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Dedication

To Lonny. Everything I do is so much richer when shared with you. Love you always.

To the Magicals who helped make this a much better tale: David, Rachel, Katherine, Brandon, Kim, James, Kari, Amy, and Mike. I can’t begin to tell you how much all your time, thoughts, and ideas made me rethink everything about this story! You guys are the best darn beta-readers any author could hope to have.

To my editor Jason, damn you and your plot bunnies! This is all your fault. You’re the bestest.

To the fantastic people at NineStar Press, and particularly Raevyn, thank you for continued support.




The CMRD is the acronym for the Canadian Centre for Magical Research and Development, but those who have had dealings with the corporation refer to it in whispers as Control Magic or Die.




One: Call Back

“YES, MIRIAM. YES, I know. I know it’s been over a year. I’m not sure I’m ready.”

The knuckles on my hand cramped from clasping my cell phone in a death grip. I glanced at my watch. This conversation had gone on too long. In the span of two minutes, Miriam had managed to exhume memories and history I wanted buried and forgotten. I sucked in a short breath as nausea surged like a tsunami of fear. Its behemoth wave washed bile against the back of my throat.

I slumped down the stained and weathered wall of the coffin-sized studio apartment I reluctantly called a home. It wasn’t a bad place to live, except for the cockroaches I found on a daily basis. I’m sure they considered it a veritable paradise. Absentmindedly, I toed an old pizza box near my foot while listening to Miriam. One of the insects scampered across the matted Berber carpet.

Gross.

Cody. A pale ghostlike face flashed before me. His hair, the exact colour of fall fallowed fields, hung listlessly over one eye, as blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth. His chapped lips parted, asking me, “Why?”

I ignored the vision. Well, ignored wasn’t the right word, more like boxed it up with a heavy rock and pitched it into the abyss of my mind with all the other terrifying nightmares.

“I know. I owe you, yes. I’m just not sure—” I crawled over to the upended crate being used as a coffee table, grasping for my last pack of smokes. I lit one, enjoying the soothing crackle of the tobacco as it ignited, and then inhaled deeply.

Ah, yes. Hello, nicotine, my demon friend.

Miriam continued blithering while I half-heartedly listened to her soul-sucking voice. She was demanding my presence.

“What? You mean, tomorrow? Miriam, I don’t think it’s a good idea.” I drew in another steady stream of the toxic smoke. It burned my lungs as the addictive chemicals flooded through my body. I really need to quit. Scraping together the smallest ounce of courage, I attempted to defy her. “No, I can’t.”

A wraithlike hand, desiccated and fragile, inched its way across my shoulder and gripped my tense neck muscle. Its sharp nails dug into my flesh. Its bite, a warning.

Cody’s lifeless lips brushed my ear, sending cold shivers skittering across my back. Eruptions of goose flesh covered my neck and shoulders. His voice was a memory and a sound I would never forget.

“Don’t do this. You’ll kill me again.” His icy breath whispered to me.

Another box, a bigger rock, another addition to the pit of despair in my head.

“No,” I replied to one of Miriam’s inane questions. “There’s an Arcane too? I’ve never been good with them. They creep me out. No, I don’t think I’ve ever seen that. Shit.” Miriam had just described a scene for me. My flesh turned buggy, as if I had chiggers nesting and burrowing deep into my skin. “Oh god that’s gross. It’s also not a good sign.” I pointed uselessly at the wall, waving my finger, trying to make a point to the caller. “I never took the exam for the third class.” Miriam had asked if I’d kept up my licensing. I instantly felt guilty. I should have done it years ago. One thing was becoming evident from the conversation—she needed my help. Help only I could give.

“All right, maybe, I think I can. Consult only. Do you hear me, Miriam? Just a consult.” I had tried desperately to stay the hell out of this. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to go back there. “What time? Yes. I’m pretty sure. Miriam—” A thousand reservations ran through my mind, a wild stampede, unbridled, laced with dread and fear. “How many? How many in this class?”

The question sat like the world perched on my shoulders. The higher the number, the bigger the world, the more responsibility, an undeniable possibility of…

“Five! Are you kidding me? I can’t do five. No. No! It’s not possible.”

She was out of her mind.

“Yes, my sister is still on the streets. You know that’s close to blackmail, right?” I stubbed out the cigarette. The lacquer of smoke in my mouth tasted like I had just licked the bottom of an ashtray, and it was suddenly very hard to breathe. Why do I smoke again?

“Fine. Tomorrow. Yes. Ten a.m. Yes, I’ll be there. What do you mean dress appropriately?”

I looked at my cell phone, disgusted as the call ended.

I flipped the device onto the floor as if it had burst into flame and branded the conversation into my hand. I snorted. Like, I’d forget.

Stretching around to the other side of the crate, I grabbed blindly for a bottle I hoped was there. By all the gods’ great divine gifts, it was. And it still had liquid in it. In fact, it was surprisingly half-full.

I tipped the vodka bottle back, allowing its burn to strip away the cancer stick’s smoky film inside my mouth.

Swaying back and forth with my eyes closed, I tried to drown out the endless voices in my head. The words inundated my impending thoughts of doom and failure, and I could feel the chaos and panic mounting. Steadying myself and regaining my mental capacities, I gazed out the window. It was dark already and only six, early evening at best. Yay for daylight-savings time and late fall in Canada. Lights from the downtown cityscape lazily twinkled and danced before me. It should have been a pretty sight, but the darkness always seemed too oppressive, like a shroud. And I knew better. Things lived in the shadows.

I took another swig from the clear glass bottle. The burn hit my throat and disintegrated the bile that had crept up there.

Five very gifted students.

I rubbed the stubble covering my face and took yet another nip. Except it wasn’t a quick sip, it was a good one. A long one.

The window acted like a mirror, and my image reflected against the backdrop of the city skyline. I looked like shit. My short brown hair had cowlicks; thank god I kept it close. But the rest? No wonder Miriam instructed me to clean it up. The shirt I was sort of wearing was only half buttoned and stained in several spots. I had no pants on, but the pair of tighty-whities, which weren’t exactly white anymore, or tight, were ripped and showed more flesh than they were supposed to. Jesus.

How did my life get here?

Five young people had no control of their gifts.

And I had a sister who was lost out in the sparkle-light of downtown’s darkness, up to who knew what, and doing it with god only knew who, mired in her own addictions.

I glanced around my shit-hole apartment, wondering what the fuck I was going to do.




Two: The Interview

MORNING CAME WAY too early.

The cell phone’s alarm sounded off, penetrating my brain like a crystalline spike driving into my skull over and over and over.

Reaching across the bed, I grabbed my phone and tapped the button, ending the assault.

There were no less than a dozen texts from Miriam. All were variations of don’t be late.

Rolling out of bed hurt. My head was dead weight and the throbbing pulse of my heartbeat pounded a steady rhythm. All I could picture was a sadistic garden gnome smashing my brain with a little war hammer. As my foot hit the floor, I inadvertently kicked an empty vodka bottle, sending it spinning against the wall. The resulting racket was like the tap-dancing of a hundred steel-plated shoes with my forehead as their stage.

I stretched out my back and vertebrae popped in succession all the way down my spine. Instant relief. But the clothes that were still stuck to me from the previous night pulled me back to reality, along with sharp stabs of pain from my hangover headache. I ripped off the holey underwear, scrunched them into a ball, and as I was about to pitch them into the corner with the rest of the to-do laundry, I realized the pile was just a little too big. Betcha there wasn’t another clean pair. My balls were stuck to the inside of my thighs from the sweat of an alcohol-induced sleep.

I gave my bunched-up gotch a quick whiff. Whoa.

They sailed through the air and landed on top of the mountain of used clothes.

“Commando it is,” I mumbled and then added the shirt to the growing mound after giving my pits the sniff test.

The shirt unwadded as it flew and a trailing sleeve caught the neck of another empty glass bottle which was precariously perched on my creative crate of a coffee table. The resulting bang and clank of the bottle hitting the floor and rolling made me grab my head as that little monster inside smashed its weapon a little harder.

How much did you drink last night, you idiot?

I shuffled my way down the hall to the bathroom and flicked on the light, instantly regretting the decision. Fumbling through the darkness would have been easier on my eyes. I dug through the vanity’s only drawer, found the bottle of Tylenol, and fought with the lid, then eventually tapped out a couple of little promissory gems of pain relief. I swallowed them and a couple of ibuprofen without water. Water would only make me spew at this point.

Next step, get wet.

The shower wasn’t exactly hot or well pressurized, but it was better than showing up to Miriam’s party smelling like a day-old martini. I was not shaving. Screw her.

With a bit of luck and a little scrounging, I came up with a pair of gray slacks and a light-blue dress shirt. Both were tight. Dammit.

My middle had a jiggle.

When the fuck did that happen?

The pack of cigarettes was empty. I’d have to pick up another on the way. After snagging my wallet, a coat, the car keys, and my cell, I launched myself out into the world and headed across the street to where my rusted-out 90s Corolla sat. It was champagne beige. Champagne. That was fuckin’ humorous. Champagne would imply luxury or class. This poor machine hadn’t had either in a long time. My breath hung in front of me. The damp and cold autumn air hurt my face. But as much as it stung, it was oddly soothing against my dehydrated existence.

The car required a little coaxing and a few salty words in order to get going, but as soon as the engine revved to life, a belt somewhere under the hood started squealing. A nice old lady, dragging one of those two-wheeler shopping carts behind her, gave me a dirty look. I took back the nice part.

Embarrassed by my car’s lack of silence, I slammed it into drive and pulled away. Only then did I notice the parking ticket flapping itself violently against the windshield.

“For fuck’s sake.” I was in a mood. I turned the windshield wipers on and the ticket dislodged and flew away like a little bird.

The car’s heat didn’t work well, even though I cranked it to the hottest it would possibly go and hoped for tropical ferns to sprout from the dash. A glance to my phone told me it was already nine thirty. Despite Miriam’s numerous texts, I was going to be late.

 

THE FACILITY WAS out of town.

Which was smart. If something were ever to happen, at least it could be contained.

The car’s brakes squealed as I approached the guard’s booth. The vehicle’s interior hadn’t warmed, and my lips were tinged blue from the long drive without heat. I rolled down the window.

“James Martin here to see Miriam van Allen,” I said unemotionally and blew a lungful of smoke out the open window and stamped out the cig in the car’s overflowing ashtray. I’d driven up to this checkpoint a hundred times before, but oddly, the same person was never stationed there.

The guard, who didn’t look like puberty had come to visit yet, checked his logs. Then his eyebrows flew halfway up his scalp as he returned his glare to me, judging.

“Mr. Martin, you’re already twenty minutes late. Mrs. van Allen won’t be pleased. Proceed in, park in section C spot 42, and then report at the security desk.”

I rolled up the window without a word of acknowledgement. What a snot. They wanted me, not the other way around. They could bloody well wait.

The front doors to the facility reminded me of a school, which was funny, because by trade, I was a teacher. But no school district was going to hire one of us.

“James Martin here to see Miriam van Allen,” I said as I walked up to the second guard sitting behind an imposing security desk in front of the walk-through metal scanner. He got the same enthusiasm from me as the gatekeeper did.

He too checked his logs. The bureaucracy and red tape there ran deep. Streamers of red. Spools and spools of it. I tapped my foot impatiently, waiting for him to find my invitation. I flicked my wrist towards me and stole another glance at my watch—Jesus—I was almost thirty minutes late. Miriam was going to lose her shit if she hadn’t lost it already.

“He’s with me,” Miriam said. Speak of the devil. The devil was decked out in a starched black dress, which was rather form-fitting for a lady of her age, sporting six layers of pearls and a white updo with so much hairspray I could smell it from where I stood.

“Miriam, you look lovely.” I feigned an I’m-happy-to-see-you face.

“Shut up, James.” She smiled evilly at me and then nodded at the guard. Her voice had more rasp to it than I remembered. “You’re late. I told you not to be. And I also said dress appropriately. The least you could have done was wear underwear.”

She linked her arm into mine and gently guided me through the security gates. I chanced a peek down to my crotch. It wasn’t that noticeable.

“This isn’t a game, James. I need you, and what’s more, these kids need you.”

“Believe me, I know. That’s why I haven’t come back, Miriam. I’m not suitable or capable for this job.”

“Nonsense. You’re a stubborn idiot. One of the most talented Psyches I’ve ever met, as well. And today, I’m going to make you use it.” She turned us down a metal corridor. The odd door peppered the long hallway. Portals to hell, I was sure of it.

We made several turns on our walk, and it didn’t take long before I was completely screwed around. Here I was again, lost in the bowels of the CMRD.

An armed guard passed us and then cut sharply away down another intersecting hallway.

“That’s new,” I said, staring after the uniformed man with an assault weapon strapped over his shoulder. He disappeared as he made his way to another destination. This place was massive.

“We’ve had to make a few adjustments. They’re getting stronger.”

“Who? The five you mentioned?”

“No, James. All of them.”

“How many are here?” I asked, shocked.

“Enough. But that’s not for you to worry about. Here,” she said and then turned a doorknob and pushed the door open.

I followed in behind her, but then she stepped aside and I found myself front and center in a long room with a huge oval stone slab. There were at least twenty people sitting around the tabletop, mostly men, a few in uniforms unrecognizable to me. But I could tell from the smell in the room, every last one of them was some type of high-ranking powered official.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” Miriam nodded her head towards the executive crowd and then turned towards me. “Meet Mr. James Martin.”

There was nothing but blank stares boring holes through me. I could feel a big round globe settling on top of my shoulders again, just like Atlas. Stress is a very heavy thing.

I gave them a wave, then looked at Miriam and shrugged, not sure what to expect next.

Miriam rolled her eyes. “Honestly, James.”

A uniformed toad stood up and glared at the two of us. He didn’t seem particularly pleased, and his jowls wobbled as he started to speak.

“We waited a half hour for this?” He pointed in my direction.

“I assure you, Major Harris, James is the best candidate for what we need.”

“You’ll forgive me if I’m not impressed.” His short sausage fingers rummaged through files and papers in front of him as he sat back down, dismissing me in the process.

“James, if you would, please?” Miriam nudged me.

“Really, Miriam? I said a consult. That was the only reason I was coming.”

“Just do it, James.” She smiled at me, but her teeth were firmly planted together. She was not happy. One thing I had learned from my last stint with the CMRD—when Miriam gets pissed, ragingly angry, she gets mean.

“Fine.”

I took a deep breath. I hated doing this.

I closed my eyes and searched for the spot. It was up front in my head. Fishing, looking for it—sometimes, it was just right there other times, I had to go on an expedition but…ah…there it was. I could feel my brain tense—yeah, I know, that’s not possible, but that’s what it felt like. And then I pushed it forward.

It was like a bubble expanded and enveloped the entire room, and I loved to watch as people noticed a subtle change in themselves as soon as I’d touched them with that amorphous shimmer. The magic is an energy only other Magicals—people like me—can see. The regular folks, Norms can’t see it, but they can feel it. The sensation I get when I’m about to take them over is all-consuming, addictive even. It’s a tingling, a pull, a trigger that sets off the hunt within me, a primal stalker instinct as soon as I see that glint in their eyes. It’s their shock. A surprise, but an unpleasant one.

Laugh.

The entire room of high-powered La-Di-Das all started giggling and chuckling, a few even bellowed out a good hearty guffaw.

But even as they were laughing, there were looks of complete confusion on their faces. Questioning glances, gazes shot across the table to the others around the room that said, “I’m not doing this. What the hell is happening?”

Stand up.

The entire room immediately came to attention.

Grab the person’s hand next to you.

Everyone grabbed the person’s hand next them, forming a ring made from grasped hands. It appeared as if they were all first graders about to go on a school trip.

Grab the person to your right and…

“James, let go. I think that’s enough.” Miriam’s bony claw gripped my bicep.

There was a snap, a sharp sting, like a rubber band flicked back and smacked my flesh as I released the entire room, all twenty-plus of them. There were a few stunned faces, pallid in colour, knowing I could control them utterly. A couple of sighs as I released them, and one lady who started crying.

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I reintroduce Mr. James Martin. James belongs to the Psyche class and is one of the most powerful Empaths we’ve ever had the privilege of hiring.”

There was a collective uncomfortableness as the uppity snots came to the realization of the extent of my abilities.

Suck on that, you assholes.




Three: Class List

“ALL RIGHT.” MIRIAM tried to assuage the small crowd and waited until the side banter in the room dissipated. “I understand James’s abilities are rather unsettling and somewhat forceful.”

“Exactly how many others have abilities like him? He controlled every single one of us. What’s to prevent him from controlling an army?” Major Harris said. He was shaking, and his fat stuffy face formed angry red blotches that bled together. From the way his jowls hung over his tight shirt collar, you’d swear he was swelling with rage at my takeover.

“I couldn’t sustain large numbers of people for any lengthy period of time, and frankly, you weren’t actively resisting me. You were just sitting there,” I said. It was true. My abilities also had a physical cost and other limitations. “If you fought the impulses I had sent, you wouldn’t have succumbed. It works best on the element of surprise.” I gave them little morsels of information. That certainly wasn’t the total extent of my restrictions, but I’ll be damned if I was going to give it all away.

“Feel better, Major?” Miriam asked. “Perhaps you’ll agree James is the most qualified for the job, then.” She looked around the room, presumably waiting for anyone to disagree. “Very good, let’s proceed. We are here today to review prospective candidates. These are the five students James will be taking on.”

The participants in the room nervously shifted the dossiers in front of them.

“I didn’t agree to take on any class. I said consult—” I hissed from the corner of my mouth while my hackles rose and panic stirred in my gut.

“Need I remind you about your sister?” she whispered to me through tightly pursed lips and gritted teeth.

“I hate you,” I retorted back just as quietly.

“In front of each of you are dossier reports. Let’s start with the first.” A hidden movie screen descended, filling up the front of the room. Lights around the periphery of the stone table dimmed as spotlights above each seat turned on, creating an eerie halo around the executives’ heads.

“The first is twenty-four-year-old Ning Chiu,” Miriam started, as I grabbed the file on the girl. A picture of Ning appeared on the screen. She was pretty, bright, perky, and looked like she was all of sixteen in her schoolgirl uniform. “Ning is an exchange student from Beijing, China. She speaks Mandarin, Cantonese, English, German, and Italian. She’s incredibly gifted with languages and came to Canada to study the North American prairie indigenous tongues.”

Miriam held up a remote and pushed a few buttons. The picture on the screen flickered, disappeared, and then returned. She clicked the remote again and poof, the image was gone, blinding the audience with a pure white screen.

“Goddamn thing…” She pushed more buttons and waved the remote with unsuccessful results in the direction of where Ning’s picture had been. People around the table held their hands over their eyes, trying to shy away from the blinding light.

An underling who had been standing against the back wall rushed forward.

“May I,” he inquired as his hands flailed in an attempt to wrestle the remote away from her.

“Just make it work,” Miriam barked.

With the click of a few buttons, the tech guy had a movie clip playing with Ning and an unknown male interviewer who was off-screen.

“Ning, can you make the wind blow?”

“Yes,” Ning said softly. She closed her eyes as her long black hair swooped and swayed as if she was outside in a gentle autumn breeze.

“More?” the interviewer asked.

“Are you sure?” she said tentatively.

“Yes, please.”

A whirlwind began, and a desk behind Ning jerked and shifted and then lifted off the floor, spinning in a clockwise motion, pivoting on one desk leg. Papers, books, an assortment of odd items were violently sucked into the vortex Ning had created. A spiralling tunnel of wind, akin to a mini tornado, twirled behind her. Objects caught up in its rotation flew out at random intervals, but oddly, as items were ejected from the small twister, none of them came anywhere near Ning.

“Now the ice?” the interviewer asked.

“No, please…” Ning’s eyes seemed to plead with the unseen requestor.

“Yes, Ning. Do it.”

She grimaced and brought her shoulders close in to her neck. It was obvious Ning was uncomfortable with the request, perhaps even a little scared. She opened her eyes to reveal her dark-chocolate irises had morphed into shimmering ice blue. Her face had changed too. It was sterner, a touch angry as her eye twitched. Ice crystals erupted on the surface of her skin and raced across the side of her face encapsulating it within a glassy surface. It was smooth but opaque, and it reminded me of Chinese Opera masks.

Behind her, the whirling dust devil took on a bluish tinge as the tornado filled with ice crystals. From within the windstorm, a skeletal face made out of hoarfrost formed, its maw opened and long fangs grew.

With a sudden burst, the frozen creature flung itself forward, escaping the whirlwind and sailing towards the camera as its long skeletal body, seemingly made of icicles, stretched forward with clawed hands.

A garbled scream erupted, presumably the male interviewer, as blood sprayed across the room. Droplets of spatter dotted Ning’s cheek. Within seconds, the ice guise disappeared from her face, melting into dripping water, while Ning’s bottom lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears. The camera panned down as if whoever was holding it had lost control. Streaks of blood were splattered across the room and Ning’s clothes, painting a stark contrast against her light-blue top. Her wide eyes, which had obviously seen a horrific scene, shut tight, and she broke down sobbing.

The video stopped, and Miriam heaved a deep sigh. She made a tsk noise and shook her head.

“Ning, such a lovely girl, can control wind and ice, which would make her an Elemental, but the appearance of the ice demon would suggest she has some abilities in the Arcane realm as well. Her talents showed up unexpectedly after a minor car accident. However, if she doesn’t manifest her magical energy each hour, she loses control. We’ve now had three guards killed in the line of duty, frozen in various methods when Ning forgets to use her talents.”

“What happened to the interviewer?” a woman in the back asked, somewhat startled at what she’d just witnessed.

“We’ve learned not to push our subjects, and since that incident, we’ve implemented segregation protocols so the students are never physically able to come into contact with our staff. With one exception of course.” Miriam looked towards me. “Our teachers are exposed, but then we are now attempting to ensure that the instructors are as gifted as our students.”

“Wait,” I said, confused. “She’s Elemental and Arcane?”

“Doesn’t that go against what we know?” Major Harris asked. “I thought each person exhibits an ability from one class and one class only.”

“That’s what we had originally thought, yes.” She paused, her mouth forming just the slightest of frowns. “These five…well—” She stopped, inhaled and fidgeted. She cast a quick glance in my direction. “—they are vastly more powerful than anything we’ve seen, and each of them have scored at least at a Cat Five level.” There was a slight tremble to Miriam’s voice. Perhaps the others in the room hadn’t taken note of it, or even suspected that her normally raspy voice was like that.

I knew better. She was concerned. That made me even less eager to take on any new projects with the CMRD. If they didn’t know what they had gotten themselves into…

“That’s impossible,” Major Harris scoffed. For the most part, I couldn’t argue with him, as much as I wanted to. He was right. Folks who displayed a magical talent only ever belonged to one group, from the Elemental, Psyche, or Arcane classes. This was the first time I had ever heard of anyone having abilities in more than one class.

Cats, or categories, were a way of ranking how powerful a person was. Cat One was the weakest, displaying their ability only in high-emotion situations. They generally weren’t trainable. Anyone classified into a Cat Five was dangerous and rare. People who scored that high had an extraordinary level of control over most spells or abilities within a particular class. I was just barely a Cat Five, and that was arguable, as there were certain things within the Psyche class I’d never been able to do. I’d been told once that Cat Five individuals were so rare that out of the entire human population we numbered less than one hundred thousand. That might seem like a lot, but in comparison to the billions of people on the planet, it’s a very small percentage.

Miriam ignored Major Harris.

“Moving on, we have Chris Sanderhill.” She pushed more buttons on the remote, and nothing happened on the screen. The underling returned and offered assistance. There was a thrashing of hands and more awkwardness in the room as she gave the tech support guy a truly dirty look. He took the remote and stood near her, taking control over the audio-visual equipment.

“As I was saying, Chris Sanderhill, twenty-one, from Mississauga, Ontario. A very angry youth, but that rage and ire fuels his fire. Literally. Chris is easily the most powerful Earth and Fire Elemental we’ve ever seen. But he is also a shapeshifter.”

“Does he incorporate both in the shifted form?” I asked.

“As a matter of fact, his favourite form is a fire wolf. Correctly guessed, James. As you might imagine, not only is Chris powerful as his animal, a large wolf at that, but his paw prints leave embers, stoking fires wherever he treads. His bite similarly cuts and cauterizes at the same time.

“Chris’s problem, however, is that, once his anger takes over, there’s little anyone can do to calm him down until he drops from exhaustion. If he’s allowed to continue in this state, our physicians estimate his life expectancy is less than two years.”

The movie clip showed a gigantic wolf, black as night, with the edges of its fur sparking and glowing like live campfire cinders. It trotted off into a grass clearing, leaving behind glowing footprints that ignited the dry prairie scrub. Within seconds of the wolf’s passing, a raging fire burned, with CMRD employees in full fire gear attempting to douse the bonfire.

Before the wolf completely disappeared off the movie screen, there was a burst of smoke that surrounded and concealed the beast. I tilted my head, staring at the film. That wasn’t quite right. It was more like the eruption was the wolf exploding, but then the cloud coalesced back into a human. The camera panned in, and the humanoid form turned to face the lens. It was Chris, and he snarled as tiny embers of fire flickered and burned just under the surface of his dark skin.

“Why is he so angry?” I asked.

“Chris had a twin brother who was killed. We understand it was gang-related, but we haven’t pursued the matter with Chris. He gets too emotional and, well, this happens. Apparently, they were mirror twins. Rare. As much as Chris is Earth and Fire, his brother was Water and Air. Shame, really,” Miriam said. She glanced at me sideways, as if to indicate that this was where I should start with Chris’s anger issues.

I am not taking another class…but who else is going to help them?

A few of the bigwigs fidgeted uncomfortably in their seats. Chris was damaged goods. Powerful and destructive damaged goods. But there was more than one person in the room dashing out notes in secret files.

“And then we have Camila Rodriguez. Camila’s talents are primarily within the Psyche realm. She’s capable of creating Astral Projections to anywhere she’s ever personally been, regardless of distance, and physically able to manipulate her environment through her projections. That is not a talent we see often. We believe she can also explore short distances while in Astral form, something that is also quite unusual. She’s an Elanchu, capable of glamour and illusions, and she’s quite the gifted liar.” As Miriam frowned, the little old lady lines around her mouth were prominent, making her look very aged.

“What’s an Elanchu?” a man in a navy pinstripe suit asked.

“It’s a soothsayer, of sorts,” I replied. “A person who is able to identify truth from lies when someone speaks.”

“Yes, correct, thank you, James. Except Camila can also see illusions for what they are as well. She sees what’s really in front of her. Truly an all-around detection of actuality from falsehoods,” Miriam said. “We’ve put her up against a handful of our most talented illusionists and she sees through everything.”

The screen flickered as a video showed Camila in a testing cell from deep within the walls of the CMRD, and then the video screen split, showing several CMRD employees in what looked like a staff area or break room. Within seconds, ghostlike apparitions materialized, perfect copies of Camila, albeit transparent and ethereal. The spectral Camilas grabbed objects—a coffee mug, the toaster, a broom—and hurled them at the employees. One fellow, taken completely by surprise, received a toaster to the head, which slashed his forehead open, spraying blood across the table where he sat. Chaos erupted as the employees battled inanimate objects and apparitions while the guy who got hit with the toaster held his head, trying to stop the bleeding.

The room where Camila sat grew dark. She straightened her spine as the activity in the break room continued, and then slowly, she sneered while arching an eyebrow.

“Camila has a bit of a mean-spirited streak in her, which we find difficult to control. She gets bored easily.” Miriam spat out the words. It’s fairly clear she didn’t like her. “However, the girl sometimes loses control of her projections. Twice now, her projections have attempted murder, and we’ve had one death on campus that we haven’t been able to explain. We suspect it was Camila, but she denies it. Furthermore, in rare cases her projections freeze and stutter. We’re not sure what is happening to them, and on those occasions, Camila becomes distant and reclusive. We wonder if there isn’t a degree of time manipulation happening, but we’re just not sure.” She gave me another side-glance as if to say are you getting this?

I sighed. I can’t help you, Miriam, or these students.

I turned away from her, fed up with her insistence of me being her saviour teacher and studied the muckety-mucks in the room. I let my extra-sensory perceptions do the work. It was another trick of mine, but it wasn’t always reliable when there were so many individuals in a small space. I sent out a wave. A ripple. A boomerang that would net the emotional landscape in the room. I watched it undulate through the air, hit the back wall, and slowly slink its way back to me. No one had any clue what I’d just done.

As the wave washed over me I could sense the random feelings of others.

Responsibility.

Frivolousness.

Fear but coupled with that, excitement and pride.

More pride, accomplishment, and superiority.

And then I understood. So that was who these people were. Military, intelligence agencies, multinational corporate bigwigs who wanted to have a stake in these individuals. Jobs for the talented, so to speak. I hated Miriam a little more. She was selling us. Controlling us and then using young people as commodities.

“We have two more to review. I’m going to ask…if there are any among us who have strong religious beliefs, you may wish to leave the room—you will be targeted. Our next subject is Annabelle Smith, nineteen, raised in a staunch religious environment until an incident occurred during one of the congregation’s worship services. Her parents contacted us shortly thereafter. Annabelle has been with us ever since. She does not exist with her entities very well. In fact, she’s terrified of them.”

“I’m sorry, what do you mean, exist with?” A lady wearing a small gold cross on a chain hanging around her neck raised her hand and asked the question.

“She’s an Arcane,” I said. The minute she mentioned the religious thing, I could tell what the next student was all about. And it made me nervous. “There’s some dispute as to whether or not Arcanes truly have magical abilities or if the magic emanates from the creatures that have chosen them. Are the demons simply manifesting their own abilities and using the human host as a conduit? We don’t know.”

“Are you telling me she’s possessed?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” I responded, looking her dead in the eye.

She smirked and looked around the table as if to say that’s not possible, but she pulled her hand up and clasped her gold chain and the little religious icon closely.

One person got up and left.

Those all around the table watched as the man, whose skin had turned ashen white, walked out of the room with all of his belongings. The door closed loudly behind him.

“Very well. You’ve been warned. This is Annabelle.” The IT guy pressed a button. From the look on his face, you’d think he had just started a horror movie, scared but excited at the same time.

Annabelle was petite. A waif of a human who had taken to the darkness like a shadow. Her clothes were all black and Victorian with lace trim. Her hair was jet, and as she emerged from the shadows of an unknown room, her voluminous hair billowed out behind her in a writhing mass.

That can’t all be hair.

She jerked her head awkwardly to one side, like a spasmodic marionette, and then she simply vanished, only to reappear in another corner of the room, facing away from the camera. Trailing black tendrils of mist ebbed and flowed out from her back and head. Within the writhing mist, faces appeared and disappeared.

Annabelle blinked out again. The screen returned to black.

In a flash, the monitor was filled with her alabaster face. Her eyes were snake slits and glowed a phosphorescent orange, her face was a roadmap of black veins.

In a tiny shrill voice, she whispered, “I see you…”

Black mist apparated in the middle of the stone table where we were all sitting, its tentacles writhing and swirling. The occasional wisp lashed out at various participants around the room, including Miriam. She flinched. People around the table jumped back in complete shock. Others were in awe.

“Jesus Christ,” Miriam swore. “James, do something.”

“With what? That’s nothing more than an apparition.”

“If anything happens,” she said as I shook my head and put my hand up to stop Miriam from muttering any more nonsense.

Fuck Arcanes. They were so damn creepy. Regardless, I watched everything, carefully.

The amorphous blob of jet smoke spiralled and churned and then inched itself in front of the woman with the gold cross.

A face formed in the mist. At first, it looked like Annabelle.

“I see you…” the shrill voice repeated. Its echo seemed to hang in the air like a contagious disease.

The woman screamed as Annabelle’s face shifted and morphed into a gruesome visage. Presumably this was one of the demons that lived inside of her. The beast’s eyes were covered in scarred flesh, and the skin around the mouth peeled away, exposing rows and rows of jagged and razor-like teeth.

A tongue lashed out and licked the cheek of the religious woman.

She scrunched up her face in disgust and let out a mousy whimper. If I was a betting man, I would have laid a large sum of money that this woman was going directly to her priest for confession and to bathe herself in the holy water at the baptismal font after this brush with the dark side.

The demon laughed. The chuckle turned into an aggressive growl.

“Oh shit,” I said and launched myself around Miriam to stand behind the woman who was still clutching her cross tightly.

Extending out towards the demon, I pushed with my mind, creating a force field, another bubble of sorts that sheathed the demon head and the swirling mist.

The captured fiend shifted its attention towards me. The head grew and expanded within the bubble’s confines.

As it filled my sphere, a slick, oily sensation flooded through my brain and washed down my back. Demons—always dirty. The flesh of the demon face squished up against the margins of my psychic balloon until the sound of ripping flesh could be heard.

With a loud bang, the head exploded and blood filled the inside of my bubble.

The force field gurgled with red gelatinous goo, which floated and churned. It steamed with a loud hiss, and then it all just disappeared.

Except the demon’s laughter. That soul-harrowing sound filled the room.

The woman with the gold chain stood up. Her skin was pallid and clammy as beads of sweat dotted her forehead. She looked a little green around the edges. She grabbed her purse and ushered herself out of the room. The door banged loudly behind her, causing several people to jump at the sound.

“Despite this show, Annabelle is terrified of her demons and clearly has no control over them. They torment her daily, and she has told us on numerous occasions what the creatures would like to do to her. It’s not very pleasant.”

I looked at Miriam as she said this, and shook my head.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” I whispered to her as I passed by to resume my seat. I felt dirty, unclean. Demons always made me feel like I had three days’ worth of sweat and grime clinging to my skin.

She gave me yet another contemptible look. If I could have gotten away with it, I would have wrapped my hands around her thin neck. Or I could have just grazed her shoulder and made her feel like walking out into traffic.

“Lastly, we have Isaiah Dannenberg, twenty-five years old,” Miriam said as the technician clicked more buttons. Isaiah’s picture took over the front of the room.

He was a stern-looking guy, heavily bearded, pointed nose with deep-set brown eyes. But brown didn’t do it justice. There were flecks of amber and gold too. His eyes were stunning. He was hunched over slightly, a posture that said “I’m tired.”

Who’s that spent at twenty-five?

With a click, the audio-visual equipment switched modes to a movie clip. The screen was fuzzy and erratic. The picture veered and wobbled and then flashed into crystal clarity, only to return to static again.

“We have a hard time getting any video of Isaiah. His abilities continually run high enough to create interference with our recording devices.” Miriam said.

Isaiah was floating in a dark barren room. IV tubing ran out of each arm as he hung suspended from…

“Is he levitating?” I asked, my brows furrowed together.

“Yes.”

“Why the IVs?” My question was slow, and I put emphasis on each word.

“He’s being kept in a medical coma,” she quipped.

“What—” I started and then asked, “Why?” There was hesitation in my voice. Levitation was a scarcity, kind of like healing. It was a talent that was unbelievably rare. Prevailing thought was that gravity was the hardest of all scientific forces to contradict, and the amount of energy required to counteract it wasn’t found in individuals very often. Even for those who could perform levitation, it was usually short lived and executed under heavy concentration. That level of attentiveness would not have been possible while being kept in a medically induced coma.

“Isaiah is perhaps our most special case. He has absolutely no control over any of his abilities.”

I squinted and studied her. “What’s the catch? Spit it out. There’s no way anyone can perform that kind of levitation under sedation. What gives?”

She shot me another one of her death stares but knew she had to tell me. “Isaiah is everything.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, James, he has exhibited talents over each of the elements, he has successfully passed every Psyche test we can throw at him, and the demon who has chosen him is perhaps the most ancient creature we’ve been able to research.”

“Are you telling me he has all three classes?”

“Yes. It’s a first in a number of ways. Most of the young people we have here at the CMRD are found by us through news reports or tips phoned in by the general public. Isaiah came to us. He had been living on the streets for the last three years, and for a majority of that time kept himself high on whatever street drug he could find. That numbed him enough to maintain a subdued state of his abilities so they didn’t overtake him and destroy him, or others.

“The magical power within him is enough to rip anything apart with just the sheer force alone. His Elemental abilities are uncharted. Luckily, the demon keeps him whole so Isaiah’s body isn’t damaged. After all, a dead body can’t be a host to the demon. Isaiah’s Psyche talents allow him to sense what others are experiencing around him through telepathy, but we’ve also witnessed him having conversations—which we can only assume is with his demon. Basically, this state is the easiest way for him to exist, currently. We’d like to change that.

“And James that is where you come in. We want you. You need to help Ning get into the habit of releasing her ability regularly enough so she doesn’t kill anyone else. With Chris, develop anger-management techniques and extend his life expectancy, figure out why Camila is losing control of her astrals, and instruct Annabelle in the use of magical script so she can confront her demons. Isaiah, well, if we can just get him to a point where he can exist in a conscious state without disrupting everything around him, that will be a win.

“The time limit has been set at six months,” Miriam said.

“You’re a bitch. You know that, right?”

Her cheeks flushed red the minute I said that, but I cared very little about Miriam’s feelings. She was crazy if she thought I could fix these kids in that amount of time. “Someone in Chris’s shoes could require years of therapy to control that level of anger and you’re giving me six months? I’m not even trained in psychology. And then there’s four others. And you and I both know what’s going to happen at the end of six months if they don’t come through your tests with flying colours.” I shook with anger, heat radiating off my face. How dare she put me on the spot like this!

“What happens?” Major Harris asked.

“The CMRD likes to ‘put down’ those who are uncontrollable,” I spat through clenched teeth. I shook my head and looked towards the wall.

“You mean—exterminate?” the major asked.

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

The collective stirred in the room. Most would be uncomfortable with killing a human being, but clearly there were those who believed otherwise.

“If we can’t teach them to control the gifts they have, they are a danger to all of us. Those dangers need to be eliminated.” Miriam was steadfast in the CMRD rhetoric. She didn’t see these five as lost young people with lives and fears and blood coursing through their veins just like everyone else.

“Agreed,” Major Harris stated plain as day. “A threat to the population should be contained. Very well. I think Mr. Martin here has the ability to make progress with each of the potential candidates. I want evaluations, progress reports, and in-person viewing opportunities every month. I also want to claim Christopher Sanderhill. We’ll put him to good use.”

“Very well,” she started with a pleased expression plastered on her face.

“What do you mean claim?” I asked, but Miriam ignored me.

“Major Harris, you know the process. Let’s begin the bidding, shall we?”

“The bidding?” I asked as I stood up. My psyche energy was humming, collecting. I was pissed.

“Jason, Rodney, would you please show Mr. Martin to the waiting room?” Miriam flicked her evil harpy talon towards two of her muscle-heads and then pointed at me with one long corpse-like digit. “Don’t go anywhere, James. We have a lot to discuss.”
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