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‘There are fifteen True Gifts. Each is both wondrous and terrifying in its own way. The nature of these gifts will always be determined by the individual who possesses them. The gifts can be used for the betterment of mankind or for its destruction.’




 





The Prophet


The Psychokinetic


The Pyrokinetic


The Precognitive


The Metallisir


The Ink-Seer


The Warper


The Emotomagnet


The Spacerupter


The Electro-psych


The Mageleton


The Light Tuner


The Siren


The Mind Switcher


The Time Scanner






















CHAPTER ONE


Smoke & Mirrors





Night was fast approaching and I was running out of time. I’d spent over ten hours wandering through the forest, unable to find a way out and it would be an impossible task once the sun set. I wasn’t afraid of the dark, but at the same time I didn’t want to spend an autumn night out in the Scottish wilderness, and certainly not in that particular wooded area; someone had been following me all day and despite my numerous attempts at an ambush they had evaded me time and time again.


I was beginning to think my pursuer was a figment of my imagination until I heard the footsteps once more. I dashed down a slope then sprinted for the cover of a fallen tree. I crouched low to the ground and watched from behind the twisted branches for any sign of life. The forest had fallen silent again and after ten minutes I rose despondently from my hiding place and continued my search for an escape route from the dreadful woodland. The footsteps were not the only things that had me on edge. The forest itself was unsettling. At times that day the trees on the periphery of my vision seemed to move. Something very unusual, and sinister, was going on around me and I was convinced I had been led into a trap that morning. One that I would not easily break free of.


The sun was low to my right and I figured I was heading south. That was the direction I needed to be going if I was to make it back to the road that I’d foolishly left that morning. I set a strong pace and kept to that direction for more than twenty minutes. I stopped when I came to a felled tree – the very same one I’d hidden behind twenty minutes earlier. I kicked up some loose dirt and roared in frustration.


How was this possible? I’d kept the sun to my right the whole time yet I’d walked in a circle. It went against all logic and I’d wasted too much time. The sun was slipping behind the labyrinth of pines and the sky was dimming rapidly. I’d never make it out in darkness and I accepted I was sleeping rough for the night.


I sat down on the trunk of the withered tree and rubbed my face. It was getting cold now the sun was fading and I could see faint trails of mist every time I exhaled. This was not going to be a pleasant experience. It was made ten times worse when I heard the sporadic tapping sounds from the branches above me – the first and unmistakable signs of rain. Within minutes it was a good old-fashioned Scottish downpour. I pulled up my hood and pushed my hands into my pockets and cursed under my breath. I should have been searching out shelter but I was too irritated to concentrate on anything apart from my aching legs; I’d been marching through woodland all day and my thighs and calves were throbbing.


The scar on the back of my leg was acting up too. It had been seven weeks to the day since Marianne Dolloway fired a white-hot arrowhead into my leg and it still dogged me when I over-exercised. Seven weeks since that awful evening when my mentor and friend, Marcus Romand, was killed. I’d escaped the attack with my life, but the scars from the fighting would be with me for the rest of my days. I’d suffered injuries to my legs, ribs and face, however the emotional scars were the hardest to overcome. I hadn’t managed one good night’s sleep in those seven weeks.


I hung my head and rubbed my hands together vigorously as the rain got heavier. I should have moved to a more sheltered spot but I remained in the open as the rain lashed my shoulders. I didn’t move because out of the corner of my eye I could see the trees were shifting around again. I had to get to the bottom of this little mystery before I settled down for the night.


Everything was static for a few moments and I remained seated, with my head bowed. I was ready to make my move and once I noticed the trees far off to my right moving again I sprang off the fallen tree and forced psychokinetic energy out of my arm. I whipped the energy through my hand and sent the wave shooting across the forest at the trees that seconds earlier had been floating from side to side.


The energy sliced through the woodland, downing branches and there was a loud blast as one tree took the brunt of the wave and was shredded into a million splinters. As the tree fell I glimpsed a figure moving away into the shadows. I summoned my power once more and fired a spike of energy out of my index finger. More branches crashed to the forest floor, but the figure was gone. Or was it?


Suddenly the trees to my left were shaken by a mysterious force and I threw myself to the ground to avoid it. The pine just next to me bent violently as a psychokinetic wave swept over me. I had been followed, and it seemed I’d ruffled my pursuer’s feathers!


I scrambled along the damp woodland floor on all fours and crept into some bushes. The rain was coming down heavier now and it was impossible to listen out for footsteps. I’d have to wait until my attacker revealed himself. I had gathered a lot of energy and was ready to strike at the first sign of movement.


A shadow moved across the pines and I looked left to see a man moving to a thick tree trunk and using it as cover. I sprang from my hiding place and released the energy from within me. The trees swayed before me and the man was knocked off his feet. I moved forward, with the intention of hitting him even harder as soon as he got back to his feet, then I was sent reeling backwards by another wave of energy.


I crashed into the undergrowth and my head bounced off the ground. My blood was boiling as I clambered to my feet and fired an immense wave of power across the forest. The mysterious attacker should have been broken in half by my attack, but he appeared again, as a shadow deep in the forest.


I felt a sudden surge of anxiety creeping into my chest and knew my precognitive gift was warning me of an imminent attack. I moved to the side and an invisible bolt that made a sharp buzzing sound whizzed past my ear. Something struck the tree right behind me and it was instantly set alight. The flames spread across the branches and a bright yellow light shone across my face. I was a sitting duck.


Yet another shot was fired at me and I only managed to avoid it thanks to my precog gift. It had been a close call – the loud buzzing had come so close that it left my right ear ringing. I tried my best to counter the attack by forcing out a broad wave of energy to hold off my foe.


I then saw many shadows moving through the trees. There wasn’t just one person following me, it seemed there were scores of them hunting me down! I knew I was outmatched and decided on making a hasty retreat. I fired out a wild blast of energy then turned and ran. To my surprise I saw a gap in the trees ahead of me leading to an open space. I had found the way out and just in time. I ignored my aching legs and sprinted for the opening. I ran as fast as I possibly could, hoping I could reach the open field that would surely deliver me to safety, or at least to a place where I could see my enemies.


Something hit my face with an almighty crack. I was knocked off my feet and came down on my back. I rubbed my face to find a trickle of blood from my nostrils, but thankfully my nose wasn’t broken. My eyes had filled with water and it took a moment to clear them enough to see what had hit me.


This wasn’t making any sense at all. I thought at first that something had hit me; as I gazed upward I saw that it was the other way around. There was no gap now, just another wall of pines and I had run straight into one at full tilt. I recognised the deep rolling laughter that was coming from behind. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Mike ‘Hunter’ Huntington. I pushed myself off the sodden ground and leaned against the tree, still rubbing my nose. Hunter was sitting on a tree stump nearby.


‘You’re a horrible person,’ I shouted at him. ‘What on earth did I do to deserve being sent out here to live with you? This is like a prison sentence! Actually, it’s not – it’s like being trapped in a lunatic asylum.’


‘You’re the only crazy one here, Bentley,’ he chuckled. ‘Look at you, running face-first into a tree. That looked mighty painful by the way.’


‘Funny,’ I sneered. ‘Did you have this whole thing planned?


‘It’s part of your new training regime.’


‘Training regime, my eye!’


I snapped my hand forward and fired a shot of energy at him. The blast shook some long grass at the foot of a tree. Hunter was not there. The tree stump was not there either. Had it been a figment of my imagination? Was I going nuts? I had been through hell and back in recent months and perhaps it was finally taking its toll on me psychologically.


No! This was another illusion. This was Hunter’s latest effort at unnerving me. To run away. To have me wandering aimlessly through that damned forest.


I wasn’t playing his game any longer. I sat down on the grass and folded my arms. No matter what he tried I was not going to be drawn into this ridiculous game again.


I’d spent seven weeks living in the isolated cottage with Hunter – I called him that because it seemed to irritate him – and he was supposed to be teaching me how to improve my gifts. But in all that time he hadn’t taught me a single thing, except how to lose my temper. The man had barely talked to me the first four weeks and he still hadn’t even told me what gifts he possessed. When he did start talking to me all he did was order me about and give me exercises to do each day. Within a week it became clear that the exercises were only chores and had nothing to do with my gifts. My time in Scotland was becoming a nightmare and all I wanted was to either get back to London to see my girlfriend, Cathy Atkinson, or to kick Hunter’s ass!


Chores were difficult enough to deal with but now it seemed my tutor was moving to another level of antagonism by playing mind games. He’d told me that morning that I was about to get a chance to prove my power. We got in his 4x4 and he drove along the border of the forest for an hour before telling me to get out and find my way back to the cottage. And with that he drove off and left me standing in mud up to my ankles by the edge of the darkest forest I’d ever seen.


I shouldn’t have been surprised at all; I’d already discovered that the gifted, mostly the older ones, were an eccentric lot. They never did what you expected them to. This also made them very dangerous when they weren’t on your side, which I’d found out in such tragic circumstances at the Atkinson house seven weeks earlier.


‘Do you always give up so quickly?’ Hunter asked in his deep Scottish accent. He was standing only a few yards away and was leaning against a wide tree with his muscular arms folded across his chest.


‘Do you always sneak up on people like this?’


‘Never answer a question with a question,’ he said as he left the tree and strolled towards me. He sat close by and grinned at me, almost as if he were gloating. ‘I’m quite skilled at sneaking, aren’t I?’


‘You are,’ I replied as I watched him carefully.


He looked older in the dim light than he had earlier that day. The lines on his face were deep and rigid as if he’d endured a hard life. My Dad would have described it as a face that was well lived in. I guessed he was about forty years old but he was quite athletic and could probably outrun me. He had a fast temper and knew little of fear. Hunter wasn’t the type of man you’d want to get into a fight with.


‘How did you do it?’ I asked.


‘You mean follow you without you seeing me?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought you might have guessed that by now.’


‘I’m too tired to guess.’


‘One of my gifts is light-tuning. It’s the pure form of the gift and I’ve mastered most of the techniques developed over the centuries – and I also have a few tricks of my own design.’


‘I saw Romand use that gift a few times. He was very skilled.’


‘He was. Alas, Romand did not have a pure gift.’


‘Someone with a pure gift can draw in energy from their surroundings, right?’


‘Exactly. It makes them extremely powerful compared to those with gifts that can only use the residual energy in their own bodies, which is limited. Unfortunately, Romand’s gifts were not pure …’ A sudden sadness fell over Hunter’s expression and he became distant. It was hardly surprising, as Romand had been his friend for many years.


‘It’s a shame Romand wasn’t more powerful,’ I said.


‘Indeed,’ Hunter nodded. He looked at me and smiled. ‘Despite his shortcomings, Romand made the most of his abilities and was a fine warrior. But he could not do some of the things that I can do. Romand could only cloak himself using body refraction for a couple of minutes. I have remained cloaked for the entire eight hours that we’ve been in these woods.’


‘You’ve been on my heels that long?’


‘Yes, ever since I left you by the side of the road. I drove on for a couple of hundred yards then pulled over and followed you. I can remain cloaked for days on end, but that isn’t the only way I tune light. This woodland for instance, it stretches for only a mile and a half between the road and my cottage, yet you have wandered around for eight hours without finding your way out.’


‘That’s impossible. If this forest was that small I would have definitely found the road or the fields leading to the cottage by now.’


‘I’m not lying. I have shielded the way out from you with my gift.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I have been bending light rays around you all day, which has prevented you from seeing the way out. This is one of my own techniques. I came up with the idea when I was a boy. My aunt brought me to a carnival – ever been to a carnival?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then you must have been in a house of mirrors?’


‘Yeah, hate those bloody things. I banged my face off a mirror one time.’


‘It seems nothing has changed since then,’ he chuckled. ‘This technique is very similar to the house of mirrors, which is a series of mirrors strategically placed at conflicting angles so that you can’t clearly see the way out. This is the same. You were standing at the border of the forest many times today – you were looking into a mirror which was reflecting trees before your eyes. This has basically trapped you in this woodland for an entire day.’


‘How the hell do you make these mirrors? It’s like you create them out of thin air. That doesn’t make any sense to me.’


‘It doesn’t make any sense to you because you don’t think of light in the way that I, and other light-tuners, do. I think of light as if it’s a tangible substance. One that can be captured, gathered, and moulded in whatever manner I choose. Light is everywhere. It is constantly surrounding us. I have the ability to trap it then transform it into any shape. One way of doing this is the creation of a mirror – just a simple shape that reflects the light that hits it. Another way I use light-tuning is to shape light into an orb that sucks in light that surrounds it – it gets brighter and brighter until it’s blinding to look at.’


‘I saw Romand creating light orbs before.’


‘Yes, he was cunning in his use of light. Psychokinetics, like you, must deal with kinetic energy in the same way that light-tuners deal with light rays.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘You must think of kinetic energy as a substance. One that is invisible yet surrounds us at all times. When you’ve trained your mind to think of it in that way you will become exceptionally powerful.’


‘That’s all very interesting but this morning you said we were going to be training. I fail to see how trapping me in a forest is improving my gifts.’


‘I said training; I didn’t say we’d be improving your gifts. I don’t think I could teach you how to be a better psychokinetic or time scanner or precog. Perhaps you don’t need to improve those skills. After all, you fought Marianne Dolloway and managed to survive.’


‘She was about to kill me when she was shot by a police officer.’


‘Nevertheless, you’re here. By all accounts you held her at bay for quite some time.’


‘That still doesn’t explain how this is training.’


‘Your gifts are strong and you use them well, but you must learn to sharpen your mind and not depend solely on your gifts to survive. If you’re to take Romand’s place you will need to act fast and decisively. You were able to contend with Marianne because she fought in a way that your mind could easily understand; she used psychokinesis against you. It’s a gift you are very familiar with. If you are to be a member of the Guild, though, you will certainly come up against people who have different gifts. Obscure gifts that are more subtle, harder to comprehend and in their own way more dangerous than psychokinesis. You will need to understand these gifts if you are to defend yourself against them. We will start with light-tuning. I will train you by helping you to understand a gift you know little of and how to counter it or, if possible, avoid it.’


‘How about we come back to this tomorrow?’ I asked. ‘I’ve had enough for one day and I’m wrecked.’


‘No. Will you say that to an assassin when he is trying to kill you? “Oh, sorry, Mr Assassin, I’m in need of my beauty sleep. Can you come by tomorrow and try to kill me in the morning?”’


Hunter laughed wildly at me.


‘I don’t find you in the slightest bit funny.’ I said


‘So what? I’m not here to entertain you. Besides, I like my own jokes.’


‘Nightmare,’ I sighed. ‘This is an absolute nightmare!’


‘It’s only a game, Bentley, so stop your whining.’


‘It’s a very annoying game, Hunter.’


‘Don’t call me that.’


‘Why? Does it bother you, Hunter?’


‘You’re only making things harder on yourself.’


‘It doesn’t get any worse than this!’


I couldn’t help thinking of my dad in that moment. I remembered how, only months before, I was so desperate to leave him and the gloomy housing estate we lived in. How foolish I had been. I’d have given anything in that moment to be able to return to Ireland, and to my family home. I would have loved to be sitting watching a football match on the TV with him, and not trapped in a freezing forest.


‘Of course it can get worse,’ Hunter said, snatching me from my thoughts. ‘Imagine I disappeared and left you out here to find your own way home …’


‘Don’t you dare! Listen, I’ve failed this test. I admit it. You’ve won this round. Just don’t leave me here. It’s impossible to find a way out in the dark.’


‘Darkness doesn’t make this test any harder.’


‘Oh, really?’


‘Remember to use your mind. This is a simple puzzle and like all puzzles there is always a solution.’ He swiped his hand in front of his chest and he became cloaked once more. ‘I’ll see you when you get back to the cottage.’


‘Hey, you’re not gonna leave me out here, are you? Hunter …?’


The forest had fallen silent. I couldn’t tell if he was still standing in the same spot or if he really had gone off back to the cottage. It didn’t matter, he wasn’t going to show me the way home either way. This was a problem I would have to solve for myself.


I clambered off the damp ground and looked at the surrounding trees. The forest was filled with darkness, and I had no idea of what direction to take, but I paced forward just to get myself motivated. Two hours later I was sitting on the ground again. I remained trapped.


Hunter had said it was a simple puzzle and all puzzles have a solution. But how could I find my way out? I realised that I could not trust my eyes and that what I was seeing was what was tricking me over and over again. I considered closing my eyes to remove the chance of being fooled by trickery, but the woodland floor was far too unpredictable for that; I’d end up falling down a ravine and breaking my legs or something equally as painful. There had to be a way!


‘I am being fooled by what I see …’ I said to myself. ‘The trees are not real, but I cannot distinguish which are the real trees from the reflections that he is creating … I need find and follow something that he cannot distort.’


There was no moon in the black sky above the forest and the mountains nearby were out of sight. There was no landmark to follow, and it probably wouldn’t work anyway. After all, Hunter had reflected the sun when I tried using that as a guide hours earlier. It was only now, after his explanation, that I realised he’d used his weird gift to prevent me from seeing the real sun, and to trick me into using a reflection of it as a guide.


I was growing extremely frustrated by the whole situation and the rain was coming down even heavier than before. I bowed my head to hide my face from the torrent and stared at the ground, hoping that a solution would present itself.


‘Damn it!’ I shouted out. ‘How did I not think of this earlier?’


I’d been pacing that opening for quite a while and my footprints were clearly visible on the damp earth. All I had to do was find Hunter’s foot prints and follow them home.


I went to the place where I’d ran into the tree and just a few yards away were a number of larger and deeper prints, obviously made by Hunter’s heavy boots. The tracks went in circles at first, but soon they led me out of the trees to the grassland that stretched out to the foothills of the mountains, where the cottage was. I trudged through the waterlogged fields and I finally made it to the cottage around midnight.


I had to concentrate hard to stop my body shivering when I got inside. I caught my reflection in the mirror in the hallway and I looked like a half-drowned rat. I didn’t want to give Hunter the pleasure of seeing me shaking from the cold so I straightened up and put a brave face on.


I kicked off my runners in the hall then paced through the sitting room to see him sitting, in the only chair there was, by the fire with a cigar in one hand and a glass of whiskey in the other. The cloud of smoke that slowly swirling around him didn’t hide his grin. I felt my temper boiling over and I wasn’t going to let him get away with leaving me out in the rain for the night.


‘What’s your problem with me?’ I snapped. ‘You’ve treated me like a leper since the day we came here.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Bentley.’


‘I hope you choke on that whiskey!’


‘You’re making a mess,’ he said, pointing his cigar at the expanding pool of water at my feet. ‘And I’m sure you don’t want to be mopping the floors at this late hour.’


‘Mop them yourself. I’m outta here first thing in the morning.’


‘Grow up, Bentley.’


‘Grow up? You’re the one who’s acting like a child with all these games and stupid remarks. I’m telling you now, I’ve had enough of this and I’m leaving tomorrow. You can stick your Guild and your smart remarks where the sun don’t shine.’


‘Do you always run away when times get tough?’


‘I certainly do not but I won’t remain here unless I’m shown some respect!’


‘Respect is earned not demanded.’


‘Respect is a courtesy that should always be given.’


‘I think you should take your own advice and lower your voice while you’re in my home.’


‘I’d show you some respect if you stuck to your word.’


‘I have broken my word?’


‘Yeah, you have. You told me I was here to learn and all I get is abuse and stupid chores to annoy me. When does the real training start?’


‘All in good time, Bentley.’


‘Stop saying that. You always bloody say that.’


He turned his chair to the fire and took a sip from his glass. There were no more words between us that night.



















CHAPTER TWO


Secrets in the Dark





My room was a cramped space with blank walls and no decorations of any kind. There were only two pieces of furniture: the ridiculously narrow bed and a flimsy chest of drawers. The only distraction from the monotony of the room was the clock hanging on the wall. There was no TV, no radio, no games console, no laptop, no phone, no nothing. The bedroom lived up to its description: a room with a bed. It fitted perfectly with Hunter’s simple view of life.


The light went on once I opened the door and my saturated clothes proceeded to peel themselves from my quivering limbs as if they had a mind of their own. Most of the time I didn’t even need to concentrate on using my gift to do small things like turning on lights and getting undressed. My control over the gift had improved tenfold since I’d left my home in Ireland – probably because I no longer needed to hide it from those around me – practice makes perfect, and all that.


The towel hanging on the back of the door floated across the room into my hands and I dried myself off as best I could. I should’ve jumped straight into a hot shower, but the plumbing in the little cottage was prehistoric and it took hours for the water in the tank to heat up. Instead I settled for some dry clothes and the hug of the duvet.


I was still fuming after my confrontation with Hunter and I cursed him for playing such a cruel trick on me that day. If I caught pneumonia I’d make sure the Guild found out it was his fault before I died. I rubbed frantically at my ribs in an attempt to generate some heat and I scratched my feet across the mattress cover to warm them. Sleeping in that sorry excuse for a bedroom was bad enough without being frozen half to death.


‘Dear Lord!’ I breathed. A terrifying idea had just popped into my head. ‘I hope the Guild sends for me before winter sets in. I couldn’t handle three or four months in this frozen hell of a place.’


When would I return to the world of the living? It was a question that often preyed on my mind. I understood why I had to disappear, after everything that had happened, but I didn’t want to be isolated for too long. I was lonely, worried about my dad, I missed Cathy and most of all; I didn’t want to end up like Hunter by being exiled to the Scottish wilderness for too long. If I spent many more months with him I’d even develop his thick Scottish accent – not that there was anything wrong with it, I just didn’t want to have anything in common with that impossible man!


The rain dashed the window above the bed and the wind rattled the walls of the little cottage. It was a miserable abode and I couldn’t wait to get away from it. I told Hunter I was bailing out first thing the next day. It was an idle threat and we both knew it; there was no way I could leave. My face would still be recognised after what happened at The Million Dollar Gift and there was also the looming threat of Golding Scientific and its many minions who were probably  still keeping an eye out for me. I was stuck with Hunter for the time being and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.


I focused on the light switch across the room and used my psychokinetic power to flick it down. The room was cast into shadow and I pulled the duvet up over my shoulder. The worst part of living in the countryside was trying to get some sleep when there was nothing to distract my thoughts from that dreadful place they kept returning to.


I tried to focus on something positive until sleep came, but everything I thought about led to the same subject: Marianne Dolloway and Marcus Romand. And when I thought about what happened I was led back to my darkest memory: I had led that murderous woman to the Atkinson’s house, which meant I was responsible for Romand’s death. It was a fact that I would never escape from.


‘Damn,’ I whispered. ‘I wish I had a TV.’


I always found I could watch some mindless garbage on the tube and easily drift off. It had worked wonders in the year following my mother’s death, when there was so much confusion in my mind and so much emptiness in my heart. This was similar, though I didn’t have familiarity as a crutch to lean on this time. All I had were my thoughts, and the occasional confrontation with Hunter, who was now pacing along the hallway outside my bedroom.


The door to the next room slammed and a second later the springs of his bed bungeed. It was the same every night. He just closed his door and jumped onto the bed without even getting undressed. He was a right weirdo! At least he didn’t snore like Romand … And so I was back to thinking about him, and contemplating the costly mistake I’d made. The one that had alerted Marianne to our hideout.


The memories of what happened next were etched into my mind. The fear when I hid with the Atkinsons in the attic, the adrenalin rush when I faced Marianne, the shock of the gunshot that grounded her, the look on Cathy’s face when Romand died. I doubted I would ever be able to banish those images.


The night went by slowly; sleep just would not come. My train of thought had paused at that point when Marianne was gunned down by the police. What had happened to her after that? I remembered Peter Williams saying that she had not shown up at any hospitals or police stations, which meant she must have been scooped by Golding’s people. Was she dead or alive? Was she lying on a bed in a dark room right at that very moment and plotting my demise?


I thumped the pillow with my fist and scolded myself for being so neurotic. The most likely scenario was that she had died from the gunshot wound. After all, it had blown half her shoulder away and even if she did live, Marianne wouldn’t pose much of a threat to me or the Guild.


I forced the sinister thoughts from my mind and focused only on Cathy’s face. That was the one thing that filled me with contentment. I nodded off around 4am.
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The bed was kicked at 6am, like it was every single morning. I’d only had two hours sleep and wanted to complain, but I didn’t utter a single word in protest. There’d been countless sleepless nights followed by the usual rude awakening, followed by an argument that I lost every single time.


‘You look like crap, Bentley,’ Hunter pointed out as he walked to the door. ‘You really should be getting to bed at a decent hour and not hanging out in the forest until after midnight … Teenagers.’


‘Just what I need first thing in the morning, a dose of your special brand of humour.’


‘Just trying to get the day off to a good start.’


‘Sparing me your jokes would make for a better start.’


He paced out of the room and left me to clamber out of the bed and shuffle to the drawers to find some clothes for the day. I didn’t pay much attention to what I put on; we never had visitors and I didn’t care what Hunter thought of my dress sense.


I went to the kitchen and sat opposite him at the small, square table. There was a bowl of porridge in front of me and a cup of black coffee. I could not think of a less appetising combination, especially while having to watch Hunter suck up his own porridge. He also stank from smoking cigars the previous night.


I pushed my bowl into the centre of the table and took my cup to the back door and gazed out at the grey clouds gathering at the peaks of the mountains. It looked like a repeat of the previous day’s weather and I was hoping Hunter wasn’t planning on another excursion into the wilderness.


‘What’s on the schedule for today?’ I asked without turning to him. ‘And I want an umbrella if it involves outdoor activities.’


‘You have a hood. What do you need a brolly for?’


‘The hood is cotton. It soaks through in five minutes.’


‘Linda Farrier left her pink raincoat here when she visited last year. I can fetch it for you if you want.’


‘That would be swell.’ I turned to him and he was grinning ear to ear. I couldn’t help but crack a smile. I swiftly turned away from him before he noticed it.


‘No chores today, you’ll be happy to hear.’ He got up and dumped his bowl and cup into the sink, without rinsing them off - that was my job - then walked out onto the back porch before lighting up a cigar. ‘I have to go to town in a few hours.’


‘Why did you wake me up at six in the morning if you had nothing planned for the day?’ I asked through gritted teeth.


He turned to me and blew a cloud of smoke in my direction. ‘Because it’s healthy to keep a routine.’


‘You woke me up, so you’ll have to suffer me for the day.’


‘What are you yapping about?’


‘I’m going with you. I’ve been holed up here for far too long. I’ll go mental if I don’t get a break from this place.’


‘Out of the question,’ he said with a sharp shake of his head. ‘It’s far too dangerous.’


‘What do you care if I’m in danger?’


‘I care because if you’re spotted they may come here looking for you, then I might be in danger. I’d rather that didn’t happen. Don’t worry, Bentley, you’ve only got another eight months before you can return south.’


‘What did you just say…? Eight months?’


‘That was the agreement I came to with Peter Williams, to keep you out of sight for a minimum of ten months. You’ve been here for two, so that leaves eight. Don’t get your knickers in a twist about it because you have no say in the matter.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me it was ten months before I came up here?’ I followed him as he re-entered the kitchen. ‘I never would have agreed to this if I’d known.’


‘You’re giving me a headache, Bentley.’


‘You’re giving me a bigger headache, Hunter.’


He spun around and grabbed me by the throat then backed me up against the wall. Within an instant he had raised his other hand in front of my face. His index finger was pressed to my forehead and I felt a sharp tingle against my skull as his entire hand was surrounded by tiny flashes of electricity. I’d heard about electropsychs from Romand and I knew they could kill a person by firing bursts of electricity.


‘First of all,’ Hunter snarled, ‘I didn’t want to take this responsibility on for that amount of time. Secondly, I would prefer to be out chasing down Romand’s killers rather than babysitting you. Thirdly, stop calling me Hunter.’


‘Mr Williams calls you that. Why can’t I?’


‘Williams is an old friend of mine, that’s why he can call me that. You, on the other hand, are not my friend and you don’t get the privilege of referring to me by that name. Are we clear?’


‘I’m not scared of you. You think you have me all figured out, don’t you?’


‘I have you by the throat and I can send a small electrical current into your brain and send you into a coma. I think I have you figured out quite well enough, Bentley.’


Thanks to my precognitive gift, I had sensed his initial attack before he even turned, and by the time he’d thrown me up against the wall I had reached out with my psychokinesis and lifted a knife from the pile of cutlery in the sink. It had been hovering behind his head up until now. I eased the sharp point forward and it prodded at his scalp.


‘I’ll sense your move before you even decide on it,’ I said. ‘And if you do I’ll push this knife right through your brain. You haven’t gotten me completely figured out just yet, Hunter.’


Hunter held his stare for a moment then released his grip on my neck. He walked across the room and dragged his coat off the rack and stormed out into the hallway. When I heard his 4x4 rumbling off into the distance I sent the knife back into the sink and pushed myself from the wall with my elbows.


What on earth had convinced Peter Williams to send me away with this madman? Hunter was a complete and utter lunatic, I was convinced of it. Worse still, he was a violent lunatic! I wasn’t afraid of him – I reckoned I could beat him in a fight – but I didn’t feel comfortable being cooped up with him in the middle of nowhere. And now it seemed I had another eight months of this impossible situation to endure.


There was no way I was going to last that long. We’d surely kill each other if this went on any longer. Someone would come knocking at the cottage next summer and find us both dead, our decaying hands still wrapped around each other’s skeletal necks.


I sat on the table and rubbed my throat. The big brute was seriously strong and had almost choked me half to death. He was faster than he looked too. Not quite fast enough to get the jump on a precog like me, but fast nonetheless. He was also very gifted. At least I now knew exactly what his gifts were. He was, on his own admission, a light-tuner, and a very powerful one at that, judging by the prison of mirrors he’d created in the forest the night before. He was also an electropsych because he’d threatened to kill me with that gift just moments earlier, and he had psychokinetic skills, although it wasn’t clear how strong this gift was; he’d created a wave when we sparred the previous evening, but it wasn’t strong, at least nothing compared to what I could do.


Hunter had three gifts, though, and that made him just about as dangerous as any person could be. I also had three gifts, but one of them, my time-scanning power, was of no use in combat. I still believed I could beat him in a straight fight. Although that wasn’t a terribly attractive proposition.


It was foolish to leave two people, who both had three of the true gifts and obviously hated one another, alone in a rural cottage together … for the best part of a year! People die when the gifted fight. I had to avoid another confrontation, if I could, until I created a plan of escape. I wasn’t spending eight more months with him. I wasn’t even going to spend the winter with him. No way was I staying in the drafty cottage during the coldest months of the year in the Scottish wilderness. How the hell was I going to convince him to bring me back to England? Or even to allow me to return to my dad in Ireland?


I walked outside and looked out over the lonely landscape. I had a very boring day ahead. There was quite literally nothing to occupy my time with, unless I wanted to take a leisurely stroll around the woods, and there was no a chance I was ever doing that again.


I stood there feeling sorry for myself until the rain came lashing down from the deep grey sky that churned above the cottage. I went inside and locked the door then wandered from room to room as my boredom grew. I ended up sitting in Hunter’s chair by the fireplace and looking at the half full bottle of whiskey on a shelf nearby. Now I understood why he drank each night; the isolation drove him to it. To his credit he didn’t overdo it. He never had more than two measures in a single night.


I watched the clock above the mantelpiece as the hour struck seven. He’d probably be gone all day, which should have been a relief, but being alone was a worse prospect. That meant I had to deal with the dark memories that were haunting me relentlessly.


‘Damn it!’ I shouted. I forced myself out of the wooden chair and stomped around the room. ‘There has to be something to do in this bloody hellhole!’


Suddenly a thought came to me – Hunter’s room! I wondered what secrets he was keeping in there. I knew he wouldn’t return until late afternoon, which meant I had hours to battle the temptation to go snooping through his stuff. I’d eventually give in to my curiosity and decided not to bother fighting it.


I walked through the hall and used my psychokinesis to create a small vortex of energy that turned the doorknob anti-clockwise. The door swung open with a creak.


What I saw was hardly surprising. Hunter’s room was a carbon copy of my own. The walls were plain white, there was one single bed, a clock on the wall and a small chest of drawers in the corner. How could anyone live like this? Monks had a more extravagant lifestyle than Hunter.


I walked to the chest and pulled open the drawers but there were only clothes inside. Each of the drawers slammed shut when I sent out a small burst of energy from my hand. I could have continued rummaging around the room, but I was beginning to feel guilty for going through his stuff.


I shut the door and went back to the sitting room and sat looking at the rain running across the window in little streams. This really was an empty house. No entertainment. No happiness. No possessions. Well, apart from the pink raincoat that was allegedly stored in the attic …


‘Hello,’ I said, looking up at the ceiling.


I’d never been in the attic and my body began to tingle with excitement at the prospect of nosing around up there. This was how bored I had become; I was excited about looking around a dusty old attic. It was about the most intriguing prospect that I had for that day so I practically jumped out of the seat and went to the hallway. I looked at the hatch then nudged some energy upward. The hatch door swung slowly open then I sent energy downward which propelled me into the air, just high enough to grab the sides of the gap.


I pulled myself up and was consumed by the shadows. As soon as I stood upright there was a cord tickling my face and I yanked it down. The attic was filled with light that sparkled across the maze of cobwebs hanging from the rafters. The attic was a polar opposite of the ground floor and was stuffed full of old junk. There was the usual crap like a tool box that was rusted shut, an old mountain bike missing its front wheel, mounds of old books that stank of mould, and there were an inordinate amount of old boots lying around. I even spotted Linda Farrier’s raincoat, covered with fine layer of dust. It looked grey at first, but when I swiped my hand over its glossy surface I saw it was indeed pink.


At the other end of the attic was a large wooden box with a canvas sheet covering it. It hadn’t been touched in a long time judging by the thick layer of dust on the cover. Much thicker than that on Farrier’s raincoat. If her coat had been there since last winter I guessed the canvas cover hadn’t been touched in five years or more.


I focused on my powers for a moment then lifted the sheet into the stale air of the attic, gathered more energy around it and rolled it up tightly, then took it in hand and placed on the floor next to the large box. I cautiously lifted the lid, half expecting a colony of rats to be disturbed. Instead I found items that seemed oddly out of place in Hunter’s home.


There were some child’s clothes neatly folded into a bundle, strangely they all had burn marks on them. Who on earth would keep charred clothes in their attic? Not even Hunter was that strange. Was he? He obviously was. There were a few picture frames too. There was a very fine layer of soot covering them, but I could make out some faces behind the darkened glass. They were family portraits mostly and were quite old. I spotted Hunter in one; at least I thought it was him. He looked no older than ten or eleven and was standing next to a haggard looking woman. There was another photograph showing a slightly older Hunter, this time he was sitting bedside a different woman who was smiling and had a pleasant face. I guessed it was his mum. It was hard to imagine Hunter having a mother. I didn’t really think of him as a normal human being, more like a cyborg that had been grown in a test tube someplace.


I came across another picture that was not as pleasant. It was Hunter, a little older than in the other pictures, and he was standing between two police officers. It had been cut from a newspaper and there was no headline or writing of any kind on it. I was starting to feel uncomfortable snooping around his stuff and pulled the lid of the box back down.


A piece of metal caught the light just before I closed the lid. I opened the box again and took a closer look. It was a metal rendering of an emblem that was very familiar to me. It was the wolf head logo that Romand had used in some of his writings – it was the symbol of the Guild of the True.


At first I thought it was just a medallion, but on closer inspection I saw it was actually attached to the front of a book. I freed it from the dust at the bottom of the box and found it to be a journal, rather than a book. It had a leather cover and was about three hundred pages long. I opened it and read the inscription on the inside of the cover: ‘The Journal of Jonathan Atkinson 1988-1992’.


Jonathan Atkinson was Cathy’s father! What on earth was his journal doing in Hunter’s attic? Surely its proper place was with the author’s wife and daughter.


There was a more pressing question to be answered: should I read it?


I was starting to get nervous all of a sudden, thinking Hunter could arrive back at any moment and there would be ugly scenes if he caught me reading this journal. I’d wanted to know more about the Guild for some time, though, and this journal would most likely supply me with a lot of the knowledge I craved. Could I not read it?


I decided to flick through the pages and saw they were organised into long entries, each about five pages in length and all had headings along with specific dates. I paused about halfway through and read one of the headings: ‘Changing the leadership of the Guild, 1988’. This sparked my curiosity. I simply had to read through the entry.
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It has become clear to me, and to many of my colleagues, that a change in leadership is required. The Guild has grown complacent and almost redundant over the course of the last decade. Much of this stems from our well-respected, but aged, leader Theresa Monroe. The blame for our failings is not hers alone. We all had a hand in allowing the Guild to fall into decline.


The death of a gifted child in Spain last month has roused many of us and there are heated discussions in the hallways of the Palatium. The jostling for power has begun.


The common consensus is that Monroe must be forced to relinquish her control immediately and that a more proactive member must take up her position. Herein lies our problem. There are three contenders and all have strong support throughout the Guild.


Clarissa Yenver would be the natural replacement because she has been second-in-command for many years, but she is getting on in years and the feeling is that she lacks the vitality required to bring about significant change. She will have the support of many of the senior members and could possibly gather enough votes to be successful.


I also have much support in the ranks of the senior members and I will put myself forward for the role. I have a vision for the Guild, one that could restore it to the greatness of bygone times. We must build for the future, but learn from the past. I believe we should be more active in the search for gifted youngsters and that they should be taught to use their powers by those with a lifetime of experience. We must not engage in open warfare, as some would advocate. My belief is that we must remain a clandestine group. Our greatest strength throughout the centuries has been to trick the world into believing we don’t actually exist.


The third candidate is Brian Blake. It is my opinion that under  no circumstance must he be allowed to take control of the Guild. Blake has long lobbied for a more militant approach to our work. This has gained him support from the younger agents within the Guild, but his leadership could transform us into that which we seek to destroy.


I refer to the four organisations that actively search and use gifted people for the pursuit of wealth or military strength or political gain. These organisations have grown in power in recent years, and much of it is our fault for taking a passive stance in the struggles of the gifted.


Our immediate and most deadly opponent is Armamenti Tal-Future (Malta). They are currently our most active opponent and have been seeking to destroy us for a number of years. They have snatched many gifted youngsters from their homes throughout this decade and they are training them for use in warfare. Essentially, they have been building an army of gifted mercenaries and have been hired by governments and big business to win wars and to conduct coups in the developing world. They have committed numerous atrocities in recent years, and have tipped the balance of power in trouble spots around the globe in favour of their employers. Their wealth is increasing at an alarming rate and they must be stopped at all costs.


JNCOR is a modern cover front for the old Jin Assassins (Hong Kong). The Jin Assassins were founded in thirteenth-century China to help protect the empire from the invading Mongol forces. Some time in the fifteenth century they broke their ties with the empire and began recruiting other gifted people from around Asia. JNCOR are not as openly malicious or aggressive as Armamenti-Tal-Future, but they are just as dangerous because of their ultimate goal. Their plan is to control the primary governments in East Asia who can then enforce their extreme right-wing views. They almost achieved this in the early twentieth century, but were significantly weakened during and after  the Second World War. They have now rebuilt much of their strength and will pose a serious threat to stability in Asia in the coming decades.


The S.P.D. (Soviet Union) has been our most persistent enemy over the last decade. Their role is to help impose communist ideals around the world and to eliminate anyone who seeks to destroy the Soviet Union. They are active in recruiting gifted youngsters who they use as assassins and spies. Any gifted person who refuses to work for them is murdered.


The S.P.D. is a repulsive organisation and we have worked tirelessly to ensure that they do not recruit outside of the Soviet Union. Our struggle with them has cost us dearly in the past, but it is possible that they will not continue to be a thorn in our side. Our sources based in Moscow seem to believe that communism in Russia may collapse in the coming years, and this would remove almost all of their financial support. I can only pray that this information is accurate.


Golding Scientific (USA) is the latest threat to emerge. Most in the Guild do not see them being able to compete with us, or the other organisations, and have ignored them for the most part. I disagree and having conducted a private investigation into its founders, Paul and Sarah Golding, I think they must be dealt with sooner rather than later. Their influence is growing steadily and they should be dealt with before they are strong enough to compete with us properly.


The big four represent a threat to all humanity if they continue to go unchallenged. The Guild has become too passive under the leadership of Theresa Monroe and has allowed them to recruit and use gifted people to murder political figures, to commit mass killings under the guise of terrorist attacks, to influence wars, and to attain massive wealth for unscrupulous corporations. The Guild must be more proactive. We must strike back.


The most pragmatic way to hurt these organisations is to cut off their supply of gifted youngsters, by recruiting them into our own organisation before the others can snatch them. This will be a difficult task as our current resources are limited. But with the help of other, benign groups such as Der Orden der Befähigten (Germany) and Os Especiais (Brazil) I believe we can eliminate the threats that face us.





I was about to turn the page, instead I snapped the journal shut. I held my breath and listened. I’d heard something from downstairs. Had Hunter arrived home early? If he caught me up here I’d be a dead man.


I threw the journal back into the box and flung the canvas sheet over it. I yanked the light cord and sent the attic into darkness and prepared to dive through the open hatch to the hallway below.


I paused. There was a sharp tapping coming from below. It sounded like someone frantically knocking on one of the windows. It wasn’t Hunter; he never forgot his keys and besides, he could easily use his gifts to unlock a door.


The tapping got faster and louder. Someone wanted into the cottage and wasn’t going away.



















CHAPTER THREE


The Messenger





I channelled a low intensity cushion of energy beneath me and then practically floated down into the hallway without making a sound. I looked up and used my power to draw the hatch down softly. All the while the intense tapping continued at the back of the cottage. Terrible scenarios ran through my mind as I tip-toed along the hallway to the kitchen door. Was it the police? Golding’s assassins? Had Marianne Dolloway somehow returned? I regretted reading the page from the journal now because my imagination was running wild with all sorts of horrible possibilities.


I forced a weak wave of energy ahead of me and the kitchen door swung lazily open. I’d half been expecting the door to be blown apart as soon as it moved, but the cottage had fallen silent and I became very aware of how fast my heart was beating.


I took a wary step inside and looked to the back window, there was no one there. I took a few steps forward and leaned on the sill and looked out onto the porch. It was empty. Was my mind playing tricks on me? Was Hunter playing tricks on me again? I’d kill him if he was.


I paced to the sitting room and hid behind the curtains as I gazed out at the front garden. No one there either. This wasn’t Hunter’s style and no Guild member would be foolish enough to visit us. A sense of foreboding took me and I felt my powers rising from the intense emotions that were running wild inside me.


The tapping came from the back of the cottage again - louder this time. I shot out of the room and went to the kitchen. I raced to the window but could see no one. What the hell was going on?


I’d had enough of this game and pulled the door open. I could see no one at first, but when I looked down I saw that I had a most unusual visitor. There, standing on the wooden porch before me, was the biggest bird I had ever seen. It was about three feet tall and almost as broad. Its sharp face was turned up at me and its yellow eyes were fixed on my own.


The bird came waddling forward and cawed loudly at me, as if telling me to get out of its way. I thought about giving it a kick or nudging it backward with my psychokinesis – it was already in the kitchen before I had time to act.


‘Get the hell out of here, stupid bird!’ I shouted. ‘Go on! Get! There’s nothing for you here. There’s no food for you.’


It suddenly spread its enormous wings and rose up off the floor. The kitchen was too small for the bird to fly, but it tried and made a right mess of the place in the process. Chairs, cups, plates, pots and pans were knocked off the counters and clattered onto the floor before the bird eventually came to rest. It stood proudly – if a little flustered – on the kitchen table and watched me as I edged to the door leading to the porch. I didn’t fancy having my eyes pecked out by this giant hawk, or whatever it was, and I thought it best to give it some space until it decided to bugger off.


‘This day is just getting stranger and stranger,’ I said, looking at the feathered beast. ‘First I get into a fight at 6.30 in the morning and now my home has been invaded by a big … vulture!’


‘It’s not a vulture. It’s a Steller’s sea eagle.’


I almost jumped out of my skin and I spun round to see Hunter standing behind me on the back porch.


‘Hunter, you nearly gave me a damned heart attack. Why are you always sneaking up on me?’


‘A precog should never be surprised,’ he said, rolling his eyes.


‘That’s not entirely accurate,’ I replied. ‘Precogs can only sense imminent physical danger. They can’t predict people sneaking up on them and making smart remarks!’


‘How very enlightening,’ Hunter snorted as he brushed past me. He stood in the kitchen with his hands on his hips and he looked the bird dead in the eye. ‘The stupidity of some people never ceases to amaze me.’


‘What are you on about?’


‘The Siberian coastline is the natural habitat for these birds so I would deduce that it hasn’t simply happened past our home and decided to come in for a nose about. The only logical explanation is that this bird is being controlled by a mind-switcher. It is a rare creature and the only person I know of that has one is Peter Williams. And the only people I know that hang out with him and have the gift of mind-switching are the Atkinsons. And Cathy Atkinson happens to be your sweetheart. It’s a good guess that it’s her, in an elaborate and flamboyant disguise.’


The bird cawed at him before it turned to me and inclined its head slightly. It was Cathy, using that weird gift of hers. It had been ages since I’d seen her and we’d had no way of communicating up until now.


‘Cathy,’ Hunter said to the eagle. ‘Using a bird to come up here is one thing. I don’t even blame you for that, but couldn’t you have picked a more inconspicuous animal? A Steller’s sea eagle! One of the largest birds in the world and we’re supposed to be in hiding.’


‘Look,’ I said. ‘There’s a roll of paper looped to its leg. It must be a message from the Guild.’


‘More likely a vomit-inducing love letter to you.’


He stepped forward and tore the roll from a nylon strap that was looped around the eagle’s leg. He quickly unravelled it then handed it to me. My name was scribbled on the front of the envelope.


‘It’s a letter,’ I said, examining the envelope. ‘This is the best postal service ever! It’s like getting invited to Hogwarts.’


‘Hogwarts?’


‘Hunter, you really need to get out more.’


‘I get out enough.’


He turned to the eagle and ordered it out. I still couldn’t get my head around the mind-switch gift. I knew Cathy was controlling the bird, but it seemed such a cold and emotionless creature and its eyes betrayed no feelings at all.


‘Thank you,’ I said, just before it sprang off the table and swooped through the open doorway. I walked out to the porch to see it rising fast and soaring over the forest nearby. It was out of sight within a couple of minutes.


It was the first positive thing that had happened in my life since the battle at the Atkinson house and I wanted to enjoy it alone. I sat on the swing chair out on the porch and pulled open the envelope to find a letter and a photograph inside. I glanced at the picture, but it stirred up some uncomfortable emotions so I slipped it back into the envelope and unfolded the letter that accompanied it. I wanted to lose myself in Cathy’s words for a while.




Hello again, handsome!


I’m so sorry it’s taken this long to get in touch with you. When we last saw each other I thought I’d be able to write you every second day but it’s taken eight weeks for me to convince Peter Williams to let me send you this message. I hope you’re not angry, Ross. There’s been so much trouble down here since you left and everyone is on edge. Nobody is allowed to travel alone and public meetings are out of the question. Even sending letters has been prohibited by the Guild. Can you believe that??


It was only late last night that Peter told me that it was okay to send this letter. Then he said I couldn’t use the regular postal service, and would have to deliver the message personally. I hope the eagle doesn’t scare you! I’ve been spending a lot of time at Peter’s wildlife sanctuary (isn’t that cool!) and the only bird he had that was capable of a long flight was the Steller’s Sea Eagle. I’ve been practising the mind-switch with the bird all week and I’m really starting to get the hang of it. Learning to fly as an eagle takes a lot of practice. It’s not like a kingfisher.


You do remember when I controlled the kingfisher, right? I’ll never forget that day, Ross. Our first kiss will stay with me forever and all I think about is seeing you again. I’ve asked Peter when you’ll be allowed to return, but he won’t give me a straight answer. I really hope it will be soon!!


It’s been a crazy two months since you left. Dreadful, but exciting too. Mum is showing some signs of improvement though she’s still not back to her old self. Romand’s death has really hit her hard and she spends a lot of time on her own; nobody’s allowed mention his name in front of her. That just sets her off crying, and it’s very difficult to get her to stop once she starts. What happened with Romand has made life harder for everyone who knew him. I’m sure you miss him too. I know I do. I spend a lot of time by his grave, thinking back to the good times we had with him. I’m almost crying writing this. I still find it hard to come to terms with how he died. It makes me angry and confused. Sometimes I can’t talk to anyone about it. I know you probably feel the same. Maybe it will be easier when you come back to England and we can spend time together again …


There have been some good times recently, though. Peter Williams has a private animal sanctuary near his home. He rescues exotic animals that foolish millionaires bought but couldn’t look after once they’d grown up, or weren’t permitted to have and the authorities removed them. You should see the animals he has, Ross! I still miss Bebe and Pepe but I’m learning so much by interacting with so many new and weird creatures. I’ve spent a lot of time with the eagle and I’ve also switching my mind into a python that he has here. I was always scared of snakes but not any more. They really are incredible creatures – although their minds work very differently to ours and it was hard to learn how to move without limbs!


The animal I’ve spent most time with is Nightshade. He’s a three-year-old black panther rescued recently from a billionaire playboy who had him locked in a cage out his back garden (how can some people be so cruel??)


I’ve perfected the mind-switch with Nightshade and I’m pushing the limits of my gift by following the work of Miriam Tompkins, the woman who used her gift to tame wild animals. I’ve come a long way in the last two weeks, and Nightshade is already capable of being around other humans without showing any sign of aggression.


Right, I’m probably boring you now! What exciting stuff have you been up to? I’m sure you and Hunter have been working on loads of cool new training techniques. I hope the two of you have become friends by now. I know he can be a bit cranky when you first meet him, but he chills out after a while.


Please write back soon. Hunter knows the address for the Williams Estate and he’ll make sure your letter arrives.


Missing you loads!


Cathy


PS Don’t go falling in love with any Scottish girls!!





I read over the letter three times before I folded it over and placed back in the envelope. Reading Cathy’s words made me feel close to her again. The one thing I wanted more than anything. I just wanted to kiss her again. To touch her. To hold her. The world sure was a brighter place when Cathy Atkinson was around. I had many more months of Hunter’s company ahead of me, but the promise of being with Cathy again made it seem less daunting.


I plucked the photograph from the envelope and gazed at it for a time, then my heart felt heavy and I put it away. I didn’t want to feel sad in that moment, I wanted to keep feeling loved and wanted. Reality was never far away, though, and Hunter quickly brought me back down to earth.


‘Looks like a cold spell is headed our way,’ he said. He was standing in the doorway and looking at the bleak landscape. ‘I want you to go get some firewood.’


‘All in good time, Hunter.’


‘You can take your time, but make sure you do it before sundown. Otherwise you might find yourself trapped outside again.’


‘Anything to be away from you.’


‘You won’t think like that once the temperature drops. We’re also due heavy rain. It’s your choice, you want to stay outside for the evening then go right ahead.’ He disappeared inside the cottage and left me to ponder the letter once more.


I was getting more and more frustrated by my exile. Cathy’s letter had accentuated my loneliness and I was jealous that she was having fun and learning to improve her gift. I wasn’t much of an animal lover, but spending time in a reserve for exotic creatures in the south of England sounded a lot more appealing than being trapped with Hunter by the side of a cold mountain in the north.


I ignored Hunter’s warnings and decided to go to my room and pen a reply to Cathy’s message. It took a couple of hours and I scrunched up more than a dozen attempts before I was happy with my written response. It was full of lies. How could I tell her the truth about my time away from her? I simply said that Hunter and I were getting on like a house on fire and I was learning to control my powers and so on. Nothing could have been further from the truth.


‘Bentley!’ Hunter shouted from his room. ‘Don’t forget the firewood.’


‘Bentley, do this. Bentley, do that,’ I moaned to myself. ‘Bentley is slowly going nuts.’


At 3pm I passed my letter, sealed in an envelope, to Hunter and told him I wanted him to send it to the Williams Estate. He said he would, although he was hardly convincing. I took one of his coats from a hanger in the hallway and I left the cottage then trudged across the sodden fields to the forest.


Getting firewood wasn’t exactly a straightforward chore. Especially as there was no axe at the cottage. I had to use my gift to down a tree then divide it up into small logs. That sounds easier than it actually is.


First I had to create a downward wave – a very precise one. I created a ceiling of energy at the top of the tree then pulled it down along the trunk. It had to be powerful enough to strip away all the branches, yet not so potent as to destroy the trunk itself. It took time to get it right but after an hour or so I was successful and a tree bare of branches was before me.


Cutting down the branchless tree was simple. I gathered my power and sent a slice towards the tree - this was a technique I’d learned from reading the notes of Ala-Qush. The disc of energy cut the tall pine down and it swung lazily before falling to the ground with a loud thump. The next step was to create very precise slicing techniques to cut the thick trunk into blocks that were small enough to throw into the hearth of the fireplace, or into the furnace at the back of the cottage. By the time I was finished chopping up the tree my power was waning. It needed a lot of concentration and I found it hard to use emotion, which fuelled my powers.


I stacked some of the logs together and levitated them a few feet off the ground, then marched back to the cottage with the bundle of logs hovering in front of me. I dropped them on the back porch then tossed a few into the furnace before sitting at the kitchen table, exhausted. Hunter was at the stove and didn’t acknowledge me as I sat. I sniffed and wrinkled my nose, realising he was making that awful stew of his again. I was starving, but the thoughts of it were making me queasy.


I managed to down a few spoonfuls of the stew. It tasted even worse than it smelled. Hunter on the other hand lapped it up, then took mine and ate that too. He was a repulsive man when he was eating. A horse would have better table manners. He flung the bowls into the sink when he was finished then went to the sitting room for a cigar, which he always did after dinner. I was glad to be left alone.
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The sun was setting and there was just enough light in the kitchen for me to see the faces clearly. The photograph was a little tarnished but as I held it up against the fading light from the window I could see every detail and line on Romand’s face. He was sitting in the back garden of the Atkinson’s house and had his arm around Cathy. They were both smiling and the evening summer sun cast a warm hue on their faces. I remembered that evening quite well. Romand and I were sitting outside discussing the day’s training when Cathy emerged from the house with her camera and started taking snaps of us. She’d said she wanted one of her and Romand and I had volunteered to be the cameraman. It took eight snaps before Romand finally smiled.


I rubbed my thumb over the image of the two people I missed so much. I felt like crying, but knew it wasn’t the thing to do. What would Romand say if he saw me weeping over an old photograph? He’d probably curse in French then tell me I was a sissy.


He looked so happy in the photograph, which was a stark contrast to my final memory of him. I shuddered when I pictured his broken body and the demented look in Marianne’s eyes when she tried to kill me. The emotional and physical pain was still close, still tugging at my heart whenever I had a quiet moment to myself. I remained angry with myself for allowing Romand to sacrifice himself for me. I should have reacted quicker that night. Perhaps he’d still be alive if I hadn’t hid in the attic like a coward.


The letter had eased my worries a little, though, and I knew Cathy remained safe. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if any harm came to her. In fact, I felt guilty that I’d left and she remained in the centre of the trouble. Not that I’d had much of a choice. I would have opted to stay had it been my decision.


‘You been reading that soppy love letter again?’


I looked over the photograph to see Hunter standing in the doorway to the hallway. His cold eyes were fixed on me and his broad arms were folded over one another. That mocking smile was on his face again.


‘Why are you so cruel?’ I replied as I folded the letter and placed it back into the envelope. ‘I’ve never done anything to you.’


‘I have to share my home with you. That’s reason enough.’


‘It wasn’t my choice to come here. I’ll gladly leave in the morning and go back to living a normal life.’


He stepped into the kitchen and flicked on the overhead lamp. ‘Give up on any hope of a normal life, Bentley. This is your life from now on.’


‘This isn’t a life, Hunter.’


‘I told you not to call me that, Bentley. Only my friends call me that.’


‘Don’t call me Bentley.’


‘I’ll call you whatever I like. This is my home and I say what goes.’ He pulled a chair from the under the table and sat facing me. He pressed one elbow on the table top and outstretched his other arm towards me. ‘Give me a look at that picture.’


‘Why should I?’


‘Because it’s my house and I—’


‘Oh, suit yourself.’ I slid the photograph across the table. ‘It won’t cheer you up. It’s put me in a right horrid humour.’


He held it up and stared carefully at it for a long while before a smile pushed at one of his cheeks. I knew he and Romand had been close friends for many years and was expecting a different reaction. I certainly didn’t think it would bring any warmth to his cold heart.


‘Why the smile?’ I asked.


‘Why not? I have so many fond memories of Romand. Pictures of him will always make me smile.’ Hunter’s face went blank then, as if he was unsure of how to act in front of me. It was almost as if he was afraid, or embarrassed, to reveal his true emotions to me. I guess that was normal. I was practically a stranger to him, and he didn’t seem like a man who was comfortable sharing his feelings. It was in that moment that I realised that Hunter had never been able to properly grieve for his friend because I had been imposed on him immediately after the funeral. I suppose I wasn’t the only one who was finding the living arrangements difficult to deal with.


‘I’ll miss him,’ Hunter finally said, ‘as will the Guild miss his support.’


‘I hate the way you mention the Guild, but never actually talk to me about it. If I didn’t know better I’d be starting to think that it’s a figment of your imagination. On the first morning that I was here you asked me to join and ever since then you’ve practically ignored me. You only gave me the vaguest possible description of this Guild. Not a word on who else is part of it, what gifts they have and what members of this group actually do.’


‘All in good time.’


‘And you keep saying that! All in good time, Bentley,’ I tried to imitate his Scottish accent and did a terrible job. I leaned across the table. ‘Tell me, who’s in charge of this Guild?’


He leaned forward and his face was very serious. ‘All in good time, Bentley.’


I slapped the table top and sighed as he erupted into laughter. Hunter was infuriating and I was trapped in the middle of nowhere with him. I was imprisoned in a tiny cottage with him for eight more months. I needed to escape to situation soon or I’d surely crack up.


I stood up and stuffed the envelope in the back pocket of my jeans. I’d had enough of Hunter’s strangeness for one day and I needed to get away from him.


‘I’m off to my room,’ I told him.


‘Not before you do the washing up.’


‘You think I’m some sort of slave? I’m sick of this bullshit. Chopping wood and washing dishes and mowing the lawn. I deserve better than this.’


‘You think you’re too good for chores, Bentley, is that it?’


‘What’s that even supposed to mean? You make me sound like some rich kid who’s never gotten his hands dirty. I used to clean a supermarket for a living before I came here.’


‘Oh,’ he said in a mocking voice, ‘it must have been a tough life for you.’


‘I’m a hard worker.’


‘You have the look of a grifter not a grafter, Bentley.’


‘That’s it,’ I snapped, ‘I want to leave here tomorrow. I’ll find my way to the nearest town and catch a bus back down south.’


‘That’s what you said yesterday. And the day before that.’


‘This time I mean it.’


‘You probably wouldn’t make it across the border.’


‘I think I can manage to get a bus on my own.’


‘You’d probably be dead or arrested before you reached the border.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘There are people out there,’ he pointed aimlessly, ‘who are working around the clock to find you. Some want you dead. Some want you locked up. Others want to use you and your powers for some very sinister activities.’


‘Who are you talking about?’


‘Anyone who doesn’t mind taking human life for money.’


‘How would you know that?’


‘Because I’ve been in the middle of this conflict for near twenty years and I know what way Golding, and others like him, work. If he can’t get you on his side he will put a contract out on your head. The more powerful you are the bigger the contract will be. The bigger the contract is, the more skilled assassins it will attract.’


‘I’m trapped then.’


‘Only for another eight months. I’m going to toughen you up while you’re here. You’ll need to be stronger before you enter the fray once more.’


‘And chopping wood will make me more capable of fighting people like Marianne? Don’t be ridiculous!’


‘Healthy body, healthy mind. You need to be in good physical shape before you can push your gifts to the limits again.’


‘I’m in good shape.’ I shot out a few fast jabs and hooks at thin air just to demonstrate my fitness. It only seemed to amuse Hunter and chuckled to himself as he lit a cigar.


‘You’re a hypocrite, Hunter,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘You preach to me about having a healthy body yet you smoke like a chimney.’


‘I don’t inhale,’ he said after a blowing a cloud of smoke over his head. ‘I just like the taste of a fine cigar.’


‘Give me a break,’ I scoffed. ‘You also go through quite a lot of whiskey.’


‘I’m Scottish. Whiskey’s like hot chocolate for me; it helps me sleep.’


‘First sign of an alcoholic is denial.’


He laughed out loud at my attempt to antagonise him.


‘You should save your energy for your chores and not for inventing baseless accusations, Bentley.’


‘I don’t need chores to help me fight the likes of Golding. My desire for revenge will be enough. I can’t wait to get my hands on that monster.’ I turned to him and shook my fist. ‘And any assassin that’s sent after me will regret they ever heard the name Ross Bentley.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ Hunter said with a genuine smile. ‘But Golding isn’t the only shadow that has been cast upon the world of the gifted. Believe me, boy, you’ll need your strength to take Romand’s place.’


‘Tell me about these other enemies, Hunter.’


‘All in good time, Bentley.’


‘I hate you. I really hate you.’


Hunter simply laughed and left the room as abruptly as he’d entered. He really was an odd person, but that was hardly a surprise; almost everyone I’d met since I entered The Million Dollar Gift was mental. I was starting to think that Cathy and I were the only sane people in the Guild. I longed to be with her again.


‘Eight more months,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Eight more months and I can live a normal life again. Just have to hold out until then.’


I stood by the back door and watched the mountains swallow the sun. I was champing at the bit to get back into the conflict with Golding. I knew there was a lot more to the Guild than its vendetta with Golding Scientific. Hunter’s mentioning of other enemies within the world of the gifted scared me a bit. I still wanted to know what was lying in wait for me. I needed to know more of the malevolent side to the world of the gifted.


Perhaps there were clues in Jonathan Atkinson’s journal. I had to read more of it if I wanted to know what I was really getting myself into. And even if there weren’t any clues in it, the journal would surely keep me occupied throughout the long, sleepless nights in the cottage.


Later that night, when Hunter had gone to bed, I sneaked out of my room and used my gift to silently levitate into the attic to retrieve the journal. I floated back into the hall then quietly went to my bed to read more about the Guild of the True.
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