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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 for 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 again 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 very well 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 laid-back.
“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 his 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.
Monte leapt to his feet with a furious and surprisingly betrayed expression on his face as Jason reached the street and turned to pull forward. “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-aged 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 was going to 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, those who were recipients of the praesentia infinitus enchantment which was advanced white magic, or those affected by 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.
After talking for a few moments, 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 in 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.
Chapter 3
Monte reclined back in the beat-up sofa of his new home in Arlington, nursing a hot mug of black coffee. This particular dwelling was a backup house that his team leader, Nerezza, had purchased with Valituras funds in case of an emergency. Monte could see that she hadn’t put much money into it. The burnt orange carpeting was badly stained, the white walls needed painting, and the furnishings were at a bare minimum and obviously purchased at a thrift store. A musty odor permeated the air and he wrinkled his nose in disgust. He wasn’t accustomed to living in squalor. The fat paychecks he received from Chronotron Enchantments allowed for an extremely comfortable lifestyle. Monte had lost everything in one night of bad luck and blood lust. Part of what had driven him to drink from Jason on an almost daily basis over the last couple of weeks was the excuse that he needed a firmer hold over Jason now that he was living within a home protected by powerful magic. Monte had reasoned that if he wasn’t careful, the white magic power center of the Flanigan house would unravel the mind control spell if left untended.
Of course, Monte could see that was just an excuse he had devised to feel better about his decision to start enjoying the blood of a category six. Normally, it was next to impossible for a vampire to experience the taste and power of a six but Monte had cast the mind control spell on Jason before he’d become a six. Jason’s blood had always been potent and there had always been the temptation for Monte to indulge. But now that Jason’s latent six abilities had come to the surface, his body practically screamed to be drank from. Monte hadn’t been prepared for that. Now, he had to go into hiding and leave his job behind to avoid capture. It had been a long night with casting ignotus spells to clear the psychometric energy of his former house and moving his stash of enchantments and curses to a new location.
Monte felt a strange tugging sensation that centered around his chest. It was an indicator that his benefactor, the one who’d cursed him with immortality, was nearby. He was bound to Nerezza for as long as he lived or for as long as she lived. Now that he was over a century in age, he was strong enough to disobey her but he would never be able to betray or kill her as he wanted to. Someone knocked at the door and he had no doubt it was her. Monte opened the door to reveal Nerezza Davia, a beautiful woman with long black hair styled in a French braid and stunning blue eyes. Her long, silk, turquoise dress draped elegantly over her tall and slender frame. Gleaming gemstones from rings that adorned every finger were imbued with potent enchantments along with a fashionable gold bracelet, a large green pendant suspended from a gold chair around her neck, and a large leather turquoise purse that no doubt contained a variety of enchantments and curses. Monte knew from experience that she was always ready for an ambush.
Nerezza’s face was a stoic mask of perfection. “Are you enjoying your new accommodations?”
“They are acceptable.” Monte strove to keep his irritation from showing.
“Aren’t you going to invite me inside?” Nerezza leveled a pointed look at him.
“Of course.” Monte stepped aside and made a gracious gesture for her to enter his dwelling. Technically, she was the owner of the house and could boot him out on a whim. “Would you like some coffee? I have a fresh pot ready.”
“No, thank you.”
The two of them strode to the living room and took seats on the sofa.
“I’m disappointed by recent actions on your part.” Nerezza’s face remained calm in spite of her words which Monte found disturbing. “I can only conclude that you suffer from an addiction of Jason’s blood.”
“It wasn’t an addiction,” Monte said defensively. “I had to keep Jason’s mind control spell intact due to his exposure to white magic which would deteriorate it.”
“That simply isn’t true,” Nerezza said. “Exposure to white magic in and of itself will do nothing to counter a mind control spell. Some sort of countermeasure spell is needed. The mind begins to adapt and create its own defenses when you start repeatedly using the mind control spell as you have been doing on a daily basis.”
“I haven’t been drinking from him every day,” Monte countered.
“You weakened him with blood loss to the point that his friends and colleagues were starting to notice something was seriously wrong with him,” Nerezza continued. “I order you to answer this next question truthfully. Are you still craving Jason Flanigan’s blood?”
Monte hesitated as he tried to say no but the compulsion of the immortality curse to obey his benefactor kicked in strong. He could summon the strength to disobey her orders but it took a lot of will and he was sleep deprived and exhausted.
“Yes, I do.” Monte resented the fact that he had been magically compelled to admit this failing to her. “But I can stop anytime I want to.”
“That is what you must do.” Nerezza’s gaze hardened and it was the first hint of how angry she must be with him for blowing his cover and putting their entire team in jeopardy of being discovered by the authorities. “You must stay away from that man at all cost.”
“Of course,” Monte readily agreed.
Nerezza’s eyes turned black as night. “For your sake, I hope you can do it. When I discovered your nightly feedings, I should have come sooner but I was hoping the Ebullio would come for Jason and we’d finally get our chance to capture one of them.”
“Do you think all of this hassle to capture an Ebullio agent is really worth it?” Monte asked.
“Of course. This endeavor is of the upmost importance. With the technology and enchantments that the Ebullio possess, our plan to free all of our Valituras leaders and agents from prison could come to fruition. The Valituras would become a major power once again,” Nerezza said.
“Maybe it would be better if we just fended for ourselves,” Monte said.
Nerezza’s black-eyed gaze bore into his. “Are you suggesting we should leave our comrades in prison?”
“Maybe.”
“That will never happen.” Nerezza stood from the couch in a smooth, graceful movement. “Even if some of us lose our commitment to the Valituras cause, it is absolutely vital for the sake of humanity that the Valituras come to power and prepare this world for dangers that few of us realize are out there.”
“What kind of dangers would that be?” Monte chose to stand because he wasn’t comfortable with her towering over him. It was a minor annoyance that she was taller than him and that he still had to look up as he continued the conversation.
Nerezza’s black eyes morphed back to their normal dazzling blue. “I’m sure you’re already aware that there are many colony worlds in distant galaxies inhabited by our ancestors. And there are the AI’s that want to take over. Because Earth has been cut off for so long, we may feel we’re safe from that threat but the AI’s know about our existence now. It’s only a matter of time before they find a way to get here and enslave us like they’ve done to so many others.”
“Our government is preparing for that. They’ve developed new researching teams and are studying the ancient technology so we’ll be ready,” Monte said.
“Earth is way behind compared to our ancestors. After the Great Wizard Wars, we lost our wormholes that connected us to our colony worlds and we lost our technology. We were stuck in a backwards society that had to start over from the ground up. That didn’t happen to the colony worlds,” Nerezza said. “The Valituras was formed to make sure we developed to our full potential.”
“You think the Valituras is the best way for Earth to prepare for an AI invasion?” Monte asked.
“Yes, I do. And there are other threats as well,” Nerezza advised.
“Like what?” Monte regarded her with undisguised skepticism.
“I don’t care to discuss this with you.” Nerezza turned and strode toward the front door. She stopped and turned to throw him a warning look. “Be careful to stay away from Jason. We’re not out of the clear yet. The police will have enforcers search your house for clues and psychic impressions. Hopefully, the ignotus spells we cast will keep them from picking up any useful information that could be damaging to our team.”
“What about the other team that’s trying to kill Jason, Amy, and Benjamin? Don’t you think that now might be a good time to try and find out who they are so we can let them know we need Jason alive for bait?” Monte asked.
“What would you suggest?” Nerezza regarded him with expectation.
“I thought maybe you had some way of contacting someone outside our team,” Monte said.
“No, I don’t. All the Valituras teams are cut off from each other. Unfortunately, that means we sometimes find ourselves at cross-purposes. The Flanigan house is definitely a threat and we don’t want white magic to flourish but we do need Jason alive long enough to draw in the Ebullio,” Nerezza said.
She opened the door and slipped outside before Monte could think of anything else to say. Truthfully, he was relieved that their visit had concluded. She always made him uncomfortable. Obviously, this little chat had the sole purpose of driving home the importance of staying away from Jason. Monte knew that other members of their team would continue to watch him closely. He wondered if the other Valituras team would succeed in killing Jason before Nerezza’s team could capture an Ebullio agent.
Chapter 4
After spending several hours trying to cast a claro mentis on Jason to no avail, Amy and Benjamin decided they would wait for Jane to arrive and help. Jane had promised to lend her guidance and expertise in the early afternoon. Jason couldn’t stand the thought of just waiting around for her to show up so he went into the kitchen and began baking a couple batches of chocolate chip cookies. Benjamin shuffled into the room, lured by the aroma and perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, eyeing the cookies that were resting on cooling racks.
“Go ahead and take a couple,” Jason offered.
“Thanks.” Benjamin grabbed one and took a large bite. He spat it out on the palm of his hand and leveled an accusatory look at his older brother. “These are like molten lava.”
“They came right out of the oven, what do you expect?” Jason gestured at the open Tupperware container beside the cooling racks. “Take one from there. They’ve had a chance to cool off a bit. Wash your hands first.”
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a hard-nosed dictator?” Benjamin flounced off the stool and dumped the remains of his cookie in the trash. He obediently washed his hands before he took the next cookie and moaned with pleasure. “You should open your own bakery.”
“No, thank you.” The thought of mass-producing desserts held no appeal for Jason whatsoever.
Amy stepped into the kitchen and Jason offered her a cookie as well. She didn’t have to be directed to take one from the Tupperware container. As she scooped up dessert, Jason shot his brother a pointed look and Benjamin rolled his eyes with irritation.
“These are delicious. Why are you making cookies?” Amy asked.
Benjamin stepped in before he could respond. “Jason needed a distraction so he wouldn’t think about the mind control spell.”
“I guess that’s as good a way as any to take your mind off things.” Amy regarded Jason with a musing expression. “I wish I could get the claro mentis spell to work.”
“I would like for you to try the niveus imperium enchantment,” Jason said.
“I’m not comfortable with that until after we’ve met with Jane and try other options first.” Amy’s tone was adamant.
Jason turned to the oven and pulled out the last two trays of cookies. He wasn’t much of a baker but there were a few desserts he’d mastered. He had a recipe for a chocolate indulgence cake that was out of this world and then there was his favorite, carrot cake with cream cheese frosting. Jason took about a dozen of the cookies that had cooled off and placed them with care in a decorative gift basket.
“What are you doing with those?” Amy peered at him with curiosity.
“I’m going to pay Radha a visit,” Jason said, in reference to the light being that lived in a small house on the very edge of their property in the backyard. Jane had told them she was the caretaker of the white magic power center that encompassed their property and protected the house. Without Radha, the white magic power center wouldn’t be nearly so powerful and probably would have just dissipated over time which was the fate of most white magic power centers.
“Jane told us not to do that.” Benjamin aimed an argumentative frown at him. “She said that Radha would be offended and that she doesn’t like visitors.”
“What Jane said was that she didn’t think like a human and if she didn’t want to meet us we would never see her. Jane never told us that Radha would be offended by a visit,” Jason said.
“It was implied,” Benjamin argued.
Jason cocked a bemused brow at his brother. “I didn’t take it that way.”
Benjamin clearly didn’t agree with this course of action but Jason didn’t care. He folded the green, fabric napkin over the cookies to keep them warm and tucked the greeting card inside.
“You even got her a card?” Benjamin eyed him with incredulous disbelief. “We may never even see her.”
“I don’t care. I think she deserves a house warming gift,” Jason said.
Amy’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “You’ve got your tradition reversed. It’s usually the newcomer that gets the gift from the neighbor, not the other way around.”
“I’ll see you two in a little bit.” Jason took the basket and headed for the back of the house.
“Would you mind some company?” Amy asked.
“Sure, that sounds good.” Jason flashed an easy smile at her.
Amy and Jason made their way outside into the back yard. They followed a trail of granite stepping stones that wove in between the many lush gardens dominating the property. It was about a five-minute walk to Radha’s house and the first time that Jason had seen it up close. The house was well maintained but small and rustic. It was a single-story, tan dwelling with no distinguishing landmarks to differentiate its own property from Amy’s, Jason’s, and Benjamin’s yard. All the gardens just ran together. Jason raised his hand and knocked on the front door. After several moments, he knocked again with more insistence. He and Amy exchanged looks when Radha failed to answer.
“She’s probably not home. I’ll just leave these in her kitchen.” Jason reached for the door but Amy laid a restraining hand on his arm.
“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Jason,” she said. “It seems rude to barge in her home uninvited.”
“My gut says it’ll be okay,” Jason countered.
“You’re not a White Knight. You don’t have specialized intuition,” Amy said.
Jason turned the knob and pushed the door open. “I don’t need to be a White Knight to have good instincts. I’ve always been drawn to this house and I want to make an attempt to meet her and show her she is appreciated.”
He emerged in the house even as Amy opened her mouth to argue further. She hesitated then followed him inside, closing the door behind them. The front door led directly into a small living room. Jason made his way to the kitchen which was tiny, barren, and in pristine shape.
“Hello?” Jason called out. “Radha? Are you here?”
Amy wrung her hands nervously. “We should go. I don’t like this.”
Jason set the basket of cookies on the counter and reluctantly headed for the doorway, emerging in the living room. He hesitated as he reached the center of the room, hoping the elusive light energy being would pop up out of nowhere and greet him. No such luck. Jason and Amy left the house empty-handed. A hummingbird approached them from a lavender bush, circling around them as if curious. It had shiny, green feathers that sparkled in the late midmorning sun as if metallic.
“What a beautiful bird.” Amy watched it with awestruck wonder.
“I’ve seen it hanging around my bedroom window in the morning,” Jason commented.
They had both stopped to admire the hummingbird which fluttered its wings in a fast blur as it hovered in front of Jason. Without warning, it took off and vanished among a cluster of nearby rosemary bushes.
“This is such a beautiful and magical place. I love it here,” Amy said.
Jason nodded in agreement. “We’re very lucky to call this place home.”
The two of them headed back towards their house.
“You do realize that light energy beings don’t need to eat, right?” Amy asked.
Jason threw her a flippant smile. “I kind of suspected that much when I saw the kitchen. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“I felt like taking a walk.” Amy’s lips curved in a playful smile.
Jason chuckled. “You got your wish.” His expression turned puzzled. “How did you know that light beings don’t eat?”
“It’s in the journal Aunt Georgette left us,” Amy replied.
“The one that’s blank until you become a White Knight?” Jason said flippantly.
“That’s the one,” Amy confirmed.
“Maybe I should have you or Ben read me a passage from your journals every day until I’m all caught up with this white magic stuff,” Jason said.
“I’m fine with that,” Amy said.
Benjamin was waiting for them when they returned to the house and wanted to know if they had met Radha. Jason wished he could have answered differently but he admitted Radha had been absent from her dwelling.
“Aha! I knew it! I told you she wouldn’t be there!” Benjamin exclaimed.
“You can be real obnoxious sometimes,” Jason said.
“You’re usually the one who’s right. I need to savor this moment.” Benjamin’s eyes flashed with triumph and a wide grin spread across his face.
Jason stepped past his younger brother and made his way to the kitchen. Benjamin followed him.
“It looks like you left the basket at her house,” Benjamin noted.
“You’re very observant.” Jason began removing cookies from the cooling rack and placing them into plastic containers.
“Jane’s not going to like this one bit,” Benjamin said.
Jason turned his back on Benjamin as he continued working. When he finished, he set the containers in the pantry and made his way up the stairs with Benjamin trailing behind.
“Jane told you not to bother Radha,” Benjamin said.
Jason continued to ignore him as they walked down the hall of the second floor.
“You should have listened to Jane,” Benjamin said.
Jason rolled his eyes as he stepped into his room. “Shut up, Ben!”
He slammed the bedroom door in his younger brother’s face and immediately felt a twinge of guilt. But not enough to open the door or apologize. Jason sat down at his desk in the corner of the room and began reading a book on his tablet. Less than a moment later, Benjamin knocked tentatively at the door.
Jason heaved an exasperated sigh and remained seated. “What do you want now?”
“I’m sorry, Jason. I don’t mean to be a pain. It’s just that this is the very first time I’ve been better than you at anything.” Benjamin hesitated for several seconds. “Less face it, it’s probably the first time I’ve really been good at something. I know I got carried away.”
Jason crossed the room and opened the door. “It’s all right, Benjamin. And this isn’t the only thing you’re good at. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”
“You think I’m too hard on myself? You always seem to think I’m lazy.” Benjamin leveled an uncertain look at his brother.
“In some ways, you’re very hard on yourself. But you’re not very motivated. I think being a White Knight is the best thing that could have happened to you right now,” Jason said. “And I’m proud of you.”
“Proud of me?” Benjamin echoed with a flabbergasted stare.
“Just don’t get an overinflated ego or I’ll have to pop it,” Jason teased.
When Jane arrived, the four of them made their way to the indoor atrium that spanned the entire length of the house at the back. Green granite formed pathways around and in between the clusters of fragrant flowers, herbs, and bushes with occasional sitting areas and park benches. Jane, Amy, Benjamin, and Jason sat down near the center of the atrium in an enclosure surrounded by large lavender and rosemary bushes. The flooring here was comprised of glimmering blue granite and it almost felt like a separate room. An immense citrine crystal the size of a desk rested at the very center of the enclosure. It was infused with light energy and contained an activation spell which helped individuals with the potential for white magic to unlock their latent abilities.
“All right.” Jane’s gaze swept over Amy, Benjamin, and Jason. “The claro mentis enchantment is a very difficult one to activate. To increase our chances of success, I recommend that only one of us try to work the spell. I believe that should be you, Benjamin. You’ve had more luck with using the enchantments. Amy and I will rest a hand on your shoulders and send you as much light energy as possible to facilitate the claro mentis.”
Amy nodded in agreement. She and Jane took up positions behind Benjamin, laying one of their hands on each of his shoulders. A faint white and silver glow spilled from beneath their palms as he held a wand aimed at Jason. Jason positioned himself so he was lying flat on his back and waited for the spell to take effect. It took quite awhile before the tip of the wand began to radiate with a gentle silver glow which flickered erratically for several seconds then went dark. Benjamin sighed with disgust and waved the wand several times as if dislodging something that was stuck on it.
“Don’t let your frustration get the better of you,” Jane said in a soothing tone. “Be calm and let the light energy flow through you.”
“I’m trying but nothing’s happening,” Benjamin said.
The palm of Jane’s hand went dark but she kept her palm pressed against his shoulder. “Open your senses to the currents of light energy. They’re all around you in here. We’re in a white magic power center. All that you have to do is direct it to the wand.”
Benjamin made a visible effort to relax and he reverted his attention back to Jason, aiming the wand steadily at his older brother. Jason offered an encouraging smile even as he wondered if Benjamin would be able to pull this off. After quite awhile, Benjamin withdrew a different wand from his cloth satchel.
“What are you doing?” Jason eyed the new wand with curiosity and a touch of caution.
“It’s a niveus imperium,” Benjamin said.
“It can’t hurt but it’s not meant to heal the mind,” Jane said.
“But it’s a cure for damage inflected through dark magic,” Benjamin said.
“That’s true but it was mainstream magic that was used on Jason,” Jane said.
“Let’s give it a shot,” Jason interjected.
Benjamin pointed the wand and soon, it unleashed a stream of white and gold energy that swirled around Jason. Jason forced himself to relax, knowing if he was upset or tense it would inhibit the effects of the light energy spell. He felt his body changing but wasn’t sure what was happening. When the sparkling gold and white luminescence faded away, he sat up and tried to scan himself psychically to determine if the mind control spell had been removed. Of course, that was an exercise in futility since he had never been able to detect it in the first place.
“I wonder if it worked,” Jason said.
“Let’s hit you with a few more niveus imperiums,” Benjamin suggested.
Jane pulled her hand off of his shoulder. “You don’t want to just arbitrarily cast a bunch of those enchantments.”
“What can it hurt?” Benjamin asked.
Jane frowned with concern and examined Jason with a critical eye as if she could scan for the mind control spell.
“I suppose we might as well,” Jane finally said.
Benjamin had three other niveus imperium spells which he used on Jason. Afterwards, Jason still couldn’t be sure he was liberated from Monte’s spell. He had the sinking feeling that the mind control enchantment still lingered inside him.
Jason forced a grateful smile in spite of the fear that clung to him. “Thanks, Ben. I hope that did the trick.”
Movement out of the corner of his eye drew his attention over to the right where a green hummingbird came into view. Its bright feathers reflected the afternoon sun that radiated from the skylights above. Everyone stared at the bird with surprise.
A warm, gentle smile curved Amy’s lips. “It’s such a gorgeous bird. I think it’s the same one that we saw when we were walking in the backyard earlier.”
“I think you’re right,” Jason agreed, eyeing the bird with admiration. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a hummingbird quite like it.”
“I wonder how it got inside the house,” Benjamin said.
The bird fluttered slowly closer but was still about twenty feet away. It began to shine with a green luminescence that steadily grew brighter. After a moment, it burst into a radiant green mist that coalesced into a tall, slender, woman with long curly, red hair styled in a French braid. She donned a green silk blouse and slacks that matched the reflective color of the former hummingbird’s feathers as well as her eyes. She was quite stunning. Jason, Amy, and Benjamin were floored by her sudden appearance but Jane took it in stride.
“It’s good to see you again, Radha.” Jane’s tone was amiable.
“It good to see you, too, Jane.” Radha’s gaze shifted away from her to encompass the entire group. “I decided it was time to intervene. I’m concerned about Jason.”
“You are?” Jason asked.
“Benjamin, please give me the claro mentis wands.” Radha held her hand out in a smooth, fluid motion.
Benjamin didn’t hesitate in pulling out the wands and turning them over to the light being.
Radha’s beautiful green-eyed gaze locked with Jason’s. “With your permission, I will remove the mind control spell.”
“I would appreciate your help,” Jason said.
He laid down on the ground and she stood over him with the wand extended, ready to start the spell.
“Wait!” Benjamin exclaimed. Radha turned to gaze at him expectantly. “You’ll lose consciousness, too! You should lie down.”
“It’s all right, Benjamin,” she said. “I always sleep standing up.”
“I see.” He looked taken aback by her response.
Radha turned back to Jason and her entire body began to glow with a shimmering green luminescence. The tip of the wand lit up with a white light as the claro mentis enchantment was triggered. Part of the process involved a link from Radha to Jason’s subconscious. Jason found himself standing in the kitchen making chocolate chip cookies. As he mixed the ingredients in a large red bowl, he became aware that this was a vision. He set the bowl down on the counter and took stock of his surroundings. There were no telltale indicators that clued him in that this was a dream. He knew from his studies that the claro mentis almost always created visions for the target so he had been expecting this. Jason decided to search the house. He went to the living room, then the second living room, then the atrium. He loved the indoor atrium with the lush, beautiful plants and the fragrance from the lavender, herbs and flowers. As Jason ambled down the winding paths, he half-forgot he was still in a vision. When he passed by a cluster of tall bushes, Radha stood on the other side of them.
“Are you really here?” Jason realized as soon as he had asked the question that this was indeed her and not just a vision.
“I have found the mind control enchantment. I’m getting ready to remove it. You might start to feel strange,” Radha advised. “Please, stay calm.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Jason asked.
“It is blocking memories,” she said.
“What kind of memories?” Jason asked.
Radha vanished before she could respond. Jason tensed up reflexively but reminded himself that she wouldn’t be available to interact with while she was working. The scene rippled around him for several seconds then steadied. Jason caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to look but he discovered he was still alone in the atrium. A pressure began to build in his skull. Memories poured into his mind that had been previously suppressed. He could remember Monte drinking from him almost every night and strengthening the mind control spell. Every moment that he remembered was like the very first time and adrenaline pumped through his veins as the vivid details of being bitten and compelled for so many nights played back in his mind. As Jason relived all those horrible moments with Monte, anger and outrage simmered through him. No wonder fatigue had plagued him over the last couple of weeks. He’d been an involuntary blood donor virtually every evening.
In three of the memories, Monte had referred to Jason as bait and one of those times had shown him a strange silver disc attached to his key chain that he’d never noticed before. Jason fished the keys out of his pocket and examined the peculiar silver disc which contained a large, gold rune symbol on its surface. A memory began to surface very reluctantly as another mind control spell struggled to keep it contained. Right before he had gone to bed on the night he’d become a category six, Jason had gone to his dresser and activated the enchantment embedded in it. It was some kind of beacon for someone. Even now, it was probably sending a signal that could be traced by whomever had planted it on him. Jason tried scanning the silver disc in his hand but this was just a vision. He wasn’t really standing here in the atrium. He would have to wait until he awakened to learn more about the mysterious device. Jason replayed back one of the short conversations he’d had with Monte and remembered him mentioning another Valituras team. Jason’s eyes widened with surprise when he realized that there were two different teams of Valituras agents. Because of how the Valituras operated, individuals in one team were not aware of members of another except for sometimes the team leader. The organization’s leaders always initiated contact with their teams. This was to safeguard the Valituras from detection if one team was captured. This secrecy now worked against them because the members who were scattered throughout the world were unable to coordinate their efforts.
The Valituras were no longer considered a threat as a whole; however, individuals who had eluded capture still possessed all of the magical knowledge and enchantments accumulated over the many years that the organization was in operation. Jason could hear people laughing from a distance. He stepped out of the atrium and into the second living room of his house, straining his ears to pick up the source of the laughter and the voices murmuring from far away. The walls and furniture of the room rippled as though they were merely a reflection in a pond disrupted by a pebble breeching its surface. Several seconds later, the settings changed and Jason found himself running in a circle as a youngster in the living room of the home he had grown up in. Jason was now four years old and laughing as he ran from his father, Kent Flanigan. Frances was sitting on the sofa holding little Benjamin with a warm, loving smile on her face. Jason vaguely remembered playing this game with his dad. Kent was pretending to be the “cookie monster” and was chasing his son.
Of course, it didn’t take long for Kent to catch him and scoop him up into the air. Jason squealed with delight because the best part was yet to come.
Kent crowed with triumph. “The cookie monster nabbed you! It’s time for you to have a cookie.”
Frances had made a fresh batch of molasses crinkle cookies this afternoon and only allowed him to have one. Jason was looking forward to another cookie. Kent carried his son into the kitchen where a strange man with gray, leathery skin waited for them. He had large fluffy, white-feathered wings and large beady black eyes. His head was elongated and angular from the front to back and he wore a charcoal tunic. He grasped a wand in his right hand and used it to activate the mind control spell embedded in both Kent and Jason.
“I serve the greater good,” the man said in a multi-layered voice that gave the illusion of several people speaking.
Kent had no time to react, much less defend himself or his son. He stilled and waited for instructions. The man directed him to the living room where another man waited for them. Frances and Benjamin were already trapped in mind control spells. Kent took a seat beside his wife. The two gray skinned men took the children to Jason’s bedroom and laid them down on the floor. They took out a set of white, medical wands which radiated a red luminescence. Jason felt a stinging on his skin and in his muscles as well as a deadening of sensation. He realized that these men were using a painkiller spell in addition to whatever experiment they were performing. The stinging sensation grew worse as the gray men worked in silence. Even as a very small boy, Jason’s psychometric talent had been active and as a boy he hadn’t recognized the energy configuration of the enchantment that clung to these two strangers like a second skin. Now that he was older, he knew that this was a glamour. Glamours were difficult to manage because they required mental focus to keep them in place or they would dissipate after several moments.
“Everything will be okay. We’re helping you to be better,” one of the men said in his peculiar multi-layered voice. “We’re the gray angels.”
The stranger’s words comforted Jason and his panic ebbed. Jason recognized the sensation as that of a trigger of the mind control spell. The men were using key phrases to activate certain parts of the spell that were designed to calm down their victims and to help ensure they didn’t break free of their mental ensnarement. Occasionally, Jason’s throat tightened when his fear began to build and he struggled to speak but he never broke free of the imprisonment because the men would take turns speaking and referring to themselves as gray angels. The two men had privacy screens that prevented leakage of psychometric energy which Jason would have picked up on. However, they had touched Jason and left small traces of psychic residue so as Jason relived the horrible memory of the experimentation, psychic impressions whispered in the back of his mind, giving him bits and pieces of information about these mysterious strangers.
When the claro mentis spell ended, Jason opened his eyes and bolted up off the floor. Radha handed the wand back to Benjamin as she kept her gaze firmly locked on Jason’s face.
“The mind control spells are gone,” she said.
As the new information he’d uncovered swirled chaotically through Jason’s thoughts, he realized that he had allowed a perfect stranger access to his subconscious. He hadn’t even questioned it at the time but now found himself wondering why he hadn’t even hesitated.
“This took a lot out of me. I must go now.” Radha exploded into a luminescent, green sparkling mist that shrank down and coalesced into a green hummingbird. Her wings fluttered as she held herself in the air about eye-level to Jason for several seconds then she darted away.
“How did she get inside the atrium?” Jason asked.
Jane regarded him with curiosity. “There are several spots that contain light energy spells that allow you to pass through the glass.”
“So people can just walk into our home unannounced?” This thought bothered Jason a great deal, especially after what he’d just witnessed within his buried memories.
“Only a light being or a White Knight can activate the spell,” Jane said in a soothing tone. “Did you recover any memories when the mind control enchantment was removed?”
“Yes, I did.” Jason took a deep breath then explained what he’d seen. “And there is a secret group called the Ebullio that has been experimenting on our family for generations. They’re the ones the Valituras are hoping to capture. They have advanced knowledge about genetics dating back to the Great Wizard Wars. Apparently there were a handful of groups who managed to retain some of their knowledge of magic and didn’t have to start over like everyone else. They used to belong to the Phoenix Community but didn’t like the rules. They wanted to change the world and expand their research.”
The U.S. government had given the Phoenix Community an official declaration of immunity and the promise that they would no longer seek them out as long as they occasionally helped with consulting work like they did for the capture of the Valituras. The Phoenix Community was comprised of category six wizards who lived in seclusion and did not interfere with mainstream society. They had formed their organization during the time of the Great Wizard Wars to give category six wizards a chance to live without fear of persecution and to freely explore the extent of their gifts. During that era, there were a lot more sixes in the world.
Amy’s expression was horrified. “So they use people as guinea pigs for genetics experiments?”
“Yes, they do,” Jason confirmed. “I couldn’t pick up exactly what they were trying to do to our family but that’s why some of us suffer from migraines. That’s why I had psychometry and the latent six potential.”
“Maybe the only thing they were trying to figure out was how to create a category six,” Jane suggested.
“No, that’s not it exactly. It’s like they were trying to make a new kind of six.” Jason’s brows furrowed in thought. “I wish I picked up more from them.”
“Does that mean I have latent six potential?” Benjamin asked.
“Yes, you do,” Jason confirmed.
“Have you been able to create any new enchantments since you’ve become a six?” Jane asked.
“No, I haven’t.” Jason couldn’t understand the problem either. “I’m never able to get past the second stage of creating a stable foundation in the energy matrix before the enchantment just falls apart.”
“New category sixes usually have problems using their power for several months or so.” Jane leveled a sympathetic gaze at him.
“That’s true but I should have been able to succeed with a few of the enchantments, especially when I connect with a vortex every day. There’s something wrong.” Jason hated to say these next words out loud but he wanted her opinion. “I’m afraid the Ebullio may not have been entirely successful in their experiments in making me into a category six.”
Benjamin and Amy exchanged troubled looks.
Jane’s brown eyes reflected compassion. “That might be true but I can safely say that the niveus imperium would have corrected any problems with your DNA that were life threatening. I’m certain that you won’t have to suffer from migraines caused by their genetic tampering, even if you no longer have access to a vortex.”
“I forgot something.” Jason could detect a faint signal coming from his body. He pulled the keys from his pants pocket and deactivated the signal from the silver disc secured to the key chain. He held it up so they could get a better look. “The Ebullio programmed me to activate this spell if I ever became a six which sends out a homing beacon to them. I’ve deactivated it but I’m sure they know I’m a six and they’ll probably come here to continue their experiment.”
A cold sense of dread crawled over Jason’s spine. He wished he could stop the Ebullio from returning. Benjamin fished out his own keys and found the same silver disc with the rune symbol. Jason scanned it and found the enchantment was not active. Jane took both the discs for safe-keeping.
“You’re safe in this home.” Jane’s tone held firm resolution. “White magic is the most powerful protection there is.”
“It isn’t completely reliable,” Jason argued.
“Nothing in life is ever certain.” Jane’s smile was wistful. “But I think you are safer now than you have ever been from the Ebullio. And you are free of their mind control spell.”
“We should get rid of the mind control spell the Ebullio put on me.” Benjamin’s nervous gaze slid over to his brother’s face then Jane’s.
“Unfortunately, we can’t wait for Radha. She is a recluse and we don’t know when she might offer her assistance with another claro mentis,” Jane said, turning her focus to Amy. “You’re our best chance for removing the mind control spell on Benjamin.”
“Of course, I’ll do whatever I can.” Amy regarded Benjamin with an empathic look.
Jane stayed for most of the day to offer her support and guidance but Amy was unable to activate the spell.
Chapter 5
Jane arrived around eight in the morning for Amy’s and Benjamin’s training session and to help with removing the mind control enchantment cast on Benjamin. The three of them practiced in the atrium while Jason searched through historical books in the main floor library for any information about the Ebullio. So far, he hadn’t had any luck except for some comments about the Valituras. Almost everything contained in this massive room were spell books with only a meager selection of historical books. After Radha had cured Jason of his mind control enchantments, he had spent the rest of Saturday combing through these books and had awakened early this morning to continue his endeavor to find any useful kernel of information regarding the Ebullio. Jason had encountered some very advanced mainstream magic that he would have liked to try out but he lacked sufficient control over his new power. He wasn’t sure if he would ever master his ability either. Something was wrong or at least very different about his magic. Maybe the Ebullio had succeeded in creating a different kind of category six, one that couldn’t create their own spells.
Jason heaved a burdened sigh as he tried to shove aside the heavy emotional blanket of depression that threatened to take hold. He felt violated and helpless by the fact that he’d been abducted by not just the “gray angels” but a Valituras agent and he’d had no idea. If it hadn’t been for the intervention of his sibling and cousin, he never would have known. Monte would have most likely killed him by accident if the nightly feedings had continued. Jason had read about the blood lust that sometimes afflicted vampires when they drank from powerful wizards. It was a phenomenon that the vampire couldn’t predict. Some category fives or sixes didn’t give them any problems at all while others became blood addictions. Maybe it was part of the cost of using dark magic to become immortal.
Jason joined Jane, Amy, and Benjamin in the atrium, trying to be unobtrusive as he watched them practice. Currently, they were encompassed by spheres of bright white luminescence that he recognized as protection spells. Amy stood facing Jane with a relaxed but attentive expression on her face. A moment later, the shield flickered then collapsed into nothingness.
“It’s okay. You’ll get the hang of it.” Jane’s tone was encouraging. “You’re doing very well. White magic is difficult to master.” Her gaze swept over Jason then returned to focus on Amy and Benjamin again. “I think we’ve had enough practice for one day. I’m certain we’ll be able to get rid of that Ebullio mind control spell soon.”
Benjamin’s shield vanished.
“Before you call it a day, I wanted to request that you cast some niveus imperiums on me,” Jason said. “Just in case there’s something wrong that’s preventing my full power from manifesting.”
Jane hesitated with obvious reluctance but after several seconds nodded her head in agreement. “I don’t see any harm as long as everyone is careful.”
Amy and Benjamin each cast a niveus imperium on Jason. Unfortunately, he could tell that nothing was achieved. Whatever the problem was with his magical ability, it wasn’t something that white magic could fix. Jane called it a day and left the house.
“What good does it do me to be a category six when I can’t even make a single enchantment?” Jason asked with exasperation.
“It does make you immortal,” Benjamin pointed out.
For some reason, his younger brother’s remark stirred up feelings of guilt. “You’re right. I suppose that’s something.”
“I’m struggling with my ability, too. I’m still having a hard time activating enchantments,” Amy said.
Jason regarded her with curiosity. “What were you trying to do with your shield earlier?”
“I was trying to make it bigger and change its shape so it would reach out to Jane.” Amy’s mouth formed a rueful smile. “Benjamin can do it.”
“I’m glad you were able to muster enough control to rescue me from Monte,” Jason said.
“You rescued us just as much as we rescued you,” Amy said. “I think we were more of a distraction that helped you break free of his control.”
“I would still be under his thumb if it wasn’t for you and Benjamin.” Jason wanted to encourage his relatives to continue with their white magic. He fervently hoped they could both avoid burnout and loss of their new power.
“I can’t help but feel that I won’t be a White Knight for very long. It’s so difficult for me to do anything,” Amy said.
“Why don’t we pay Radha a visit?” Jason suggested.
Amy peered at him with puzzlement. “What good would that do?”
“She might have some insight as a light energy being.” Jason offered a casual shrug. “Besides, she’s been around for over two centuries. Anyone with that kind of life experience would be someone worth talking to.”
Amy and Benjamin both agreed that this sounded like a good idea. Benjamin’s lessons with manipulating light energy were going well but he seemed motivated to learn more. Jason went to the kitchen and began setting up a new gift basket with cookies for Radha.
“I can’t believe you’re bringing her more cookies.” Benjamin’s blue eyes danced with amusement.
“I just think we should be polite if we’re going to ask her for a favor.” Jason’s tone was just a tad defensive.
“She doesn’t need to eat, remember?” Benjamin reminded him with a wide grin of mirth.
“That may be true but she has the option to eat for enjoyment,” Jason countered.
Benjamin’s blue eyes lit up with sudden clarity. “I get it now! I know what your real plan is!”
“My real plan?” Jason closed the fabric napkin over the cookies.
“Yes, I understand now.” Benjamin’s face was a mask of mock seriousness. “You’re going to make sure Radha gains some weight so that we can help her shed some pounds. You’ll offer her use of our exercise room and while she’s running on the treadmill, that’s when we can start asking her as many questions as we want.”
Jason laughed and rolled his eyes. “Yes, that’s exactly what I have in mind.”
“You two are twisted,” Amy teased.
Jason, Benjamin, and Amy strolled down the winding path in their back yard. Jason couldn’t help but admire the lush, beautiful landscaping and the fragrant aroma of lavender. It didn’t take long for them to reach Radha’s house. As they approached the front door, it opened to reveal Radha wearing a glittering, green silk dress that draped loosely over her slender body.
“What a nice surprise.” Radha’s green eyes twinkled with delight as her gaze slid over the group then centered on Jason. “Did you bring more of those delicious cookies?”
“Yes, I did.” Jason held the basket up and handed it to her.
“Thank you, Jason.” Radha looked almost giddy as she accepted it from him.
“You’re welcome.” Jason beamed at her with pleasure. “I didn’t have the chance to ask you about your visits.”
“Visits?” Radha’s expression turned inquisitive.
“When you were a hummingbird, before I knew it was you, you came to my bedroom window in the morning almost every day,” Jason reminded her.
Radha stared at him for several seconds then flashed a gentle, polite smile. “I was observing you. I have watched over everyone who has lived in the house. Would you like to come inside?”
“Yes, thank you,” Jason said.
The four of them gathered in her living room. Radha set the basket of cookies on the coffee table and her gaze bobbed between Jason, Amy, and Benjamin as she waited for them to say something.
“We had some questions for you,” Amy spoke hesitantly. “I have been having problems with using light energy.”
“Yes, I have noticed that.” Radha’s attentive gaze fixed on her and she leaned forward slightly with eagerness. “You are very special.”
“I am?” Amy’s blue eyes registered surprise.
“Most White Knights are similar over what comes easy for them but some of them are different with certain aptitudes that come naturally to them. You have a predisposition to do certain types of spells that are different from what most White Knights can do. You will find it difficult to do those things that come naturally to others,” Radha explained.
“What will come naturally to me?” A glimmer of hope sparked in Amy’s blue eyes.
“I don’t know. That’s something you will have to discover for yourself.” Radha rose to her feet as a commiserating smile spread across her face. “Don’t give up, Amy. You need to go about your lessons differently than your Aunt Georgette and the other White Knights who lived here before you. Start every practice session with strengthening the white magic power center. It will center you and strengthen your ability. When you feel ready, focus on identifying the source of light energy inside your mind and focus it on what seems natural. Use your intuition to shape the light energy into a spell. I know you’re a very logical and analytical person but you’ll have to let go of your habits of working with statistics and numbers to develop your potential.”
“Thanks.” Amy frowned with rumination.
“Jason, you’re very special, too,” Radha advised.
Jason wasn’t sure why but he felt very pleased to hear this from her. “Do I have the potential to become a different type of White Knight like Amy?”
“That’s not it,” Radha said. “Your mainstream ability has something extra. Connect with the vortex in the house and the one in Seattle as much as possible and when you practice your ability, don’t try to create enchantments from what you already know. Use your intuition and do something different.”
“Mainstream magic isn’t wild magic like light energy. It won’t work,” Jason said.
“When you discover what makes your power different, you will know how to create enchantments.” Radha’s voice projected confidence and excitement.
“Thank you for your advice.” Jason didn’t quite believe her plan would work but was grateful for her assistance and reassurance.
“You’re welcome.” Radha’s face brightened with exuberance. “This is an exciting time.” She turned to face Benjamin. “I will perform the claro mentis on you now.”
Benjamin handed over the appropriate wand with obvious relief. Radha accepted it and immediately cast the spell. Jason watched her with curiosity. He couldn’t help but notice her striking features but there was also something very compelling about her. He wanted to know her better and hoped she would allow him to visit on a regular basis. Radha activated the wand and Benjamin lost consciousness, tilting over to lay on his side. Radha’s eyes were closed but she remained standing just as she had when she’d performed the spell on Jason. When she finished her work and successfully removed the mind control enchantment, Benjamin thanked her profusely. Jason also made sure to voice his appreciation for Radha’s help. He was impressed with her generosity and expertise with the claro mentis. Not very many people could do that type of spell very well.
“Jane made you sound like a recluse.” Amy watched the light being with fascinated delight. “But you seem very friendly.”
“I haven’t interacted with the former residents of the house much. If I’m not careful, I will degrade and burn out. For a light being such as myself, that would mean certain death,” Radha explained.
Jason’s chest ached with compassion for her plight. It must be difficult to live an existence knowing that it wouldn’t take much of a misstep to result in your demise. Radha’s brilliant green-eyed gaze drifted off to the side and she adopted a faraway look for several seconds. When she focused back on Jason, Amy, and Benjamin, she pulled a façade of serenity but underlying panic crept over her face.
“I must go now.” Radha abruptly burst into a shimmering green mist as she transformed into a hummingbird and flew past them and out the door which opened of its own accord then closed when she exited the house.
“I hope she isn’t in danger of burning out,” Amy fretted.
“I’ll talk to Jane.” Jason clenched his jaw as fear clawed at his gut over the possibility of Radha dying.
He dialed Jane on his cell phone and was relieved that she picked up right away.
“Jason, is something wrong?” Jane asked.
Jason explained about their short visit with Radha.
“Radha is very cautious. She has a habit of abrupt departures,” Jane said in a soothing tone. “Believe me, I don’t think I’ve ever finished a conversation with her.”
“That’s good to hear.” Jason accepted the good news with cautious optimism. “Is there any way of knowing for sure? How would we know if something happened to her?”
“Well, we wouldn’t know immediately,” Jane spoke hesitantly as if measuring her words. “If Radha passed away, the white magic power center would feel very different. Amy and Benjamin would notice the difference and you would probably be able to see it as well but it may take longer for you.”
“So she could be gone for days before we would have a clue that something was wrong.” Jason didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Is there some sort of enchantment we could use to alert us of a problem so we could help her?”
“I’m sorry, there’s no such spell unless you’re linked to her,” Jane said. “Other white knights who befriended her tried to form a magical connection with her but no one succeeded.”
“Theoretically, Amy or Benjamin could do it, right?” Jason asked.
“When they’ve mastered their control of light energy more then it’s possible,” Jane confirmed.
“All right. Thanks, Jane.” Jason disconnected the call and turned to face his relatives with a hopeful expression.
“What was that all about?” Benjamin regarded his brother with anticipation and dread.
Jason explained what Jane had informed him. Benjamin and Amy jumped to their feet and exchanged excited expressions.
“If the three of us worked together, we might be able to pull it off,” Amy suggested.
“It’s very advanced magic, we should learn more about it,” Jason said. “I’ll bet there are books in the library we could use.”
The three of them walked back to the house and gathered in the library to begin combing through the many spell books. Jason connected to the mini vortex of the house and power flooded through him. After about an hour of searching, Amy and Jason were at the table flipping through yet another book when Benjamin called out from the other side of the library.
“I found something!” Benjamin’s voice rang out with excitement.
Amy and Jason looked up and turned in his direction but couldn’t see him with the different bookcases in the way. They crossed the room and met him partway across the huge room. Benjamin clutched a huge pewter wand that incorporated half a dozen dazzling sapphires on the shaft and a large clear quartz point secured at the end.
Amy’s admiring gaze was drawn to the blue gemstones. “That’s gorgeous. So you found a networking enchantment?”
“What do you mean?” Benjamin regarded her with confusion for just an instant then comprehension dawned. “Oh, no! This is just a really cool wand. I’m going to keep it in my bedroom. I think I might even hang it up on one of my walls for decoration.”
“For heaven’s sakes.” Jason pinned his brother with an annoyed look and headed back to the table where he had left his spell book.
Amy followed him while Benjamin went to his room to find a spot for his new wand. When Jason finished flipping through the latest book for a networking enchantment, he closed his eyes and focused on the energy patterns of the room. There were many ancient enchantments layered within every room of the house and that included this library. He reached out with his mind and began examining them to determine their purpose.
“What are you doing?” Amy asked.
“I’m wondering what the enchantments are in this room,” Jason murmured as he kept most of his concentration on the task at hand. As he examined the different energy matrices of the spells, he couldn’t identify most of them but he found one that was connected with all the books in the library and suspected it would be helpful. He discovered how to access the spell and felt a prompting sort of telepathic pressure press against his mind. A thrill coursed through him when he realized what this particular spell was designed to do. He opened his eyes and grinned at Amy. “There’s a spell in here that’s like a library catalog search engine.”
“Do you know how to use it?” Amy asked.
“I think so.” Jason averted his gaze and stared off into the distance as he mentally submitted a request. He sensed currents of power flow through the room. Benjamin returned to the library and didn’t notice a book floating behind him. Amy giggled when the book passed him at eye level which made him start with surprise.
Benjamin threw her and Jason an annoyed look. “Very funny.”
“It’s not a prank, you just happened to get in the way. It’s a sort of search engine spell,” Jason explained.
Benjamin approached the table and sat beside Amy and Jason as the book landed in front of them and opened to the appropriate page.
“Interesting.” Jason skimmed over the spell which was more than two pages. He flipped the page to find one more page containing a description of how to set the energy matrix for the enchantment. He flipped it back so the first two pages were showing again. “Does this look like something you could do?”
Benjamin and Amy looked at him with incredulous expressions of disbelief.
“You’re kidding, right?” Benjamin asked.
“There are all kinds of advanced magic you’ll have access to,” Jason said. “You might as well start with this one.”
“I haven’t been able to create any enchantments at all,” Amy reminded him.
“I’ve been able to make a few healing enchantments,” Benjamin said. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“It says here that it typically takes five days to finish.” Jason tapped the first page with his index finger. “So it’s not something that can be done quickly.”
“When I make a healing enchantment, I generally have three failed attempts before I succeed in setting one up,” Benjamin advised. “And since this one is so involved, I think it might take me even more tries than that.”
Jason leveled an inquisitive and hopeful gaze at his brother. “Are you going to give it a shot?”
“Of course. I want to help Radha just as much as you. I think it’s time for White Knights to make a come back,” Benjamin announced.
“Me, too,” Amy chimed in.
If Radha was in immediate danger of burning out, a networking spell wouldn’t do any good because it would most likely take months before Benjamin succeeded, assuming he could do it at all. Jason wondered if it was possible that the library contained a networking enchantment using mainstream magic. He reached out with his mind and accessed the search engine spell so he could submit his new request. Soon, a book drifted towards him from behind one of the shelves. It landed on the table in front of him, opening to the appropriate page.
“I really love that spell. It makes searching the library so much easier,” Amy said.
“Agreed.” Jason flipped through the pages and counted five that contained the instructions for creating a networking enchantment. “This looks even more complicated than the white magic version.”
Jason knew from his vast research of magic as well as his training and experience at Adventi Magics, Inc. that a category six could make enchantments exponentially faster than the average wizard by using the power from a vortex. Jason strode over to the far side of the library where the magical equipment and enchantments were kept. All of the wands, jewelry and other devices covered the many shelves that were enclosed in glass cases. The shelves were labeled by the type of enchantments they held and it didn’t take long for him to find one with ready-to-use instruments. There was some breath-taking jewelry that gleamed in the lighting from the crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and the spot lights within the glass cases but Jason picked out a wand. He scanned it to make sure there were no remnants of a spell that would interfere with his efforts. Benjamin picked out a large sterling silver sapphire ring.
Amy walked over to them and spotted the jewelry. “Now that’s a ring.”
She picked out a pewter wand with large moonstones ensconced in the shaft and a large clear quartz secured at the end. She and Benjamin worked on their enchantments out in the atrium where they could take advantage of the white magic power center while Jason went to his room. Jason set the wand down on top of the dresser and poised his hands over it with the palms facing down. This enchantment would take lots of finesse, precision, and expertise. Jason was still connected to the vortex in the house. He began directing energy into the wand to make the foundation for the enchantment. Using the vast, unlimited power of the vortex, he was able to set up the foundation within moments which would take any other wizard a couple of hours. Of course, this was just one step of many in the process. Unfortunately, the foundation collapsed and dissipated before Jason could set it up. This was the same result of every other enchantment he’d attempted to make since becoming a category six. He was able to do more when he was just a category three wizard. This just didn’t make any sense. Jason knew he wasn’t creating uncontrolled power surges because he had been watching very closely and knew this was problematic for new category six wizards learning their abilities. Jason had gotten past that problem about a week ago.
He just couldn’t understand what the issue could possibly be unless he wasn’t a fully functional category six. He’d never heard of such a wizard but then again he’d never read about a category three who could use psychometry without the aid of an enchantment either. Jason’s hands balled into fists as his frustration mounted. He didn’t want to accept that he would never be able to create enchantments but perhaps that was a side effect or a flaw in his physiology. The Ebullio had given him this ability through experimentation. He was part of their research as they perfected their skills. Jason heaved a burdened sigh then took a couple of deep, calming breaths. He thought back to his recent conversation with Radha. She had intimated that his power worked different than other wizards. He remembered exactly what she had said and felt compelled to say the words:
“When you discover what makes your power different, you will know how to create enchantments.”
Radha had also told him there was something extra in his ability. Jason pondered over her words then it struck him that he remembered everything she had said word for word. In fact, he remembered every single conversation with flawless detail ever since he’d become a category six. A giddy thrill surged through him as he realized he had photographic memory. This was a trait that made him unique from other category six wizards but this couldn’t be the extra quality that prevented his enchantments from taking hold. Jason dropped his arms to the side and took a step back from the wand. He closed his eyes and immersed himself in his paranormal senses. He examined the energy currents that streamed around him and those that made up enchantments with a critical eye. He became aware of something different that he’d never noticed before. It was a new type of energy completely and it was almost beyond his range of perception. However, when he concentrated on it, he discovered he could tune out the other energies so that he could see it better. It came into sharper focus while the other currents of energy became hazy and less distinct. This strange energy wove into the walls and there was a definite pattern and precision to them. It couldn’t be a spell because it was too simple. Jason carefully followed the lines up and could see them lead to the chandeliers above him.
Jason grinned with elation as he realized that he was viewing electric currents. He reached out with his paranormal senses to see if he could manipulate them. The lights grew brighter as he quickened the electric particles and then dimmed when he slowed them down. Jason was careful not to do anything too outrageous because he didn’t want to damage anything. He drew back from the electric particles and turned back to the wand. He had read through the first part of the instructions, including how to create a foundation for the networking enchantment and his newly discovered photographic memory allowed him to access those instructions word for word while remaining completely immersed in his other sight.
Jason raised his hands over the wand and began his work. As he directed the energy to create the foundation, he watched the energy particles at a deeper level than usual. It didn’t take long to identify a new set of particles that he was generating without conscious effort. For some reason, he was automatically flowing this peculiar type of energy along with the normal energy type that was used in mainstream magic. As the enchantment progressed, Jason could see it was interfering with the enchantment. He tried to stop the flow of unwanted energy but could only affect it minimally. He could barely perceive it even with his enhanced paranormal senses. His foundation collapsed and evaporated like mist but he clung to the hope that if he could detect this strange and mysterious energy he was producing, he would be able to control it better with practice. Jason repeatedly worked on the enchantment and found he could reduce the flow of energy but not by much. He decided to try increasing the output which came easier for some reason and also collapsed the foundation of his enchantment faster.
By the end of the day, Jason still couldn’t create any enchantments but he had better control of the mysterious, new energy that he generated. He decided to keep this information a secret for the time being and only shared it with Benjamin, Amy, and Jane. He wouldn’t report it to the police just yet. He refused to become a lab rat for the government.
Chapter 6
Monte was hunched over his notebook computer tucked away in the corner of the living room on a rickety, plywood desk looking over job openings when he sensed Nerezza’s presence behind him. Her sudden appearance could only be explained by a teleportation spell. Monte raised his shields which flickered briefly when they became active, forming an invisible sphere of protection around him. He jumped to his feet and turned to face his team leader. Her elegant purple dress accentuated her tall, slender frame and matched the color of her large, designer purse and the huge amethyst pendant suspended by a sterling silver chain around her neck. Adrenaline spurted through Monte’s veins as he faced Nerezza and prepared for the worst.
Her full, sensuous lips curved in a mocking yet alluring smile. “Relax, Monte. I’ve come here to make you an offer.” She made a graceful sweep of her arm to indicate the raggedy sofa behind her. “Please be seated.”
“I’d rather stand, thank you very much,” he said.
“I insist.” Nerezza’s smile remained fixed on her face.
Monte stiffened as her compulsion weighed against his mind. She had cursed him with immortality therefore he would always be vulnerable to her. He had tried to dissolve their link many times without success. He could resist her commands but it took so much will and energy that he had to choose his battles wisely. Monte stared at her in defiance for almost an entire moment before he shuffled across the room in a very slow and leisurely manner to take a seat. In the back of his mind, he wondered if he should be risking her ire when she might be trying to decide whether or not to kill him.
Nerezza took up a position on the other side of the coffee table and leveled an amused look at him. “I’ve been giving your living arrangements and new identity a lot of thought. I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s just too risky for you to stay in Washington.”
“I thought this house was my new residence.” Monte was shocked by her decision.
“I have a couple of options for you. The first choice is for you to move to Alaska. I will arrange to have a house rented for you and will send a monthly stipend of five hundred dollars to help you get on your feet until you’ve gotten a job.” Nerezza’s tone was matter-of-fact.
“You’ve got to be kidding.” Monte shot her an outraged look of disbelief.
Nerezza continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “The second choice is for you to move to Georgia. Again, I will pay for a rental home and send you a monthly stipend of six thousand dollars for up to two years. I will let you choose the house as long as the rent doesn’t exceed more than three thousand a month.”
“Is there another option?” Monte asked after a lengthy pause.
“Those are your only choices,” she advised. “And for you to be eligible for option two, you must kill Jason Flanigan.”
Monte couldn’t believe his ears. “You want me to kill him?”
“He’s no longer an asset to us as bait for the Ebullio because he successfully removed their mind control enchantment and has shut off the homing signal they planted on him. As you know, the Ebullio are very smart and even more cautious. They won’t risk approaching him now that he’s liberated from their directives,” Nerezza explained.
“How did he do it?” Monte asked.
“Benjamin or Amy probably removed the Ebullio enchantment with white magic,” she responded. “If you pick option two, I will have someone on the team provide you with some of my enchantments and curses.”
Monte frowned at her with annoyance. “This isn’t really a choice, is it?”
“You are free to pick either of the two options.” Nerezza’s expression was so earnest that one would think she had spent all night dreaming up something she thought he would like. Monte knew from experience that she had a sadistic sense of humor but she always kept her word. She wanted him to kill Jason and if he refused by picking the first option, he would live in squalor.
“I’ll go with option two,” Monte said.
Nerezza’s face glowed with approval. “That is an excellent choice. Someone from the team will stop by and drop off some enchantments to help you on your mission.”
Monte was thoroughly disgusted by her maneuvering and manipulations but he forced a polite expression on his face and rose to his feet.
“Don’t try to run off on your own or I’ll have to kill you.” Nerezza vanished in the blink of an eye.
A knot of dread formed in the pit of his stomach as he stared at the spot where she’d just been standing. He suspected that if he failed in his mission, he wouldn’t live to regret it.
Chapter 7
When Jason reported for work Monday morning, the chief of police assigned him to a couple of enforcers who completed deep scans to search for any trace of mind control enchantments that Radha may have missed. Elijah Mazarac explained that he didn’t want to take any chances that any of his detectives or officers were compromised. Jason understood his reasoning and caution but he found it disturbing nonetheless because deep scans revealed a lot of personal and private information. Jason could only guess what kinds of information the two category six wizards had received from him during their work. Two hours later, the enforcers pronounced with certainty that there were no lingering traces of any kind of mind control rattling around in his brain. Jason made his way back to Elijah’s office for further instructions.
Elijah faced him from behind his massive desk with a commiserating look. “I regret that it was necessary to put you through that, Jason. I authorize you to return to your normal duties. I also want to have a discussion about your ability to manufacture enchantments.”
“I’m grateful that you schedule me time to work on that, sir.” Jason hoped that the chief wasn’t considering removing this part of his schedule.
“I’m curious about the progress you’re making. I do realize you haven’t been a category six wizard for very long but we are within a power vortex and based on the average ability of a six, you should have been able to make at least a couple of enchantments by now.” Elijah steepled his fingers together as he spoke in a ruminative voice.
“I’ve been puzzled over my inability to finish an enchantment but I did a lot of work over the weekend and I think I’m close to a breakthrough,” Jason stated.
“That’s good to hear. I hope I can continue to provide you this opportunity to work off the floor,” Elijah said.
“How much time do I have before there’s a risk I could be pulled off that assignment?” Jason asked.
“It’s hard to say. It depends on when one of my superiors takes notice.” Elijah’s tone became reassuring as he continued, “You have nothing to worry about in the foreseeable future.”
Jason exhaled a gentle sigh of relief. “I’m definitely doing everything I can to get a handle on my new abilities.”
“Is there something different about your power compared to other sixes?” Elijah’s expression remained casual and mildly curious but there was intensity burning in his hazel eyes.
Jason chose his words with care, concerned that the chief suspected there was a deviation with his power. “As far as I can tell, it’s the same. I’ve read a lot about category six wizards and some of them take up to several months before they gain enough control to manufacture enchantments reliably.”
“Yes, that’s true,” Elijah acknowledged. “You’ll find that there will always be people curious or suspicious about you because of how you came about your ability. A lot of people would like to learn the secret that makes it possible to give someone category six power. Obviously, it’s genetic manipulation but no one has come close to pulling this off except for the Ebullio. I’ve never heard of this organization and it would cause quite a stir if the general public knew about it. That’s why it will most likely be classified.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to spill the beans about the Ebullio,” Jason said. “I wonder if it’s a good idea to keep a lid on this information. Doesn’t it make it easier for them to work in secret if everyone’s oblivious to them?”
“I tend to agree with you.” A conflicted expression dominated Elijah’s face. “Unfortunately, we sometimes have to follow orders that may not seem to make sense.” Elijah straightened in his chair and his hands dropped away from the desk. “Let’s talk about your progress with the investigations. You continue to do great work with closing out the cases. How are you feeling in regard to your stress level? Are there any signs that you’re burning out?”
“I’m perfectly fine,” Jason informed him. “My psychometry has never been better.”
“That’s good to hear.” Elijah continued to exude a casual air but there was an undefined sense of sharpened scrutiny as well. “Are there any other white magic practitioners that have turned up now that your cousin and brother are developing their powers?”
“Not so far.” Jason didn’t wish to divulge the identity of Radha. He wanted to do everything in his power to keep her safe and didn’t understand the chief’s interest in white magic.
“That’s a shame. It would probably help to avoid burnout if there were more of them,” Elijah said. “I’ve read about former White Knights who have been able to reactivate their power sometimes. It would be interesting to see if Amy and Benjamin could help someone like that.”
“I agree,” Jason acknowledged.
“Do you know of anyone like that?” Elijah prodded.
“I’m afraid I don’t.” Suspicion stirred in Jason’s mind over the chief’s repeated interest in identifying White Knights and former White Knights. This wasn’t the first time he’d asked these types of questions and he always hid his interest with an air of casual nonchalance as if it was just idle curiosity. But when someone asked the same questions over half a dozen times, it indicated greater significance. It was possible that Elijah was a Valituras agent or a member of the Ebullio. Secret organizations had infiltrated the government before and just because there were greater precautions taken, it didn’t necessarily mean there wasn’t a way to bypass security. If Elijah was part of the Ebullio, what better way to keep tabs on a test subject than to hire him as an employee?
“Jason, I’m very pleased with your work performance.” Elijah’s words reverberated in Jason’s mind as if they held some indefinable quality that could influence and direct his thoughts. Jason’s suspicions melted away as the chief continued, “Your colleagues have had nothing but good things to say about you. You’re punctual and everything that I’ve seen shows me you have a terrific work ethic.”
“Thank you, sir,” Jason said.
“You’re doing a great job.” Elijah smiled with approval.
As Jason left the office, there was a niggling thought in the back of his mind that he was forgetting something important. When he tried to focus on remembering what that could be, he found his attention shifting away. As he reached his workspace, Trevor and Willow expressed their relief and gratitude that he was back on duty.
“I was only gone for about two hours,” Jason pointed out.
“We were worried that you might be taken off work for days or even weeks.” Willow leveled a rueful smile at him. “Mind control enchantments can be very tricky.”
“That’s true,” Jason acknowledged.
Willow scrutinized him with a critical eye. “You’re looking good. Are you feeling better?”
“Yes, I’m completely recovered from the nightly vampire feedings.” Now that Jason thought about it, he realized he felt better than he ever had in his entire life. He had taken Radha’s advice to heart and remained connected to a vortex almost constantly. Jason’s body brimmed with energy because even now, he was tapped into the Seattle vortex. He knew that he was extremely fortunate to reside in a house within a mini vortex and to work within a major vortex.
“That’s good because next week we have to take our turn working the night shift,” Trevor said in a sardonic tone.
“Don’t remind me,” Jason responded.
“It’s just one week,” Willow said.
“But an incredibly long one,” Trevor said.
Willow frowned at her computer as she read something. Her gaze went up to meet Trevor’s. “We’ve got a convenience store robbery to look into.”
“That’s just great,” Trevor grumbled.
Jason glanced at his colleague as they rose from their seats and prepared to leave. Obviously, Trevor was aware that public places were extremely difficult for psychometrists to read because they contained psychic residue from massive amounts of people.
“I’m sure Jason can handle it.” Willow threw him an encouraging smile.
When they arrived at the convenience station, it was bustling with activity. Willow, Trevor, and Jason took one of the cashiers off to the side to question him. His uniform consisted of a bright yellow polo shirt and brown slacks with a black name tag that identified him as Al. As Willow and Trevor questioned the witness, Jason scanned the perimeter and was immediately bombarded with a flood of impressions. The robber hadn’t cast an ignotus spell to remove psychometric energy from the crime scene which meant he most likely utilized a privacy field. Jason sifted through the information that trickled into his mind, searching for any clues about the robber. After several moments, a vision as seen through Al’s perspective formed of the robber dressed in a black sweatshirt and jeans with a black mask that obscured his face. He pointed a revolver at Al’s midsection.
“Give me everything in the register,” the man said in a gruff voice that was very familiar.
It only took Jason a few seconds to recognize him as Monte. He snapped out of the vision with a startled gasp. He expanded his scan out farther and realized there was a curse that had been cast on the store within the last couple of minutes.
“We’re in trouble,” Jason said.
Willow turned to level a questioning look at him. “What is it?”
“Monte is the robber. He just cast a curse on this store while I was looking for clues. He knew I would be distracted and wouldn’t notice right away,” Jason advised.
“What kind of curse?” Al eyed him with alarm.
One of the customers in the store screamed, diverting their attention to the front entrance. A thick, black roiling layer of smoke blocked the way out. Angry, erratic red sparks lit the dark energy of the curse and the woman who had been trying to leave backed away from it with haste. Jason shivered and saw his breath escape his lips.
“It’s getting cold in here,” Willow remarked.
“I’m going to see what kind of curse this is.” Jason reached out with his mind to analyze the energy matrix of the dark energy which surrounded the building completely. It didn’t take him long to identify the spell. “It’s a frigus exitialis. It’s used on a small area to drop the temperature until everyone is dead.”
“How do we counteract it? I have a niveus imperium,” Trevor said.
“That won’t work. It doesn’t have a countermeasure except for a white magic shield. A mainstream shield won’t help. Our only chance is to try to disrupt it with a dampening field and to generate as much heat as possible,” Jason said.
Trevor leveled a skeptical frown at him. “That doesn’t sound very promising.”
“It’s not,” Jason admitted.
Willow turned to face Al. “Turn the heat up to maximum.”
“Okay.” Al turned and disappeared behind the employee door at the back of the store.
“Everyone, listen up!” Trevor bellowed to gain everyone’s attention and flashed his badge. The customers turned to stare at him like deer caught in headlights. “There’s a frigus exitialis curse surrounding us. It’s designed to freeze us. We’re taking measures to stop it. We’ve already cranked the heat up in the store and we’re asking for your cooperation. Does anyone have any spells that can generate some heat or a dampening field?”
Jason arched a brow of bemusement at this request. It was very unlikely that the average wizard would carry those types of spells. Just as he expected, the only response to Trevor’s announcement and inquiry was terrified silence. Frost gathered on the walls and ceiling of the store and began to creep out along the floor. People began to cry out and talk among themselves in fear while others hurled questions at Trevor. Willow accompanied Jason to a position near the glass door in the front. They stood off to the side so they wouldn’t accidentally trigger the motion detector. Jason extended his arm at the wall and prepared to erect a dampening field. He was connected to the power vortex in Seattle and had plenty of power to spare but had never thought to practice with dampening fields since receiving his newfound category six abilities. It was different from shaping a spell as there would be no energy matrix. Warm air blew from the vents in the store but the temperature continued to drop. Frost now covered the floor, walls, and ceiling of the building.
Jason formed a small dampening field within several inches of his hand the size of a dinner plate. He discovered that it was rather easy so he expanded it.
The dampening field was invisible to the naked eye so Jason glanced at his colleague to let her know his progress. “I’ve got it started. I think I’ll be able to protect the entire building. It may take a few minutes though.”
“I know you can do it,” Willow acknowledged.
Jason hoped he wouldn’t let her down. He diverted his full attention back to the task at hand. The dampening field formed a thin layer that soon covered half the building. Jason shivered with the cold and his feet ached. He glanced down and noticed with dismay that frost now covered his shoes. Willow and the surrounding customers shared the same condition. Their time was running out. Jason closed his eyes to shut out the disturbing images. Soon, the dampening field encompassed the entire building. Now that he’d accomplished this feat, he could feel the drain of power. His connection to the vortex remained strong but there was a strange sensation of fatigue in spite of the raw energy cascading through his body. This was a situation that Jason had read about. Even though a category six could harness that power, they had a finite ability to do so. There would come a point when he could no longer sustain this protection.
“You did it!” Willow patted him on the shoulder.
It was noticeably warmer now but still frigid. Jason wondered how long he could keep this up. He fervently hoped that Monte didn’t possess more than one of these curses. Jason could hear Trevor’s voice in the background as the detective spoke reassuringly to the patrons of the convenience store. People began noticing Jason and tried asking him questions but he couldn’t break his concentration. Willow herded the curious away to Trevor and returned to Jason.
“Are you all right?” Willow murmured, the concern evident in her voice.
“I’m fine but I can’t do this indefinitely.” Jason’s psychic muscles began to show signs of strain. It was taking more of his will to keep up the dampening field and to maintain his connection with the vortex. It was a peculiar sensation to experience fatigue while potent energy flowed through him. After quite awhile, Jason was relieved to sense the curse weakening. He opened his mouth to say something to Willow but stopped when he felt another frigus exitialis activate. Jason knew he couldn’t stave off a new curse. The strain of his work was taking a toll and his connection to the vortex loosened in spite of his best efforts.
Trevor walked over to Willow and Jason. “Talk to me, guys.”
“I’m not sure,” Willow said.
“I can’t hold out much longer,” Jason warned them.
Trevor planted his hands on his hips. “Do what you can.”
Jason nodded and sensed the detective stride away. Willow patted his shoulder reassuringly but didn’t speak. He was grateful for her support but it looked like he was about to fail. Jason swallowed a lump in his throat, guilt stirring in him over his inability to save everyone. The Valituras were most likely targeting him and the others wouldn’t even be in danger if they hadn’t happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The dampening field thinned and holes began to form, allowing ice-cold air back into the store. Jason opened his eyes and could see everyone had warmed up enough that the frost on their shoes had thawed and so had the shelves. That would soon change. Jason made a difficult decision that he hoped was the right call to make. He released his hold on the dampening field and felt it dissipate almost instantly. His connection to the vortex stabilized now that he was no longer overexerting himself. The temperature in the store plummeted once again.
Jason extended his scan out past the store until he located Monte who stood about twenty feet behind the building. He let Willow know and she spoke into her cell phone.
“Trevor called for back up earlier and I told the dispatcher where Monte is,” Willow said.
“That’s good but the curse will stay active until it’s played out. Monte is just watching and waiting,” Jason advised. “I wasn’t able to keep the dampening field up.”
“We’d better join everyone else at the center of the store then. Our combined body heat should help. You’ll notice the frost thawed out there,” Willow said.
Even as she spoke, the frost on the floor was slowly creeping out to cover that gap. The furnace gave out with a loud bang and the lights flickered for several seconds. A couple people cried out with surprise and murmurs broke out among the group. Jason continued to scan the perimeter. The sound of police sirens could be heard. Monte ran to his car and drove away before they arrived. The curse was too strong for them to wait out. Jason shivered and his toes and fingers numbed in the cold air. One of the women near the center of their group passed out. Trevor and a couple of others knelt down to offer assistance but there really wasn’t anything they could do.
An idea formed in Jason’s mind that seemed crazy but he wondered if it just might work. He took a few steps away from the crowd and reached out with his right hand, flowing the mysterious energy his body generated on its own that had so far crippled his ability to create any enchantments. Perhaps it could disrupt the energy matrix of an active spell in the same way that it eroded a spell in the making. When an enchantment was active, it was in a similar state as one that was forming. He focused on one part of the curse, knowing if he could unravel just part of it, then the rest would probably collapse. Jason discovered he could create a lot of this unknown type of energy and that’s exactly what he did. In less than a moment, the curse began to destabilize. Jason’s psychic muscles were still fatigued so he needed to summon every last bit of his will to keep the flow of energy going.
He sensed Willow watching him but she refrained from asking what he was doing. Soon, the dark energy matrix was too loose to sustain itself and the curse collapsed. A hole in the black smoke obscuring the front door opened and widened. Several seconds later, there was no sign at all of the curse. A group of officers and detectives stood just outside the doors and they bustled inside with blankets and heating spells to warm up those in the worst condition. Jason was relieved to learn that no one had died or was seriously injured during the attack. When Trevor, Willow, and Jason made their way back to the police car, Willow regarded him with curiosity.
“What did you do back there?” she asked.
“I had an idea on how I could weaken the structure of the curse and unravel it.” Jason knew this explanation was misleading because his colleagues would assume he had analyzed the energy matrix for a weakness and picked apart those strands until it collapsed. This method took very advanced skill and usually years of training for a category five or six wizard.
“It looks like you really are getting the hang of your new abilities,” Trevor said.
Willow peered at him with astonishment. “It’s a miracle that you could do that. Do you realize that only specialized enforcers perform that kind of magic?”
“Sometimes you get lucky though,” Jason said.
“Or maybe you’re a natural,” Trevor supplied. “Hopefully we won’t have anyone else hurling curses at us for awhile.”
“I’m surprised the Valituras would risk attacking us out in the open like that.” Willow opened the driver’s-side door and slid behind the wheel.
Trevor took his seat beside her. “They haven’t been that brave in a long time. Not since most of them were captured.”
“It’s because Monte’s been assigned to kill me,” Jason informed them. “His cover was blown and his team leader must have decided that I’m too much of a threat now that I’ve gotten rid of the mind control enchantments.”
Willow peered at him through the rearview mirror with sympathy. “Trevor and I have got your back. We’ll catch Monte and lock him away.”
Jason forced a grateful smile but he knew that Monte was desperate and would stop at nothing to murder him.
Chapter 8
Jason left the police station at the end of his shift with a vague sense of foreboding. It had been a couple of days since Monte had attacked him at the convenience store and he kept expecting the other proverbial shoe to drop. Jason had already scanned the perimeter to make sure there weren’t any booby traps or that Monte wasn’t hiding in wait. He checked one more time as he approached his car but there was nothing. Jason couldn’t let his guard down knowing that Monte was still out there with a mission to kill him. Jason returned to his house in Edmonds without incident. The tension began to ease away as he pulled his car into the garage and stepped into the kitchen where the pleasant aroma of chili suffused the air. Jason inhaled appreciatively and saw the burner was set on low. Amy, Benjamin and Jason had agreed on taking turns making dinner and tonight was Benjamin’s. Jason had volunteered to be the first one and had made a chicken casserole yesterday. None of them liked to cook so it would be interesting to see how long this lasted. Amy and Benjamin were playing Chinese checkers in the living room.
Amy’s gaze honed in on Jason with unease. “I’ve been thinking that since you and Benjamin had mind control spells cast on you by the Ebullio and it’s common in the family, I might have the same problem.”
“That’s true. I should make sure you’re okay,” Jason acknowledged.
“Thanks,” Amy said, her relief evident.
Jason took a seat beside his brother so he was facing her and tuned his psychic receptors on her. He took his time and performed a thorough scan. Jason realized there would still be a slim chance that he could miss the mind control enchantment if there was one embedded in her because subtle magic was extremely difficult to detect. When he was as sure as he could be that there were no problems, he ended the scan.
Jason fixed a buoyant grin at her. “You’re good. It looks like the Ebullio weren’t interested in tinkering with your DNA.”
“That’s a relief,” Amy said. “I checked my keys earlier today and had Benjamin look just to be sure a mind control spell wasn’t preventing me from seeing anything that shouldn’t be there. We didn’t find any silver discs or any other hidden enchantments.”
“Have you seen Radha at all today?” It worried Jason that she hadn’t made an appearance since her abrupt departure the other day.
“No, we haven’t,” Amy said.
“Jane said that Radha had a few close calls in the past with burnout,” Benjamin informed his brother.
“I think I’m going to pay her a visit,” Jason announced.
“We’ve been going to her house every day and she’s never there,” Benjamin pointed out.
“This time might be different.” Jason’s robin egg blue eyes reflected his resolve. “I’m not going to give up on her.”
Jason made his way to the atrium and then outside. He noticed that neither Amy nor Benjamin accompanied him this evening. Jason wasn’t sure why it mattered to him so much but Radha was more important than just a caretaker of the white magic power center. He felt an inexplicable attachment to her from the first moment he’d seen her. Even before she had revealed her identity and visited just as a hummingbird, Jason had felt drawn to her. Perhaps it was his dormant white magic potential that was stirring his intuition. Her advice had helped him to discover the deviance in his ability that was tripping him up with creating enchantments. Radha had made the prediction that Amy’s ability would prove to be special as well. When Jason reached her house he knocked on the door but didn’t wait long before stepping across the threshold.
Jason walked into the living room. “Radha? Are you here? I need to know you’re all right. I can help you.”
Even as Jason spoke those words, he wondered if there really was anything he could do for her.
“Radha, please answer me. I’m worried about you,” he called out.
The only response was the deep silence of the house. He searched every room but found no trace of her. Jason returned to his home empty-handed. He avoided Amy and Benjamin which was easy in such a huge dwelling and went directly to his room to be alone so he could mull over the situation. A handwritten note jotted down on a piece of blue construction paper lay on the very center of his bed. Jason picked it up and read the message:
“I’m fine, no need to worry.
Radha.”
The aroma of mint wafted to his nostrils and he brought the paper up to his nose, confirming it was the source of the crisp fragrance. He was relieved that she was all right but also puzzled why she wouldn’t talk to them. Jane had warned them that the light being was reclusive and obviously she wasn’t exaggerating. Jason showed the note to Benjamin and Amy who both voiced their relief over Radha’s recovery. Jason still harbored some concerns about her but at least if she was well enough to leave a message and wasn’t asking for help, she was probably all right. His cell phone rang and he glanced at the screen, seeing Michelle’s name.
He brought the phone up to his ear and was shocked to hear Monte’s voice instead. “If you ever want to see Michelle alive again, you’ll come to her house alone. If you tell the police and I see any of your colleagues, she’s dead. If I see your brother or your cousin, she’s dead. Do I make myself clear?”
“I’ll do what you ask. Just let her go.” Jason could hardly speak as his throat constricted with fear for his friend. She had a couple of police officers watching her house but obviously he’d done something to them.
“Come right over or you know what happens,” Monte threatened.
The call was disconnected and Jason stared numbly at his cell phone as a sense of dread and horror pervaded his entire being. Michelle lived in Shoreline which was just outside of Seattle. If Jason couldn’t connect to the vortex, Monte would have even more of an advantage.
“Was that Monte?” Benjamin asked.
“Yes.” Jason’s mind whirled as he struggled to formulate some sort of plan that would allow him to rescue Michelle and defeat Monte or escape. He didn’t dare call the authorities because he suspected Monte wouldn’t hesitate to kill her.
“What did he do?” Amy’s lips curved in a worried frown.
Jason explained Monte’s demands.
Benjamin rose from the couch. “I’m going with you. I can hide so he doesn’t see me then I’ll hit him with a containment spell.”
“You can’t come with me. I need to do this alone.” Jason locked gazes with his brother with an adamant expression on his face.
“You really should bring backup with you.” Amy stood up and crossed her arms. “Monte won’t have any way of knowing if Benjamin and I tag along.”
“He’s a category five. He can scan and detect you,” Jason reminded them.
“You need to call the police then,” Benjamin argued.
“Monte will kill her if I do that,” Jason said.
“This is suicide!” Amy exclaimed. “I can’t believe you’re doing this!”
“I’ll be all right. I can reach the vortex from Shoreline,” Jason fibbed. He wasn’t exactly sure if he could do it but he suspected it would be out of reach.
“At least that’s something.” Benjamin regarded him doubtfully.
“I also have government-grade wands from work. I’ll be sure to bring them with me.” Jason realized that time was slipping away and he couldn’t dawdle. “I have to go.” He went to his room with Benjamin and Amy trailing behind him. He shoved as many wands into the wand pockets of his pants and jacket as he could then headed for his car.
“Be careful, Jason,” Amy called out.
“I will.” Jason turned to face her and Benjamin. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
“Kick some vampire butt!” Benjamin shouted as Jason hopped into his car.
The garage door slid open and Jason made himself smile at them, knowing this would probably be the last time he ever saw them. He probably should have called the police but that would have meant sacrificing Michelle’s life. She had been a close friend for many years. Jason couldn’t abandon her. Evening was fast approaching so Jason flicked on his headlights as he backed out of the driveway, failing to notice a green hummingbird perched on an evergreen in the front yard, watching him with sad, defeated eyes. The last rays of the setting sun made her bright, green feathers sparkle. Jason’s mind raced over possible strategies as he drove down the freeway towards his destination. He berated himself for not catching onto the quirk in his ability sooner. If he had, he could have come prepared with his own enchantments. As it stood now, he was equipped with only those given to him by the police department. When Jason reached Shoreline, he tuned into the Seattle vortex but failed to connect. He continued to focus on it but as he neared Michelle’s street, he came to the realization that it was out of reach.
By the time he parked in Michelle’s driveway, darkness had descended. Streetlamps lining the street offered meager lighting as Jason stepped away from his car and to the house. He activated his protection stones contained in his pockets, his shields flaring briefly into visibility. He didn’t trust Monte not to ambush him before he even reached the front door. Jason pulled out one of his wands as he scanned the perimeter. The door opened under a telekinetic wave issued by Monte from the living room. Jason entered the house and faced his adversary. Monte stood at the end of one of the beige couches where Michelle sat with her hands restrained behind her as well as her ankles with thin black rope. A gag kept her from speaking while her red watery eyes locked with Jason’s. Monte aimed his wand and unleashed a torrent of blue lighting that bombarded Jason’s shield.
Jason activated the enchantment in his wand which caused a beam of blue energy that oscillated frequencies as it struck Monte’s shield. It was programmed to find vulnerabilities and deplete the energy reserves as quickly as possible.
Startled, Monte’s eyes widened. “That’s impressive but your little toy won’t be enough to save you.”
“You said you’d let Michelle go if I came alone,” Jason said.
Monte’s mouth formed a savage grin. “I never said that. I just told you I would kill her if you didn’t come alone.”
“Same difference.” Jason frowned at the vampire. His wand’s energy petered out so he withdrew another one.
Monte unleashed another barrage of blue lightning and Jason felt his protection weakening. He turned on his backup shielding before his shields could fail. It was recommended to use half your protection enchantments so you would know how much time you had left once you switched to your backup. Jason never followed this guideline because he’d never had much to use and now was no exception. Because psychometrists weren’t considered full-fledged detectives even though they shared the same rank, they weren’t supplied with the same amount of magical equipment. It almost made Jason wish he was an enforcer but he wasn’t sure he was ready for combat situations. In fact, squaring off with a Valituras agent made that fact abundantly clear.
Monte withdrew another wand which gushed black, viscous liquid from the end. Jason stared at the vile substance with a sense of revulsion and panic. The black liquid hurled across the air and glommed onto his shield. Jason pulled out another wand but by then his shield was completely covered with the black sludge so he couldn’t see. Furthermore, it was a powerful curse so the energy discharge from his wand wouldn’t penetrate it. Jason heightened his psychic perceptions so he could scan the dark energy matrix to look for a weakness. It was eating away at his shield and would make short work of it.
“What is this?” Jason asked, wondering if Monte would actually tell him.
“It’s a somnus abeo curse,” he boasted.
Jason was taken aback because the curse didn’t immediately kill its victim. Instead, it trapped them in a deep sleep and their body went into a type of hibernation where they lived vivid and horrific nightmares until they eventually died several weeks later. If victims were hospitalized, they could be taken care of intravenously until the curse wore off which generally took a couple of years. Jason knew that Monte would ensure he never made it to a hospital.
“I’m surprise you’re going to let this drag on for that long.” Jason continued to analyze the dark energy structure that clung to his protective field, desperately seeking out a weakness he could exploit.
“I promise you will die tonight.” Monte’s words were tinged with gleeful anticipation. “While you’re unconscious, I will feed on you until I’ve taken every last drop of blood.”
Bile rose in the back of Jason’s throat. “I’m never going to let that happen.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Monte said.
Jason chose that moment to go with his alternate strategy, flowing his other type of energy at the curse to see what would happen. It had disrupted the curse at the convenience store and he hoped that it would do the same for any active enchantment. The dark energy matrix immediately showed signs of instability. Soon, the black viscous liquid began sliding down the shield. Several seconds later, the curse dissolved into nothingness.
Monte’s eyes burned with fury. “How did you do that?”
“I’m a category six now, remember?” Jason unleashed a powerful telekinetic wave from his wand which slammed into Monte’s shield and made it glow blue for several seconds as it warded off the attack.
Monte looked past Jason just as Benjamin and Amy slipped into the room. The two newcomers turned on their protection. A sphere of sparkling white light energy lit up around them. Benjamin handed Amy two large blue opal pendants suspended on black, silk cords and she took a step back to reveal both of them had their own shield. Both of the pendants in Amy’s hand glowed with a radiant, silvery luminescence. She slipped one of the pendants around her neck while closing her fist around the other.
“What are you two doing here?” Jason regarded his cousin and his brother, annoyed that they had put their lives in danger and relieved that he had some backup.
Benjamin threw him a mischievous grin. “You thought we were going to let you come here alone?”
Monte’s face contorted with rage as he whipped out another wand and unleashed more of the sludge at Benjamin. The revolting black fluid rushed towards Benjamin but when it reached about half a dozen feet of his shield, it moved much slower as if it wanted to avoid contact. As it reached a foot from the white magic protection, the curse abruptly fell to the floor and formed a puddle that began to rapidly dissolve. Amy and Benjamin adopted studious expressions on their faces as they walked briskly towards Monte with their right fists aimed at him. Monte’s eyes registered trepidation as he drew another wand from his satchel. Jason eyed his companions with alarm, worried that their shields would collapse without warning. He didn’t trust white magic and knew its reliability was hindered by confrontation.
“Stop right there or I’ll kill Michelle!” Monte jerked his wand to point threateningly at his captive.
Benjamin and Amy were within six feet of their target by now. Benjamin fired a baseball-sized sphere of light energy that hurtled toward Monte. Monte had to dodge away from Michelle to avoid being hit which was what Benjamin must have intended because Amy rushed forward towards Michelle. Monte unleashed another curse from his wand which streaked across the room towards Michelle. Amy reached out as the large droplets of the black sludge neared its victim. She grabbed Michelle’s arm and the sphere of protection extended to cover both of them. The curse halted in front of the shield, gathering in a large mass then promptly collapsed to the floor, melting away in seconds.
Monte pulled out another wand as Benjamin propelled another ball of light energy at him. With amazing agility and speed, Monte bent his upper body backward to avoid the containment spell even as he pulled a black obsidian out of his pants pocket and clutched it in his left hand. Dark energy in the form of black, writhing smoke spilled from the rock, gathering and spreading across the floor. Jason unleashed two powerful blasts of telekinetic energy from his wands that he wielded in both his left and right hand. Monte’s shield lit up briefly under the impact. Amy was working on the ropes that bound Michelle as the others continued their battle. Two of the ruby rings on Monte’s right hand began to glow as he activated dark enchantments. Jason unleashed more telekinetic blasts at Monte but his protection held strong. Black smoke spewed from the ruby rings, gathering into two large masses that formed two large muscular men dressed in black with shaved heads.
“Kill Jason Flanigan,” Monte snarled.
The two men turned and their black eyes honed in on Jason who knew before he even finished scanning them that they were construo letalis curses. Benjamin fired a containment spell at them but the silvery white sphere of energy swerved around the curses because light energy and dark energy repelled each other. A stronger, more potent enchantment like a niveus imperium would be needed to handle these creatures. Benjamin ran towards his brother at the same time as the two curses. Jason moved to angle around them to help his brother reach him first. Benjamin grabbed his left arm and the white magic protection expanded to encircle him as well. The curses weren’t intimidated as they slammed their fists against the shield with potent rage. Amy finished untying Michelle and slipped one of the protective pendants that Benjamin had already activated around her neck.
“You need to leave,” Amy said.
“I can’t abandon you,” Michelle protested.
“We need to know you’re safe so we can take care of Monte.” Amy gazed at her with compassion and urgency.
“All right. Since I can’t help, I’ll get out of the way,” Michelle acquiesced.
She strode out of the room, casting several worried looks at Jason who nodded back at her with encouragement. The black smoke covered the entire floor and was creeping up the walls to surround them, choking off the light energy in the room which was what fueled white magic enchantments. Amy crossed the room to join Benjamin and Jason.
Monte’s mouth curled into a smug grin. “Finding it difficult to use your enchantments in here?”
The black smoke had travelled about three-quarters of the distance up the walls toward the ceiling. Jason knew that firing the containment spells would be even more difficult than before so it would be up to him to disable Monte. He pointed the palm of his hand towards one of the curses and flowed the mysterious, other type of energy at them. It was invisible and undetectable to everyone in the room except him. He wondered how vulnerable the construo letalis curses would be to this form of attack. His target burst into black smoke that formed a turbulent mass, sparking angry crimson energy deep within its depths. Jason focused his scan on the energy matrix as he continued firing on it.
Monte peered at him with surprise and confusion. “How are you doing that? You’re not even using any magic.”
Hearing his enemy’s words made Jason realize he’d exposed his unique talent and he may not be able to keep it a secret any longer. The makeup of the construo letalis was stronger and more securely bound together which made it take longer to vanquish but after a couple of moments, it exploded into grainy black particles that scattered on the floor. Jason turned to face the other creature and focused his unique form of energy at it. The second curse lost its physical form and spun in a black, roiling mass of smoke. Pure, dark energy obscured the floor, walls, and ceiling of the room. Benjamin struggled to activate a containment spell at Monte but so far he still couldn’t do it. Monte’s gaze shifted between Jason’s hand and the black smoke of the construo letalis curse, his expression baffled and anxious over whatever mysterious force was being utilized.
The white sphere of protection flickered erratically, distracting Jason from his work. The light energy shield failed and the dark energy of the construo letalis began to coalesce into the shape of a man. Jason immediately returned his attention back to the curse and continued bombarding it with his mysterious energy. Benjamin and Amy tried reactivating their shields but Monte had been waiting for this opportunity and unleashed another curse at them. Black, viscous fluid gushed from the tip of the dark wizard’s wand and hit Benjamin and Amy. Their bodies spasmed as the black substance seeped into their skin. Within seconds, the loathsome black curse was no longer visible as it invaded their bodies. Benjamin and Amy collapsed in unconscious heaps, partially obscured by the dark energy that obscured the floor, walls, and ceiling. Jason finally managed to vanquish the construo letalis curse. His anguished gaze dropped down to lock onto Benjamin and Amy. He wasn’t sure if he could remove the curse with his mysterious energy.
Monte fired a telekinetic blast that took out Jason’s shield. Jason brought up his own wand and unleashed a volley of energy but knew it wasn’t enough. Monte brandished another wand with an air of triumph and eager anticipation.
“You are as good as dead, meat sack,” Monte promised.
Three light energy balls came from behind Jason, whizzing past him towards Monte. Monte was taken by surprise and moved to dodge them. The three balls were spaced several feet apart and Monte managed to avoid two of them but not the third which struck him in the shoulder. A box-shaped field of energy sprang up around him, trapping him in place within a six-foot radius. Monte slammed his fist against it with frustration. Jason turned to look behind him but no one was there. An instant later, Radha stepped forward from the doorway whose opening was obscured by dark energy which parted for her. The dark energy on the floor cleared away from her as well so that her body couldn’t make contact with it. Her green silk pants and blouse sparkled with light energy.
“Radha?” Jason leveled a quizzical look at her.
“I would have come sooner but an eagle has its limits.” Radha’s smile was strained.
Jason noticed that opal and diamond rings adorned her fingers. “How did you bring the enchantments with you?”
“I carried them in this.” She held up a small cloth satchel that fit in the palm of her left hand.
“Thank you for helping us.” Jason leveled a look of heartfelt gratitude at her then gestured at his fallen comrades. “Can you lift the curse off them?”
“Of course,” Radha murmured and took several steps closer to him, causing the dark energy on the floor to slink away. “Amy called the police before they followed you. They should be here soon. Take them to the hospital for now. I’ll need to recuperate.”
She burst into a brightly lit, green luminescent mist as she transformed into an eagle. The dark energy that obfuscated the floor, walls, and ceiling was thinning out now. Radha flew out of the house and within a couple of moments, the dark energy had dissipated. Jason turned to check on Monte and was relieved to see that he was still trapped in the containment enchantment. Monte glared at him and beat his fist against the containment field. Jason knelt beside Benjamin and flowed the nameless energy he had discovered over him. He tuned his psychic receptors to examine the dark energy which was spread throughout his brother’s body, deeply entrenched like a viral infection. Jason ignored Monte who watched him work with fascination. After several moments, Jason could see that his unique energy wasn’t having the desired effect. The dark energy construct of the curse remained intact in spite of his best efforts.
Monte fixed a smug look at Jason. “I scanned you while you were destroying the construo letalis curses and there was no trace of detectable energy coming from you.”
“It sounds like your curses may have been defective.” Jason forced his voice to sound nonchalant and indifferent as he rose to his feet and faced his adversary.
“You used a different form of magic that is untraceable with our current technology.” Monte’s eyes burned with speculation and greed. “If the Valituras had that capability, we could free our captives and we would be unstoppable.”
“That’s never going to happen.” Jason wished the police would hurry up. He pulled out his cell phone as he decided to place a call to make sure they were on their way. He flipped it open but stopped when Monte spoke again in an underhanded, silky tone:
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. What do you think your chief of police will do when he finds out your new ability?” Monte paused a beat to leer at him and let his words sink in. “You know that he would report it to his superiors. The government would lock you up and experiment on you. You would be tested and prodded in captivity for the rest of your life.”
“That’s not how the government operates,” Jason tossed back in a sardonic tone. “I realize the Valituras are a bunch of wackos but surely they realize this is a free country?”
Monte chuckled with amusement. “You’re so naďve. It’s been less than two years since category six wizards were allowed to use their magic. They were all forced to wear aequitas enchantments to prevent them from using anything stronger than the weakest and simplest of spells. There are still a lot of people fearful or cautious of sixes. Conditions could easily revert back to the way they were before. Someone like you would be so much of a threat that the government would seize you and cover it up. Everyone would think you were dead. And you would probably wish you were.”
“That’s a nice fairy tale but who’s going to tell police? I’m certainly not going to say a word,” Jason said.
Monte rolled his eyes with exasperation. “I will tell them, of course. As soon as they get their sorry asses over here.”
Jason was afraid that was where Monte was leading him but he’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. Jason feared that Monte was correct. That was the main reason he’d kept his strange, new ability a secret.
“You will help me disable this containment field and let me escape. I will leave without harming you or the others,” Monte said.
Jason frowned at him with defiance. “There’s no way I’m going to help you.”
“Are you sure?” Monte’s expression was shifting from manipulative to furious frustration. “I promise you that I will just leave.”
Jason wouldn’t even consider such a course of action. He merely pinned an obstinate stare at his enemy and waited for the police. Soon, the faint sound of sirens reached his ears. A sense of relief mingled with anxiety settled over Jason.
Monte glowered at him. “You idiot! You’re going to throw your life away for no good reason!”
“Even if I believed you would keep your word and just walk away from here, I know you would come back for me and you would continue to try to kill Amy and Benjamin and destroy the house,” Jason said.
“It’s not my mission to kill them or blow up your stupid house. That’s a different Valituras team.” Monte threw up his arms with exasperation. “You’re almost out of time.”
Jason placed his hands on his hips. “You belong in jail and there’s nothing you can say that will make me change my mind.”
“You’re an idiot.” Monte’s jaw clenched with mounting frustration.
Half a dozen police officers arrived along with detectives Steve Ernst and Forrest Stillwater followed by Elijah Mazarac. Jason was astounded that the chief of police would show up at a crime scene. Jason didn’t know either of the two detectives very well but he knew he would be assigned to work with them occasionally. Jason was starting to give them a brief rundown over what had just occurred when Monte broke in with a pronouncement:
“Chief Mazarac, I have something very interesting that you’ll want to hear.”
Elijah glanced at the prisoner with disinterest. “It can wait until I’ve finished debriefing my psychometrist.”
“I assure you that you’ll want to know what Jason’s been hiding from you,” Monte taunted.
Elijah’s attention remained fixed on Jason. “Go ahead and tell us what happened here. If the prisoner keeps interrupting us, we’ll need to take this outside.”
Monte snarled like a rabid dog and slammed his fist against the containment field.
“Sir, we should talk to the Valituras agent first. Now that he’s captured, the amnesia spell will kick in at some point,” Steve interceded.
“That’s true,” Elijah acknowledged. “It generally takes a few hours before they forget but we should question him now since he’s so eager to talk.”
Jason hid his fear behind a cool façade as he nodded in agreement. If he were to argue, it would make him look suspicious and there was no way to avoid his fate. Monte’s lips curled in a smug grin as the four men approached the containment field.
Jason knew it was petty but he wanted one last jab at this guy. “I hear that vampires waste away to almost nothing when they’re put on butcher’s blood rations.”
In prison, vampires were given one measuring cup of blood collected by meat processing plants which was barely able to sustain them. Vampires were merely people who had been cursed with immortality so they still required food. The need for blood was a negative side-effect of the dark magic.
“I’m going to find a way to drain you dry, meat sack.” Monte’s eyes turned black as his face twisted with rage.
Elijah cocked a sardonic brow at the prisoner. “You wanted to talk, so talk.”
“Gladly.” Monte took a deep breath, his eyes shining with fervent anticipation. He opened his mouth and weaved to the side with dizziness and clutched the wall of the containment enchantment to keep from falling. He closed his eyes and when they opened, they were back to their normal green. He stared at the chief who stepped closer.
“We don’t have all day,” Elijah prompted. “Speak up or I’m going to chat with Jason.”
“Who are you?” Monte asked with confusion.
“You’re kidding, right?” Jason mentally crossed his fingers and hoped this wasn’t an act to get his hopes up.
Monte’s gaze slid over to him with bewilderment. “Do I know you?”
Jason hid his relief with care, not wanting to tip off the detectives or the chief that Monte had known something vital and earth-shattering about him.
“Do you have any idea what this guy was going to say?” Elijah asked.
Jason tossed his shoulders in a helpless shrug. “I’m afraid I don’t have a clue.”
“He was probably just yanking our chain,” Forrest speculated.
“Based on his obnoxious behavior, I completely agree,” Elijah said.
Monte frowned with confusion. “Are you talking about me?”
Chapter 9
Even though Jason had stayed up until well after one in the morning waiting for the containment spell cast on Monte to wear out, he woke up shortly after six in the morning refreshed and invigorated. Now that he was no longer an involuntary blood donor, the benefits of his category six physiology were kicking in. He leapt to his feet and tapped into the vortex of the house, enjoying the rush of energy that cascaded through his body and mind. His paranormal senses sharpened. He strode to the window and stretched as he peered outside. No sign of the familiar green hummingbird that liked to visit. His stomach clenched with anxiety as his thoughts turned to his disturbing situation. He’d lucked out with the Valituras amnesia spell kicking in so quickly with Monte. It wouldn’t have been pleasant for the police force to know about his strange ability. He wondered if the Ebullio had specifically designed his body for that sole purpose. Maybe the category six talent was just a stroke of luck that the niveus imperium enchantment had made possible.
Jason had tried one more time to cure Benjamin of the somnus abeo curse but had failed. He wished he knew more about his peculiar ability. He was worried about Radha. Light beings tended to die young and she was centuries old. Jason hated to think that she had passed away before she could return home. He wished there was some way of knowing. At least he knew that Amy and Benjamin were hospitalized and therefore would survive the curse although they would remain trapped in hideous nightmares for up to two years if someone with white magic didn’t cure them. Too bad there wasn’t an international directory for White Knights. Most people still didn’t see the importance of light energy practitioners because of the rapid burnout and limitations.
Jason went about his morning routine and ventured downstairs to the library wearing a clean change of clothes consisting of jeans and a turquoise tee shirt. He hadn’t dried his hair after the rapid shower so it was still wet and occasional drops of water tickled the back of his neck. He couldn’t rely on anyone to save his family. He was a category six now so he had the capability of performing very advanced magic. Jason stood in front of the table near the entrance of the massive room and issued a pulse of energy to activate the locator enchantment. He mentally entered his request of finding a book that contained a niveus imperium enchantment for mainstream magic. It took less than a moment for a book to drift towards him and gently land on the table in front of him. The book opened and the pages turned by themselves until they reached the instructions for the niveus imperium. Jason read the spell carefully, memorizing it with ease in spite of the complexity of the design. Photographic memory certainly came in handy.
Jason issued a request for five more books with the same spell. The books came to him and opened to the appropriate pages. He read through each of them then analyzed the differences. There were only slight variations between the energy structures of the enchantments. He chose one and strode over to the glass case that contained wands and jewelry devoid of any magic. He grabbed a wooden wand and set it down on the table. He heightened his paranormal senses so he could detect his strange “other” energy then began shaping the foundation of the niveus imperium enchantment. He found it easier to tamp down on his unique alternate energy flow which would have hindered his work. He suspected that his body generated it constantly and that if he released it before every session, it wouldn’t be a problem anymore when he needed to create enchantments.
Because Jason was connected to a vortex, he was able to speed up the process and had the foundation set up in record time. He stopped at this point and went to the backyard to release more of his “other” energy. He couldn’t detect white magic except on a peripheral level but his “other” energy didn’t make an impact on it. That was a relief. He wouldn’t have to worry about tripping up Amy’s and Benjamin’s work, assuming they didn’t burn out while trapped in their unconscious state. Jason went back to the library and continued developing the energy matrix for the niveus imperium enchantment. He continued this process through the day and frowned with annoyance when the doorbell rang. He didn’t want to stop just yet. Jason continued flowing energy through his hands and into the wand so that he could reach a point where the enchantment wouldn’t degrade once he halted. The doorbell rang again and after another moment Jason was satisfied he could temporarily leave his niveus imperium enchantment. He strode through the house and opened the door to discover that his visitor was Jane.
“Jason, I’m so sorry about Amy and Benjamin. I got your message on my voice mail and I’ve been trying to call you all day. I’m glad you’re all right,” she said.
“I’m creating a niveus imperium.” Jason’s stomach rumbled loudly and he abruptly realized he’s gone through the entire day without eating. The power from the vortex had staved off that requirement temporarily but he was suddenly starving.
Jane leveled a compassionate look at him. “Have you had anything to eat yet?”
“No.” Jason hated to admit it but on the other hand, perhaps they could share a meal and discuss further strategies for countering a somnus abeo curse. “Would you like to join me for some dinner?”
“I’d love to.” Jane’s face brightened but there was a sadness that she tried to hide.
Jason wondered if she had bad news. “Come in. I’ll heat up some chicken casserole I made the other night.”
“Sounds delicious,” Jane agreed.
She followed him to the kitchen and perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, watching him set a large glass dish with the casserole in the microwave. When he pushed the start button and leaned against the counter to wait for their meal to warm up, the corner of Jane’s mouth curved in amusement.
“I hope you don’t think I can eat half of that casserole you set in there,” she remarked.
Jason shrugged. “I wasn’t really thinking about portions. I’m suddenly famished and I just wanted to be sure I have enough.”
“Why haven’t you been answering your phone, young man?” Jane’s tone was light but an underlying concern tinged her words.
Jason’s expression turned sheepish. “I left my phone in my room upstairs. This house is so big that I wouldn’t be able to hear it if my life depended on it.”
“I see.” Jane scrutinized him with a pensive air. “Perhaps you should keep it with you in case of an emergency.”
“You’re right. I’ll go get it right after we eat,” Jason said.
It turned out that he’d heated up way more casserole than he needed. He set the large container on the counter for the time being and strode into the living room with Jane. They only had time to take a couple of bites of their meal when the doorbell rang.
“Do you get a lot of guests?” Jane teased him.
“I haven’t lived here long enough to answer that.” His eyes flashed with joviality.
Jane continued eating as he made his way to the front door. He found Michelle standing on his doorstep.
She gave him a brief, warm hug then pulled back with an expression of mock reprimand. “Why haven’t you been answering your phone? You left me that message about Monte cursing your brother and Amy in the middle of the night and then I don’t hear a peep from you all day.”
“I’m sorry. I left my phone upstairs. I’m trying to create a niveus imperium spell for Benjamin and Amy,” he explained.
“Is there anything I can do?” Michelle eyed him with concern.
Jason invited her into the house and she accepted his offer of chicken casserole. He, Michelle, and Jane ate in heavy silence for several moments.
“I wish I could help you make niveus imperiums,” Michelle remarked.
“That would be nice,” Jason acknowledged.
Michelle set her fork down on her plate and pinned a decisive look at him. “I’ve been thinking about this for quite some time and I’ve decided I would like to be a White Knight.”
Jason almost choked on his casserole, shocked by her pronouncement.
“That is quite an undertaking for someone without the latent ability to activate,” Jane said.
Michelle’s gaze swept back and forth between the two of them. “Ever since I found out about Jason’s potential in becoming a white magic practitioner, I’ve been reading about it. Legends indicate that anyone who wanted to become one was eligible to participate in the training and with enough work and dedication, they could do it.”
“Those are just stories.” Jason was concerned about her decision and the inevitable disappointment when she failed to summon any white magic.
Jane set the palms of her hands down on the table in front of her and leaned forward just a bit. “In this case, it’s absolutely true. Anyone can be trained to become a White Knight. We all have the capacity to practice dark or light magic. This house would be perfect for someone who wanted the training.”
“That’s good news, assuming I’m welcome to practice here,” Michelle said.
“Of course, you’re welcome here,” Jason acknowledged. “But I’ve never heard of this before.”
“The library contains some ancient texts that mention training camps for White Knights for individuals who lack the latent power,” Jane explained. “We don’t have specific tools for that anymore. That knowledge was lost during the Great Wizard Wars but the atrium and the entire yard is located within a white magic power center and we have an activation stone you can work with.”
“The activation stone can help if you don’t already have the potential?” Jason asked.
“Of course.” Jane smiled and she straightened in her chair. “It is designed to flow light energy into the person using it.”
“Do you think you could design a training program for me to follow?” Michelle inquired.
“I’ve already designed one in case I encountered anyone interested in such an endeavor,” Jane advised. “I’ve got a copy of a training manual in my car.”
Jane stood up and headed for the door.
“You don’t have to go now,” Michelle protested. “You can at least finish dinner.”
“It’s no trouble. I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time.” Jane threw her a delighted grin before exiting.
Michelle turned back to Jason. “I’m glad you invited me for dinner.”
“Me, too,” he acknowledged.
Jane returned with a thin packet of papers stapled at the top left-hand corner. She set it in front of Michelle.
“I want to be realistic here,” Jane cautioned. “It could take years before you achieve success.”
“I understand.” Michelle glanced down at the first page on the packet then focused back on Jane. “I’ll read this and start following the plan tonight.”
“You’re pretty busy at the college,” Jason said. “Are you sure you have time for something like this?”
“I really want to do this.” Michelle’s voice resonated with resolve and confidence.
“One of the more important activities that you’ll want to do is work with the activation stone on a regular basis,” Jane advised.
“I can do that every Saturday and Sunday morning.” Michelle shot her a questioning look. “Does that work?”
“It does.” Jane turned to face Jason. “There are smaller activation stones in the library. Do I have your permission to loan her a few of them?”
“Yes, of course,” Jason agreed.
After dinner, they went to the library and Jane led them over to the appropriate bookcase. Jane opened the glass case and pulled one of the eight fist-sized citrine crystals off of the shelf, handing it to Michelle.
Jane shut the glass door. “One of the White Knights that used to live here had hoped these enchantments would jumpstart their abilities again.”
“Did it work?” Jason asked.
“Yes. That’s how Georgette and I became White Knights again.” Jane’s expression turned wistful. “It was such a rush to regain what was lost but it was even more difficult to burn out again.”
Chapter 10
Jason found it difficult to concentrate on the cases but he still managed to close out all five of them in the morning. Willow and Trevor were both impressed and they both expressed their sympathy over his situation with his cursed relatives. Jason was glad they only brought it up once because he couldn’t help but dwell on the fact that Benjamin and Amy were trapped in their worst nightmares. He had received permission from Elijah to work at home on his niveus imperium during his two-hour time frame that was set aside for creating enchantments. In fact, for the entire week, that slot was extended to three hours which would help him immensely. He still hadn’t seen or heard from Radha since she’d trapped Monte in the containment spell.
“It looks like it’s that time,” Michelle announced when it was eleven o’clock.
“I’m certain I can finish the niveus imperium this afternoon.” Jason jumped to his feet, eager to complete the enchantment.
“Don’t forget to eat lunch,” Willow cautioned.
“I won’t.”
The door opened and Elijah stepped into the room followed by a tall, slender dark-haired woman who was sharply dressed in pressed black pants, a maroon dress shirt, and a black sports jacket. A large amethyst pendant suspended on a sterling silver chain hung around her neck and a large silver bracelet adorned her right wrist.
“I would like to introduce you to one of the city Council members, Nerezza Davia,” Elijah said.
“You must be Jason.” Nerezza’s dazzling smile centered on him as she extended her hand.
When Jason shook hands with her, he began to feel just a tad lightheaded and a spurt of excitement surged through him at meeting this important government official. “It’s a pleasure.”
“Likewise,” Nerezza returned. She focused her attention to Willow and Trevor. They briefly shook hands as Elijah individually introduced them.
“Nerezza is impressed by your work here and wants to take you out for lunch,” Elijah said.
“That’s great.” Willow beamed at her.
Trevor and Jason were also thrilled by this opportunity although Jason hated to lose out on his chance to finish the niveus imperium. He would just have to finish it up tonight.
Elijah turned to address him as though reading his mind. “You’ll still have your three hours of practice time, it will start right after your lunch.”
“Thank you, sir.” Jason was relieved that the chief was so generous.
“I want to express my heartfelt sympathies over your situation,” Nerezza said. “I’ll do what I can to requisition some niveus imperium enchantments.”
“I didn’t think that would be permitted,” Jason said.
“There are circumstances like these that warrant government intervention,” Nerezza said smoothly.
As they headed for the office door to leave, Jason swayed and his hip bumped into the end of the one of the desks.
He winced with pain and Willow threw him an inquisitive glance. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” Jason’s tone was dismissive. It probably wouldn’t even leave a bruise.
Nerezza took them to a luxurious, Italian restaurant with a table tucked away in the far corner of one of the smaller rooms. Elaborate, Venetian-style crystal chandeliers blazed with abundant illumination and attentive, dapper waiters weaved between the tables as they went about their duties with courteous efficiency. Jason almost gasped with shock when he saw the prices on the menu.
“This is my treat so don’t restrain yourselves,” Nerezza said.
“You’re very generous,” Jason said. “Thank you.”
“This is just a small token of my appreciation for your outstanding performance.” Nerezza leveled a warm, friendly smile at him then shifted her focus to include Willow and Trevor. “All of you. Your work is exemplary. I just wish I could do this kind of thing more often.”
For drinks, Jason and Willow ordered caramel lattes while Trevor and Nerezza chose a cappuccino. It was difficult to decide what to eat because practically everything on the menu made Jason’s mouth water. Jason finally settled on carbonara, wishing he could try a dozen of these dishes. Trevor chose tortelloni alla zucca, Willow had baccala, and Nerezza ordered trofie al peta.
Nerezza took a dainty sip of her cappuccino then set the cup down with fluid grace. “I’m so pleased that we have this opportunity to chat. I know a lot of people feel safer with Monte in our custody. It’s a pity we don’t have every single Valituras agent safely locked away. I was looking over the reports and I was curious about what Detective Ernst mentioned.”
Jason’s gut clenched with anxiety as he thought about Steve who had brought up the fact that Monte intimated Jason harbored a secret.
“Really?” Jason feigned mild curiosity. “What was that?”
“Monte felt he knew something important about you, young man.” Nerezza’s luscious lips curved in a warm smile and it was hard to tell if she was suspicious.
“I didn’t hear anything about that.” Trevor frowned with puzzlement.
“Me neither,” Willow chimed in.
Jason shrugged with indifference. “It slipped my mind. Monte obviously invented this tale to stir up trouble.”
“Yes, that much is clear,” Nerezza said smoothly. “And I’m certain Jason hasn’t done anything wrong. We shouldn’t concern ourselves with any accusations Monte implied.”
“Of course not,” Trevor said.
“We know Jason.” Willow threw an approving look at him. “He’s a great guy and an incredible investigator.”
Nerezza took another sip of her drink. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. I’m not sure if you’ve heard of the Ebullio before but I’ve taken a personal interest in them. A dear friend of mine discovered that she was a victim of their experimentation.”
Her words rang in Jason’s mind, compelling him to confide in her. The lightheadedness returned and his lips tightened as he resisted the urge to share his secret. He was certain it would only lead to a life of misery and captivity for him.
“What happened to her?” Willow asked.
“Nothing at all,” Nerezza said. “The memories just surfaced on their own but she didn’t develop any special abilities and she was only a category two. There are other cases where the Ebullio managed to create category sixes. The government has special programs to help those individuals.”
Willow took a quick drink from her caramel latte. “What kind of programs?”
“It depends on the circumstances. They often send a specialist who is trained in mental magics to assist in removing the memory suppression and mind control enchantments so that they can live normal lives. Sometimes there are specialized enforcers who are assigned to help the individuals develop their special talents,” Nerezza explained.
The urge to divulge his secret pushed against Jason’s mind. “What kind of special abilities have people gained from the Ebullio?”
“I’m not certain,” Nerezza said. “The files are classified to protect the privacy of the Ebullio victims.”
“Are the victims held captive by the government?” Jason knew he was treading on dangerous territory and may arouse suspicion but there was a powerful drive for him to share his experience.
Nerezza fixed a warm, earnest smile at him. “Not at all. The government is dedicated to protecting any victims and to helping them discover and develop any special abilities they may have.”
Jason stared at her and an almost overwhelming urge to reveal his secret pushed relentlessly at his mind. He was just about to do so when Willow spoke up:
“What kind of special abilities can there possibly be besides those of a category six?”
Her words jarred Jason and he managed to break free of his dangerous train of thought. For just a split second, Nerezza’s eyes flashed with irritation but no one noticed.
Nerezza fastened a polite smile on Willow. “I wish I knew. It’s a mystery. Protecting the Ebullio victims is of paramount importance.”
“Couldn’t they tell you the abilities without identifying who specifically had them?” Willow suggested.
“I’m afraid not,” Nerezza’s voice dripped with regret. “That information is classified except for the specialists who specifically work on those cases.”
“Is it MADA?” Trevor asked, referring to a government agency devoted to research and development of advanced magic.
“Yes,” Nerezza confirmed. “At the very top levels of MADA, the FBI, and the military.”
“Interesting,” Trevor commented.
Nerezza’s attention shifted to Jason. “You looked like you were about to say something earlier.”
“I was just listening.” Jason strove to hide his nervousness. “This is a fascinating topic, after all.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” Nerezza sipped more of her cappuccino and kept her fingers wrapped loosely around the porcelain cup when she set it down on the table. “Tell me, Jason. Have you noticed any new talents rising to the surface?”
Jason felt the weight of Willow’s and Trevor’s attention and knew they were curious. In the back of his mind, he noticed that he hadn’t picked up any psychic impressions from Nerezza. She had a privacy field but even when they had shaken hands, he hadn’t received anything from her. Before he could dwell too much on that fact, the thought slipped from his mind as though pushed away. He realized he had spent too long thinking about how to respond to Nerezza’s question.
Jason cleared his throat. “I think it may be the opposite for me. The Ebullio did something to make me a category six but for some reason, my ability to create enchantments is hampered. It’s taking me longer to gain the control I need.”
“Maybe that’s because you’re stronger than the average six,” Nerezza suggested.
“I don’t think so. I don’t seem any stronger than other sixes,” Jason said.
“You haven’t really been in a situation that allows you to compare your strength with others,” Nerezza pointed out. “Perhaps in time, you’ll discover a difference.”
“Maybe.” Jason feigned a casual air as though the matter didn’t hold much importance to him.
He was relieved when Nerezza didn’t push the issue. Their conversation turned to more pleasant topics and Jason enjoyed the meal immensely. When they left the restaurant and Jason returned to his house, he set to work on the niveus imperium. He managed to complete it before it was time to head back to the police station. Jason could hardly wait to use it. By the time his shift ended for the day, his mind was buzzing with anticipation, excitement, and trepidation. He was hopeful that the niveus imperium would cure Benjamin but also concerned that it may not be effective. Mainstream magic wasn’t nearly as efficacious for removing curses as white magic. Jason had promised Jane he would let her know when he was ready to utilize the niveus imperium so he called her as he left the house. Jason met her in the lobby and the doctor escorted them to the room where Benjamin and Amy were being cared for. There were two other patients laying on cots, trapped in comas for head injury which was unrelated to dark magic.
“I’m going to send light energy to Benjamin before you cast the spell,” Jane said. “It might help.”
“Okay,” Jason agreed.
She slipped her hand over Benjamin’s and closed her eyes. After several moments, a faint shimmering light spilled between their two hands.
“Go ahead,” Jane instructed.
Jason activated the enchantment and a gold mist-like energy flowed from the wand and into Benjamin’s chest. The stream of energy lasted for a couple of moments before it died out. Jason held his breath for several seconds as he waited, hoping his spell would do the trick. He scanned Benjamin at the cellular level, watching the niveus imperium swirl throughout his brother’s body and push against the dark energy of the curse. Soon, it became apparent the spell had failed. It just wasn’t strong enough.
Jason issued a defeated sigh. “The curse is still there.”
“I’m so sorry, Jason,” Nerezza said from the doorway, startling him.
He spun around to face her. “I’m surprised to see you here.”
“I came to visit and leave these flowers.” Nerezza held a large bouquet of white carnations with pink-tipped petals and a greeting card sealed in a turquoise envelope. “I believe that whenever we’re trapped in an unconscious state whether it’s a coma or a curse, we’re always aware on some level of what’s happening around us.”
“I think so, too,” Jane agreed.
Nerezza extended her hand with a bright smile. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Nerezza Davia.”
“Jane Ezzell.”
The two of them shook hands then Nerezza set the flowers on the coffee table beside Benjamin.
Nerezza peered at Jason in contemplation. “Have you considered tapping into your white magic potential?”
“No, I haven’t,” he admitted.
“You might want to think about that. White magic is the most effective way of removing a curse,” Nerezza said. “I realize you may be concerned about losing access to your mainstream abilities but they would return once your white magic burns out. And there will always be a place for you at the police station. I guarantee it.”
Jason was touched by her thoughtfulness. “Thank you, Nerezza.”
“You’re quite welcome.” She swept out of the room with smooth elegance.
Jane turned to address him. “She’s right. We already have plenty of niveus imperium enchantments at the house. It would only take you a few days to master your ability as a White Knight in order to use the power.”
“The only tricky part is unlocking my white magic potential to begin with,” Jason pointed out. “That could take quite some time.”
“I’m certain it would be less than a month and that’s a far cry from two years which is how long Amy and Benjamin will most likely be trapped in their curses,” Jane pointed out.
“I’m surprised Nerezza is encouraging me to do this. I would think she would want me to stay on as a psychometrist,” Jason said.
“Family is important and she’s willing to wait for you to return,” Jane said.
“She’s not the mayor or the chief of police, she can’t guarantee I’ll be hired back on,” Jason said.
“That’s just semantics. I’m sure that she must have discussed this with your chief of police already or she wouldn’t have made that offer,” Jane said.
Jason nodded with agreement. He and Jane drove to his house and made their way to the immense citrine crystal in the atrium that contained the activation enchantment.
“Try to relax and think about something positive that will make you feel good,” Jane instructed.
Jason sat down in front of the crystal and placed his right hand on it. Jane sat down on the other side facing him, resting her own hand on the stone as well.
“Close your eyes and focus on your breathing.” Jane’s voice was mellow and soothing.
Jason was struck by how difficult it was to keep from thinking about other things. Concerns and problems kept inserting themselves into his mind. It took awhile before Jason managed to center his thoughts and focus on positive memories he had shared with Amy and Benjamin. His love for them welled up and he felt a pleasant flow of energy stir beneath the palm of his right hand. The activation stone was working. If he could keep his focus, he would soon become a White Knight. Behind his closed eyelids, he could tell the crystal glowed with a brilliant gold light and the light energy pushed against his hand. It was as if there was a barrier preventing the activation. Jason realized it was his own uncertainties and he felt them begin to slide away. The light energy from the crystal trickled very slowly up his arm toward his elbow as his unconscious barriers to white magic continued to erode.
Radha rushed towards them with a frantic expression on her face. “Jason! Pull your hand away now!”
Without hesitation, he withdrew from the crystal and the bright light flickered out. He opened his eyes and regarded her with puzzlement and mild alarm.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Becoming a White Knight would be a grave mistake for you,” Radha warned him.
“How can you say that?” Jane asked with stunned disbelief. “This is what you’re all about!”
“This isn’t the time for Jason to become a White Knight. It’s imperative that for now, he remain a category six,” Radha announced with the utmost of certainty.
“Why?” Jane asked.
“I don’t know.” Radha’s gaze slid over to Jason. “I wish I could have recovered more quickly so I could visit with you sooner. I need you to be patient for just a little while longer. I need to gather my strength so I can cure Benjamin and Amy. It won’t take more than a couple more days.”
“All right. I can wait,” Jason said.
Radha favored him with a relieved smile. “Thank you.”
She exploded in a dazzling green mist that coalesced into a green hummingbird which flew away.
Chapter 11
Jason glanced at the rearview mirror to ensure Jane was still following in her sedan as he continued his drive to the hospital. It had been a long two days wait and he was immensely relieved that Radha had fully recovered from her encounter with Monte. A cautious smile spread across her face as she sat stiff as a board in the passenger seat beside him peering straight ahead with such intensity that one would think she was driving the vehicle.
“Are you all right?” Jason threw her an inquiring glance.
“I’m fine.” Radha’s acutely focused attention remained fixed to the road ahead as she clutched the door handle as if ready to catch herself. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve ridden a horseless carriage.”
Jason mulled this over for several seconds, wondering what she was referring to then it hit him. When automobiles were first invented, they had been referred to as the horseless carriage. Radha looked so young and vibrant, it was difficult to imagine her living in that time period. Jason wasn’t a history buff but he could imagine how very different things had been for her. She must have seen huge changes over the years.
“Jane said you’ve rarely left our property. Why is that?” Jason asked.
“It’s too risky,” Radha said. “I usually start to feel the weakening of my energy body within moments of leaving the white magic power center. The only reason I’ve lived this long is because I’m very careful.”
“I see.” Jason remembered their earlier conversation which had been similar to this one. A pang of regret stirred inside him over his part in making her leave her sanctuary. No wonder she seldom interacted with the residents of the house. “I’m sorry about this. It must make you uncomfortable.”
Radha spared him a brief look, tearing her attention from the road for only an instant. “I must warn you not to rely on me to intercede in the battles against dark wizards. My intuition tells me you three are very important in what’s to come and I knew you were in grave danger facing the vampire by yourself. You are so young and inexperienced. Your power is so new to you. I just couldn’t let you die like that.”
“I understand what you’re saying and I won’t expect you to swoop in to my rescue again.” Jason’s words held a teasing lilt laced with irony.
“I’m glad we had this conversation.” Radha’s serious tone underscored the fact that his sarcasm was lost on her. “You’re very important to Amy and Benjamin and I know it is in the best interest of the group for you to remain a category six rather than a White Knight.”
“Can you see the strange energy that I generate?” Jason asked.
“Yes, that is why I told you that your ability contains something extra. I just didn’t know how to explain it and I was guided by my intuition to say what you needed to hear,” Radha explained.
“You said Amy’s talent is different. How so?” Jason leveled a questioning gaze at her.
“Please keep your eyes on the road, young man.” Radha’s posture stiffened even more and she squeezed the door handle so tight her knuckles bulged.
“Sorry.” Jason faced forward again. “Can you tell me more about Amy’s talent?”
“I’m afraid with her it was just my intuition and the fact that I can see a blazing light inside her. It’s untapped potential she hasn’t yet discovered about herself.” Radha paused as she tried to elaborate. “That is all I can see.”
“I appreciate everything you’ve done for us.”
“You’re quite welcome, Jason.” Radha’s lips curved in a beautiful smile, obviously pleased with the compliment.
When they reached the hospital, Radha’s posture became guarded and coiled as if ready to spring into action and escape in an instant. Jason realized where the problem lay. He could detect the dark energy of the sick that had gathered in the air, the walls, and the furniture. It made him a bit tense himself but for a light being it must be torture. Jason, Jane, and Radha had to wait a short while for a doctor to arrive and escort them to Benjamin and Amy. Radha had a satchel containing half a dozen wands in addition to a jeweled ring on each of her fingers. She held out her right hand towards Benjamin and three of her rings radiated a silvery luminescence for several seconds before a sparkling flow of energy cascaded from them and into his chest. After a moment, his body began to glisten with the same glow and his eyes fluttered open.
Radha lowered her hand and smiled down at him. “Welcome back, Benjamin.”
“Thank you,” he croaked then cleared his throat. “That was awful. I had the same dream over and over again where I was trapped in the house and it was on fire, burning down to the ground.”
“You’re okay now.” Jason clasped his hand over his brother’s shoulder in a comforting gesture. Jane stepped forward and gave Benjamin an affectionate hug.
Radha walked over to Amy’s bed and raised her left hand. Three of the rings shone with a silvery luminescence before a stream of energy spilled from them and into Amy’s chest. It didn’t take long for the curse to leave her. Amy sat up and Jason gave her a quick hug.
Jane embraced her as well. “I’m so glad you’re both free of that curse.”
Jason silently vowed he would master his new abilities as soon as possible. The rest of Monte’s Valituras team was running loose and the next time they attacked, Jason would be ready for them.
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