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Immersed in the dimness of his dilapidated apartment, Johan sat perfectly still, his body bathed in the feeble, amber glow seeping through his windows from the solitary streetlight. As his gaze wandered, he found himself floating a few feet above his worn-out couch, the ebb and flow of magical energy permeating the very essence of his being.

Johan, a Wizard of formidable prowess, towered at almost six feet, his complexion a dusky hue that complemented his light auburn eyes and dark brown hair. His almond-shaped eyes, of considerable size, hinted at a touch of Asian heritage. His father, a military man, had met his Filipino mother while stationed in the Philippines, where her lineage bestowed upon Johan his magical inheritance. Memories of his parents intertwined with the tale his father often recounted—a tale that wove together illness, the late-night depths of a forest, and a chance encounter.

Deep in recollection, Johan's mind began to stir, the sensation of darkness pervading his senses with an almost tangible intensity. Los Angeles had become a breeding ground for something malevolently sinister, and he knew, instinctively, that he would receive the summons. As the sole paranormal investigator assigned to the LAPD, he bore the weight of this burden, his status as a licensed Private Investigator ensuring his involvement in the most perplexing cases. His cell phone shattered the silence, its ring invading the stillness of the room. With a wave of his hand, the phone materialized, its screen irrelevant for Johan already knew the caller's identity.

"Hello, Sloan," Johan greeted, his voice tinged with anticipation.

"We've got a 187 for you to take a look at," the detective's gruffed voice informed him.

"I'm aware. He struck again," Johan replied, his tone grave.

"Yes," Sloan conceded, "it's odd how you already know this. The higher-ups believe you possess some sort of mystical mumbo jumbo. You're also aware of the particulars."

Johan sighed, his understanding unwavering. "Indeed. I'm prepared. Shall I make my way there?"

"No need. We'll have someone pick you up."

"Very well."

Ending the call, Johan relinquished his levitation spell, allowing his feet to touch the ground. Memories of his first mentor, the guiding force behind his mystical education, resurfaced. It was his mother who had introduced him to his Master, recognizing the signs of burgeoning magic within her son's being.

The memory flooded Johan's mind with vibrant clarity. He could almost feel the gentle breeze ruffling his hair as he swayed back and forth on the swing, propelled by the rhythmic pushes of his mother. But then, the voices began to infiltrate his ears, morphing into a cacophony that engulfed his senses. Desperate to shield himself from the overwhelming clamor, he instinctively clapped his hands over his ears, tears streaming down his face. His mother, quick to react, gathered him into her comforting embrace.

"It's alright, my love. Focus on my voice," she soothed, her words a balm against the turmoil within him.

Gradually, the clamor receded, leaving behind a hushed backdrop. From that pivotal day forward, his mother had taken it upon herself to introduce him to his first teacher, the esteemed Master Gregio. A formidable figure skilled not only in the art of the Filipino Martial art, arnis but also in the mystic arts, Master Gregio became Johan's guide, imparting knowledge of both magic and Filipino martial arts.

As the sound of voices resonated from beyond his apartment door, Johan's curiosity piqued. Opening the door, he startled the two uniformed officers stationed outside, their expressions caught off guard.

"Hey," one of the cops greeted.

"Hello, Donald," Johan acknowledged. "Did you take the detective test?"

Donald sighed. "Yeah, I did. Not sure if I passed, though."

"Tell me what happens," Johan reassured him, a knowing glimmer in his eyes. "But I already sense that you've succeeded."

The other officer, Murphy, interjected, his tone urgent. "What's this? We need to get him to the crime scene pronto?"

Donald shot a reproachful look at his colleague. "Hey, we're just having a conversation here. Alright, Johan, are you ready?"

Accompanied by the two uniformed officers, Johan trailed behind them, heading towards the police car parked adjacent to his apartment building. The hands of time had pushed past midnight, as the clock struck 1 a.m., rendering the Wednesday morning eerily deserted. Officer Donald, taking charge, directed Johan to the back seat.

"You must sit in the back," he explained.

Johan shrugged nonchalantly. "No problem. I've been in the back of a squad car before."

With the police cruiser now in motion, swiftly traversing the streets, Johan glimpsed a few windows creaking open, curious onlookers casting their eyes upon him.
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The crime scene unfolded in the heart of an abandoned industrial district in the sprawling expanse of LA. The police car navigated through a desolate street lined with weathered edifices and decaying offices, relics from the late '60s that stood as witnesses to a bygone era. Neglected and forsaken, these structures whispered tales of forgotten dreams and faded aspirations. Johan couldn't help but think that this forsaken backdrop served as the perfect stage for the grim tableau of a life extinguished.

Officer Donald halted the vehicle outside a dilapidated building, its fractured exterior aglow with a harsh, artificial illumination seeping through the cracks. A cluster of police cruisers and a pristine CSI van congregated outside, their presence casting an eerie ambiance over the desolation.

Johan, confined within the car, awaited the officers' permission to alight, his anticipation building with each passing second. Finally, the doors swung open, granting him freedom. Amidst the sea of law enforcement, he spotted Detective Sloan, a figure cloaked in shadows.

"You took your sweet time," Sloan grumbled, his impatience palpable.

A faint smile tugged at Johan's lips as he stepped forward. "It's good to see you again, Detective."

In the dimness, Johan struggled to discern Sloan's expression, yet he could feel the detective's disdain seeping through the darkness.

Sloan muttered an indistinct response under his breath.

Curiosity piqued, and Johan pressed for answers. "So, what compelled you to summon me in the dead of night?"

Sloan's voice carried a hint of resignation. "Well, you just need to witness it firsthand. I can't make sense of these magical things, but when you lay your eyes on it, you'll understand."

Guided by the detective, Johan descended into the depths of the dilapidated structure. The interior enveloped them in an inky blackness, broken only by the sporadic glimmers of halogen lights. The building appeared ordinary, an amalgamation of metal and steel, save for the shattered walls, reminiscent of an earthquake's wrath. Their attention was drawn to a far corner, where a cluster of luminous beams converged upon an enigmatic sight.

As they drew nearer, Johan's eyes scanned the surroundings, searching for the telltale signs of violence. No splatters of blood marred the ground, and no pools of crimson stained the scene. Instead, the illumination illuminated suspended fragments of debris, floating weightlessly in the air. No visible strings or wires were supporting this ethereal arrangement. It was an intricate dance of discarded remnants, their levitation evidence of an expenditure of potent magic. Johan could sense it, an instinctual awareness that went beyond the visual. And then, the scent reached him, a pungent whiff that assailed his senses. The air reeked of sulfur, a stinging reminder of the dark forces at play. His eyes watered, and his nostrils burned, a sensory testament to the presence of malevolence.

Silently, they pressed onward, their footsteps reverberating through the cavernous expanse. The gloom concealed ominous forms that loomed in the shadows, hulking masses reminiscent of archaic printing presses and colossal remnants of machinery, now rusted and forgotten. The allure of cheaper overseas production had rendered such manufacturing relics, rendering once-thriving businesses obsolete. The consequences of a global economy manifested in pockets of desolation, festering industrial wastelands, and hazardous terrain.

With measured steps, they drew nearer to the illuminated stands, their intensity casting an ethereal glow that bathed the scene. The acrid stench of sulfur hung heavy in the air, a noxious reminder of the arcane forces at play. Johan couldn't help but wonder why those devoid of magical prowess remained oblivious to this olfactory assault. His senses heightened, he scrutinized the suspended debris, no longer perceiving them as mere refuse. Within the weightless fragments, he discerned the haunting contours of a hand and torso, their porcelain white flesh seemingly aglow under the relentless gaze of the lights. The dismembered body parts floated at varying heights, frozen in a macabre dance of eternal stillness.

A sense of awe mingled with revulsion welled within Johan. Nearby, a medical examiner and two CSI assistants stood, their presence an eerie juxtaposition against the surreal spectacle before them.

Detective Sloan's voice broke the silence. "They waited for your arrival. They refrained from disturbing anything."

Johan, poised to examine the levitating pieces, was halted by the detective's command. "Before you delve further, there's something else you need to see."

Sloan pointed towards a set of yellow-painted footprints on the ground, a detail Johan had initially missed amidst the dimness of the interior.

"Stand upon that spot," Sloan directed.

Complying, Johan positioned himself upon the designated mark. As his gaze swept over the grotesque fragments of the suspended corpse, a peculiar phenomenon unfolded. The disparate pieces coalesced, fitting together like an enigmatic jigsaw puzzle, forming the visage of a captivating woman. Her hand reached out to Johan, beckoning him into an embrace born of desire and intimacy. Nude and otherworldly, the sight unsettled him. With the slightest shift of his position, the illusion shattered, returning the woman to her fragmented state.

Uttering a mixture of fascination and concern, Johan surmised, "The killer is an artist, and this murder deviates from his previous acts."

Driven by curiosity, Johan approached the yellow footprints. Calling upon his magical Will, he chanted an incantation, seeking insight into the darkness that cloaked the perpetrator. Within the spell's depths, he discerned an absence of light, a void meticulously crafted by the murderer to obscure their identity. Frustration tinged his words as he confessed, "I cannot see or locate them, but within the spell, I sense something else... Oh, no!"

Detective Sloan, standing in proximity, observed Johan intently. Concern laced his inquiry. “Are you okay?"

In a tone laden with foreboding, Johan disclosed, "There is another body. The killer intended for me to discover it."
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Detective Sloan's skepticism reverberated through his words. "Another body? I find that hard to believe."

Johan, resolute in his conviction, provided the detective with an address. "Go and see for yourself. The killer intended for us to discover both victims."

Detective Sloan nodded, his expression betraying a mixture of curiosity and concern. "Let's proceed then. Are you almost finished here?"

"Yes," Johan affirmed. "The medical examiner can take charge of the dismembered body parts. Once they're collected, they should cease their macabre levitation."

They made their way away from the crime scene, Detective Sloan marching with purpose, and Johan followed suit. Another detective awaited them outside—Sloan’s partner.

Detective Sloan addressed his colleague. "Chewy, according to Houdini here, we have another corpse. Stay at this crime scene."

Johan was aware that Detective Reyes went by the nickname Chewy, a moniker fondly employed by Sloan. As they approached Sloan's unmarked Impala, a sleek black vehicle, Johan attempted a jest. "So, am I allowed to sit in the front seat this time?"

Detective Sloan's response was curt. "Very amusing. Just get inside."

Sloan drove towards the address provided by Johan. The killer had cunningly revealed the location through magical means during Johan's examination of the puzzle-like murder scene. Only a wizard could have uncovered such a clue. Visions had guided Johan to the whereabouts of the next victim, distinguishing this case from the previous ones. While the previous three victims were prostitutes abandoned in industrial districts, this one held a greater significance.

Curiosity piqued, and Johan seized the opportunity for a lighthearted inquiry. "Why do you call Detective Reyes 'Chewy'?"

Sloan chuckled softly. "Ah, it's because he chews so loudly."

They traversed the freeway, heading towards the affluent southern section of Los Angeles. Opulent residences lined the streets, their grandeur surpassing six-figure sums. Sloan, doubting the accuracy of the address, sought reassurance.

"Are you certain this is the correct location?" he inquired.

Johan's confidence remained unwavering. "Yes."

Their car meandered through a neighborhood adorned with stately mansions, imposing gates, and lush foliage that concealed prying eyes. As the road began its ascent towards the foothills of Los Angeles, Johan marveled at the number of homes that remained vacant even after the aftermath of the 2009 recession. Signs advertising properties for sale punctuated the landscape, a testament to the lingering effects of economic turmoil. The path wound its way up a serpentine hill.

Sloan brought the car to a halt in front of a modern-looking mansion. Opting not to park in the driveway, he instructed Johan, "Grab a flashlight and let me take the lead. The house appears unoccupied, but I'll knock."

Exiting the vehicle, they approached the residence, greeted by a prominent "For Sale" sign posted by the owner. A long, circular driveway led to the double-door entrance, adorned with a spacious square portico. Darkness enveloped the scene, devoid of any sign of life within or without. The rhythmic chorus of crickets echoed through the stillness of the night.

Johan surveyed the front of the sprawling mansion, his instincts compelling him to follow a pathway that led toward the back. A mysterious force seemed to tug at him, urging him onward.

"Hey," Sloan called out, breaking the silence. "Where are you going?"

Johan remained silent, his determination unyielding as he pressed forward. The moon cast a pale glow, illuminating his path amidst the overgrown bushes and leaves that veiled the cement trail. Though tempted to conjure a light spell, he refrained, not wanting to startle Sloan. Instead, he used the small flashlight, its beam cutting through the darkness.

The path meandered towards the rear of the mansion, its large windows looming ominously in the night. Sloan trailed behind, understanding the need for silence. Some moments demanded quietude.

As the path diverged into a fork, Johan halted, awaiting the next clue the killer had orchestrated to guide his steps. Sloan's voice broke the stillness. "What's wrong?"

"It's nothing," Johan reassured him.

Then, he spotted it, a glimmer down the leftward path. Knowing Sloan would likely miss it, Johan's senses honed in on the faint trace of magical residue delicately sprinkled upon a bush, barely perceptible to others.

The path widened, revealing a round indentation in the ground, a pool. Johan pointed towards it, his flashlight directed towards the hollow. Sloan, too, trained his light on the spot, yet nothing greeted their gaze.

Undeterred, his senses probed for answers. And then it struck him; he needed to employ his mystical sight.

"Sloan, step aside and wait. There's something I must do."

"Alright," Sloan complied.

Johan paced along the pool's perimeter, meticulously scanning the area before him. He traversed an expanse of overgrown grass, the chorus of crickets serenading his progress. On the verge of intoning a spell, he abruptly halted, his flashlight casting its beam ahead. Something hovered a few feet away from his position. Johan inched closer to the pool, his actions drawing Sloan's attention as he illuminated the indicated direction.

Sloan utter something, but Johan paid it no mind. He methodically moved back and forth, seeking the optimal viewpoint. His hand almost grazed the suspended fragments, each piece an enigma waiting to be solved. Finally, he discovered the precise angle from which to unlock the truth.

Johan marveled at the myriad floating fragments, realizing their quantity exceeded that of a single victim. His intuition proved accurate. It was not just one body, but three, meticulously arranged by the killer.

"Manet," Johan whispered, his voice barely audible.

"What?" Sloan inquired, stepping closer to observe. Johan stepped aside, granting the detective a clear view. Sloan's astonishment echoed through his exclamation. "What the hell?"

"The killer has recreated a painting by Manet. 'Luncheon on the...' I can't recall the full title," Johan explained.

Sloan wasted no time, swiftly dialing his cell phone to report the grim discovery. "We've got multiple bodies here. Send backup."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4


[image: ]




Johan spent only a few hours at the previous crime scene, silently observing as the CSI techs meticulously captured images and painstakingly reassembled the macabre puzzle of flesh. He knew, through his extensive knowledge of magic, that once the pieces were joined, they would seamlessly merge, erasing all traces of their dismemberment. He casually warned the CSI techs not to be startled, yet their collective gasp still managed to escape their lips as the flesh seamlessly fused together.

However, the examination of the flesh and the clothing yielded little information of value to Johan. He nodded in acknowledgment when Sloan promised to provide him with the full report from the Medical Examiner when it became available. In truth, Johan doubted it would reveal anything substantial. This serial killer had eluded capture for six long months, leaving no trace of DNA or fingerprints behind. A cunning predator, indeed.

During the ride back home, the officer behind the wheel maintained an uncomfortable silence, treating Johan as though he were a criminal. Seated in the back, Johan's mind wandered back to the time Sloan first contacted him regarding the initial murder committed by this mysterious killer. Back then, they had no moniker for the murderer, but now he was known as the "Jigsaw Killer." The killer had begun his spree by targeting prostitutes, suffocating them, and dismembering their bodies with an uncanny precision that hinted at the use of dark magic.

However, the previous victims lacked the intricate sophistication displayed in tonight's gruesome tableau—the precise jigsaw cuts, the ethereal pieces floating in midair, seamlessly uniting to form a haunting visual sculpture. This was an unsettling development, indeed.

The pressure was mounting on Sloan from both the mayor and the upper echelons of the LAPD. The media was fixated on this serial killer, with news stations running segments dedicated to the case. Johan's expertise in the occult and magical realms had brought him into the fold, a specialist consulted to shed light on the mystical aspects of the investigation.

As the police car came to a halt in front of his apartment building, Johan stepped out, but before he could even close the door, the cruiser hastily sped away. Frustration welled up within him, itching to voice his complaint, yet he swallowed the words. It was early morning, and his grumbling stomach reminded him of the need for sustenance. He entered his apartment, gesturing with practiced ease as the lights flickered on, illuminating his domain.

Johan took a moment to inspect the protective runes adorning the walls, a network of ancient symbols providing an invisible barrier against malevolent entities. These safeguards, hidden from the perception of non-magical individuals, offered him a sense of security. With a quick shower and a change into fresh attire, Johan emerged from his apartment, locking the door behind him.

He strolled along the familiar path, the cracked and uneven pavement beneath his feet a testament to the unchanged nature of this neighborhood. His favorite dining spot awaited—a small deli nestled within a liquor store, the final establishment on the block known as Mike's Liquor Store. As he neared, an unpleasant odor filled his nostrils, a pungent blend of excrement and grime. A disheveled man extended a dirty cup in Johan's direction, prompting him to retrieve a dollar from his pocket and offer it to the destitute soul. Satisfied with the small act of kindness, he proceeded inside.

Johan greeted Raj, the store owner, with a warm smile. "Hey Raj, how are you doing today?"

"Fine. Breakfast?" Johan replied, his voice tinged with fatigue and a touch of apprehension.

"Sure," Raj responded, his tone brisk yet friendly.

Johan entered the store, taking in the sight of neatly arranged shelves brimming with grocery items at the front. Further back, large metal glass coolers housed an assortment of drinks and alcohol. Behind a prominent counter stood Raj, his presence commanding, with a display of hard liquor bottles and boxes of cigarettes adorning the space behind him. Johan nodded in acknowledgment and made his way toward the adjoining deli. The room, seemingly an afterthought, had the air of a converted storage area, now repurposed to serve food. Settling into the closest available seat, Johan noticed the absence of other customers, rendering the space comfortably vacant.

Playfully bantering with Raj, Johan quipped about calling the establishment "Mike's Liquor Store" instead of its actual name, earning a warm smile in response. "I like the name, Mike," Raj had once explained with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

Raj, still occupied with ringing up a customer purchasing a six-pack of beer, assured Johan, "I'll be right there."

"No worries, I'll speak to the cook," Johan replied, a hint of reassurance in his voice.

"Okay," Raj acquiesced, attending to the ongoing transaction.

Johan's patronage of Mike's Liquor store had spanned the duration of his tenancy in the area, and he had become familiar with the cook stationed at the back. Through the rectangular opening that served as a passageway, Johan caught sight of Ed, the cook, awaiting his order.

"Ed, give me scrambled eggs, bacon, and wheat toast," Johan requested, his voice carrying a touch of weariness.

"Sure thing. Late night?" Ed inquired, his tone empathetic.

"Yes, you could say that," Johan responded, his voice holding a hint of mystery.

Settling into his seat, Johan's gaze fell upon the newspaper lying atop the table. Although his eyes skimmed the headlines and articles, his thoughts were consumed by the recent killings, contemplating potential suspects. Dark wizards and rogue magic users were at the forefront of his mind, as he considered the vast network of magic practitioners within Los Angeles. Being a member of the magic community himself, Johan had interacted with numerous wizards in the city, fostering connections that the police and non-magical world remained blissfully unaware of. Under the guidance of his mentor, Craig Zonitch, Johan honed his skills and gained invaluable insights.

A jingling bell interrupted his thoughts, prompting Johan to rise from his seat. Yet, before he could make a move, Raj swiftly approached, placing a steaming plate of food before him and offering the necessary utensils.

"So, how's the case you're working on?" Raj inquired with a hint of curiosity.

"You know I can't discuss it," Johan replied, a note of regret in his voice.

"Come on," Raj persisted, his eyes filled with intrigue.

Johan sighed softly. "You've never asked about my cases before."

Raj raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture, his slender frame and dark complexion accentuating his warm smile. "Sorry, Johan. A reporter was poking around here, asking questions about you."

Furrowing his brow, Johan inquired, "Who was this person?"

"Well, she was quite attractive. You should have a word with her," Raj suggested a mischievous glint in his eyes.

"No, I shouldn't be discussing my case with anyone. What did she promise you?" Johan probed, his voice tinged with suspicion.

"Fifty dollars," Raj admitted

***
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AFTER SAVORING HIS breakfast, Johan received a text from his master, providing him with the address of the Oracle. He had assured his master that he would visit soon, sensing the importance of their conversation. The Oracle resided near the bustling 5 Freeway, and on this Thursday mid-morning, traffic weighed heavily upon the city. Trapped between two massive semis in the congested flow, Johan berated himself, wishing he had opted for the streets instead. Inch by inch, he crept along the 101 freeway, gradually emerging from downtown LA and merging onto the on-ramp of the 5 freeway.

Seeking respite from the gridlock, Johan skillfully maneuvered his car towards an exit, his gaze catching sight of flashing police cruiser lights up ahead. An accident had occurred, a quarter mile from his location. Thus, he resigned himself to the stagnant traffic, patiently waiting until he could navigate his way past the obstruction.

Despite his formidable magical abilities, Johan resisted the temptation to unleash his power and forcibly create a path through the tangled mess of vehicles. He bore the weight of his responsibilities, yet an underlying desire to tear through the obstacles gnawed at him. Eventually, an off-ramp appeared, offering an escape from the vehicular snarl. Negotiating a series of turns, he found himself traversing a residential block, the curb markings indicating the house addresses.

All the houses in the vicinity shared a similar one-story design, their structures seemingly confined within the confines of uniform boxes. Small driveways and front yards accompanied each dwelling. Johan couldn't help but sense a palpable air of desolation, as if the inhabitants resided here solely due to financial constraints, lacking the means to seek better circumstances.

His gaze alighted upon the designated house, a yellow abode adorned with pristine white trim. Miraculously well-maintained, it exuded an aura of cleanliness and care. The vibrant green grass carpeting the front yard had been diligently mowed, while the white picket fence remained intact and unblemished.

Parking his aging Ford Fiesta in the front, Johan immediately detected the presence of protective runes adorning the entrance. They glimmered in his magical sight, a clear testament to their potency. Proceeding up the driveway, he knew that the Oracle had already sensed his arrival. Approaching the front door, he prepared to knock when a voice, filled with a mysterious allure, beckoned him forth.

"Come inside. It's open."
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Johan strode through a short hallway, his steps resonating softly against the polished wooden floor, and entered the living room. His gaze fell upon a captivating figure—a lady with rich, dark skin, her hair peppered with gray, and deep brown eyes that seemed to hold a world of secrets. Adorned in a flowing black dress that draped gracefully around her, her bare feet peeked out from beneath the hem.

"My name is Gracie. So, I believe you know me," she stated, her voice carrying a hint of intrigue.

"No, we've never met before. I simply seek your assistance," Johan replied, his tone earnest.

For a fleeting moment, Gracie remained silent, her penetrating gaze fixated upon him. Johan could feel ethereal tendrils of magic emanating from her presence, a sensation reminiscent of his master's attempts to delve into his thoughts. He possessed the power to halt the intrusion, yet he chose to let it continue.

Finally, Gracie broke the silence, her words laced with enigmatic wisdom. "Come to the patio. I was savoring a cup of tea. Would you like anything?"

"No, thank you. I'm fine," Johan declined politely.

He followed her lead, traversing through the living room, skimming past the dining area, and passing through the glass patio doors that revealed a picturesque sight. Before him stretched a meticulously maintained expanse of lush green grass, adorned with vibrant flowers and towering ferns. Nestled within this tranquil oasis were two metal seats and a quaint table.

Taking the seat on the right, Gracie gracefully settled herself, while Johan positioned himself on the left, settling into his chosen spot. His eyes were drawn to the table, where two pristine white porcelain cups rested upon delicate saucers. It almost seemed as though Gracie had anticipated his arrival. Before he could voice his appreciation, she deftly poured tea into both cups, her movements graceful and assured.

"I knew you would come. You are both detective and wizard," Gracie remarked, raising an eyebrow inquisitively.

"Yes," Johan confirmed with a nod. "There have been a series of magical killings in LA."

Gracie gently lifted her hand, interrupting his words. "Savor your tea while it's still warm."

Johan brought the cup to his lips, the fragrant steam enveloping his senses. As the liquid touched his tongue, he was met with a taste that transcended the ordinary; it was nothing short of extraordinary. "Is there something infused in this tea?"

Gracie chuckled softly, her eyes gleaming with a hint of amusement. "No, it's just regular green tea. Now, as for your question, I'm afraid I cannot provide the assistance you seek. However, would you care for some cookies?"

As if by magic, a small white plate materialized before them, adorned with several delectable cream-filled cookies.

"Thank you," Johan expressed his gratitude, reaching for a cookie and allowing the sweetness to mingle with the lingering flavors of the exceptional tea.

Johan, who typically favored black coffee untouched by sugar or milk, wasn't accustomed to indulging in tea. However, this particular brew defied expectations. It held an otherworldly allure that captivated his senses, enticing him to take another sip. This was no ordinary green tea.

"So, you were aware of my impending visit," he remarked, curiosity tugging at his words.

Gracie met his gaze with an air of certainty. "Indeed, I possess a certain intuition. And no, I am not a suspect. But I fear my truth would be met with disbelief."

His eyes narrowed, and Johan pressed further. "Tell me, where were you between 8 p.m. and midnight last night?"

"Here, as always. Accompanied by another individual, Cindy, a sorceress. Should you desire, I can provide you with her contact information," Gracie offered.

"Perhaps later. For now, I had hoped you could steer me in the right direction," Johan replied, his tone laced with a touch of urgency.

"So, you seek insight into the role of an Oracle," Gracie mused.

"I possess the ability to see predictions and a glimpse into the future, but my knowledge is limited," she explained. "Your master spoke of me?"

"Not extensively. He emphasized your power and cautioned against deception," Johan revealed.

Gracie nodded sagely. "He is a wise man, one from whom you can learn a great deal."

As Johan savored another sip of the remarkable tea, a sense of camaraderie settled over him. Sitting in Gracie's backyard, it felt as though they were old friends reconnecting.

"Yes, I believe so too," he concurred.

They lapsed into a comfortable silence, each lost in their thoughts. It was then that Gracie broke the stillness with a revelation. "I knew your mother."

A wave of sadness washed over Johan, quickly followed by confusion. Why had the Oracle chosen to share this information?

"How is that possible? My mother passed away in the Philippines and never set foot in California," he expressed, seeking clarity.

"Yes, I resided in the Philippines for a time. Your mother, too, possessed the gift of foresight. Did you not know?" Gracie inquired gently.

"No. After her passing, my father brought me to California," Johan revealed.

"A lamentable circumstance," Gracie murmured, taking a sip of her tea while gazing out at the vibrant roses and blooming flowers. In that tranquil moment, Johan experienced an unprecedented sense of peace.

"Thank you. I may return to further inquire of you," Johan expressed his gratitude, rising from his seat. His movements felt wooden, his uncertainty palpable.

"You are welcome, and remember, the individuals you seek are psychopaths wielding formidable power. Exercise caution. You are always welcome to return," Gracie warned.

"Thank you," Johan acknowledged, his voice touched with gratitude.

With that, Johan stood, bidding farewell to Gracie. He made his way through the house, his gaze lingering on the yellow abode before turning toward his car. Questions about his mother nagged at him, but he knew that now was not the opportune time for answers.

***
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JOHAN DEPARTED, HIS mind filled with a multitude of unanswered questions bestowed upon him by Gracie. As he navigated the streets, he contemplated whether paying a visit to his master was the next course of action. It had been two months since he last set foot in the Pasadena house, and he pondered the identities that still lingered on his suspect list. Yet, try as he might, he drew a blank—a frustrating void of information.

Perhaps the killer resided beyond the confines of Los Angeles. Resolving to investigate further, Johan merged onto the freeway, fortunate to find the traffic flow in his favor. Though hunger beckoned, he dismissed the idea of stopping for a meal, choosing instead to drive uninterrupted toward Pasadena.

As the 110 freeway gave way to regular streets, Johan steered his vehicle along the route leading to Colorado Boulevard. Thoughts of the annual Rose Parade, a grand spectacle held on the first day of every January, occupied his mind. Johan recalled the times he and his master had ventured to the parade area, marveling at the ornate floats. Occasionally, his father would join them on these excursions.

Pasadena City held a special place in Johan's heart. It exuded an air of affluence, boasting magnificent historical homes and attractions such as the art museum and the enchanting gardens of the Huntington Library. Cloistered amidst the hills, his master's abode stood just a few blocks away from the renowned Art Center College. His master’s home was a Craftsman-style residence, it resonated with Johan's aesthetic sensibilities, captivating him with its charm.

After another thirty minutes of driving, Johan arrived at his master's mansion. He ascended the long, winding driveway and parked his car by the welcoming front porch. Stepping out of the vehicle, he was greeted by a servant—an ever-present enigma that left him wondering how his master amassed such wealth. The explanation given was a mere fortune, but Johan suspected that the Conclave, a council of magic users overseeing all things mystical, played a role in funding his master's endeavors.

"Hello, Johan. Please, come inside," the servant beckoned.
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Chapter 6
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They settled in the expansive living room, a space adorned with exquisite dark wood accents adorning window trims and tapered columns. The couches and shelves shared the same lustrous wood, creating a cohesive atmosphere. Though his master appeared ageless, Johan knew he neared the octogenarian mark. Yet, his boundless energy and feline grace belied his advanced years, a testament to the time he still had left.

"Johan, why don't you consider staying here? I have ample room to accommodate you," his master suggested.

"No, I prefer the independence of living on my own. Besides, your other students aren't exactly fond of me," Johan replied.

"That's not true."

His master had a host of students dwelling within the premises, their names eluding Johan's memory save for the senior instructor, Logan Worden, who aided his master in imparting his teachings.

"I know it."

"You should consider teaching them. You've mastered nearly everything I've imparted," his master advised.

Here it was again, Johan mused. His master disapproved of his detective work, though he never expressed it overtly.

"Yes, thank you. I just had a question for you," Johan began.

He proceeded to explain how the murder victims had been dismembered, frozen, and suspended mid-air. His master listened attentively, his silence stretching for a few moments before his eyelids fluttered closed.

Johan had grown accustomed to his master's pensive nature. Patiently, he awaited the outcome, sensing the conjuring spell taking form. Suddenly, a book materialized before him.

His master reopened his eyes, revealing a section within the book, its pages adorned with spidery words of magic.

"Ah, there was indeed a spell that combined levitation and freezing. Your killer possesses an exceptional talent. They've fused multiple spells together with artistic precision," his master remarked.

Restless on the couch, Johan reached for his coffee and took a sip. "Do you know anyone capable of such a feat?"

"A few individuals come to mind, but most have either retired or passed away," his master replied.

"What about someone from outside the area? Perhaps from another location," Johan suggested.

"I can check. I cannot be certain," his master responded.

"What kind of spell is it? I feel like I should remember it," Johan inquired.

"It's possible that the spell slipped your mind. I rarely teach from this book—it pertains to the martial aspects of magic. Only a skilled mage can execute it amidst battle," his master explained.

"I'm grateful that we no longer have to resort to fighting each other. We possess alternative methods of combat," Johan reflected.

"Yes, now we have guns," his master remarked.

At that moment, a tall student entered the room, bowing respectfully to his master and Johan.

"Hello, master. Are we ready for our lesson?" the student inquired.

"Not quite," his master replied.

The student cast a smug look at Johan before departing the living room.

"Can you provide me with the names of the mages capable of such feats?" Johan asked.

"Yes, the only person I know in LA is Mathew Longo," his master disclosed.

"Mathew Longo, the renowned illusionist," Johan exclaimed.

"Yes, the very same."

"Do you happen to have his address?" Johan requested.

***
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JOHAN EMBARKED ON THE journey along Hollywood Boulevard, en route to meet Mathew Longo, the renowned illusionist known as Longo the Great or the Best Wizard of California. Before his visit, Johan had made an appointment, calling ahead and asserting his close friendship with Master Craig Zonitch. The secretary hesitated, implying Mr. Longo's unavailability. However, Johan's reference to Master Craig Zonitch secured him an afternoon appointment. Before venturing toward Hollywood, he decided to grab a quick meal at Burgers and More, a cozy eatery nestled off the bustling 101 freeway.

Mathew Longo's residence sat atop the Hollywood Hills, a grand mansion befitting his status. Johan contemplated contacting Detective Sloan, but lacking concrete evidence against Longo, he hesitated. The mansion's imposing ten-foot metal gate guarded the entrance. Johan brought his car to a halt and promptly approached the intercom button on the adjacent metal box.

"Hello, my name is Johan Wright. I have an appointment at three today," he announced.

A voice responded, "Yes, you are expected."

With a creak, the gate began to open, revealing a pathway for Johan to traverse. The mansion loomed ahead, boasting a sleek, modern design with elongated glass panels and protruding metal prongs. Johan parked his car near the imposing double glass doors. As he approached, he couldn't help but feel as if he were entering a business office rather than a private residence. Turning the latch handle, he swung open the door and stepped inside, immediately greeted by a voice.

"Hello."

A statuesque young woman, standing nearly six feet tall, awaited him. Clad in casual jeans and a crisp white blouse, her long red hair cascaded in a ponytail. Her disapproving gaze detracted somewhat from her inherent beauty. Johan's footsteps reverberated against the pristine white-tiled floor as he closed the distance between them. To his right, a winding staircase beckoned.
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