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In loving memory of my father,
who taught me life’s lessons on the banks of

Sand Creek Reservoir—
coaching me with patience to wait for the right moment,
to hook the taker after the bait was taken,
and how to reel them in to the end.

 

His quiet wisdom still echoes:
Don’t just take anyone’s word for it. Think for yourself.
Slow and steady wins the race.

 

Thank you for every lesson, every laugh, and every moment.

 

This one’s for you.
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Chapter One - Vita

 

“I’m sorry, Calli. But it had to be this way.”

“What do you mean?” I say, yanking violently on the ring stuck to my finger.

“I couldn’t stop it from happening, so I kept you from knowing it would.”

“Stop what? Knowing what?”

The dream scene in my mind fades to black and my senses become aware of the present. The first thing I see upon opening my eyes is a pale blue wall that appears soft to the touch. I twist my head around and roll to the other side of the bed so I can examine my surroundings completely. It looks like I’ve been placed in a cell of some kind with padded walls.

I bolt upright, my heart racing against my ribs. Where’s Chris? He was in the other car. Is he alive? Is he safe? What time is it? What day is it? I don’t know. I run my hand through my hair only to snag a strand with the engagement ring on my finger. I examine the ring and free the strand of hair lodged under one of the prongs. Tugging and twisting on the band, I let out a hiss from the pain while removing the ring. A red enflamed burn wraps around my finger where the piece of jewelry touched my skin. 

I focus on my healing power to fix the burn, but no luck. Why hadn’t it already healed while I slept? My greater healing power usually heals my injuries in a flash. Is there something wrong with it? Or something specific about this burn?

I slide the precious gift back on my finger, so I don’t lose it, and hold out my left hand, tilting my finger up and down slightly to allow the diamond to catch the light. My thoughts drift to Chris and the amazing, romantic scene when he gave me the ring. Then my memories switch to the horrifying moment I realized he was bleeding out, following his diamond insertion, and not healing—technically dead. I remember feeling the ring vibrate on my finger moments before I zapped Chris with power to start his heart. My eyes fill with tears as I recall the fear of losing Chris. My whole world crumbled to the ground during that time on the beach, struggling to bring him back to life, hoping someone would come to help, eventually finding out later that no one was ever going to come.

Swiping my tears with the back of my fingers, I stand and walk to the door. How long have I been here? I take a deep cleansing breath and focus on my diamond, reaching out to Chris, waiting for the unmistakable connection, but it doesn’t come. I try to connect with other diamonds to no success. I inventory my body, my powers, and my strength levels. Everything seems to be working, except the lingering burn mark still remains under the ring on my finger. I must be in a situation where I’m near obsidian but not affected by it—like at the Denver compound. I recall that while inside the building, I had my powers. However, I couldn’t communicate with anyone outside the building.

A sigh escapes my mouth. I can’t help but regret the decision to involve the government. If we hadn’t come to Washington D.C. we wouldn’t have been captured by Max Corvus, at least not like it played out. Who knows how the situation might have transpired if we had been able to approach the government on our own?

What happened to Max, anyway? Did I kill him? He was certainly going to kill me, at least until the woman on the phone told him not to. Whatever happened in the car with Max, my engagement ring became hot and energized, even in the presence of obsidian.

I contemplate my recent decisions. Regret feels like such a simple word against the intense emotions racing through me. Why did I think we would be safe using obsidian when we can’t see our futures? The reasons and situations that brought me to the decision to ask the government for help feel so petty and distant now that I’m locked up, so far away from Maetha’s island, without knowing what’s going on around me. Why did I act so impulsively?

I guess I thought of myself as indestructible.

With a broad spectrum of emotions roiling, I rise up on my tip toes and peer out the narrow glass window on the door. All I can see is a long empty hallway with other windowed doors. I must be at the end of the hall of some sort of jail or psych ward. I pull back from the window and examine the door. A rectangular opening with a metal plate is positioned at waist level. I suppose this is a pass-through for food and the metal plate probably slides open because I don’t see any hinges. Small cameras are positioned in two of the upper corners of the room, suggesting I’m being observed. I assume someone will come along soon now that I’m up and moving around.

I leave the door and sit on the uncomfortable bed, tucking my feet under my legs for warmth. 

Where is Chris? If he is in this building and I can’t connect with him through our diamonds, that means he’s disabled by obsidian which could be deadly for him. Or he may not be in the building at all, and that’s the reason I can’t communicate with him. But that means he might be dead. Oh God! I don’t even want to think about that.

I try to view the future. Will I be able to get out of this mess? All I see is a soldier attaching cuffs to my hands and the world drifting into the ominous blackness of obsidian.

The jangle of a full ring of keys pulls my attention to the door. The pass-through slides open, revealing the waistline of the person on the other side wearing military fatigues and a holstered gun. A pair of handcuffs are dangled through the opening by a hairy-knuckled, ragged hand followed by a rough male voice saying, “You have a visitor. They’ve requested you wear cuffs.”

My eyes move up to the narrow window where I see the eyes and nose of a middle-aged man. I try to read his mind but can’t, which makes sense because I know he’s holding obsidian laced handcuffs. I’ve already seen my future.

“Where am I?” I ask, staying put on the bed. “How long have I been here? Where’s Chris? Is he okay?”

“You have a visitor,” he repeats. “They’ve requested you wear cuffs.”

I grunt and move over to the door. I turn around and reach my arms behind me and wait for the snap of the cuffs. As soon as the metal connects with my skin, my powers are canceled, as per my vision moments ago. After securing the cuffs, the man opens the door, and I turn to face him. Behind him stand four more men carrying long rifles with shoulder straps. They aren’t pointed at me, but I know they could be at a moment’s notice if I decide to be difficult.

The man says, resting his palm on his holstered gun, “I recommend you obey and follow instructions perfectly.”

I don’t need to read his mind to understand his meaning. I nod and wait for him to invite me into the hallway. He jerks his head to the side and motions with his chin toward the direction he wants me to walk. I obey, albeit cautiously. Behind me I hear the collective footsteps of all the guards. I wish I could read their minds to find out what happened to Chris.

As we walk down the hallway, I glance at the windows on the doors hoping to see Chris peering out, but no. The guard behind me directs me to an interrogation room, complete with a large mirror and cameras in the upper corners. I sit dutifully on the only chair in the room which is positioned at a metal table. He leaves the room, slamming the door behind him. A little overdramatic, in my opinion. I hadn’t disobeyed any of his orders. Perhaps he was acting out of fear and wanted to get the door between us as quickly as possible.

Regrouping my thoughts, I assess the current situation as best I can. I’m at personal risk, possibly a life-threatening position, something I’m not supposed to ever let happen. I’d hoped for a better ending by going to the government for help. Not this. I can’t even think of a plan because I have no clue where I am, how long I’ve been here, and how I could possibly escape. The first thing I need is information. My thoughts immediately return to Chris. I hope he is okay.

After a few minutes of being alone with my thoughts, a woman enters the room and walks a full circle around the table. My eyes follow her movements while I take in her appearance: around forty-years-old, thin framed, about my height, long blonde hair, sun kissed skin, and clothing that looks homemade from several decades ago. The woman stops behind my chair. She touches my cuffed hands, making me flinch, then tilts my left hand up a little bit while wiggling my ring back and forth. I yank my hand away, as much as I can while being cuffed.

“I must say,” —she speaks in a medium toned voice with an accent I’ve heard somewhere before— “that is a stunning ring.”

I remain silent. I don’t know this woman or who she works for, I only know she makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I wish I could read her mind.

“Do you know why you are here?” she asks, walking around the table and stopping in front of me.

“Where is here?”

“Washington, D.C.”

I glance around the cold, dank room. “Small area. Always though D.C. was bigger than this.”

She frowns, not amused by my sarcasm. “You’re here because I need you to deliver a message to the goddess.”

I remember where I heard her voice before. She was the woman I overheard Max talking to in the car. She mentioned the goddess and I remember wondering how she knew about Crimson. Presently, I’m concerned I may be dealing with another unknown rogue Diamond Bearer. I decide to play dumb and respond, “Who?”

“The goddess. I know you know who I’m talking about, Ms. Courtnae.”

The fact that she refers to Crimson as a goddess tells me she is not a regular in Crimson’s circle. I decide to deny and deflect to see if she will volunteer more information. I say, “So, let me get this straight. I was brought here under the assumption I know a goddess and I can deliver a message to her. Why did I have to be kidnapped? Couldn’t you have just asked for a civilized meeting?”

“I’ve found people have more incentive to cooperate if it will gain them their freedom, or if it might save something—or someone—important to them.”

I swallow hard as the notion of Chris being used as a bargaining chip enters my mind. My skin prickles. I need to know if he’s okay.

“So, with that in mind,” the woman continues, “I want you to tell the goddess I’m requesting a meeting with her.”

“But I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 

The woman waves her hands and arms in a mystical fashion, then produces a piece of paper seemingly out of thin air. She grasps the top with one hand, places the other hand on the tabletop, elbow locked, fingers splayed, and leans across the table, extending her arm toward me so I can see the page—a picture of me and Crimson at the police department when Crimson was invisible. Well, invisible in the room, but not to the camera that captured her image.

Oh boy.

She wiggles the picture in my face. “You know who she is and I’m betting you know how to communicate with her. I want an audience with her.” The woman pulls back and readjusts her posture before setting the piece of paper down on the table.

I want to ask where she got the image, but I’m still processing how she materialized the paper from nowhere in the first place. What kind of power is that? The answer will have to wait till later because she’s staring me down, waiting for my reply. Playing coy, I say, “I remember that interview. I arrived alone. The detective and I talked for a short while and I left, alone. I didn’t know this person was in the room.”

The woman drops her gaze to the floor for a moment, then brings her narrowed eyes up to mine. I note her clenched jaw. I am clearly frustrating her, and I’m not sure if it is a good idea in my current incapacitated state, but it’s the only power I feel I have right now.

“I know you think you can fool me, Ms. Courtnae, but you can’t. Footage shows she was near you the whole time. We both know she can appear invisible, which is what happened here. Isn’t it?”

This woman knows about appearing invisible. This changes everything. I choose my words carefully. “Even if I knew this woman, and if I could communicate with her, who should I say wants to meet with her, and why?”

“Tell her you met one of her old acquaintances and they want to talk to her.”

“An old acquaintance named . . .”

“Vita.”

Vita? My mind races to remember where I have heard that name before. Then I recall Vita was the name of the Spellcaster who set up the bubble around Maetha’s island, and the Hunter’s camp. Clara was trying to locate her to ask about the confetti-like pieces we found outside of Max’s warehouse in Norway to see if she could help reverse-engineer a key. Ironically, here I sit, having been captured by Max, nearly killed, brought to a location to be questioned by that very woman. I think it is safe to assume she’s not going to help Clara figure out how to slip through any bubbles anytime soon. Vita and Max are working together.

Vita watches me closely, probably to see if I recognize her name, or if Crimson has mentioned her to me. I formulate my thoughts and try to respond with the same ambiguity as before. “Well, I can’t really look for her while I’m locked up, now can I? You’ll have to let me and Chris go, and when we cross paths with the goddess, we’ll let her know you were asking for a talk.”

Vita makes a sound deep in her throat—a half-laugh, half-determined, almost scoffing sounding. She says, “My assumptions about you were spot-on. I don’t know whether to be proud of myself or disappointed in you.”

“What?”

“You are predictable, Ms. Courtnae.”

I hold my tongue, calming my auto-defensiveness.

She continues. “I figured offering freedom wouldn’t be enough for you to admit you know the goddess. Therefore, I acted preemptively. While you were unconscious, I inserted a disabler in your body that only I can remove.”

“A what?” 

“Think of it like a grenade filled with powdered Yellowstone obsidian. If you try to remove it, the casing will break, and the powder will be released. You won’t die, probably, but your powers will be disabled for months or possibly years, until your body processes the obsidian.”

I had already performed a body scan earlier in my room and didn’t detect anything abnormal. She’s bluffing.

Vita continues, “If you want the device removed before it explodes, you need to set up a successful meeting with the goddess for me. If in fact you don’t have the connection to her that I believe you do, then . . . oops. Enjoy your powers while you have them.”

I still can’t believe she could have possibly inserted a bomb into my body. My healing power is such that this wouldn’t be possible. I would have detected it earlier, which I didn’t. Except . . . my healing power didn’t work on the burn and this woman before me is the creator of magical bubbles . . . bubbles I’ve stood right in front of and couldn’t detect. I know the power she can create, which is probably why my attempt at rational thinking does nothing to slow the flood of adrenaline in my veins. I must focus on the situation at hand, play it off. Except, I can’t rein in my runaway emotions or the increasing panic from consuming my body. I think of Chris. I need to stay strong so I can help him. Focusing on my core, I breathe deeply a couple times, then say as calmly as possible, “So, you’re going to let us go to hopefully find this goddess and set up an appointment for you. And then you’ll remove the obsidian disabler? Is that correct?”

“That all depends on her and if she’ll give me what I want.”

“And what is that?” I hear the concession in my own voice and am ashamed of myself for seeming to give in so easily.

She doesn’t answer but instead does that magical thing with her hands and arms again, producing two small bundles of medical tape out of thin air. “These are yours. I know you’ll probably need these to complete your task concerning the goddess, so I’m giving them back to you. Topaz is so quaint, by the way.” A smug smirk slides across her face as she puts the bundles down on the table. “Although, those two are interesting.” She points to the pager topazes. “They have Clara’s magical fingerprints all over them. It’s good to see her expanding her skills beyond beverages.”

I inhale slowly to keep my focus and to not allow her to dial up my emotions. I have so many questions, but I already know she won’t entertain me. Instead, I ask, “How do I communicate with you, assuming I can get the goddess to agree to meet with you?”

“Max knows how to contact me.”

“Max?”

“Yes. I suggest you avoid trying to kill him.”

“Kill him? He was the one trying to kill me. Maybe you should be talking with him.”

“He’s been instructed not to harm you.”

“But I heard you tell him he could do what he wants when you get what you want out of me. My information.”

She smiles partially. “You have a good memory. Think this through, Calli. Once you’ve arranged the meeting and the obsidian is removed, Max cannot hurt you unless you allow it.”

Hmm. She’s using him, like she’s using me. I don’t like this woman. “I don’t have Max’s number.”

“That can be remedied.”

“So . . . that’s it? You’re going to let us go?” I’m worried because she hasn’t acknowledged Chris at all.

“They are going to interrogate you first.” She motions toward the door. “Line up the meeting and everything will be fine. But drag your feet and . . . poof!” She wiggles her fingers as she raises both hands above her head. “The obsidian capsule will eventually rupture and then you’ll be begging me to help you.”

I don’t like her threatening words, like she knows she can control my actions. I respond, “What makes you think I won’t figure out how to remove it myself?”

“The same way I know you’ll never find this facility again. I’ve put a protective bubble around it. If you or anyone else tries to remove the capsule . . . well, I recommend you don’t.” She turns and walks toward the door only to pause and look over her shoulder. “Additionally, know that any traumatic injury, severe bumps, electrocution, or whatnot can also rupture the capsule. So, take care.”

“I want to see Chris,” I demand as she opens the door to leave. She doesn’t reply or even indicate she heard my plea.

The door closes and I’m left alone, sitting on the chair, hands cuffed behind my back. I stare into the mirror, wishing I could see who watches from the other side. Even if I could use my Hunter powers, I still wouldn’t be able to do that. I also can’t materialize anything the way Vita did with the paper and topaz. I don’t know if I’ve heard of anyone having that power. Maybe Crimson knows.

Crimson.

A wave of nausea washes over me. What was I thinking about leaving the protection of Crimson and the Bearers? Why did I assume everything would go without a hitch for me and Chris to contact the government for help with the Portland blast? 

Strangely, I don’t feel my life is in danger. I assume this because Vita wants a meet-and-greet with Crimson and I’m the only one she believes has access to “the goddess.” However, I don’t know about Chris and his future. If he has obsidian cuffs on, his life could be in danger. He said his heart seemed to be rejecting the diamond and he needed to heal his heart often. I hope he’s okay. I need to know that he’s okay.

I take a deep breath and yell, “Hey! Guard! Hey!” If I could get someone to come in, I could ask questions and possibly get them to remove the cuffs, allowing me to possibly read minds to see where Chris is located. Or maybe I could look to my future and for when I’ll see Chris again. That would at least give me some confirmation that he’ll be all right. I yell again, “Hey!”

The door unlocks and opens. Max Corvus walks in, or more like limps into the room. A second man follows with a chair. Max directs the man to place the chair as far away from my position as possible, then he sits and stares at me. The man remains in the room by the door.

I speak first, “Where’s Chris?”

“Locked up.” Max straightens his back and stares me down. “Aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing after you electrocuted me?”

Letting out a defeated sigh, I ask, “How are you doing, Max?”

“I’m sore, thanks for asking,” he responds, matching my insincerity. “How did you do it? How did you use a power of that magnitude? You were wearing obsidian cuffs. I had a huge piece, too. That should not have happened.”

“Like I’m going to just tell you,” I mutter. Even if I knew the answer, I wouldn’t tell him.

“If you want to see Chris, you will.”

“Take my cuffs off first.”

“Not a chance.”

“I promise I won’t kill you, on purpose anyway.”

His eyes light up and he slides to the edge of his seat. “So, it was an accident. You don’t know how you did it.”

“Take my cuffs off.”

“No.”

“Listen, Max. Obsidian obviously doesn’t prevent me from using that power. I blasted you while in its presence. Honestly, I don’t know why you are risking your life by being in the same room as me.” I try to feign concern for his wellbeing.

“I’m not too worried.” He points a shaking finger to the surveillance cameras. “If you try anything, they’ll see it.”

“Mmm hmm. Maybe they are hoping I’ll use the power on you so they can see it in action.”

Ignoring my words, he presses forward. “Was your new power fueled by fear? Anger? Which emotion sparked it?”

“What makes you think it’s emotion-based or new?”

“I haven’t seen anything in the files that talks about the ability to wield electricity.”

“And Invisibility?” I add. “Was that one in the files?”

His gaze drops, and he pauses. “Yeah, no. That wasn’t in there either.”

“This must drive you crazy, Max.”

His eyes shoot back to mine. “Not for long. Soon, I’ll know everything about you.” Max nods toward the man by the door. “Special Agent Bushman, the best criminal interrogator I know, is going to drill into that head of yours. He gets answers no one else can, at least not legally.” Max lets out a delighted chuckle.

Criminal? I hide my concern and ask, “May I use the bathroom first?”

“No.” Max stands and nods to the man by the door.

I look over at the guy who entered with Max and brought in the chair. Initially, I ignored his presence, figuring he was only Max’s guard. Now, however, I realize he has been observing my behavior, my answers, my body language. More care should have been taken on my part.

Agent Bushman stands probably six feet tall, with a slender build and a dark complexion. He has short well-trimmed facial hair and equally short full head of dark hair. His business suit is clean, pressed to crisp ridges, and is stylish, indicating money and attention to detail. 

Agent Bushman steps forward. “I’ll have more success if you leave the room, Mr. Corvus.”

“I want to stay.”

“I insist. And on your way out, tell them to turn off the cameras.”

“But . . . her powers!”

“These are my terms, Mr. Corvus. If you do not honor my terms, I won’t perform the interrogation.”

My heart thuds hard against my ribs fueled by excessive adrenaline. Why does he want the cameras turned off? What does he plan to do to me?

Max storms out of the room in a huff as fast as his injured body will allow. Moments later, the little red lights on the cameras click off.

The man I grossly underestimated eyes me from the other side of the table, angling his head slightly to the left, then the right, his eyes narrowing. He turns without a word and walks over to Max’s chair, picks it up, and places it at the table across from me. The strained silence, pierced only by the pounding in my ears, is enough to drive me mad. I’ve gotten myself into this helpless situation, one where I could be killed or hurt very shortly, all because of what? Because I didn’t control my anger. And now a criminal interrogator stares me down with unknown motives.

He abruptly stands, the chair’s legs grating loudly against the cement floor. “Ms. Courtnae . . .” He leans forward, placing both palms on the tabletop and leaning in my direction. “Let’s get you out of those cuffs.” He produces a key and moves behind my back.

I’m completely surprised by this maneuver. Why would he grant my wish of removing the cuffs? Maybe he figures a small concession will get me to talk? I feel him grasp the cuffs and twist the lock, releasing my body from the obsidian. My powers flood into me like a torrential deluge racing through a dry desert riverbed. I immediately search for Chris’s diamond, calling out to him with my mind, only to feel nothing. The only voice I hear is Max’s outside the room complaining about Agent Bushman’s tactics.

I then focus again on the man before me. Agent Bushman’s thoughts are easy to hear. He thinks: Odd that I still can’t read her mind, even with the obsidian cuffs off. Max didn’t tell me she was run through the machine, too, like Mr. Harding. How does he expect me to do my job if I can’t read her mind?

Bushman is a Reader! What a fortunate find. I dig into his head as he walks around the table to the chair. I’m careful to apply healing powers to prevent him from feeling like he needs to scratch his scalp. He knows quite a lot about the powers of the Sanguine Diamond and the fact I could read his mind if I wanted to. But as his head doesn’t itch, he figures I’m not. What I find interesting is he understands if someone goes through the machine their mind cannot be read, like Chris and the many other people who have had their powers removed. But he’s unaware that some people like me are born with unaltered DNA, and our minds are unreadable, too.

While sifting through Bushman’s memories, I learn he’s flown under the cosmic power radar his whole life and naturally became a detective and interrogator. He recalls hearing about the Death Clan’s demise and how a young Runner carried the legendary diamond. He even had a chance to see the Readers’ diamond amulet before it and all the other amulets were reunited and slammed into Justin’s chest. Naturally, he wants to find out what happened to the precious stone, not just what he heard following the recent clan meeting at the Hunters’ Forest.

The question zooming through my mind is whether I should alert him to the fact that I know he is a Reader. 

Agent Bushman takes his seat. “So, Ms. Courtnae—”

“I want to see Chris Harding first. I need to know he’s okay.” The words explode out of my mouth like a pressure valve being released.

“He’s fine, I promise.”

“No offense, but I don’t really want to take your word for it. I need to see him.”

He pauses and chews on the inside of his cheek. His thoughts consider if he should escort me to Chris’s cell or have Chris communicate through a video call.

I press, trying a different route. “If you can’t take me to him, maybe you could bring him here instead? I mean, if he’s fine, there’s no problem with that, right?”

He says nothing, but his mind reveals he doesn’t think it’s a good idea to bring Chris to the room.

“I won’t talk, otherwise.” I’ve decided if he doesn’t do as I ask, I’m going to use Mind-Control on him. Every second wasted not knowing Chris’s condition is crucial.

“Okay.” Agent Bushman moves to the door and issues orders for Max, to which Max lets out a long dramatic rebuttal. Agent Bushman demands Max complies. I can’t help but smile and feel a sense of payback, especially hearing Max curse at his loss of control of the situation. I imagine Max felt superior when he captured me and brought me in, but then this Bushman guy orders him around, probably making him feel small and insignificant.

Bushman closes the door and returns to the chair.

While we wait for Chris to arrive, I ask, “How long have you worked with Max?”

“I ask the questions.” His shutdown is harsh.

While waiting, I continue to skim Bushman’s mind and find he’s mentally reviewing everything Max told him about me and my exceptional powers. He’s worried that without being able to read my mind, he won’t be able to gather the information he was tasked with finding. And catering to my request to have Chris join us may be more trouble than it’s worth. We might team up against him with our answers, so he intends to only keep Chris in the room briefly, just long enough so I’ll cooperate.

My cooperation will leave when Chris does. I let out a measured exhale to calm my body and mind. I need to think clearly, to stay on top of the situation and shape it to our advantage.




Chapter Two - General Appleton

 

The door opens, revealing Chris with his hands secured behind his back. A guard holds him at the elbow. His cuffs must contain obsidian stones because I can’t use any of my powers on him, although, I don’t need powers to tell he’s weak and oxygen starved. His pale skin and blueish lips give that away. I want to rush over and embrace him but that would show an extra amount of attachment between the two of us. At this point, I don’t know if our engagement is common knowledge, and displaying care and concern might put a bullseye on Chris’s back to get me to comply. Instead, I sit patiently while another chair is passed to Agent Bushman, who positions it near mine.

Chris’s legs shake as he sits next to me. “Are you okay, Calli?”

I can’t help but smile. “Yes, I’m fine. But you don’t look so good.” I address Agent Bushman, “Does he have to wear these cuffs?”

“Yes,” Bushman states. His mind reveals he’s concerned Chris might try to overpower him.

“Well, how about you switch his cuffs with regular ones if you’re so worried about him overpowering you.”

“What makes you think I’m worried about that?” Did she just read my mind?

Crap, I think. Then, I say, “Why else would you want to keep him cuffed? Look, you’ve obviously been told these are special cuffs, but what you don’t know is that Chris is affected negatively by them. You can see he’s not doing well. Since he went through the power-removing machine—I assume you know about the machine—obsidian has a bad effect on him.” 

Bushman’s suspicions that I have read his mind fade, but not enough for him to decide to comply with my wishes. I add, “I’ve told you I need to know he’s all right. The way he is right now, he’s not. For that, you’ll have to remove his cuffs or at least switch them with regular ones. Then I’ll try to answer your questions.”

Bushman huffs then abruptly stands. His thoughts reveal he knows he can’t read Chris’s mind with or without obsidian because of having been run through the machine. But he figures if exchanging cuffs will get me to talk, he’ll give it a try. He moves behind Chris and pulls his own cuffs off his belt and attaches them to Chris’s wrists before removing the obsidian set. 

I connect with Chris immediately and am relieved to see him inhale sharply, taking in much needed oxygen, while he heals his heart. I lend him extra healing power since he’s fairly weak. Meanwhile, Bushman sets the obsidian cuffs on the table and takes his seat.

Calli, Chris says to my mind, thank you.

I smile and return my thoughts. I’m so relieved you have your powers back! Listen, Chris, this guy is a Reader, but he doesn’t know you have a diamond. Let’s keep it that way.

Bushman leans forward and says, “All right, now you’ll answer my questions, Ms. Courtnae. When did you get the cosmic ability of Running?”

I’m caught off guard with his line of questions, but I suppose he wants to know everything. I respond dutifully, “I was sixteen when my power emerged.”

“When did you first meet Maetha the Witch?”

“Um, a couple days after arriving at the Runners’ compound.”

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know.”

Chris asks, “How do you know Maetha?”

Before I can mindspeak to Chris that Bushman won’t answer his question, Bushman surprisingly responds, “Here at the Bureau, we all know about her.”

Confused by his response, I shake my head and say, “So, you know about Maetha, but you don’t know how to find her?”

She seems to have dropped from the face of the earth, his thoughts reveal. “You of all people should understand witches know how to avoid being found.”

I resist the urge to grin. Maetha’s ability to outwardly change her image has been effective enough to throw off all the top identification techniques currently available. I suggest, “Maybe she’s dead and that’s why you can’t find her?”

Agent Bushman chews on his bottom lip for a moment. “I don’t think so.”

I ask, “You have another witch, erm, Spellcaster, here in the building named Vita. Why don’t you ask her to help you find her?”

“Who?”

Who? Chris asks me.

“The woman who was just in here before you. You know, the woman who ordered you to interrogate me.”

Agent Bushman’s head flinches back slightly and his eyebrows pinch together. “General Appleton gave the order.”

“Is the general a woman?” I press.

“No. I was unaware you had a visitor. Maybe General Appleton sent her. Back to Maetha. When did you last see her, and where was that?”

He clearly wants to move on, but I’m not satisfied with his responses about Vita. This lady claimed she put a bomb in my body, while I was inside this facility, and yet this guy doesn’t know who I’m talking about. I ask, “Do you know any other ‘witches’ besides Maetha?”

“No.” His reply is short—and a lie. He knows about Clara Winter, and the more appropriate term ‘Spellcaster’ but withholds his knowledge out of fear of disclosing his cosmic ability. He focuses on the file of papers presumably about me.

I let his response hang while I consider that Vita is flying under the radar yet obviously has connections that allow her inside the Bureau. Interesting. I’ll have to try to get that information out of Max.

Chris speaks to my mind. I don’t know who this woman you talked about is, but we have to focus on why we came here—to ask the government for help with the blast. We need to show them we are on their side. Do you think we could use this guy? He already knows all about cosmic powers.

We might. I want to test him first. I lean forward and place my folded arms on the table. “To answer your question, I saw Maetha a few days ago.”

He redirects his gaze from the papers to me. “You did? Where?”

“I can’t tell you where. You wouldn’t be able to locate her even if I did.” 

He doesn’t question why, and I can see in his mind he already understands the confusion charm Spellcasters use to hide from the general public.

I continue, “I assume you’ve been told about the diamond in my heart.”

He nods. “Max told me what he witnessed, yes.”

Chris jumps in, “I was there, too. I saw it happen.”

Moving to the edge of my seat, I ask more pointedly, “Are you afraid of people like us? You know, Runners, Healers, Hunters, Seers, and Mind Readers.”

In his mind, he thinks, I’m afraid of people finding out I’m one of you. He straightens his spine and responds authoritatively, “I ask the questions here.”

Dipping my chin, I say, “I apologize.” Then, I speak to his mind. If you let them run you through their machine, you wouldn’t have to worry about people discovering your ability.

Bushman bolts out of his seat and backs away. His thoughts continue, Did she speak in my head? That’s not possible! His neck bends forward, then straightens back, while he blinks rapidly. His jaw goes slack and rests in a stunned expression.

I’ve spooked him. Not good. I’ll try to be careful moving forward. Yes, I can speak in your mind. Please relax. I know your name is Tyrese, I know you are a Reader. You’ve tried to read my mind and are confused why you can’t. I want to help. I will tell you as much as I can, but only if you can give me some indication that I can trust you.

How is she doing this? He rubs his head.

I continue speaking to his thoughts, If you put questions to the front of your mind, I’ll answer them. But even if the cameras above us are off, they still may be recording us from behind the mirror. You should ask me some other questions out loud, just for show.

I feel his stomach tighten with anxiety and hear him inhale. His eyes move between Chris and me, then he retakes his seat in the chair he abandoned as if it was on fire. He clears his throat and pulls his words awkwardly. “Eye . . . eyewitnesses said you electrocuted Max. How did you do that? Did you use a taser?”

“Did they find a taser in the back seat?” I respond defiantly to further the image to anyone watching footage or standing on the other side of the two-way mirror.

“No.” He then puts a question forward for me. Are you using a quartz charged with some other power? Is that how you are in my head?

I continue so there isn’t a pause in the spoken questioning. “My arms were cuffed behind my back. How would I use a taser? Plus, I had a bag over my head.” No, no quartz. But I do have topazes. Do you know about them?

“Yes, I heard about that.” His spoken answer addresses both conversations we are having. I’m unaware of the type of power you’re using, and I consider myself an expert in the world of powers. He speaks again, “Max asked if your ability was emotion-based. You didn’t answer him.”

“You could try to recreate the situation by threatening to kill me, like he did, then we’d both know.” To Agent Bushman’s mind, I say, I don’t know much about my new ability, only that I can’t control it.

“I don’t think that will be necessary. You clearly don’t understand your own strength.” He continues with mindspeak. Before we can form any sort of partnership, I must give General Appleton information from this interrogation. What can you give me to satisfy him concerning Maetha and her whereabouts?

Chris speaks to my mind so as not to reveal he can also hear Bushman’s thoughts. Calli, press him more on the level of interaction the Bureau has within the government. Does General Appleton have connections high enough that could help us with the Portland blast?

“Sir, look, we came to Washington D.C. to meet with the government to discuss some important information. We’re not going to run. We told this to Max, but he restrained us anyway and treated us like criminals. That unfortunate event wouldn’t have happened in the car if he hadn’t tried to kill me.” I continue, Maetha keeps to herself. She resurfaces now and then, but if she wants to stay off grid, she has all the resources to do that. I can give her a message next time I see her. I’m willing to do that.

Okay. I’ll pass that along. Bushman flips through the papers in front of him to give the illusion he’s formulating his next statement or question.

Would you be willing to wear a tracking device?

No.

Agent Bushman straightens the stack of papers and looks me directly in the eye. “What kind of information did you need to discuss with the government?”

I clear my throat and say, “A cosmic blast is going to hit Portland, Oregon, in about a year and we need help saving as many lives as possible.”

“Cosmic rays don’t kill people.” You’re going to have to tell me more than that.

“This one will.”

“How do you know?”

“Seers.” I’m unsure if using the title of Seer will mean anything to those probably watching, but I drop it all the same.

“We have Seers here,” Bushman says. “I can ask them about it if you give me more information.”

“They probably won’t be able to see this event, but you can try.”

Bushman tilts his head to the side. “Why wouldn’t they?”

“Because they won’t know what to search for.”

“I don’t know. They’re fairly good at what they do.”

“Do what you’ve got to do, Agent Bushman. If we don’t succeed in evacuating as many people as possible, a lot of them will die. Plus, babies will be born with the new power, which will cause other problems.” Do you know anyone who can help us?

“What is the new power?”

“The ability to control natural forces like fire, wind, gravity, earth and water.”

Agent Bushman doesn’t respond verbally or mentally.

Please, Tyrese.

He stands and walks silently to the door. Before leaving, he says, “I’ll see what I can do.”

I instantly turn to Chris and place my hand on his shoulder. “How’s your heart?”

“I hadn’t been around obsidian until they put those cuffs on me, so I was all right until then. Thanks for convincing him to switch them.”

His words remind me my topazes are on the table. I grab them and separate the pager topazes from the others and strap both sets to my chest. “I’ll charge these extra topazes with Healer power, that way you can carry them for emergencies. Or in case they switch you back to the other cuffs.”

“Thanks.”

“Did Vita visit you, too?”

“No one came to see me until they brought me here. Who’s Vita?”

“I’m not sure,” I say for the possibility someone is watching or recording us, then I take our conversation internally. Vita is the Spellcaster that Clara wanted to find about the confetti around Max’s building.

Right. She’s here? What did she want?

I don’t know if this is true, but she said she put something inside my body while I was unconscious. She said it’s filled with powdered obsidian, like a bomb or grenade, and that she is the only one who can remove it. And the only way she’ll remove it is if I line up a meeting between her and Crimson.

Huh. Do you know where the bomb is?

No. Frankly I can’t detect anything.

Calli, I was so worried about you. The men in the car were scared to death when they saw whatever it was you did to Max. They said it looked like a lightning storm inside the car. How did you do that?

I honestly have no idea what happened, only that Max had an obsidian blade up to my throat and—

Chris’s shoulders rise and tighten. He what? I’ll kill him with my bare hands!

Calm down, Chris. Vita called on the phone and told him to keep me alive. Now I know why—she wants to talk to Crimson. But here’s the thing. My ring heated up right before the electrical jolt blasted Max. I don’t know what the power is, but I think it’s to do with the ring. I lay my left hand on the tabletop and touch the stone with my other hand.

The ring?

We both hear commotion coming from outside the door. I listen and pick up on Agent Bushman’s voice.

“I’m in charge of this interrogation, Mr. Corvus.”

“You’re supposed to be the best! I gave you a list of questions! What’s your problem? Now you’re suddenly working for her? That’s not what I hired you to do!”

“Mr. Corvus, you didn’t hire me. Furthermore, the file you gave me was incomplete and lacked significant details concerning her abilities, motivations, and threat assessment. I’m pursuing the logical course of action, given the details I’ve uncovered.”

“Well, you’re fired!”

“You’re an idiot, Max.”

“I’m going to get you fired.”

“Take it up with General Appleton. Now, go get them some water and food.”

“I don’t take orders from you!”

“Fine, The general can order you. He’ll be here any moment.”

Max grunts exaggeratedly. I imagine he’s squeezing his eyes shut with his chin raised toward the ceiling, like he does.

Chris turns to me with a pleased smile warming his face. I love hearing him not get his way, after everything he’s done to you.

A few moments pass, then Agent Bushman and an older man wearing a military leader uniform enter the room.

“This is General Bernard Appleton.” Agent Bushman motions to us and says, “General, this is Calli Courtnae and Chris Harding.”

We exchange cool nods but not handshakes. I note right away the general must be wearing personal obsidian because I cannot use my powers on him. Interesting.

General Appleton speaks with a deep southern drawl. “Mr. Harding, I was sorry to hear about your father. Good man. Tremendous research.”

Chris’s negative energy emanates, and I pass along healing power to him to help him keep his outward emotions under control.

“Ms. Courtnae, we’ve been searching for you for a while. Mr. Corvus has quite the dossier on you and your abilities.”

“Yeah, he’s been busy,” I reply dryly.

“Strange behavior caught on camera, abilities we didn’t know about—and we know quite a bit about your kind, mind you. Now, thanks to our partnership with Mr. Corvus, we’ll learn everything there is to know about the Diamond People. I’m impressed he was able to bring you in so quickly.”

“Sir, Max only ‘found’ me because I asked Chris to bring me here to talk to the government.”

The general frowned. “You were coming to us?”

“Yes, maybe not you or this place specifically, but someone high-ranking that can help.”

General Appleton sits in the chair across the table and studies me in silence. Then his eyes move to Chris. “How are you connected with the Diamond People?”

“I met Calli when she first came to the Runners’ Clan. We were on a delivery team together, the one that transported the Sanguine Diamond. We’ve been associated ever since, in large part due to my father’s research.” 

General Appleton directs his attention back to me. “Special Agent Bushman tells me you have intel on a planned attack.” 

I answer, “I do.”

“Go on, then.”

“An event is going to happen in Portland one year from now and a lot of people will die if nothing is done. We’re going to need help evacuating.”

“Mmm hmm,” he pauses, then continues, “Portland, Maine, or Portland, Oregon?”

“Oregon.”

“Why would the United States government listen to two young people about an upcoming mass casualty event, that we know nothing about, mind you, and not suspect you as terrorists?”

“Do terrorists normally come in person to announce an impending explosion? We’re here to try to get some assistance in saving lives, to reduce the number of casualties.”

The general purses his lips and narrows his eyes. “Why aren’t you approaching the officials in Portland?”

I say, “We’ve already tried, but they weren’t convinced. We figured we should at least try to get a federal government response to help. This wasn’t exactly what we envisioned,” —casting my eyes about the room— “but perhaps if you’re not able to help, you can direct us to people who can. It’s either that, or we follow Max Corvus’ example and put up a blog to try to get the word out. Granted, we can expect chaos and everything else that goes with that.”

“Well, this division is probably the best suited to hear you out. We investigate the unusual and down-right crazy reports, and this sounds as crazy as it gets.”

I exhale sharply, then take a deep breath and say, “We need you to step in and reassure the people they need to temporarily flee from a certain radius around downtown Portland. We believe, then, there could be success with a minimal lasting effect.”

“You still haven’t told me what the threat is.”

The door opens and Max enters, carrying two bottled waters and two bags of potato chips. My powers are sucked out of my body and Chris’s shoulders slump forward as well. Max must have a large obsidian piece. He sets the items on the table near the general and moves to the back wall to keep his distance. But it’s not far enough. His obsidian is still too near.

I must do something for Chris’s sake. “General, I will tell you, but first I need Mr. Corvus to either leave the room or leave his obsidian outside the door.”

“What?” Max grunts.

Agent Bushman, who I can only assume is also bothered by Max’s obsidian, just not in the same deadly way as Chris, says to Max, “You heard her.”

“But—”

General Appleton turns his head to Max with a displeased expression, and that’s all it takes. Max quickly strides to the exit and sets his large stone on the floor outside, then closes the door. Our powers return, but I determine Max is still wearing a personal-sized obsidian.

All attention comes back to me to answer the general’s question concerning the upcoming power blast. How do I tell him what is coming? Where do I start? Agent Bushman said the general knows about powers, but I didn’t get any details of exactly what he knows. If he doesn’t know anything about cosmic energy rays, he wouldn’t understand the concept of the coming blast. I consider trying to give him a vision, or send him a snippet of what I’ve seen, but he’s using personal obsidian, making it impossible. I need to communicate in his language; in a way he’d comprehend the danger. I say, “A blast will hit Portland capable of killing tens of thousands immediately, and many, many more within the following week or so.”

“How do you know about this?”

“I, uh, can see the future.” I wait for his scoffing retort, but he remains silent.

“Who is making the weapon? Is it nuclear?” He tilts his head to the side and narrows his eyes to near slits.

“It will be a naturally occurring event.”

“So, not a bomb.”

“More like an invisible bomb. It’s a cosmic energy ray. Invisible to the naked eye, like radio waves. The event will happen like a bomb going off, even though no environmental or structural damage will occur, only affecting people.”

“Ms. Courtnae, our atmosphere protects us from cosmic energy.” He scoots back in his chair and looks at his watch, as if I’m wasting his time.

“Not always,” I counter. “As someone who investigates powers and abilities, you should know all about DNA alterations caused by cosmic energy that makes its way past our atmosphere to the surface. But, perhaps you don’t, and if that’s the case, can you direct me to someone who does?” 

My words clearly strike a nerve with General Appleton. His posture bristles and he says, “I know what you’re talking about. Continue.”

“Thank you. Now, let me elaborate. If the upcoming blast is treated like a bomb with a countdown timer, citizens can be evacuated in the preceding days. You could have everything in place with minimal people aware of what’s really about to happen. Shelters and housing could be set up prior to the evacuation, secretly, of course. Food and supplies could be prepped, and hospitals emptied in a calm manner without the panicked craziness that would most likely happen otherwise. The public would be both unaware and safe and all the credit could go to you and your team’s efficient management.”

He doesn’t respond right away, but the expression on his face indicates he’s in deep contemplation. 

A fleeting thought about Vita crosses my mind. Should I ask the general about her at this point? I decide against it. 

He clears his throat and straightens his jacket. “I have a few people I can speak to about this. Stay put.”

“Where are we going to go?” Chris mutters under his breath as all three men leave the room. The door closes and Chris speaks to my mind. This is where they lock us up again.

Sure enough, two guards enter the room. One rattles a pair of cuffs at me, indicating I need to allow him to put them on my wrists. I comply and feel the all too unsettling whoosh of my powers being removed.

After being ushered down the hall to my cell, I turn to Chris, expecting him to be led away to his cell, only to find he is also being placed in my room with me—a surprising twist. The guard closes the door and opens the pass-through slot.

“Put your hands through and I’ll remove your cuffs.”

I swiftly push my hands through the slot and wait for the cuffs to be taken off. Chris follows and his cuffs are removed, too. I inquire, “Sir, who ordered us to be placed in the same room?”

“Agent Bushman.” The metal door shuts.

I turn anxiously toward Chris with the intention of finally wrapping my arms around him, but he steps back. “I’m so relieved you are all right, Calli.”

I respond to his cue to hold back on any public displays of affection, which isn’t easy, since they are still monitoring us. Instead, I say, “Likewise. How’s your heart?”

“It’s good. Let’s sit down.” He walks to the bed, and I follow his lead. He sits cross-legged on the mattress, and I sit on the other end, maintaining our professional distance.

I take our conversation to mindspeak. We shouldn’t talk out loud, but it’ll seem strange if we are quiet. I have an idea. I say out loud, “You need to rest. Your heart is still weak.”

Chris nods and lays on the bed, closing his eyes. 

I sit back against the wall and begin to mindspeak again. At least neither of us is hampered by obsidian, so there’s that.

How are the topazes? he asks.

I check the stones’ power levels. They are only beginning to charge, and at this rate they won’t be charged till the morning. I let Chris know.
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