading their training manuals. Benjamin must have realized the futility in just slinging light energy with the hopes of casting a spell.
“Hey, guys.” Jason’s grin of anticipation widened as he prepared to tell them the good news.
“What’s up?” Benjamin asked.
“I got called in for a job interview for the psychometrist position at the police station,” Jason announced.
“Way to go!” Amy exclaimed with delight. “I’m so excited for you!”
“Are you sure you want to do that?” Benjamin eyed his brother with a dubious expression on his face. “You’ll be exposing yourself to some pretty nasty mojo.”
Amy’s beautiful blue eyes turned contemplative. “I hadn’t thought about that. Your psychometry seems to work exactly like a category six. I know that they get burned out from too much exposure to negative energy when they do that kind of work.”
“I’m confident I can handle it.” Jason wasn’t going to let anyone talk him out of this opportunity.
“I still think it’s great that you’ll be able to use your ability for work,” Amy said. “From what I hear, psychometrists make great money.”
“Yes, they do,” Jason agreed.
“When is your interview?” Benjamin leveled an inquisitive gaze at him.
“At two this afternoon.”
Amy’s eyes widened with alarm. “But we’ve got two curses guarding the house. How are you going to get past them?”
“They should just ignore me,” Jason advised. “You and Benjamin are the targets.”
“I can’t believe this.” Benjamin regarded his older brother with incredulous disbelief. “You’ve got a place to live rent free, you’re still getting unemployment checks and yet you’re going to risk your life on the assumption that deadly curses are going to ignore you.”
“That about sums it up.” Jason’s robin egg blue eyes reflected his determination and resolve. “And I’m leaving right now. My work clothes are at the apartment and I need to prepare for my interview.”
“There may be Valituras agents waiting for you,” Amy fretted.
“I’ll be careful.” Jason turned and strode towards the doorway.
Benjamin called out to his retreating back. “I’m going to tell Jane what you’re doing.”
“You always were a tattle tale,” Jason hurled back as he left the room.
“I’m going to tell Mom and Dad, too!” Benjamin shouted.
Jason ignored that as he made his way down the hall and to the garage where his car was parked. He had clipped the garage door opener to his vehicle’s sun visor. He slipped behind the wheel of his car and waited for the garage to finish sliding up. His heart thudded wildly in his chest as doubts over his current course of action assailed his mind. He ignored the fear and eased his car back. The front door to the house opened and Benjamin and Amy stepped out onto the front step, peering at him with undisguised concern. Jason stopped his car at the end of the driveway and tuned his psychic receptors on the two bulky men standing on the sidewalk. As far as he could tell, they were focused exclusively on Benjamin and Amy. He took a deep breath and pulled his car out onto the street. He glanced at the garage door to be sure it was closing then eased forward towards the construo letalis curses who continued to ignore him.
He let out a sigh of relief but flinched when one of the men turned to frown at him with contemplation. Jason sped up and passed the creatures before either one could decide to act. He glanced at the rearview mirror to make sure they weren’t following him. They had both turned to face the house again. He passed the police car that was watching his house and wondered why they hadn’t done anything about the construo letalis curses. One of the two officers gestured at him and he pulled over. They explained that they didn’t have the firepower to deal with the creatures but there was a requisition for some niveus imperium enchantments which would hopefully do the trick. They also rebuked him for leaving the safety of his house.
 



 
Chapter 4
When Jason returned to his apartment, he couldn’t help notice how shabby it was in comparison to his new home in Edmonds. The commercial-grade cream-colored carpeting contained numerous lumps and wrinkles and the white paint on the walls had begun to flake away in spots. Jason’s meager furnishings had all been purchased at thrift stores or garage sales with plenty of wear and tear. The light fixtures and appliances were all outdated. Jason had grown accustomed to all of that but now that he’d spent the night in such a nice home that could one day be his, all of the imperfections of his rental unit became glaringly obvious. He sat down on his office chair and received a call from Monte while he was waiting for the computer to boot up.
“Hey, Jason. I just wanted to make sure you were all right after the attack last night,” Monte said. “I noticed you weren’t at the apartment. What’s going on?”
Jason gave him a brief rundown of his surprise visit with Jane and the new inheritance.
“That’s incredible!” Monte exclaimed. “So what happened this morning? Are you a White Knight?”
“No, but Benjamin and Amy are. I’ll have to keep trying,” Jason said.
“White magic is the most difficult to understand and to use,” Monte said. “You might be better off just leaving things as they are. I could start helping you with enchantments if you’d like.”
Jason was blown away by his friend’s offer. “You said you hate doing magic with other people.”
“I know how discouraging it must be to see your lazy brother learn advanced magic so easily. Besides, now that we’ve been friends for so long, I can see that you’re easy to work with. I wouldn’t mind helping you out,” Monte explained.
“Thanks, I appreciate that.”
“Why don’t we meet for lunch and talk about it?” Monte suggested.
Jason hesitated because he hated to reject his friend after he’d made such a generous offer. “I really can’t. I have a job interview this afternoon and I need to prepare for it.”
“That’s cool.” Monte’s tone held a trace of disappointment and annoyance. “Which one is it?”
“Believe it or not, it’s the psychometrist job for the police,” Jason advised.
“You’re kidding me?!” Monte exclaimed. “That’s incredibly fast for a government job.”
“It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity for someone like me and I don’t want to ruin it,” Jason said.
“I can understand that. I’ll talk to you later then.”
Jason disconnected the call and began pulling up documents he’d collected to help prepare for interviews. He studied the information until he needed a lunch break. He had a quick bite to eat, loaded more clothes into a suitcase and set it in the trunk of his ruined car. Jason dropped his car off at a body shop and picked up a modest rental car which was more compact than he was used to but affordable. His legs were cramped and his head actually touched the ceiling but the repair shop promised his car would be good as new tomorrow morning. Too bad he couldn’t afford to go to a place that offered restoration enchantments. It would be nice to have his car fixed in just a few minutes. Jason made sure to give himself plenty of time to arrive at the police station. In fact, he ended up about twenty minutes early which was typical for him.
Jason checked in with the receptionist in the lobby and was called in to see the chief of police right away. Judith, the one who’d phoned him about the interview, escorted him through the building. Her brown hair was pinned in a bun and she wore a gray business suit that was so dark it was almost black. They passed by several work areas. At one point, they passed Willow who was seated at her desk which was positioned beside Trevor’s. She smiled a greeting at Jason as he walked by and he nodded back in acknowledgement, too nervous to smile back. When they reached Elijah’s office, Judith announced their presence and left, closing the door behind her. Elijah stood up from the other side of his desk to shake Jason’s hand. Elijah was in his mid-forties, slender and average height with short wavy black hair mixed with flecks of gray.
“Please be seated, Jason.” Elijah made a casual sweeping gesture with his hand.
“Thank you, sir,” Jason said.
Elijah began the interview with typical questions that Jason had prepared for. It dragged on for quite awhile before Elijah’s demeanor changed and his hazel eyes conveyed renewed intensity.
“Detectives Barth and Rosenbaum were impressed by your display of psychometry last night. I would like you to tell me what you perceive from me,” Elijah said.
“You have a very good privacy screen.” Jason wondered if the chief of police expected him to bypass the spell somehow. “But I do know that your cat died about two weeks ago and you haven’t told anyone in your department. His name was Lex and you had him for eleven years.”
Elijah stilled but showed no other telltale signs of surprise. “Do you know the type of cat it was? Do you see anything else?”
Jason furrowed his brows with concentration as he scanned the traces of psychometric energy that the chief had left on various objects he’d touched on his desk. “It was an orange, Maine Coon cat. He liked to sit on your right foot and sometimes that annoyed you. Your favorite color is blue and your second favorite is black.  Your favorite Xtreme Donut is the maple Long John with chocolate cream cheese filling which is also my favorite. You’re close with your sister, Maria, and she works for Chronotron Enchantments.” 
“Is that true?” Elijah peered at him with an inquisitive expression.
Jason was stumped. “Is what true?”
“That the maple Long John with chocolate cream cheese filling is also your favorite donut?” Elijah asked.
“Yes, it is,” Jason confirmed, dumfounded by the off-the-wall question.
“Excellent.” Elijah flashed an easy smile. “And how did you scan for these psychic impressions?”
“It was challenging but you left bits and pieces on your desk from when you touch things.”
“You mean the phone and the keyboard?” Elijah asked.
“Yes, exactly, and also the pen you like to use.” Jason gestured at the maroon fountain pen lying off to the side.
“This is very interesting.” Elijah’s hazel eyes sparked with enthusiasm. “I need to use the truth-speak enchantment on you and ask the standard security questions. We can’t have members of secret organizations like the Valituras working for the government.”
The chief of police pulled out a wand from one of his desk drawers. A bright blue luminescence flared from the wand then expanded until it formed a large sphere around the two men. Even though Jason had nothing to hide, his stomach clenched with anxiety. The wand continued to emit a quiet but high-pitched buzz as it burned energy to maintain the spell. Elijah fired off questions that he read from a list on his computer. Jason couldn’t help but answer every last question immediately and honestly. Even if he’d wanted to lie, the truth-speak enchantment wouldn’t have allowed it. No one was immune to this powerful type of magic. Jason knew why the chief of police was going through his list so quickly. Truth-speak enchantments were extremely costly. As soon as they were finished with the security aspect of the interview, Elijah deactivated the spell. The blue sphere of energy rippled for several seconds then collapsed and flowed back to the tip of the wand.
Elijah placed the wand back in the desk drawer and typed rapidly on his computer. Jason noticed that there was also a digital recorder turned on so their entire conversation could be played back at his leisure. 
The chief of police turned to address Jason. “I have a few things I need clarification on.”
“Yes, sir?” Jason wondered if he’d somehow flubbed the interview.
“I heard you have the potential to be a White Knight. Is that true?” Elijah asked.
Jason regarded him with surprise. “Yes, it’s true. How did you know that?”
“Benjamin called the police station and spoke with one of our dispatchers. Apparently, he had a nice chat with her and he mentioned the inheritance and the white magic potential in the three of you,” Elijah said in a conversational tone.
“He said all that?” Jason’s face reddened with embarrassment. There was no way he’d get this job now. He couldn’t believe his brother had done this to him.
“He also wanted us to give you a message.” Elijah paused just a beat. “He told your mother how you risked your life for this interview and she wants you to call her as soon as you’re finished up here.”
“That’s just terrific,” Jason murmured as disappointment flooded through him. “Obviously, I’m not going to be offered this position.”
“Why would you say that?” Elijah leveled a puzzled gaze at him.
“You mean I’m still in the running?” Jason’s expression was hopeful.
“You’re an interesting individual. I think you would work well with Detectives Barth and Rosenbaum. I do want to know if you’re going to continue to try to activate your white magic potential,” Elijah said.
“I’m not sure.”
“You would lose your psychometry until you advanced far enough with your skills as a White Knight to scan with your light energy talent. That would put you out of commission for awhile,” Elijah commented.
“Are you asking me to stop pursuing white magic?” Jason asked for clarification.
“Not at all. I just wanted to know what to expect from you.” Elijah’s lips curved in a smile. “Congratulations. I’m offering you the position of psychometrist with the understanding that you’re on a thirty-day probationary status.”
“That’s great!”
“When can you start?” Elijah asked.
“Tomorrow,” Jason responded.
“Excellent. Your shift starts at seven.” Elijah stood up and briefly shook hands with Jason.
“Thank you, sir. You won’t regret this.” Jason was so excited and relieved to have this job he couldn’t believe it.
“I’ll walk you out to the lobby,” Elijah offered.
When they reached the lobby, Jason turned to face his new boss. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
“Don’t forget to call your mother.” Elijah’s hazel eyes twinkled with amusement.
“I won’t,” Jason said.
As soon as he stepped inside his rental car, he called his mother.
“Jason, I’m so glad you’re all right,” Frances said without preamble.
“I’m fine. Benjamin is blowing everything way out of proportion,” Jason said.
“Do you have two construo letalis curses guarding the house?” Frances asked.
“Well, yes but—”
“Then you’re in a really bad situation,” Frances interrupted him. “I can’t believe the Valituras are trying to kill you. I didn’t think we had to worry about them anymore.”
“We don’t. There were just a few stragglers here and there that didn’t get captured with the rest of the organization. I don’t think they’ll be able to keep throwing dark magic my way,” Jason said.
“I can’t believe you risked your life for a job,” his mother said.
When she put it like that, Jason sort of felt like an idiot. However, he was finally employed after three long months. He knew the average was six months but it had felt like forever.
“Mom, I love you. I’ve got to go now,” Jason said.
“Be careful. I love you.”
Jason disconnected the call and drove back to the house. There was no sign of the construo letalis curses. He tuned his psychic receptors to scan the area. It didn’t take long for him to detect dark energy coming from across the street. There were two black, oversized crows perched on a tall evergreen tree overlooking the entire neighborhood. Their distinctive energy signatures gave them away as the construo letalis curses. Jason parked his car in the garage and searched the house for his brother and cousin. He finally found them in the atrium sitting cross-legged on the slate floor just outside the enclosure that contained the activation stone. Amy and Benjamin radiated a barely visible white light with sparks of turquoise. 
Jason approached them and halted several feet away. “What are you two doing?”
“We’re working with the white magic power center,” Amy explained. “It’s routine maintenance.”
“I got the psychometrist job,” Jason informed them.
Amy beamed at him. “That’s great news! When do you start?”
“Tomorrow morning.” Jason pinned his brother with an accusatory glare. “Benjamin could have cost me the job. He called the dispatcher and talked her arm off and told her that Mom wanted to talk to me after the interview.”
Amy frowned at Benjamin. “That was a lousy thing to do.”
“It needed to be done.” Benjamin’s eyes flashed with defiance. “Safety is more important than a trivial job.”
“We’ve still got to make a living,” Jason reminded him.
Benjamin’s expression turned regretful. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Jason couldn’t believe his ears. His younger brother was actually apologizing for something.
“I appreciate that,” Jason finally said.
He warned them about the new form that the construo letalis curses had taken and left his two relatives to practice their white magic.
 



 
Chapter 5
Benjamin, Jason, and Amy had just sat down in the dining room for dinner when the doorbell rang. The three of them answered it and found Willow, Trevor, and a couple of police officers waiting for them at the front door.
“Congratulations on your new job,” Willow said.
“Thanks.” Jason was taken aback to be greeted in this manner. Surely the two detectives and the two police officers hadn’t come to his home just to wish him well on his new position.
Willow grinned with mirth as if she could read his mind. “We came with twenty niveus imperium enchantments and need to discuss strategy. Normally we have to wait longer for a requisition for magic but one of our detectives have been threatened by black magic.”
“Really? Who is that?” Jason asked.
“That would be you, silly,” Willow teased him.
“Oh.” Jason abruptly realized his manners. “Please, come in.”
They gathered at the dining room table which was massive, oval-shaped, constructed with red cedar and offered plenty of room for everyone. Three bowls of red cabbage and sausage soup were resting in front of Benjamin, Amy, and Jason.
“Would you like some coffee or tea?” Jason asked.
“No, thanks. We won’t be long,” Trevor advised.
Jason noticed that the detectives and officers each carried a wand satchel so they must have spread the enchantments among themselves equally. He explained where the construo letalis curses waited and that they were in the form of black crows.
“The chief ordered forty niveus imperiums but he only received ten. We took the other ten from our vault that we keep for emergencies. It’s probably not going to be enough but maybe we can vanquish one of those curses,” Trevor said.
“We have niveus imperiums made with white magic,” Amy told them. “Benjamin and I should be able to activate them.”
“That’s good news. We were hoping you had some.” Willow leveled a relieved gaze at her. “Of course, we want to make sure you and Benjamin stay within the confines of your protection in the yard.”
“We will,” Amy promised.
Amy and Benjamin went to their rooms to fetch some imperium niveus enchantments. They returned to the dining room with opal and diamond rings adorning their fingers and a handful of wands. Altogether, the two of them wielded twenty niveus imperium enchantments.
Willow regarded the two White Knights with a sardonic lift of her brow. “I don’t think we needed to bring our own enchantments.”
“This is only our first day of using light energy. We may not be able to use this stuff very well,” Amy advised.
“All right.” Willow stood with a determined expression on her face. “Let’s go vanquish some construo letalis curses.”
The group gathered in the front yard. The four members of the police aimed two wands, one in each hand, at the black crows. When they activated their enchantments, a gold sparkling mist gushed from the tips of their wands and swirled around the crow on the right. Amy held her right hand out towards one of the crows and several seconds later, a gold and white energy mist flowed from the diamond ring on her pinkie. It was a bit slower moving than the mainstream version of the niveus imperium that the officers had used but still quite fast. The white magic swirled around the crow on their left. Both crows were obscured by the gold energy mists that continued to spin around their targets. Soon, the spells dissipated and the two crows were revealed. The one on the left was a lot smaller but the one on the right looked normal. The larger crow leapt from the branch and flew away, squawking several times in a decidedly angry manner.
“It’s getting away!” Trevor unleashed another volley from his wand but the crow was out of range. “Damn!”
Amy and Benjamin struggled unsuccessfully to activate another niveus imperium. The police officers fired their own enchantments which encased the remaining crow. Several black feathers drifted down from the sparkling, whirling gold mass of energy. Amy frowned with concentration and frustration as she continued to hold her hand out towards her target. Benjamin’s right fist pointed at the construo letalis curse as well but his expression was puzzled as if he couldn’t quite understand why his spell wouldn’t work. The detectives and officers continued to fire their wands at the creature to keep it bound to the tree.
Trevor leveled an exasperated look at the two White Knights. “Any time now would be good.”
“We’re trying,” Amy said.
This demonstration of white magic merely confirmed Jason’s belief that it was unreliable. He would rather not waste his time attempting to master it only to end up losing the ability in a year or two with the nasty side effects that came with burnout.
Willow fired another stream of gold energy from her wand which enveloped the crow before it could break out of its last niveus imperium. “That’s the last one we’ve got. It’s up to you two now.”
Jason couldn’t believe how quickly they had used up all of their enchantments. He turned to watch Amy and Benjamin, fervently hoping that they would activate their enchantments soon. The gold swirling mist of energy cocooning the crow began to weaken. Soon, it would break free of its imprisonment and they would be back to square one. All of the rings on Benjamin’s right hand radiated with a spectacular white and gold luminescence and energy burst from them, knocking him backwards and off his feet. Benjamin fell flat on his back while his arms dropped to his sides. Now that he was no longer controlling the spell, gold and white energy jetted like a water fountain to his right, engulfing Jason. In a matter of seconds, the swirling gold and white mist obscured Jason’s vision. He flailed with his arms for several seconds then a powerful sense of tranquility and peace settled into him as the enchantment set to work.
“Benjamin, stop!” Amy shouted.
“I can’t!” Benjamin cried out.
The niveus imperium enchantment wasn’t really intended as a weapon. Its purpose was to heal victims who’d been infected with dark magic. In essence, it was a potent healing spell. Jason felt the light energy permeate his skin. He couldn’t help but tune his psychic receptors on himself to try to see what the niveus imperium was doing to him. Scanning your own body made for the most difficult target but he could tell that it was making changes at the molecular level and that scared him in spite of the unnatural sense of calm and relaxation that the spell induced. Jason could sense a lot of activity from the light energy even as it fizzled out. Whatever it thought it was healing was too much for it to handle. That was the problem with wild magic. You never knew what it was going to do. When the white and gold energy thinned out and vanished, everyone stared at Jason with concern. The black crow, temporarily forgotten by everyone, hopped closer to the property and burst into a large churning mass of black smoke.
Jason pointed at the curse. “Something’s happening.” 
Everyone turned to face the creature as its dark energy coalesced to form a large, muscular man they all recognized from before with the exception of his right arm which was a large, black tentacle. The thick, oily black appendage was long and draped on the sidewalk. As the man stared at Amy with black inhuman eyes, the tentacle grew larger and coiled on the ground beside him.
“Amy, get back,” Jason warned her.
Amy moved away from the sidewalk. The creature’s tentacle whipped out like a snake striking, crossing into the front yard with astonishing speed. Amy yelped and tried to get away but the appendage was too quick. It coiled around her right leg and yanked her off her feet. Amy’s breath was knocked out of her as her back hit the ground. The creature dragged her towards it. Jason couldn’t understand how the curse had crossed the property line which was protected by white magic. Apparently, nothing was happening to it. Maybe the curse had figured out he could prevent the wards from activating if he didn’t move his entire body into the yard. Jason and Benjamin moved to grab her but the creature was too fast. Willow whipped out another wand and unleashed a wave of telekinetic energy at the thick black appendage but it had no effect. Amy would be pulled out of the yard in a matter of seconds. Willow and Trevor pulled out their guns and fired at the creature’s chest. As the bullets struck the creature, the affected area turned to black smoke for several seconds, allowing the bullets to pass through, and then the area solidified without slowing the curse down.
Benjamin and Jason left the safety of the front yard as the man grabbed Amy by her blouse and tossed her over his shoulder. A cold wave of despair cascaded through Jason as he watched his cousin’s body hit a blue spruce in the neighbor’s yard. The creature grabbed the end of its tentacle with its left hand and tore it off, discarding it on the street as it ran towards Amy. The discarded tendril immediately began billowing white smoke. Several seconds later, it exploded in a mass of small gritty black particles. Amy picked herself up off the ground just as the construo letalis reached her and grabbed her throat with his left hand. A black tendril slithered out from the man’s right socket and several seconds later, it grew back into its right arm. It set Amy down and immediately held her head between its hands in a crushing grip. The man pinned her with an intense gaze as it pressed with inhuman strength. Amy screamed in agony. Jason knew she would be dead in seconds and there was no way to resuscitate someone whose skull had been crushed.
  In desperation, Jason tapped into an energy reserve within himself that had never been there before and unleashed a volley of telekinetic energy concentrated over half a dozen different areas of the curse at the same time. The creature’s entire body exploded into black smoke that roiled in a large mass, expanding so it was slightly larger than its human form. Amy was released and Jason grabbed her hand, tugging her away from it. Jason didn’t stop to analyze what he’d just done but everyone else gaped at him with astonishment. Behind him, the black smoke took several seconds to gather itself back into its familiar human guise. The creature sprinted after Jason and Amy. Out of the corner of Jason’s eyes, he saw the man’s hand reach for Amy’s shoulder. An instant later, a stream of gold and white mist-like energy struck the creature, halting its movements. Benjamin had managed to activate another of his niveus imperium enchantments embedded in the wand he held. Gold and white streams of energy continued to flow from it and gushed past Jason’s face as it traveled between him and Amy to gather around the curse.
Jason and Amy kept running until they had almost reached the front door. Benjamin, Willow, Trevor, and the two police officers huddled protectively around the two of them. The energy from Benjamin’s wand fizzled out but the white and gold energy from the spell still held fast, spinning around the curse. In the meantime, Benjamin aimed another wand at the construo letalis curse, struggling to activate another enchantment without success. Several seconds later, the construo letalis exploded in a bunch of black grainy particles like sand. The swirling energy of the niveus imperium quickly dissipated and the black sand-like substance of the vanquished curse disintegrated into nothing.
“Good job, guys!” Willow’s eyes shone with relief and excitement and she patted Jason on the back. “How did you do that telekinetic spell on the creature without an enchantment?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking,” Jason said.
Trevor held his gaze with a solemn expression. “Only a six can do that.”
“You’re right.” Jason heightened his psychic senses and took stock of his body. “There’s something different about me now. I think Benjamin’s spell changed me.”
“I turned you into a category six?” Benjamin regarded him with stupefied amazement.
Willow examined Jason with a ruminating look. “I think the potential was there all along. White magic is wild and the niveus imperium is basically a healing spell. It must have somehow jumpstarted your potential.”
“I wonder why it didn’t activate his white magic ability instead,” Benjamin said.
“We’ll file a report and requisition for more niveus imperiums,” Trevor advised. “Not that it did us much good except to slow them down. Your white magic is what vanquished the curse.”
“We’ll see you in the morning, Jason,” Willow said.
“I look forward to my first day on the job,” he said.
“That feeling won’t last long.” Trevor threw him a sardonic gaze.
Willow slapped her partner’s arm in a playful show of mock reprimand. “Don’t scare the rookie.”
Jason followed Benjamin and Amy to the main floor library where Benjamin was attempting to use a healing wand. Jason didn’t think they would ever need to make their own light energy spells because of the sheer volume contained in the house. Not only did the main floor library offer a fair number of white magic enchantments in glass cases but the upstairs library offered literally hundreds and every master bedroom had at least two large bookshelves in glass cases. Benjamin continued to point a white healing wand at Amy’s head which was mottled with purple bruising. Jason’s stomach twisted in knots as he thought about how close the construo letalis had gotten to snuffing the life out from his cousin. The tip of the medical wand lit up with a soft white radiance and the bruising swiftly faded. Soon, all traces of injury were gone.
“Thanks, Benjamin,” Amy said.
The glow of the wand dimmed then died out and Benjamin put the wand back on the shelf, leaving the glass case open. Amy and Benjamin turned to leave. Jason closed the glass case then followed them out to the dining room where their cold soup waited for them. Amy and Benjamin heated their soup in the microwave but Jason had lost his appetite. His body had tightened in anticipation as though it expected something. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Jason noticed his psychic receptors were tuned into the vortex of the house. He realized that he was drawn to it. He reached out with his mind as he’d read about in books describing category six abilities. It was an odd sensation that he’d never experienced before. He stiffened in surprise when he actually connected with the vortex and energy cascaded through his body and mind. His magical senses sharpened and he could see the energy currents and imprints in the room more clearly now. Amy and Benjamin gazed at him with concern.
“I’m connected with the vortex,” Jason explained. “It was very easy.”
“That’s terrific.” Amy’s blue eyes lit up with jubilation for her cousin. “You’ve always wanted to be a category six and it looks like you finally got your wish.”
“I can feel so much more.” Jason’s gaze shifted to the side for an instant before meeting Amy’s again. “Jane just pulled up in front of the house.”
“You could sense her?” Benjamin looked suitably impressed by this feat.
“That’s astonishing,” Amy remarked.
The three of them made their way to the front door and Jason opened it. Jane was approaching them from about twelve feet away.
She blinked at them in surprise. “How did you know I was here?”
Jason briefly explained what had just occurred.
“A lot has happened.” Jane scrutinized him with a thoughtful gaze. “I’ve never heard of a niveus imperium unlocking a latent talent for a category six.”
“Is everything all right?” Jason asked.
“I decided I should stop by in the evenings to help you with the restoration stone since you’ll be working for the police soon. Benjamin told me about your interview,” Jane said.
Jason shot his brother a disgruntled look. “I still can’t believe you called the police station and had them give me a message to call Mom.”
“Benjamin Flanigan, did you really do that?” Jane leveled an astonished look of disbelief at him.
“I was worried,” Benjamin said in a sheepish tone.
“I hope you don’t do anything like that again,” Jane said. “It could have cost Jason his job.” Her brown eyes sparkled with curiosity as she returned her attention back to Jason. “Did you get the job?”
“I did,” he confirmed.
“Congratulations!” She gave him a brief, effusive hug. “It looks like we have a lot to talk about before we get started with more training.”
They gathered in the spacious living room and Jason filled her in on what she’d missed, including his new abilities. Even now, his body buzzed with energy that continued to course through him from the vortex. It took almost no effort at all to remain linked to it.
“Are you still going to try to activate your white magic talent?” Jane asked.
Jason hesitated because he hated to disappoint her. “I’m afraid not. I’ve always wanted to be a category six. White magic is fleeting and White Knights always burn out. No one can seem to escape that fate.”
“I understand.” Jane was obviously disappointed. “Given your situation, I don’t blame you. Perhaps this is for the best.”
“What do you mean?” Amy asked.
“Two White Knights and one category six should pack quite a punch,” Jane explained.
“What kind of precautions should we take knowing there are Valituras agents trying to kill us?” Jason asked.
“After the first attack, it may be months or even years before you ever hear a peep from them. Now that most Valituras agents are imprisoned for their crimes, I would expect them to be even more cautious than before,” Jane said. “That being said, I think you’re in the clear once the last construo letalis is taken care of. Amy’s the target for this one.” Her gaze shifted over to Amy and her expression became apologetic. “It would probably be for the best if you stayed inside the house until this last threat is taken care of.”
“I don’t mind,” Amy said.
“Excellent.” Jane’s tone was approving. Her attention expanded to encompass all three of them. “It’s important to carry a variety of enchantments with you at all times. I recommend at least five protections, niveus imperiums and containment enchantments.”
“Light energy can be used to make containment spells?” Jason asked, surprised to hear this.
“We have some in both libraries,” Jane confirmed. “It will detain your attacker long enough for you to escape.”
“Interesting,” Benjamin remarked.
“Legend has it the White Knights used to be in charge of keeping prisoners locked up with containment spells,” Jane told them.
 “It’s hard to believe,” Jason said.
“Yes, it is,” Jane agreed. “Stories tend to get embellished over time and we don’t really have any records that date back that far so we may never know the truth.”
Jane started her training session with Amy and Benjamin in the atrium so they could take advantage of the white magic power center since it didn’t extend all the way into the house. Jason went to his room and pulled out three wands from the bottom drawer of the dresser he earmarked for magical tools and equipment. Knowing the Valituras would always be a threat and that his new occupation would probably make him a target, Jason decided to start with telekinetic enchantments. His right hand hovered over the first wand and he began shaping the energy matrix to begin the foundation for the spell. He had studied many variations of this particular enchantment and had scanned dozens of them on a daily basis for quality when he’d worked at Adventi Magics.
Jason quickly learned that studying the energy makeup of a spell and actually doing it were two entirely separate activities. After about a dozen failed attempts, he was starting to feel discouraged. Michelle called and he was glad for the interruption. He let her know what had happened.
“You’ve had an exciting day. And I thought nothing could top last night,” Michelle said.
“Me, too. I mean, what could top being murdered and then brought back to life by one of your best friends?” Jason said in a sardonic tone.
Michelle chuckled. “I know.”
“I’d love to show you and Monte the house,” Jason said. “Would you like to come over tonight?”
“That sounds good,” Michelle said.
Jason provided his address and gave her directions. He called Monte and let him know what had happened today.
“Look at you, bud. You’re living in the fast lane now,” Monte teased him. “Try not to get yourself killed when I’m not around.”
“I’ll do my best,” Jason said as he paced his room. “I’d like to show you and Michelle my new home. Are you free tonight? She’ll probably be here in about half an hour.”
Monte hesitated before responding. “I’d really like to but I’ve got mandatory overtime this week. They didn’t tell us until this morning. I’m afraid I’ll have to take a rain check on that.”
“It can wait until the weekend,” Jason said.
“I’m looking forward to seeing the house. It sounds like a mansion,” Monte said.
When Jason ended the call, he peered out the window at the breathtaking vista. Off in the distance, the Puget Sound and the Olympic Mountains provided a visual feast and reminded Jason of an exquisite work of art. His gaze landed on the small house placed near the edge of the back yard and he wondered if it really was part of their property or if it was a neighbor. He made his way to the atrium to see if Jane was still there and found her with Amy and Benjamin.
“I was wondering about the house I noticed out back. It looks like it might be on our property. Is that a neighbor or do we have another house?” Jason inquired.
“That’s where the caretaker lives,” Jane said. “She is the one who maintains the white magic power center for your entire yard leading up to the atrium. She’s a light being that one of the previous owners of this house created. She’s been around for about two hundred years and she’s the reason why your home is so well protected.”
“Two hundred years?” Jason peered at her with astonishment. “That’s impossible. Light beings don’t last that long.”
“Light beings are extremely rare and mainstream society doesn’t know much about them,” Jane advised. “The one living there is Radha Hogan and she usually doesn’t interact with corporeal beings such as yourselves.”
“What kind of name is Radha?” Benjamin grimaced with displeasure.
“It’s an Irish name and it means a vision,” Jane explained.
“I think it’s pretty,” Amy commented.
“It sounds exotic,” Jason said. “Are you saying we won’t get to meet her?”
“Not unless she wishes to,” Jane said.
“Maybe we should bake some cookies and bring her a welcome basket since we’re neighbors,” Jason suggested.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Jane said. “She probably wouldn’t answer the door.”
“Then we’ll just have to go inside and leave them for her in the kitchen,” Benjamin chimed in.
Jane laughed with amusement. “I know it sounds strange but you must keep in mind that light beings are not human. She prefers to be alone. She will observe you and if she decides she wants to meet, she’ll introduce herself. If not, you’ll never see her.”
“That’s bizarre,” Benjamin said.
Jane’s shoulders lifted in a casual shrug. “That’s just how she is. You’re lucky to have her.”
“Yes, we are,” Amy agreed.
 



 
Chapter 6
Jason woke up a little after three in the morning, feeling more refreshed and invigorated than he did on those rare occasions when he managed to snag nine hours of sleep. He’d poured over countless books pertaining to category six wizards so he was familiar with the concept that they required less sleep than other wizards and humans but the reality hadn’t sank in until now. His new talent would have a direct impact on his physiology. His aging would slow down and if he linked with a vortex on a regular basis, his aging would halt altogether. As long as he lived in this house or in the Seattle area, he would be immortal. Jason couldn’t believe this had actually happened to him. And he owed it to his brother who had unwittingly unlocked the latent ability.
Jason found himself standing in front of the window, staring outside at the beauty of the landscaping which was lit by a multitude of large rocks infused with light energy. Some of them were clear crystals, some were amethyst that offered purple illumination, while the Larimer stones twinkled with an exquisite turquoise, and the prasiolite crystals imbued the night with green radiance. During the day, he hadn’t noticed them scattered throughout the yard but right now in the darkness it was a spectacular sight. Jason drew his hand away from the window, allowing the taupe curtain to fall back into place. His lips and chest tingled and there was a strange sensation of wrongness as though he possessed something that didn’t belong to him. He crossed the room and perched on the edge of his bed. He closed his eyes and tuned his psychic receptors to the affected parts of his body. After a moment, he identified the source of the problem. It was psychometric energy left behind when Monte had resuscitated him.
There wasn’t much because his friend always kept an active privacy field up and that prevented most of his emotions and thoughts from leaking out. Category six and five wizards didn’t exude much of this type of energy radiation which they often referred to as “junk energy” because most people contaminated their surroundings with the stuff practically every minute. When Jason fully submersed himself in his second sight, he could actually see the different energy imprints wafting from the people around him like smoke released from a lit candle. In a crowded room or in a busy public area, he was literally bombarded by stimuli unless he dulled his paranormal senses. As Jason scanned his room, he could perceive many different ancient enchantments woven intricately within the very walls of the house and others contained in the furniture. He returned his attention back to Monte’s psychometric energy. He decided he would remove these imprints since they hadn’t dissipated on their own.
He knew the theory behind this but until now, had never been able to perform this type of magic. Jason decided to focus on the psychic residue that clung to his lips like a second skin. He couldn’t understand why it was still there. Just as he was about to clear it away, impressions filtered into his mind. Disjointed images flashed in brief visions for several seconds then he felt something very soft pressing against his lips. Jason had never experienced anything like it before. It was as if his lips were in a heightened state of stimulation. Then he saw his own face from above, his skin pallid and his eyes closed. He felt a sense of urgency and realized he was perceiving this vision through Monte’s perspective. Monte pulled away from Jason and pressed rhythmically on his chest, willing his friend to live. Then he pressed his mouth over Jason’s very soft lips. After working at a frantic pace for several moments, Jason finally drew a shaky breath. Monte’s relief was almost tangible and he pressed his right hand against Jason’s chest, activating the healing enchantment embedded in his silver ring that he kept on his index finger to ensure that Jason would continue to breathe until the ambulance arrived.
Monte’s gaze rested on his friend’s face and he became very aware of his body. A powerful longing gripped him like a hunger. Jason snapped out of his vision and he jumped to his feet, wanting to forget he’d ever seen any of this. He’d had no inkling Monte harbored a crush on him or that he was gay. Jason had no problem with gay men but he found himself floundering over what to do with this newfound knowledge. He closed his eyes and flexed the paranormal muscles of his mind, preparing to clear away the psychometric energy of his friend. After a long period of time, he managed to remove the unwanted psychic impressions. Jason mulled over what he’d learned as he showered, dressed, and shaved. He finally concluded that the best course of action was to just try and forget about it. He would never breathe a word about this to anyone and pretend like nothing had ever happened. Monte would never make a move on him and his privacy field would prevent Jason from experiencing any further psychic impressions. Monte was a good friend and he didn’t want to lose him.
Jason’s thoughts went back to last night and Michelle’s visit. She had been suitably impressed with the house and had told him he was crazy for having any second thoughts about living there. She had surprised him by bringing two bottles of champagne which she had shared with Benjamin and Amy. Last night had been a lot of fun and he hoped to have many more nights just like it. Jason had a lot of time to kill so he tapped into the vortex of the house and practiced honing his ability to manipulate energy. He attempted to get a start on creating telekinetic enchantments for his wands but again met with the same frustrating lack of success as before. It was soon time for him to leave for work. 
When Jason arrived at the police station, Willow and Trevor gave him a brief tour of the building then brought him back to their work space which was the fifth room from the lobby. All of the rooms formed three basic rows separated by soundproof walls with two immense windows on either side of the door that allowed you to view what was happening in the entire row. Willow had explained that the windows were bulletproof and spelled to be resistant to most forms of magic. There were six desks in Jason’s workspace forming two rows. Jason sat in the middle of a vacant row directly opposite Willow and Trevor. 
“Why are there empty desks in here?” Jason asked with a puzzled frown.
“We still have three vacant enforcer positions,” Willow advised. “The former chief of police was difficult to work for. He went through enforcers like tissue paper. Mr. Mazarac is so much better. He just started a few weeks ago.”
“So the previous guy just quit?” Jason was curious about what had happened. “How did Mr. Mazarac get the position? What kind of background does he have?”
Willow’s face lit up with eagerness. “Now that’s a very interesting story. The structure of the department used to be a lot different. A police captain was in charge and his name was Captain Finnigan. He wasn’t very good and had a temper.” She glanced at the windows on both sides of the room to ensure no one was approaching to overhear the conversation. “He was fired for incompetence. The morale here is still pretty bad, present company excluded. Trevor’s always been great. The mayor shook things up. He restructured the department and now we have a police chief running things. A lot of people here applied for the position but the guy who got the job is someone who has absolutely no prior experience with police work.”
Willow paused to check the windows on both sides of the room once again. “Mr. Mazarac was a retail manager who somehow became part of the Seattle City Council about a year ago. It’s really bizarre. No one knows how he managed to do that. He must have done a great job for the mayor because she chose him out of a lot of very qualified candidates.”
“If he doesn’t understand how a police station operates, is he going to do a very good job?” Jason was concerned he may have placed himself in a stressful work environment but hoped that wasn’t the case.
“He’s already turned things around. The morale is so much better even though a lot of people were angry that an outsider got the job. I think he’s going to be terrific.” Willow’s smile turned mischievous. “After all, he hired you, didn’t he?”
“That he did.” Jason’s eyes twinkled with mirth. He noticed a chocolate Bavarian cream donut resting on a napkin beside her keyboard. “Where did you get that?”
“It’s from Xtreme Donuts. We get them fresh daily. There are still plenty in the break room. This one is Xtreme mint,” Willow said.
Xtreme Donuts took the classic Bavarian cream donut and made it even better with their Xtreme mint version by topping it with chocolate-mint frosting and stuffing it with luscious mint cream. Jason’s mouth watered just thinking about the delicious donuts. He often visited his brother at the donut shop and Benjamin accused him of stopping by just for a snack. Benjamin had a big heart and Jason had always wished his brother had a bit more ambition. He was talented but squandered it with his lackluster focus. Now that he was a White Knight, it made Jason wonder if that was the reason he’d never had a passion for anything. Before the Great Wizard Wars, legends indicated White Knights were the ultimate defenders of the innocent and played an integral role in the state of affairs of the world governments. It was hard to take those stories seriously when white magic practitioners couldn’t keep their powers long enough to master them. But the spells they cast were nothing short of incredible.
Jason went to the break room and returned to his desk with an Xtreme maple Long John which contained a chocolate cream cheese filling. It was his ultimate favorite although he’d never met an Xtreme donut he didn’t enjoy. He would have to be careful not to indulge too much when they were delivered to the station daily. He had plenty of time to finish his donut before their first assignment came in. It was a missing persons case. A sense of dread weighed heavily on him as he rode in the back seat of a dark blue sedan that was designed to mimic a normal car. No obvious markings identified it as a police car. The tinted windows prevented drivers from seeing the large siren fastened beneath the windshield as well as the one tucked away in the rear window. Small blue and crimson lights were also inconspicuously placed on the exterior side view mirrors. Trevor drove the vehicle while Willow occupied the seat beside him.
“Do you catch a lot of people speeding?” Jason asked.
“We’re never assigned for that,” Trevor advised.
Jason silently chastised himself for asking such an inane question. Of course detectives wouldn’t be given those kinds of duties. He remained silent for the remainder of the trip. The missing child was Kip Weathers, an eleven-year-old. His family lived in an average, middle-class neighborhood. Kip’s parents, Lewis and Jill, ushered the detectives inside their home and they gathered in the living room. Even though Lewis and Jill had already filed a missing persons report the previous day, Willow and Trevor asked the standard questions just to be sure nothing was missed. Jason opened his paranormal senses and watched the psychometric energy that drifted languidly through the room. Fear, frustration, and anxiety dominated the area and stung Jason’s mind as he read through the psychic impressions.
Willow’s tone was gentle and empathic as she met the mother’s watery eyes. “Is there anyone you can think of who may have reason to kidnap your son?”
“No, there’s no one.” Jill’s voice quivered and she blinked her eyes. “We’ve been thinking about it all night and we just don’t understand it.”
“And you don’t remember seeing anything or anyone suspicious over the last few weeks?” Willow asked.
“I don’t know how many times you people are going to ask us the same questions.” Lewis’s eyes flashed with aggravation.
“I’m sorry for the repetition but believe me, sometimes we do learn new information that allows us to locate missing children,” Willow explained.
“We know you’re just doing your jobs and you’re trying to help but it feels like we’re spinning in circles,” Lewis said.
Jill’s attention honed in on Jason. “What about you? Have you picked up anything yet?”
“I’m not sure,” Jason admitted, feeling inadequate because he’d wanted a fast resolution to this case.
“What do you mean?” Lewis asked in a sharp tone. “It’s a simple question.”
“Kip was very angry at you,” Jason said.
Lewis and Jill blanched with shock and exchanged horrified looks.
Jill turned back to Jason. “What was he mad about?”
“You told him he couldn’t spend the night with his friend, Tim. It was a very big deal to him. He was hoping the kids wouldn’t pick on him anymore if he started hanging out with the popular crowd. Tim managed to get them to come to the slumber party. Kip acted like it wasn’t a big deal but he’s had a very hard time this year,” Jason told them.
Lewis and Jill were both clearly taken aback by this news.
Jill dabbed at some tears that trickled down her face. “We had no idea he was having this kind of problem. He seemed fine.”
“What about the gum in his hair? You had to cut it out,” Jason said.
“What?” Jill peered at him with puzzlement.
“He lied to you. He said it was an accident but those kids did it to him on purpose. He’s being tormented,” Jason explained.
“He has been a bit off but I thought it might have something to do with just normal stress at school. He always said he was fine,” Jill said.
“He didn’t want to admit what was going on. He felt trapped and thought you would make things worse,” Jason said.
Jill sniffed and dabbed at her eyes again. “I can’t believe it.”
“I know where he is.” Jason’s gaze sharpened as he found the information he needed. “He and Tim have a second tree house that they made in secret last summer. It’s in the woods behind the house.”
Jason gave them a description on how to get there. Everyone rose to their feet. Lewis’s face conveyed a blend of hope, bewilderment, and anger while Jill looked more relieved than anything else.
“We need to get down there and find out for sure,” Willow said.
It turned out Kip was exactly where Jason had seen him. Trevor, Willow, and Jason returned to the police station to write up the paperwork. The rest of the day proved challenging for Jason but he solved every case. Unfortunately, exposing himself to the raw emotional energy of the psychic impressions left him feeling anxious, fatigued, and stressed. Jason wasn’t sure he would be able to handle this type of work no matter how fat his paycheck. As he drove towards his new home, his cell phone chimed which alerted him to the fact that he had just received a text message. He pulled over to the side of the road and read it. The text was from Michelle, inviting him over to Monte’s house. Apparently the two of them wanted to show him an enchantment they had been working on.
Jason frowned with confusion over the fact that they had secretly done this behind his back knowing how badly he wanted to create spells of his own. He couldn’t understand what had motivated them to do that unless they had intended it to be a gift for him all along and wanted it to be a surprise. Yes, that was probably exactly what this was all about. Jason was touched by their thoughtfulness. Monte owned a taupe, two-story house in Bothell with a spacious yard near the end of a quiet, dead-end street. Monte didn’t like yard work and it showed. The grass was usually a bit tall and right now it almost reached Jason’s waist. A plum tree and a hearty Chinese pear tree occupied the front yard with an overabundance of fruit that caused some of the branches to sag at precarious angles. Jason parked beside Michelle’s car in Monte’s huge driveway which could easily fit half a dozen vehicles.
When he knocked on the front door, Monte answered immediately and invited him inside. They stepped into the living room which was furnished with plush, cream-colored sofas, a huge entertainment system, and several large bookcases filled with novels, spell books, and cook books. Michelle sat on one of the couches with a dazed expression on her face and didn’t acknowledge Jason’s presence as he greeted her warmly. Jason turned to throw Monte a questioning look and gasped with surprise when he found his friend was positioned only several inches from him.
“You know something, don’t you?” Monte asked in a rough voice that was completely out of character for his typical, casual demeanor.
Jason took a step back and eyed him with unease. “I know a lot of things. You’ll have to be more specific.”
“Don’t play games with me,” Monte warned.
Jason opened his mouth to respond but words failed him. An instant later, Monte’s eyes turned jet-black. Jason stumbled backward reflexively but Monte reached out and clutched his right wrist in a tight, inescapable grip.
“You’re an incubus,” Jason murmured with surprise. “That’s why you have such a strong craving to be with me.”
Monte burst into boisterous laughter but his fingers remained firmly locked on Jason’s wrist. “You think I’m gay and that I’m attracted to you?”
“I sensed it from your own mind. You left a psychic imprint on my body when you resuscitated me,” Jason explained.
“You couldn’t be further from the truth, meat sack,” Monte snarled and as he spoke, he revealed brief glimpse of sharp pointy teeth. “I’m a vampire and when I succeeded in breathing life back into you, I wanted to drain it away again.”
“But I sensed how worried you were for me.” Fear knotted in Jason’s stomach as he struggled to make sense of his friend’s behavior.
“You misunderstood what you perceived. I was anxious that all of the time I squandered with you had been a complete waste.” Monte grimaced with displeasure. “Your blood is so delicious and invigorating. I think it’s because you’ve always been a latent six. It’s difficult to spend so much time with you and hold back from draining you dry.”
Jason’s knees dropped to the floor as a cold, heavy sensation seeped into his body, paralyzing him.
“I can’t believe you were pretending to be my friend all this time.” Jason’s words slurred a bit as he struggled to speak.
“Mortals are so gullible,” Monte smirked.
“Are you going to kill me?” Jason struggled to remain conscious but knew it was hopeless.
“Not just yet but very soon,” Monte promised, reaching into Jason’s pants pocket and pulling out his car keys. He flipped through them until he came to a strange, flat silver disc with a gold rune symbol etched across the surface and his eyes gleamed with feverish anticipation. “You activated the communication enchantment.”
“I don’t remember seeing that before.” Jason narrowed his eyes at the odd disc.
“That’s because they cast a mind control enchantment on you which prevents you from noticing it,” Monte said. “You are one of their lab rats. They’ve been experimenting on your family for generations. Their advanced magic will greatly benefit the Valituras and we’ve been waiting a very long time to get our hands on one of them. When you developed category six abilities, it must have triggered the mind control spell embedded in your subconscious to activate this communication enchantment. It sends a precisely tuned frequency to let them know one of their subjects needs further examination. We won’t have to wait much longer for them.”
“Are they coming tonight?” Jason asked.
“Probably not.” Monte scowled with annoyance. An instant later, his eyes gleamed with pleasure and anticipation. “I think I’m going to have a quick bite to eat.”
He yanked Jason’s wrist up higher and dipped his head down, baring sharp fangs that sank into Jason’s flesh. Jason flinched at the sharp pain and was surprised it didn’t hurt more. He didn’t have the strength to pull away. After a moment, he passed out. 
 



 
Chapter 7
Jason sat up in his bed as his alarm blared from the nightstand beside him. He yawned then reached over and slapped the button to turn it off. Fatigue pervaded his body and mind. Jason slipped out of bed and wondered why he had needed so much more sleep after becoming a category six. He thought back to last night and for an instant remembered Michelle texting him. A chill of apprehension skittered through him but the memories slid away.
Jason dismissed the odd and disturbing sensation as Monte’s compulsion took hold, giving him the impression he’d worked late and that was the reason for his fatigue. Jason didn’t know why but he found himself holding his arm up and examining his wrist which was free of any visible cuts or abrasions. Vampire bites healed completely within moments due to the enzymes in their saliva and Jason had no recollection of Monte’s confrontation the previous evening.
Jason frowned and stared at the flawless, undamaged skin for several more seconds wondering why it seemed there should be something wrong. The mind control compulsion kicked in again, directing his thoughts away from his wrist. Jason prepared for work, ate a light breakfast, and left the house. As he drove down the quiet street, he failed to notice the green sedan parked several houses away and that the driver followed him for almost the entire trip to the police station. Jason smothered another yawn as he walked past the lobby towards his work area. When he reached his desk, Willow and Trevor scrutinized him with concerned expressions.
“You look awful,” Trevor observed.
“I had a rough day yesterday,” Jason said in reference to work.
“I was worried about that.” Willow frowned at him with commiseration. “We’ll do what we can to help you through this.”
“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Jason hoped he could handle the work because he didn’t want to end up unemployed again.
“Most sixes can’t deal with the psychometric energy they are exposed to with criminal cases,” Trevor remarked.
Willow shot him an annoyed frown then leveled a reassuring look at Jason. “I’m sure it will get better. You did a great job yesterday.”
“You’re our ace in the hole,” Trevor said with a sheepish grin.
 “Thanks,” Jason said, not voicing his misgivings about the outcome of this new career. He received a text message from Elijah to see him in his office. “Uh oh.”
“What is it?” Willow asked.
“Mr. Mazarac wants to see me.” Jason swallowed with apprehension. He wondered what he’d done wrong.
Willow waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “That’s normal. He likes to touch base with everyone, especially the rookies.”
“Okay.” Jason felt marginally better but he wasn’t used to being summoned by his boss. At his last job, he never even saw his manager except for the annual performance reviews. Jason rose to his feet with reluctance then took a deep, calming breath and made his way to Mazarac’s office.
Elijah was typing at his computer but stopped when he saw Jason. “Come in. Close the door.”
Jason sat down in one of the two empty chairs facing the chief’s desk.
“You did an excellent job, Mr. Flanigan.” Elijah’s hazel eyes sparkled with good humor. “I’m very pleased with how you did on your first day.”
“Thank you, sir,” Jason responded, relieved that he wasn’t in some kind of trouble.
Elijah steepled his fingers as he adopted a pensive air. “How do you feel about the cases you’re doing?”
“Fine.” Jason wasn’t sure what to say but he wasn’t about to complain.
“It would be terrific if you were able to crack the same number of cases every day as you did yesterday,” Elijah said. “But I know it’s difficult for category six wizards to do this kind of work. Negative psychometric energy can make your psyche raw with emotion and it can drain you.”
“That’s true. And I do need to register my new status as a category six,” Jason commented.
“I would like you to take care of that today. Right after our little chat, I want you to go to the courthouse,” Elijah said.
“You want me to do it while I’m on the clock?” Jason asked, taken aback by the request.
“It’s work related,” Elijah said in a casual tone. “I need you to be completely honest with me, young man.”
“Of course.” Jason braced himself for bad news or a difficult assignment.
“Were you comfortable emotionally and physically with the amount of work you did with regard to your use of psychometry?” Elijah asked.
Jason hesitated. “Not really.”
“I suspected as much.” Elijah didn’t appear overly concerned about it. “I’m going to lighten your work load as far as reading crime scenes. You won’t be assigned to every case that Rosenbaum and Barth work.”
“What will you have me do?” Jason watched his boss with a sense of relief.
“I’ve been using a strategy to prevent my enforcers from burning out,” Elijah said. “I assign them a couple of hours in the late morning or the early afternoon to work on creating enchantments for the station. You’ll be making them for yourself and your partners. I’ll tweak your schedule accordingly so it’s important that you let me know your comfort level. Even though you’re not an enforcer, you’re still a six and there’s always room for promotion.”
“I appreciate that,” Jason said. “Aren’t you concerned about how many investigations I’m closing out?”
“There’s more than one way to look at it,” Elijah said. “I would rather keep a talented individual like yourself which helps the overall departmental goals than to overwhelm you and force you into quitting. Even if you’re only working five or six hours a day at reading crime scenes, you’re still closing out the cases a lot faster than my detectives who are forced to use conventional means.”
Jason nodded with understanding. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
“How is everything going at the house?” Elijah asked, startling him with the abrupt change of topic. “Is the last construo letalis hanging around?”
“No, we haven’t seen it,” Jason said.
“We know it’s out there but I’m sure Amy and Benjamin will be adept enough with their white magic to take care of it soon,” Elijah said.
“What about me? Since I’m a six, I should be able to make niveus imperium’s, too,” Jason pointed out.
“That’s true,” Elijah acknowledged. “But mainstream magic isn’t very effective against black magic.” Elijah adopted a friendly smile and a casual air that seemed a bit forced. “You mentioned, Jane, the executor. I was wondering if she used to be a White Knight?”
Jason frowned in thought, a suspicion forming in the back of his mind. “I don’t remember talking about her.”
“Maybe it was Benjamin. I was just curious. Are there any other White Knights associated with your new home?” Elijah asked.
“Not that I’m aware of.” Jason didn’t completely trust the chief and was just a bit cautious about letting anyone outside his immediate family know about Jane’s abilities or Radha, their resident caretaker of the white magic power center.
“If you have any questions or concerns, don’t hesitate to let me know, Flanigan.” Elijah’s smile was friendly as he rose from the desk and held out his hand.
As Jason grasped the chief’s hand, his suspicions towards the chief dissolved as though pushed from his mind. When Jason returned back to his desk, he let Trevor and Willow know he was going to the courthouse to register his new power as a category six. Late in the afternoon, Jason discovered that he had handled the work a lot better with his day split up as Elijah Mazarac had suggested. He received a phone call from Benjamin.
“Dad’s not feeling well. Mom thinks he’s having a heart attack but he refuses to go to the hospital,” Benjamin said, his voice tense with worry. 
“Maybe we can talk some sense into him.” Jason’s grip on his cell phone tightened and worry clawed at his gut.
“Amy and I are on our way over to Mom and Dad’s. We’re going to try to heal him,” Benjamin advised.
“Good idea. I’ll met you there,” Jason said.
“What’s going on?” Willow leveled a concerned frown at him.
Jason explained what was happening with his father.
“We’ll go with you,” she said.
“You will?” Jason stilled, taken aback by her response.
Trevor rose to his feet. “That’s right. You’re our partner now. We may be able to help talk some sense into your dad.”
Willow took them in the police car. When they arrived at Jason’s parents’ home, Amy and Benjamin were waiting on the front doorstep to be let inside. Jason threw open the car door and exited from the police cruiser before Willow had come to a complete stop. He ran towards the house to join his family. Jason was still about a dozen feet away when the front door opened to reveal Kent Flanigan, their father. Kent wielded a long-bladed, straight-edged kitchen knife and his jet-black eyes centered on Amy. Jason tripped and almost fell when his second sight showed him the dark energy composition of the man which indicated this was a construo letalis rather than his father. The creature raised his knife and plunged it towards Amy’s chest.
A white sphere of energy flickered into existence around Benjamin who slipped his hand into Amy’s which caused the shield to extend over her as well. The knife bounced off the shield and the force of the impact shoved the creature’s hand back. The knife flew from its grasp and hurtled back into the house behind it. The white energy shield continued to flicker around Benjamin and Amy for several more seconds before it died away. Jason reached them just as it failed and grabbed Amy’s shoulder, tugging her away from the construo letalis. The two of them had only managed to run for several feet before the curse shoved Benjamin out of its way and darted after them. Willow had her wand out which she pointed at a nearby evergreen tree. Unleashing a powerful wave of telekinesis, she tore one of the dead branches off and propelled it towards the creature, driving it into the curse’s chest like a spear. The creature still looked like Kent so the sight of the branch impaling its chest sickened Jason when he turned to glance back.
“Get in the car!” Willow shouted as she ran around the front of the vehicle towards the driver’s side door. 
Trevor threw open the back door for them before he got into the passenger seat in the front. Jason guided Amy towards the car. The creature grasped the branch from its chest and tossed it to the side, stopping for no more than a few seconds. The gaping hole in its chest was churning black smoke that coalesced into undamaged flesh and the torn shirt knitted back together. Amy stepped into the back seat and the creature grabbed Jason, yanking him back and tossing him over a dozen feet behind it and into the yard. Willow was watching from the driver’s seat and she stomped on the accelerator, knowing that Jason wasn’t the curse’s target. The car lunged forward but the creature still managed to grab the open door. It was yanked off its feet, its body slamming against the side as the car darted down the street. Amy scooted back in her seat as far from the open doorway as possible and stared at her hand, obviously willing the niveus imperium enchantments of her rings to activate.
The creature pulled itself inside the car and Jason’s heart squeezed tight with panic. Willow slammed on the brakes, realizing she’d failed to escape from the curse. Amy shoved open the door but the creature grabbed her before she could exit. She screamed as it yanked her towards it. As Jason reached the car, he knew he could do nothing to prevent his cousin’s death but he still had to try. He unleashed a burst of telekinetic energy from the palm of his right hand which struck its head, turning it to roiling black mist for just a couple of seconds before it solidified. Unfortunately, the creature maintained its vise-like hold on Amy. It changed its grip so that it was holding either side of her head with the intention of breaking her neck. There would be no way to bring her back from such an injury. Jason launched another burst of telekinetic energy at the curse’s head and at the same time, its left wrist. Black smoke emerged from the two points of impact but the creature remained completely solid this time.
The curse’s black-eyed gaze bored into Amy’s as it smiled with anticipation. It knew its existence would be terminated after her death and it wanted to savor the moment. Its hands twitched as it prepared to end her life. Amy cried out with terror, the enchanted rings on her hands of no use in her current state of panic. A gold and white stream of mist-like energy rushed into view and enveloped the creature. Amy pulled away from the curse as it vanished from sight beneath the swirling gold and white luminescence. 
Jason’s gaze followed the trail of energy that continued to cascade into the creature back to Benjamin who walked briskly towards them with his right fist held out and two of the rings glowing bright. When Benjamin reached his brother’s side, Jason grasped his shoulder with affection. Amy, Trevor, and Willow joined them as they waited to see if the niveus imperium would take care of the creature. The stream of energy gushing from Benjamin’s rings fizzled out but the spell remained active, circling the curse. Another ring on Benjamin’s hand shimmered with a faint glow as he prepared to release another niveus imperium. It turned out another enchantment wasn’t necessary. The curse exploded into a huge pile of black grains. 
Jason exhaled sharply with relief and threw his brother a congratulatory look. “I’m sure glad you’re getting better with your white magic.”
“Yes, I do think I’m getting the hang of it,” Benjamin said. His attention fixed on Willow and Trevor. “What are you two doing here?”
“I thought it would be a good idea to tag along and treat this issue with your father like an intervention.” Willow’s eyes widened with horror. “We need to check in with your parents.”
They ran over to the house and found signs of a struggle in the living room. Jason and Benjamin led the way down the hall to the master bedroom where the door was closed. Icy dread coursed through Jason’s veins as he gripped the doorknob, hesitating for several seconds before shoving the door open. Frances and Kent were lying on the floor, their eyes closed and their bodies sprawled at the foot of the bed. A trickle of blood had dripped down Kent’s forehead and trailed down his face and neck to the carpet. Jason and Benjamin rushed over to their parents and checked their pulses.
“They’re alive!” Jason announced.
Benjamin pulled out a mini, white wand from his pants pocket and aimed it at Frances. It didn’t take long for the tip to radiate a gentle white luminescence. A low-pitched whine emerged from the wand as it healed her. After a couple of moments, Benjamin shifted the wand to hover over his father. Frances opened her eyes and pushed herself up into a sitting position. Kent awakened and Benjamin’s wand died down.
“The construo letalis looks like your father!” Frances exclaimed.
“We took care of it,” Jason said in a reassuring tone. He nodded at his brother. “Actually, Benjamin is the one who vanquished it.”
Frances and Kent gave both their children a hug and they traipsed into the living room.
“Are you going to be safe now?” Frances crossed her arms across her chest in a defensive posture.
“I think so.” Benjamin’s voice held a fair amount of doubt and hesitation which didn’t reassure her.
“We should be able to take care of ourselves now,” Jason said with confidence. “White magic offers the best protection. Amy and Benjamin are learning fast.”
“What about you? You’re not a White Knight.” Frances peered at him with obvious distress.
“I’m a category six,” Jason said. 
Frances and Kent looked more satisfied by that answer but they knew the Valituras agents would be a constant threat until they were locked behind bars.
“We should have a party tonight,” Benjamin suggested.
Jason pinned his brother with a bewildered look. “Why on earth would we do that?”
“We need to celebrate! The first attack against us is over! We won!” Benjamin exclaimed.
“I think it’s a great idea! I’d like to see your house,” Willow chimed in.
“You did see the house,” Jason pointed out.
Willow leveled a good-natured smile at him. “But we didn’t get the grand tour.”
“It sounds like we’re having a party then,” Jason said with resignation.
“Cheer up, bro. It will be fun,” Benjamin told him, knowing he wasn’t a partier.
Jason invited Michelle and Monte over to his house. Unfortunately, Monte had to take a rain check because he was still working mandatory overtime. They started the party early in the evening, serving finger food and drinks. Quite a few people showed up for the spur of the moment gathering. After Jason gave Trevor and Willow a tour of the house, they returned to the living room where most of the guests lounged while some of them were in the second living room. Jason saw Jane and Michelle on one of the couches on the far side of the room and joined them.
Jane beamed at him. “I’m so proud of the three of you.”
“Why?” Jason asked, taken aback by the praise.
“You, Benjamin, and Amy work very well together. It hasn’t always been that way with the previous owners of the house,” Jane advised.
Jason shrugged. “We have our differences but we’re a close-knit family.”
“I can see that,” Jane acknowledged. She picked up the champagne bottle from the coffee table to fill their glasses. “I think we need to make a toast.” She set down the bottle and her eyes shone with excitement. “To the Flanigans! May you enjoy many years of happiness and success in your new home!”
They raised their glasses, clinked them together and took a sip. A warm, expansive tranquility settled over Jason as he thought about Benjamin, Amy, and the rest of his family. Sitting there in his new, luxurious home packed with ancient magic Jason was struck with a sense of confidence and certainty that they could handle anything the Valituras threw at them. Jason reflected that he’d never felt quite this happy in all his life. 
 
To Be Continued…
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Chapter 1
 
Jason’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he finished up a police report, his weekend plans beckoning to him like a siren’s call. It had been another long week and he still wasn’t certain he was cut out for this kind of work. Technically, he wasn’t really a police detective but instead, a psychometrist with the inherent ability to read psychic impressions that people generated almost constantly as they went about their daily lives. Wizardry was so commonplace that it was mandatory for everyone to be tested for it to determine an individual’s strength. Jason had previously been a category three, just average, but now he measured at the top of the scale as a category six. He was still learning to use his power but his psychometry had always burned bright and steady, a rare talent that landed him the job at the Seattle PD. Jason’s wavy, jet-black hair was a bit too long for his taste, tickling the back of his neck and reminding him that he needed to visit a barber soon. His most striking feature was his robin blue egg eyes, a family trait that he shared with his cousin, Amy, one of his housemates. He was handsome and lanky, clad in business casual attire like his two colleagues, Willow and Trevor, who were seated at their desks working at a seemingly languid pace as if their shift wasn’t yet over.
“I’m so glad I can sleep in tomorrow,” Jason announced.
Trevor regarded him with surprise. “You’re a category six now. I thought you didn’t need as much sleep.”
“I need more sleep than ever before.” Jason smothered a yawn that crept up on him as if his body was trying to emphasize his point.
“I see what you mean.” Willow peered at him with concern. “How many hours are you getting every night?”
“At least nine hours. It’s hard to get even that much when I come home so late.” Jason wasn’t sure if he could handle his new job at the police station. Most category six wizards couldn’t deal with the stress of using their psychometry to read crime scenes every day although the chief of police was proving to be very accommodating.
“Why is it so difficult?” Willow asked.
Jason regarded her with incredulous disbelief. “Because of the late hours I’ve been working here.”
Willow and Trevor exchanged worried looks.
“We’ve been leaving at our normal scheduled time, just after five,” Trevor said.
Jason opened his mouth to argue with his colleague and point out just how many times they had worked until after eight but his thoughts slid out of focus as a lethargic haze enveloped his mind. He glanced down at his computer and was reminded that it was time to go.
“I’m not staying late tonight.” Jason’s tone was adamant and he finished up his report within moments. 
He tapped the enter key with a flourish to submit his work and a sense of relief surged through him as he logged off the computer. 
He rose from his desk and grinned at his two colleagues. “I’m off! I hope you have an exciting weekend.”
“I’m just about finished here. Would you like to meet for drinks?” Willow asked.
“I’ll have to pass on that. I’m just too exhausted. I’m probably going right to bed,” Jason informed her.
Willow frowned at him. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I’m fine.” Jason smiled down at her. “Nothing a good night’s sleep can’t cure.”
“You’re looking kind of pale,” Trevor said.
“You’ve been saying that every day this week,” Jason said.
“He’s right.” Willow scrutinized him with a critical eye. “I thought it was his imagination at first but I can definitely see it.”
“That’s just because Trevor keeps repeating himself. If you say something often enough, people often accept it as fact.” Jason moved toward the door to their office. “I’ll see you guys Monday.”
A sense of relief warred with dread as he left the police station and crossed the parking lot. A lethargic haze slipped over his mind as his body seemed to move on autopilot. As Jason slipped behind the wheel of his car, he stilled and held his key poised over the ignition. He looked at the police station behind him through the reflection in the rearview mirror, trying to pinpoint the reason for the disturbing sense of wrongness. He couldn’t think clearly or concentrate for very long. Before he knew what was happening, he was driving down the street, heading for the freeway. A light rain drizzled over his car and he flicked the switch for the windshield wipers. The mind control spell was firmly in place at this point. His awareness was minimized to the point that he was barely conscious of his surroundings.
Soon, he parked in the driveway of Monte’s house, one of his best friends who he’d known for many years. When he stepped up to the front door and raised his hand to knock, it opened immediately. Monte’s eyes were black as night and a sliver of dread snaked down Jason’s back but the mind control spell was still firmly in place, dulling his senses and preventing him from attempting to escape. Normally, Monte had green eyes and he had actually saved Jason’s life recently. He had blond hair and average features. Jason had never once suspected his friend was a vampire.
Monte’s smile widened, revealing fangs. “Come in, Jason. I’m famished.”
Jason obediently stepped across the threshold and entered the home. The two of them made their way to the living room where Monte sat down on a couch and ordered Jason to kneel in front of him.
“It’s been difficult to stop myself from draining you dry,” Monte remarked.
The muscles in Jason’s throat flexed and tightened as he struggled to speak and regain control. He couldn’t believe one of his best friends was a vampire and threatening to kill him. Jason’s blue eyes conveyed the shocked outrage and betrayal that tore through him. He wanted to fight back and hit Monte with the most powerful spell he could think of. It didn’t look like that was going to happen though. His body failed to obey the simplest command.
“Hold up your wrist, meat sack.” Monte’s lips curled in a smug grin of superiority and his black eyes gleamed with anticipation.
Jason’s arm trembled as he tried to resist but all that he managed to do was delay the inevitable for just an instant. He held his right arm out with the wrist up and exposed, unable to believe this was actually happening to him. He’d known Monte for so long and there’d never been a hint that he was capable of this cruel behavior.
“Don’t worry. It will be over soon.” Monte grabbed his wrist and dipped his head down toward it.
Jason tried to yank his arm away but the mind control retained an ironclad hold over his body. Monte’s lips peeled back to reveal his fangs just an instant before they slid into his skin. Jason flinched as pain arced up his arm but his mind remained trapped. Monte sucked greedily at his wrist, drawing in blood for just a few seconds before someone rang the doorbell. Monte’s fangs withdrew from Jason as he pulled his head up to reveal an annoyed scowl. Jason was surprised the vampire’s lips and face were devoid of any drops or smears of blood. In all of the shows he’d watched, vampires had always been such messy creatures. Of course, he’d never met one face to face before. Jason glanced down at the two bite marks on his wrist which throbbed dully but didn’t bleed. The vampire saliva contained healing properties that prevented just such an occurrence. In fact, there would be no sign of any puncture wounds after five minutes or so.
“I hate door-to-door salesmen. They always interrupt while I’m trying to eat,” Monte snarled.
“Maybe you should eat them instead of me,” Jason suggested.
“Shut up and stay here,” Monte ordered.
Jason remained locked in a kneeling position as the vampire walked around him and made his way towards the front door. Jason’s eyes widened as the realization dawned on him that he had spoken aloud. That meant the mind control spell was weakening. He summoned all his will and tried to stand. At first, his body trembled and his breathing quickened as his heart rate sped up which was another sign that his control was returning. His senses weren’t quite as dull as before. Very slowly, he straightened and rose to his full height of six foot three inches.
“Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want any!” Monte’s angry voice drifted to the room from the foyer.
Adrenaline coursed through Jason’s chest as he turned to face the doorway. He took an experimental step toward it. The adrenaline was helping to clear the mental fog. Jason took another laborious step then retreated a step. He balled his hands into fists, frustrated over the agonizingly slow progress he was making. Jason reached into his pants pocket and pulled out one of his telekinetic wands. Monte had been so confident of his control that he’d failed to remove any of Jason’s enchantments. Jason aimed the wand at the doorway, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.
There was a crash from the foyer and Jason winced in sympathy over whomever the poor schmuck was who had the misfortune of facing a grumpy vampire after interrupting his meal. A strange, low-level hum reached Jason’s ears. He realized his psychic receptors were still locked down from the mind control spell and tried easing them open to an active state. Surprisingly, it was very easy to do. The room lit up with psychometric energy currents and psychic impressions clung to the many surfaces like glowing smudges. Jason’s rare psychometric talent had always been strong and he made a mental note to try heightening his psychic awareness if he ever came upon a situation like this one because doing so had gotten rid of the shackles of the mind control spell completely. Perhaps he could have liberated himself a lot sooner.
Jason tensed when Monte appeared in the doorway with his back to him. Monte retreated another step into the living room, revealing part of a large white luminescent sphere of protection. Jason recognized it as white magic. His cousin Amy and his younger brother Benjamin were both White Knights who had discovered and activated their power about two weeks ago when the three of them had inherited a huge, luxurious home from a distant relative they’d never heard of before. Apparently, Jason had the potential to practice this rare and potent form of magic but he preferred his new category six ability so he had stuck with mainstream magic. Monte was forced backward as the stranger took a couple of steps into the living room. Benjamin and Amy were revealed within the shield and they spotted Jason almost immediately. Monte turned to check on Jason and that’s when Jason made his move, unleashing all of the power stored in the wand in a formidable telekinetic blast. Monte was thrown into the shield and shoved up against the ceiling. He crashed back down on the floor and sprang to his feet.
Jason shoved his spent wand away and fumbled with a new one. Monte extended his arm out, aiming the palm of his hand toward him. Jason’s body felt five times heavier and his thoughts grew sluggish under the influence of the mind control enchantment. He fully activated his psychic receptors and felt the invasive spell melt away. Monte glared at him with frustration then lunged forward with breakneck speed. Jason managed to withdraw his wand but realized he’d run out of time. With the wand still pointing at the floor and a raging vampire that was almost within arm’s reach, he issued a wide arc of telekinetic energy. It wasted all of the wand’s reserves but Monte’s body was tossed across the room and landed near the wall. Benjamin and Amy rushed towards Jason to extend their protection. Monte raced across the room far faster than the two of them. Jason sprinted towards his sibling and cousin. He couldn’t tell if he would make it or not. At the last possible second, Jason threw himself towards the sphere of protection but instead of passing through it, his body was thrown back. Monte hadn’t expected this reaction from the white magic protection so he speeded past with his hand grasping empty air.
Amy gasped in horror and Benjamin’s expression reflected shock and dismay. One of Benjamin’s rings on his right hand glowed with a twinkling white luminescence, powering the shield. He held a wand in his left hand and Amy clutched another in her right. Monte recovered and rushed over to Jason, grabbing his right hand and twisting it at an awkward angle against his back. Jason cried out as sharp pain shot up his wrist and arm with Monte positioned directly behind him.
Monte’s black eyes pinned Benjamin with a cold, threatening gaze. “Drop the shield or your brother dies.”
“Don’t do it, Benjamin!” Jason said.
Monte twisted Jason’s wrist just a bit farther and the pain intensified, scattering all coherent thought.
“Don’t hurt him.” Benjamin took a shaky breath as he faced the vampire. “I’ll do it.”
“Excellent choice.” Monte’s lips formed a smug sneer.
The white sphere of protection around Benjamin and Amy winked out of existence. Monte’s hold on Jason loosened substantially. Without warning, Monte released Jason and lunged at Amy and Benjamin in a blur of motion. He was tossed backward as the white magic shield came back up. Jason was closer to Benjamin and Amy now. He rushed over to them and stood just outside the white energy field. He pressed his hand against the sparkling barrier of light and arched a brow at his brother.
“Are you going to let me in this time?” Jason asked.
Amy reached out and grabbed his wrist, pulling him inside the protection. Monte reached the shield an instant later and beat his fist against it.
“How did you know where I was and that I needed help?” Jason asked.
“We saw someone following you to work this morning,” Amy explained. “You’ve been very tired and pale for the last week and coming home late almost every night so we figured you were a victim of a vampire.”
“That makes sense,” Jason said, mulling this over. “Why didn’t you just call me or come in to the station?”
“We weren’t sure if someone was watching the station,” Benjamin advised.
“Okay.” Jason regarded his younger brother with bemusement. “So why didn’t you call me?”
“We did,” Amy said. “We left five messages on your voice mail.”
“Really? I didn’t hear my phone ring.” Jason pulled out his cell and realized it was turned off. “That’s strange. I never turn my phone off.”
Monte pounded his fists against the shield several times and glared at them with fury. “I’m going to tear your throats out.”
“He probably used mind control to compel you to turn the phone off,” Benjamin guessed.
“That makes as much sense as everything else.” Jason’s mind swirled madly as he struggled to make sense of his friend’s behavior. He shifted his attention to Monte. “How could you do this?”
Monte took a couple steps back and pulled out a couple of small black stones from his pocket. He wrapped his fingers around them, forming a tight fist. Roiling black smoke billowed from his fist and dipped down onto the floor. Red flashes lit the dark energy that spread across the floor with alarming speed. The black smoke made a wide berth around the white magic protection but it soon reached the walls of the living room and made its way up towards the ceiling.
“What is that stuff?” Amy peered at the dark magic with loathing and fear.
“It’s dark energy,” Jason said.
“Let’s get out of here,” Benjamin said.
The three of them made their way toward the door but Monte rushed over with lightning speed and blocked the exit.
“You’re not going anywhere.” Monte’s stance appeared rock solid and implacable.
“We just need to stay calm and move forward slowly,” Amy said to her companions.
They eased forward and Monte braced himself against the doorway with both arms and legs. Jason realized that any type of negative emotion choked off light energy but he couldn’t help feeling a cold sense of dread at the sight of the vampire. When the shield finally reached Monte, they discovered they could no longer move forward. Adrenaline coursed through Jason’s veins. He was grateful for Amy’s and Benjamin’s help but he was a skeptic of white magic. It was wild and unpredictable. He would never feel safe relying on it which was why he preferred mainstream magic. The sphere of white luminescence flickered for a couple of seconds then steadied. Jason pulled out another telekinetic wand in case the protection failed.
“It looks like we’re not going to get past him,” Benjamin said.
“Why don’t you hit him with a containment spell?” Jason suggested.
“We’ve been trying but it’s harder to use white magic in combat compared to when we’re just practicing at the house,” Amy replied.
Benjamin held his hand up when one of his gold rings began to radiate with a soft, silvery glow. “I think I may have it.”
He extended his hand towards Monte but the light flickered then went out. He frowned with disappointment.
“Maybe you better activate one of your backup shields so we don’t lose our protection,” Jason suggested.
Jason had five protection enchantments of his own but he suspected they wouldn’t withstand much against a vampire, especially when he was a category five wizard. He still couldn’t understand why he had no inkling that Monte was cursed with immortality. Monte had always seemed so calm and laidback. 
“Are you a Valituras agent?” Jason asked his former friend.
Monte hesitated as if he wasn’t sure he should answer. “Yes, I am. I’ve been assigned to watch you.”
“So you’ve been masquerading as my friend for over six years because you were ordered by the Valituras.” Jason could scarcely believe it.
Monte refrained from answering. Benjamin and the others pulled away from the vampire who continued to brace himself against the entryway. There was another exit that led to a hallway.
“Let’s go that way.” Jason motioned at that doorway.
“It will just trap us deeper in the house.”
Jason had an idea but he didn’t want to say it out loud in front of Monte. “Trust me. I think we should go.”
Benjamin and Amy exchanged troubled looks.
“All right,” Amy acknowledged.
They started to head in that direction but Monte was a blur as he passed them by and blocked their exit. Jason surveyed the room and saw that the dark energy completely obscured the floor, walls, and ceiling. Even though light energy was the strongest force on the planet, it was repelled by dark energy. All white magic enchantments required a constant flow of light energy from its surroundings to function. Benjamin’s shield would fail soon and most likely, none of his enchantments or Amy’s would function once that happened. Jason felt sick knowing that his two loved ones would perish in this house trying to save him. And he had no idea why the Valituras had a special interest in him. 
Jason leveled a concerned look at his younger brother. “You really need to bring up your backup shield.”
“I’ve been trying. It’s not working. Nothing seems to work.” Benjamin’s blue eyes reflected anxiety.
The white magic shield flickered for several seconds then failed completely. Jason flinched with surprise and panic. Monte must have been waiting because he didn’t hesitate in bolting forward. Jason’s shields went up and the vampire was tossed into the air. Monte had a dagger clutched in his right fist and it glinted briefly in the overhead light as he sailed across the room. 
Jason gave Amy and Benjamin a shove towards the exit. “Move!”
Jason couldn’t extend the shield around his relatives while on the run unless they were touching and that would slow them down too much. His shield immediately shrank to surround just him and because it was mainstream magic, it wasn’t visible to the naked eye. He was trailing behind Amy and Benjamin so he hoped his shield would block his companions from any magical attacks. Monte hit Jason’s protection with a telekinetic blast as he raced down the hall past the kitchen. Benjamin reached the front door first and threw it open. Another telekinetic spell took down Jason’s protection. Jason didn’t break stride as he ran toward the door. His psychic awareness let him know Monte’s precise location which was half a dozen feet behind him. Because Jason was a category six, he was strong enough to cast a simple spell without the need for an enchantment. He directed a focused telekinetic wave at Monte’s legs, catching the vampire by surprise and tripping him. Monte cursed savagely and thumped as he hit the floor. Jason used another brief telekinetic burst to slam the door shut behind him as he fled from the house.
Amy and Benjamin stood just outside Amy’s pristine, black Toyota Prius, watching Jason as he ran to his own vehicle.
“Don’t wait! We have to go now!” Jason gestured at them with urgency.
Monte threw open the front door and burst outside with alarming speed. He ignored Benjamin and Amy for the moment and made a beeline for Jason. Jason had already dug out his key fob and unlocked the doors. He didn’t need to look at his two relatives to know they were hastily scrambling into Amy’s car. Adrenaline coursed through his veins and panic threatened to overwhelm Jason as he shoved his key in the ignition and pulled the car backwards. Monte smashed his fist through the driver’s-side window. Jason saw it coming and leaned back to avoid it while continuing to back up. Monte’s arm hit the steering wheel before he caught on to the fact that Jason hadn’t stopped. Monte managed to pull himself against the car with his other arm which he braced against the roof. Jason didn’t stop to consider his next course of action. He bent forward towards Monte’s arm which was still poised in front of his face, and bit down hard. Monte screeched and dropped off the car, his back hitting the pavement.
Jason was in the street now and turned to pull forward. 
Monte leapt to his feet with a furious and surprisingly betrayed expression on his face. “I can’t believe you just bit me.”
Jason’s car sped down the street, taking him to safety. Monte rushed back to his house, presumably to chase him in his own car. Jason caught up with Amy’s Prius and he sighed with exasperation. For someone who was running for her life, she was driving far slower than he would have liked. He turned on his cell phone as he tailed her. It seemed to take forever for the phone to cycle on and he immediately called Benjamin.
“What’s up?” Benjamin said.
“Monte’s going to catch up with us. We need to go faster!” Jason said urgently.
“All right. I’ll tell her,” Benjamin said.
Monte’s black sports car rounded the corner, gaining on them quickly. Amy sped up but Jason could tell it wouldn’t be enough. The powerful engine of the vampire’s sports car roared and caught up with Jason in no time. Monte didn’t ram Jason’s car as he expected but instead, brought his car up to Jason’s left then shoved him off the road. His car careened over the sidewalk and into someone’s front yard, bashing into a large evergreen and coming to an abrupt halt. 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Jason opened his bleary eyes and stared at the front of his ruined car, smashed against a large tree trunk. He felt blood trickling down the side of his face and his head ached. A numb, dazed quality dominated his thoughts until he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to gaze out the empty frame where the driver’s-side window used to be. The sight of Monte stalking towards him from less than a dozen feet away sent adrenaline pumping through Jason’s veins. Obviously, this car wasn’t going anywhere. Jason fumbled with his seatbelt and only barely managed to release it when Monte reached inside the door to unlock it, then threw it open. Monte pulled Jason out of the car and dropped him onto the grass. He pulled out a black wand that oozed malevolence and dark energy. Jason scooted away and pushed himself weakly to his feet. His legs threatened to give out and his surroundings seemed to spin like a top as he struggled to remain conscious.
Monte aimed the wand at Jason’s chest and activated the curse. Dark energy in the form of writhing black smoke burst from the tip of the wand. At that precise moment, a stream of sparkling white luminescence rushed at Monte from the side and blocked the space between him and Jason. The white magic enchantment spiraled swiftly around the vampire and encased him in a square shaped field of energy. Benjamin and Amy ran over to Jason to make sure he was all right.
“We need to heal you right away.” Benjamin pulled out a white wand.
“No, we need to leave before that containment spell collapses,” Jason said weakly.
The front door of the house opened and a middle age man stepped outside.
“Call 911!” Amy shouted at him.
“What is going on?” The man took in the ruined car, Jason’s injuries, and Monte’s imprisonment with dumbfounded amazement.
“We may not have time to stand around and chat.” Amy’s tone was grave and she nodded at Monte who remained trapped in the containment spell.
“She’s right. Monte may break out if we stick around,” Jason agreed.
The three of them crossed the street and headed for her car. The man from the house stepped farther outside as if he may pursue them but wasn’t sure he should. He opened his mouth to say something but his gaze rested on the containment spell and Monte. He shook his head with disgust and retreated back inside the house as Amy drove Benjamin and Jason towards their house in Edmonds. Benjamin sat in the back with Jason so he could work on the healing spell. He held his wand out as he concentrated on directing enough light energy into it to activate the enchantment. Jason let his head fall back against the seat, too tired to say anything or to fight back sleep. Benjamin nudged his shoulder and he jerked as he was torn from sleep. Jason took stock of his surroundings and realized he was still in the car and that it was now parked in Amy’s garage. The huge, luxurious house boasted a three-car garage with three separate doors so all three of them had their very own entrance. The house had two floors comprising of two living rooms, two master bedrooms, a library, recreation rooms, exercise rooms, and two guest bedrooms on each floor. But that was just the bare basics. There was also a gargantuan kitchen that was completely updated with all the equipment that a master chef would ever dream of. Not to mention the polished, cedar hardwood flooring or the indoor atrium at the rear of the home or the massive gardens in the backyard.
Amy, Benjamin, and Jason would inherit this gorgeous home in approximately ten years. The former owner was a distant relative who had once been a White Knight and wanted that legacy to continue. The only problem was the Valituras, a secret organization that possessed powerful and ancient magic. For the most part, the Valituras agents and leaders were locked behind bars but there were still some of them who had managed to escape. Some people feared that the Valituras would make a comeback and reemerge as a major power again. One of the lures to becoming a member was their gift of immortality. There were basically three types of immortals. Those who were category six wizards who tapped into a power vortex on a regular basis, the praesentia infinitus enchantment which was advanced white magic, or the immortality curse which was advanced black magic. The Valituras offered new members the immortality curse which would cause their body to revert to and always remain at an age between twenty to forty but no one could predict which end of that age spectrum they would become fixed. And of course, there was always a cost to black magic. Those cursed with immortality became either a succubus, incubus, or a vampire and they were bound to their benefactor.
When Jason exited Amy’s vehicle, he realized that all of his injuries were gone. The cut on his forehead and all the bruises on his body had completely healed.
“Did you call 911?” Jason asked.
“Yes, I did,” Benjamin confirmed. “They’ll be here when they can. They’re going to check on Monte first.”
“I hope he’s still trapped in your spell when they get there.” Jason wanted this nightmare to be over.
“I think we should call Jane and let her know what’s happened,” Amy said, referring to the executor of their estate who also happened to be a former White Knight and was helping to train them.
“Good idea,” Jason acknowledged.
The three of them made their way to the living room. Amy called Jane on her cell phone and clued her in.
She disconnected the call. “Jane had never heard of the Valituras agents befriending any of the former owners of this house. This is a new strategy. They’ve always just tried killing them.”
“I thought they would leave us alone after their first attempt failed,” Jason said.
“I’m sure they will.” Amy frowned with contemplation. “It’s strange. You said you were friends with Monte for years but they couldn’t have known about the house or your potential for white magic. I think we need to do something about the mind control spell he cast on you. You might have buried memories that could explain more about what’s going on.”
“You could try a niveus imperium,” Jason said slowly, thinking through the possibilities. “But the most effective spell would be the claro mentis. That’s very advanced magic. It’s not something we can just whip up in a few days without practice.”
“There are a lot of light energy enchantments in our rooms and in the libraries. We should see if one’s already been made,” Amy suggested.
They decided to try the library on the first floor. They began searching the glass-cased shelves. Benjamin found a shelf with a bunch of claro mentis spells. He grabbed a handful of wands and they went back to the living room.
“It takes a lot of skill to use those enchantments.” Jason peered at his younger brother with caution. Benjamin wasn’t exactly known for his finesse and discipline. Unfortunately, neither he nor Amy were experts with mental health magic and Jane’s ability to use light energy was extremely limited. Finding an expert in this field would be difficult and they usually had very long wait times for treatment. Jason suspected the Valituras would make another move to kill them very soon.
“I don’t plan on using these things.” Benjamin must have realized what his brother was thinking. He nodded at their cousin, Amy. “She should do the honors.”
“Are you sure we should do this? A lot can go wrong with a mental healing spell,” Amy said.
“I don’t think we have the time to wait for an expert,” Jason said. “And I think white magic is a lot safer than mainstream magic.”
“All right,” Amy said.
“We’ll both lose consciousness when the enchantment activates so you’ll want to be in a comfortable position,” Jason instructed.
Benjamin handed her one of the wooden wands which looked to be made of cedar. Amy sat on the couch facing Jason who laid flat on his back with his hands folded over his stomach. Amy trained the wand on him and her brows furrowed with concentration. After awhile, Benjamin sat down beside her and rested a hand on her shoulder, flowing light energy to her. It wasn’t working though. 
Jason pushed himself up in a sitting position. “We should wait until the police get here. We’ll need to be awake.”
“You’re right.” Amy frowned at the wand clutched in her hand. “I hope I can get this thing to work.”
“Maybe I’ll have to try, too,” Benjamin said.
Jason hesitated then nodded with agreement. “We need to get rid of the mind control spell.”
Jason reached out with his mind and connected with the vortex in the house. Power surged through his body and mind, invigorating and restoring his energy reserves. There were eleven major vortexes on the planet which only a category five or six could tap into but there were quite a few mini vortexes such as the one in this home. Jason had only recently become a category six and therefore immortal and he was still getting used to the idea. When the police finally arrived shortly after eight, it was two police detectives that Jason knew but hadn’t yet worked with, Steve Ernst and Forrest Stillwater. Steve was average height with brown hair and green eyes and he was always very serious. Every time Jason saw him at the police station, he had never once smiled. Forrest was less intense and more friendly. He had short blond hair, blue eyes, was slightly overweight and average height. Both Steve and Forrest were in their early thirties. They each pulled out a pocket tablet and stylus to jot down notes.
“Do you have Monte in custody?” Jason asked before the two detectives could start the interview.
Steve’s expression was regretful. “He was long gone when the police arrived.”
Jason’s shoulders slumped with disappointment. He had hoped he wouldn’t have to worry about the vampire anymore. Thinking about it made his anguish over Monte’s betrayal intensify and he had trouble thinking about anything else.
“Tell us everything that happened from start to finish,” Steve said.
“When I left the station, I felt very strange. I didn’t realize it was a mind control spell. No one was nearby to cast it. It was already part of me and was either activated remotely or programmed to kick in when I left work for the day.” Jason thought back to how it had all started and provided as much details as possible.
Neither Steve nor Forrest interrupted. When Jason concluded the summary of the night’s events, the detectives asked a few clarifying questions then took his insurance information for the car crash. That reminded Jason that he still needed to call his car insurance. The detectives gave the contact information for the property owner for the car crash. Jason also felt a pang of guilt when he realized he hadn’t called his best friend, Michelle, to warn her about Monte. The three of them hung out all the time and she needed to know about the vampire.
“This is very strange.” Steve tapped the stylus absentmindedly against the side of his tablet. “Monte saved your life when the construo letalis killed you a couple weeks ago and yet now he’s taking your blood.”
“I’ve read some reports about vampires finding category six blood intoxicating,” Forrest said. “I wonder if he somehow tasted some of your blood from your injuries when you were attacked and now he’s addicted to your blood like a junkie.”
Steve’s lips formed a dour frown. “That doesn’t explain the mind control spell. It takes a lot of skill and practice before you can create that kind of enchantment.”
“So Monte was never the person I thought he was,” Jason said.
“No, he wasn’t. And you may not have known him as long as you think,” Steve advised.
“I’ve known him at least since I was a freshman at high school,” Jason said.
Steve’s green eyes burned with intensity. “Are you sure about that?”
“I’m positive,” Jason confirmed.
“Do you have a high school year book?” Steve asked.
“Yes, why?” Jason regarded him with puzzlement.
“I want you to get it and point out Monte’s picture for me,” Steve said.
Jason understood what the detective was doing and it made him uneasy to think that the mind control spell had colored his perceptions to such an extent that his long-term memory was faulty. He went upstairs to retrieve not just one but all three of his yearbooks from high school and returned to the living room. Monte Hennigan was a couple of years older and one grade higher than Jason. Jason flipped through his freshman yearbook as he scanned for Monte. Luckily, the pictures of each class were in alphabetical order by last name. It didn’t take long for him to realize Monte wasn’t in there. Jason looked through the other yearbooks and discovered that Monte was absent from every single yearbook.
“Can you think of any specific memories you had in high school?” Steve questioned him.
“It’s hard to think back that far,” Jason said.
“You only graduated five years ago,” Benjamin teased.
“That’s true.” Jason offered a sheepish smile. “I guess I just want to put all that high school stuff behind me.”
“Try to think of any specific memory you had of Monte,” Steve prompted him.
Jason’s thoughts went back to those days and he realized he could easily recall moments he’d shared with Michelle and his other friends but not a single incident with Monte.
“There’s nothing.” Jason’s mind spun with confusion because he still had the impression that he had hung out with both Monte and Michelle all the time.
“I wonder how long you really did know Monte,” Forrest said.
“I can’t remember how we met. I think the mind control spell will prevent me from figuring that out,” Jason said.
“You’re right.” Steve rose from the couch with a dour expression on his face. “We need to remove that enchantment from you. It’s a security risk. The chief will have to pull you off the work schedule until that happens. I’m sorry but it’s procedure.”
“That’s just terrific.” Jason’s stomach knotted with anxiety. He’d been unemployed for months before he’d finally succeeded in landing the job as psychometrist at the station. He dreaded to think what would happen if he lost his position so soon. “I’m going to be unemployable.”
“I don’t think you’ll be fired,” Steve said. “You’ll probably be scheduled to meet with some of our enforcers to get rid of the mind control spell.”
“What happens if they can’t remove it?” Jason asked.
“In that case, you would be suspended until the mind control enchantment is neutralized,” Steve said.
Forrest leveled a reassuring gaze at Jason. “Normally a few sessions with an experienced category six will take care of the spell. You should be fine on Monday.”
When the two police detectives left, Jason made a quick call to Michelle and warned her about Monte. Afterwards, he met with Amy and Benjamin in the living room and they attempted to activate a claro mentis. They met with the same lack of success as before.
“It’s getting late. We should call it a night,” Jason said. “We have all weekend to try to get the claro mentis enchantment to work. Maybe you could cast a few niveus imperium spells on me as an alternative.”
“That sounds like a plan,” Amy said.
“I have to work over the weekend,” Benjamin said in a regretful tone. “I’m working double shifts so I’m afraid I won’t be of any help.”
“You’re kidding me.” Jason regarded his younger brother with surprise. It was extremely rare for him to work overtime at Xtreme Donuts.
“You’re right. I’m kidding.” Benjamin grinned mischievously.
“You are such a…” Jason’s voice trailed off.
“Such a what?” Benjamin cocked a bemused brow at him.
“I don’t know. I’ll tell you when I think of something insulting enough.” Jason smiled at him with amusement.
“I do have to work on Sunday from six to two,” Benjamin advised.
“Whatever.” Jason made a dismissive gesture. “I’m too tired to try to think about your imaginary schedule right now.”
Jason was still connected to the vortex in the house and his body thrummed with power but at the same time, he was exhausted and sleepy. It was a strange, curious sensation and one he’d never imagined possible.
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Chapter 1
 
Brian Winters stepped out of his grandfather’s dome home and into the chilly, winter air. A myriad of tiny snowflakes drifted to the ground, obscuring it with a thin layer of snow and dusting the tall evergreens that surrounded the huge compound of Phoenix Enterprises, Inc which boasted over three hundred residents. Only high level talents lived in this community which was nestled in a thick, evergreen forest in Perugia, Washington. Both the homes and the work centers were comprised of dome-shaped buildings. Brian had never imagined he could ever work in such a magnificent place. He hadn’t even heard of it until his grandfather, Jason Mackenzie, had joined this community. Even though virtually everyone in the world possessed psychic talent, most of those who measured level ten on the Kabacinski scale were mandated to work for the government. Almost everyone had some degree of telepathy plus one secondary ability. Brian and his grandfather were both multipaths which were individuals who possessed more than one secondary ability with level ten strength. The executives at Phoenix Enterprises had helped Brian to avoid becoming a possession of the state because of his unusual talents. He was still a minor at seventeen and living with his grandfather as an employee at this compound as stipulated by the government to retain his rights as a free citizen.
Jason was a multipath with a different range of abilities including self-regeneration psi, a rare talent that caused his body to heal abnormally quickly from injury and kept his body in the condition of a man in his thirties. It was hypothesized by the medical community that self-regeneration psi possessed the potential to live forever. The Winters and the Mackenzie families tended to produce powerful psychics. Brian trudged in the snow towards Work Center Gamma, the building that contained his office, which was about a five minute walk. Brian’s giddy excitement over earning his GED last week had given way to nervous anticipation as his thoughts turned to his great grandmother’s family journal. Emily Winters had been one of the most famous and powerful precognitives of all times and had passed away over three hundred years ago. She had created a legacy for her descendants, a journal to be passed from one family member to another with a brief outline of part of their lives. 
Now that the book was in his possession, Brian had poured over his own section of the Winters family Precognitive Journal many times, committing it to memory. The first few paragraphs were an introduction that predicted minor events that would occur in his daily life which had already come to pass. Every single last inconsequential detail had proven to be uncannily accurate. Emily Winters had completed an introduction for every member she had featured in her journal so they would trust her advice. Unfortunately, the rest of the outline lacked the specifics of the perils that loomed in Brian’s very near future. Sharp cold gusts of wind occasionally whipped his brown hair and blew snowflakes into his face. He was relieved to step into his work building where it was warm. The gold-colored slate flooring had specks of silver which glittered in the overhead light. 
Brian made his way down the hall to his office and discovered the door was ajar and one of the directors who happened to be a distant cousin of his, Lin Siao, waiting for him. Her stunning features were a Caucasian and Japanese blend. Her wavy black hair hung loose just past her shoulders and she wore a silk maroon blouse under a black sports jacket and black pressed pants. A large, blue metallic pendant with a large Japanese symbol etched in gold hung on a sterling silver chain around her slender neck.
“I didn’t realize I had a meeting with you this morning.” Brian halted just inside the doorway and the sense of dread intensified.
“Please sit down, Brian.” She motioned to his chair behind the massive black desk.
“All right.” 
Brian found himself reluctant to enter. He closed the door behind him and sank into his chair while Lin remained perched in the other chair across from him.
“I know you’ve been anxious because of the warnings in the journal. Your successful completion of the GED was a milestone. It’s something to be celebrated.”
“I couldn’t have done it without the private tutors,” Brian said.
Lin offered a sympathetic smile. “It’s unfortunate that the threat to your life had to be associated with something that should have been a wholly positive experience.”
“I’m wondering if I should even listen to her. Maybe I should choose my own path instead of allowing one of my ancestors to write my destiny for me.” Brian leveled a contemplative frown at her.
“I didn’t have any life-threatening dangers to contend with but she enriched my life and allowed me to be very successful at Phoenix Enterprises.”
“She said I needed to take the very first assignment that takes me to Missouri.” Brian swallowed nervously before he continued. “And that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
Lin offered a sad smile as she nodded in agreement. “I’m afraid so. The profitability group has emailed you a list of choices for your next assignment and one of them is in St. Louis.”
“I can’t believe I’m going to Missouri in the middle of the freaking winter! They’re having a blizzard right now.”
“You can always choose to ignore your great grandmother’s advice but whenever I chose to do so in my own section of the journal, things went badly for me. For you, it might put your life in jeopardy,” Lin said.
“Maybe if I hadn’t gotten the GED and just finished my last year and a half in a normal high school, I’d be safe from this mysterious enemy.” Brian was turning eighteen in about a month which was yet another milestone. He would prefer to have any prophetic disasters and threats on his life taken care of before his birthday.
“I don’t think so,” Lin regarded him with sympathy. “Emily was very specific that you must earn the GED as quickly as possible. At this point, we can only speculate why this was important.”
“If she’s trying to keep me safe, why couldn’t she have warned me about those scientists that kidnapped me half a year ago? They were going to kill me,” Brian said.
“She must have seen that you would escape and it must have been necessary for you to develop your multipathic abilities at an early age. If it had been later, perhaps you wouldn’t be able to defend yourself against this new threat,” Lin suggested.
 “I don’t care! I almost died!”
“I’m sorry, Brian. If I had the answers, I would tell you. Unfortunately, I’m not the one gifted with precognition. I tried to help you circumvent the journal’s predictions by having you meet with all of our precognitives here but none of them could sense what was coming. Very few individuals are talented enough to see the details needed to help change the outcome of a future event unless it directly impacts their own lives,” Lin said.
A stab of embarrassment and shame helped Brian to quell his anger and frustration. She was absolutely right. She had valiantly tried to help him determine who the new enemy was going to be so they could attempt a preemptive strike. Brian knew the best chance of surviving whatever was yet to come would be to follow Emily’s advice as written in her journal.
“I’m sorry I lost my temper,” Brian apologized.
“It’s understandable,” Lin said. “You’ll need to tell your parents about this. You’re still a minor so you’ll need permission from them to accept any assignment that takes you off the compound.”
“I wish I could just get Grandpa’s permission.” Brian gazed at his supervisor with displeasure. He knew the conversation with his dad wouldn’t go well.
“Your mother accepted the situation with the journal. I don’t think it will be a problem,” Lin said.
“She’s deep undercover in the Malaki Republic. She can’t be reached.” Brian’s lips curved in a wry smile. “And she certainly can’t send anything to the U.S. in writing to compromise her position.”
He hated knowing his mother was working on such a dangerous mission. She had tried to leave the military and join Phoenix Enterprises but the government wouldn’t allow her to resign. Brian wished she would have known about Phoenix Enterprises before she’d become entrenched in her line of work. Fortunately, Brian’s older sister Amy had already signed on for Phoenix Enterprises when she graduated from high school in a few months.
“I see.” Understanding lit Lin’s beautiful brown eyes. “You will need to talk to your father then.”
“When he found out my life was in danger, he kind of blamed the journal.” Amusement flitted across Brian’s face as he remembered Paul Winters’ reaction. “He told us he wanted ‘to throw that stupid book in a bonfire.’ It may not be possible to get his permission to accept the assignment.”
Lin regarded him with a troubled expression. “Perhaps Emily’s accuracy with the precognitive journal is coming to an end.”
“What will I need to do for that assignment?” Brian asked.
“The FBI needs help catching one or more bank robbers. Our psychometrists are better than theirs but they’re specifically requesting one of our connectivity psi,” Lin explained.
One of Brian’s abilities was connectivity psi which allowed him to manipulate telepathic networks. Almost everyone on the planet was connected through the Global Net and it enhanced their psychic strength exponentially. Some high level talents and all multipaths such as Brian needed to maintain a link in order to remain alive. Only a small percentage of the population chose to isolate themselves in their own network or chose to live with none at all. Phoenix Enterprises set up their own, called the Zen Network, which was superior to the Global Net. It allowed high level talents to tap into their full potential. When Brian had become a multipath, the Global Net hadn’t been enough to save him. Now, Brian was one of the three connectivity psi who helped to maintain the Zen Network. 
Brian regarded his cousin with incredulous disbelief. “I don’t think my dad’s going to let me take that one on.”
“It wouldn’t be my first choice for a minor but you won’t be in harm’s way. You’ll just be trying to get a read on the bank robbers and giving the information to the FBI agents. Your grandfather will be assigned whether you go or not because of his psychometry. I’m going to see him next. Maybe he can talk to your father for you,” Lin said.
“That would probably be best,” Brian agreed.
Lin smoothly rose to her feet and shot him a questioning look. “Have you decided then if you will accept the assignment?”
“I do accept it.” Brian really didn’t think he had much of a choice. “The only reason Emily would be so cryptic about this unknown enemy is if this person has the same precognitive ability as she did.”
“It’s probably more than one person we need to watch out for but you’re right, one or more of them has the same talent as your great grandmother,” Lin agreed. She crossed the room and paused at the doorway. “Too bad she isn’t here with us now.”
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Heath sat straight up in his chair with his eyes closed and his hands resting on his thighs as he delved deeper into his precognitive visions. His office was spacious and quiet with soundproof walls to allow for uninterrupted work. He was in his mid-twenties with short-cropped black hair, blue eyes and a lean muscular frame. He wore a loose-fitting dark-blue dress shirt and black pants while his sports jacket hung on the back of his chair. It had been several months since Director Roland Nyquist had approved Heath’s participation in the experimental program that had completely transformed his life. Not very many people volunteered to be a guinea pig to a retrovirus that caused a coma for about a week and offered a one in nine chance of survival for enhanced psi talent. Heath had been unemployed for over two years after losing his job as a business analyst when the company he’d worked for had closed its doors and filed for bankruptcy. His home had been on the last stage of foreclosure, his savings accounts drained and it seemed there was nothing left to lose when he’d seen the ad in the newspaper asking for volunteer test subjects for an experimental procedure that could potentially augment psychic abilities. The gamble for Heath had paid off. His meager level two telepathy and level five precognition shot up to a level ten. 
Precognition was one of the most common abilities but after the experiment procedure, Heath acquired a sharp, finely-tuned version of this talent that allowed him to accurately predict events not directly impacting him and he could see years into the future. A future that was constantly in flux. Heath could identify the most common outcomes and the underlying factors that would help determine which outcome came to pass. When Heath’s newly enhanced precognitive visions had first kicked in, the psychic images and impressions had overwhelmed him. After a couple weeks of practice and Director Nyquist’s mentorship, Heath learned to filter and control the information. Director Nyquist had offered a position at the Bellevue facility of D-Genetics, Inc as a precognitive analyst with top-level security clearance. Heath provided valuable economic forecasting and warned Roland of possible obstacles and threats.
One of the most crucial programs, Operation Black Moon, was the illegal cloning of powerful psychics with talent that would benefit the military. The Malaki Republic had become a threat against democracy that loomed over the minds of many Americans, pressuring some military leaders to resort to drastic measures. Operation Black Moon was a government contract that provided millions of dollars to D-Genetics, Inc every year. This facility had initially started with eighty-four children. There were seventy-nine of the original clones left now that they had reached sixteen years of age. Director Nyquist had ordered some of the test subjects to be terminated because their minds had adapted to the programming techniques that instilled unquestioning loyalty and obedience. The only way the company could profit from Operation Black Moon was to avoid discovery by the public or government officials that didn’t sanction the illegal program. 
The precognitive vision showing Roland Nyquist’s success lit up bright among the most likely outcomes. Farther along the timeline, Heath detected a minor problem that kept shifting farther away. It had originally shown up several days in the future. A teenager would accidentally pick up information from Director Nyquist at a hotel they both coincidentally shared in Portland where the director was scheduled to have an important meeting with some of the executive officers and a few military leaders. The teenager’s first name was Brian. His features were blurred but Heath could see he was lanky with brown hair and brown-eyes and knew he was either a high level talent or a multipath. Heath focused on the image of Brian and tried to sharpen the features of his face so he could identify him. Before he could do so, the teenager vanished from view completely. 
A troubled frown marred Heath’s face as he sensed Brian’s presence farther down the timeline. He couldn’t lock onto any visions or impressions of the teenager because his future was in a state of flux. This meant that he was either a precognitive or there was a powerful precognitive protecting him. Heath directed his attention back to the date where Roland was staying in Portland and searched for any trace of Brian’s presence. After several long moments, Heath could tell that there was no longer any chance this mysterious teenager would be there. This was the first time Heath had suffered an inability to identify a threat. Roland had made it abundantly clear that he must report all potential problems but he was hesitant to admit this failure. Familiar words crystallized in his mind: Director Roland Nyquist is the only person I can completely trust. I must protect and obey him at all cost. Tension eased from Heath and his doubts evaporated like mist.
Heath reached out and as soon as his hands approached the keyboard, a large holographic screen winked into existence via small LED lights embedded in key locations across the polished oak surface. He typed a brief report with his precognitive discovery and submitted it to Roland. He opened a file to work on but received an instant message from Roland to report to his office immediately. Heath rose from his desk and made his way to Director Nyquist, closing the door behind him. Roland was a short, medium-set man with blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He wore a sharp, blue business suit and he always possessed an almost tangible air of authority.
“You wished to see me, sir?” Heath sank into the chair facing his boss.
Heath felt a pressure against his mind as Roland sifted through his surface thoughts and emotions. It only lasted for several seconds and the director’s expression relaxed just a little as if he always suspected there may be a hidden danger lurking and ready to spring.
“I would like you to give me more details on Brian,” Roland said.
Heath swallowed as anxiety began to build. “I provided all the details in my vision, sir. I will continue to attempt to identify him.”
“We know he’s a high level talent so that should narrow it down a bit. You have access to the public records database. Even though you didn’t get a clear image of him, perhaps you may recognize his face if you see it. I want you to set aside all of your other projects and make this kid your priority. I need to find out exactly who he is so we can terminate him,” Roland said.
“Yes, sir.”
“What about our clones? Are you finding any indications that there are more whose mind control is failing?”
All of the staff at the facility were level ten telepaths and constantly probed the thoughts of the teenagers but sometimes the ones who became independent could pretend they were still operating under complete obedience and loyalty.
“No, I haven’t.” Heath regarded the director with a concerned gaze. “However, I only detect a problem if there is a good chance they will attempt to escape the building or betray you. Other than Brian, there are no serious obstacles impeding your success.”
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