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This book is dedicated to all the caring people in the world – you know who you are. You bring light where there is darkness. You are very special. 









Prologue


I met him today. Stevie Vegas. I was always meant to meet him. Part of the plan – that’s why I was saved – the daughter of a Shadowcaster, no less.


I am different now to what I was then when my own people turned against me, tried to kill me. Yes, I was born to a Shadowcaster, but I am NOT one of them. I fought against the darkness that engulfed me, tempted me and tried to seduce me. There was a light, far off in my distant self. I clung to that. That and the birth right of my mother who was descended from the Illuminators. The light ran strong in her blood, until they killed her one random but predetermined night – a house invasion the police said…


He skates, Stevie Vegas. He is different from the other boys. The light is very strong in him.


Thank you, oh thank you, Aunt Bessie, for saving me from the Shadowcasters. It wasn’t easy to stay out of their vision, but thanks to you I nearly managed it. Stevie Vegas is lucky to have you as an aunt; I have no one, but you’re near enough, Aunt, to me.


Aside from my horrid birth right, my struggle to escape the Shadowcasters and hiding desperately from their view, I try to be like any normal teenage girl. Sound stupid? Well, what’s normal I say?


I have pretty hair, I know that. It’s soft and shiny, the color of dawn. And my eyes are pretty too; the darkest of brown. Intense, yes – they sometimes make people uncomfortable but that’s just because they know what I see. I see them.


And I ride as fast as the wind – not a skateboard like Stevie Vegas – no, I prefer the raw power of a motocross bike and the idea that it’s not supposed to be a ‘girl thing.’ But I’m no ordinary girl any more than Stevie Vegas is a normal boy. We are both Shadowcaster and Illuminator alike.


But these days, with the help of Aunt Bessie and those that follow the light, I am just as much Illuminator as them, and the plan is for me to help Stevie Vegas succeed. He will need my help; there is no surer thing.


They’re coming for him. I can hear them from behind the veil that separates the real world and its underbelly. Like weeds they’ll try and break to the surface, into the shadows. Some of them are here, like me, in Valley Dale. Ordinary people, doing ordinary things. To look at them, you would never guess, but they are here nevertheless. Their dark auras surround them like the black night envelops the quarter moon.


We Illuminators are here too. Opposite sides of the coin and before it’s over we’ll see what chance has in store for all of us.


Stevie Vegas has no idea who I am, but when the time is right I will tell him that his Aunt Bessie saw good in me – saw the light within the darkness. Nothing is ever simple, is it? Nor ever that black and white? Shades of grey are everywhere, but what counts are the choices we make. I choose to be an Illuminator and I choose to fight with every breath in my body against what is coming.


Stevie Vegas will have many friends when they come for him. He will need them. I am one of them.


I can hear the far off voices of the Shadowcasters, whispering on the wind. I am old before my time. I should not know what I do, hear what I do, and see what I do.


Why can’t I have the same uncomplicated life any 13-year-old teenager has. They like nothing better than to lip sync to their favorite singer’s songs, or spend hours straightening their hair, painting nails purple, shopping for clothes – parents catering to every whim.


Nah, that’s not me. My Yamaha 250 is my family. And Aunt Bessie too, and because of her, Stevie Vegas.


It’s time for a ride now, out beyond Valley Dale’s limits where the woods begin and, if you look hard enough, the hundreds of trails that lead down to the river, and onto the sea.


Life is not all threatening darkness, thank God. I can smell the not so far off ocean. I can feel the sun on my arms. I see the blueness of the sky and the mighty oak that lives outside my window. I know somewhere Stevie Vegas is practicing his skateboard stunts, just like I am about to ride to the ocean.


For the moment, we can be like other teenagers. The darkness will come, soon enough.









Chapter One
Nightmares Revisited


Stevie Vegas stirred fitfully in his dreams. Dark shadows penetrated the safe fabric of the reality of his new life in Valley Dale, just as certainly as Jacob Barron sent his thoughts across the landscape from where he lay in a coma, at Smithson.


He tossed. Snippets of that day were making their way back to him through this night of dreams – the stranger’s hooded face who had moved in just that day, next door. Stevie had bumped into him by chance as the hooded man was directing the moving truck into his driveway.


While Stevie was spent from a hard session at the skatepark practicing his big air twists, he couldn’t help feel the odd sensation of immediate dislike of the stranger. He thought about the Shadowcasters, briefly, for the first time in a year. No, not in Valley Dale, he reasoned. Smithson and the Barrons were far away, like a long forgotten nightmare, and life had returned to normal since those dark days when he first learned he was an Illuminator and battled the Shadowcasters.


Throughout that following year after Smithson, Stevie had buried the past, concentrated on his schoolwork, reveled in his family life, and placed the Illuminator stone far away in the back of his sock drawer. He neither used his powers of Extra Sensory Perception, nor made things happen with the strength of his mind. He buried his Illuminator powers underneath layers of denial. There were times, and battles, he wanted to forget. Like all 13-year-old boys, he was preoccupied with growing up and despite the scars of Smithson, and the threat that one day the Shadowcasters would turn up, his thoughts easily turned to the simple pleasures of living. Dark thoughts were banished, his brother Jem had fully recovered from his accident at the hands of the Shadowcasters, and Stevie had slept peacefully at night. That was until now.


His nemesis Chris Barron’s face appeared in quick succession to the hooded man’s veiled, piercing eyes. He recalled Chris Barron’s parting warning to him as his family were leaving Smithson, “Sleep while you can, young Illuminator, there will be a reckoning for you. Not today, but someday, soon. That day will dawn when you least expect it, when you experience the world as better place, and you will learn that the Shadowcasters’ influence can never be put down. And while you will never know when and how, your day of reckoning will come.”


Stevie had spat on the ground in front of Chris Barron – something he never did, and especially to an adult – the ‘leading light’ of Smithson no less, and turned away, propelling his skateboard slowly down the road while pushing his thoughts out toward him. “I am not afraid. I do not cling to the cliff’s edge waiting for fear to make decisions for me. I stand strong against you and all the others like you. I am an Illuminator.”


When his family had left Smithson so quickly after Stevie and his Aunt Bessie’s desperate midnight dash to spirit the cursed stones away from the Barron estate and drown them in the depths of the Katounga River, they had settled into Valley Dale, and Stevie felt happy. But his happiness was always marked by a back of the mind worry no 13-year-old should feel.


He had reasoned it away with time. The cursed stones, the source of Chris Barron’s power, were gone but there had been one stone they could not recover, that of Chris Barron’s son, Jacob. But, again, he had reasoned away that Jacob Barron was laid up in a hospital bed of his own making. He had fallen during the skateboarding duel with Stevie, when evil incantations had backfired, like karma having the last laugh.


Jacob Barron had been rushed to Smithson Emergency and had slipped into a coma, which he had not, to this day, recovered from. Stevie had struggled with remorse and, even in Valley Dale, felt the cold weight of guilt, which was present more often than he cared to admit.


In his dreams that night he heard Jacob’s voice too against the wind outside on that dark night, rattling the panes, and disturbing the peace of the Vegas household. Like that day in the Valley Dale schoolyard when the wind was blowing the leaves in circles outside the classroom window whispering its hidden messages, Jacob Barron was talking with someone from behind a shroud-like veil. “It is going to plan, we are growing stronger again. They are gathering. With your help, we will triumph. No light will penetrate the blackness of our being…”


Stevie sat bolt upright in bed and reached frantically for his night lamp. Fumbling with the switch, breath sucked inwards, he finally found the light, which flooded his room, driving back the darkness. He was sweating, and dazed. He looked around and found the one thing of comfort – his skateboard. He shook his head in disbelief. Why, why was he dreaming about the hooded man and about Jacob Barron? He looked skyward with what seemed like a pathetic plea. Please God, not again. Not here and in Valley Dale.


His thoughts turned to anger. He did not want to fight battles any more. It had nearly cost his brother’s life, turned his family upside down, and inside out, as they had spent the better part of a year back in Valley Dale building up their veterinary practice again. Jem had not been the same since his accident that fateful day when the Shadowcasters drove him toward an impossible climb, always honing in on the weakest link. Well his brother was not the weakest link in the Vegas family. Stevie gritted his teeth. He didn’t know why, but his resolve rallied against the thought that he might meet with the Barrons again – he was not afraid.


He hadn’t used his Extra Sensory Perception in a long while, but in the middle of the night, sitting upright in his childhood bed, he thought of his Aunt Bessie who was the other Illuminator in the Vegas family. “Aunt Bessie,” he whispered into the night. “It’s starting again.”


He got up and quickly went to his chest of drawers. Opening the top one where his socks and baseball caps were, he reached into the furthest of corners. He felt the warmth pulsating from the back of the drawer even before his fingers reached his Illuminator stone. He picked up the necklace and relief flooded through him. Somehow, in that split instance, everything was all right again. He hadn’t worn that necklace in a year, but now he slipped it over his head. The blackness of his nightmares receded, just like the dark ocean of his fear. Yes, he was full of anxiety about what he knew was coming – but not afraid. Never afraid.


Stevie let sleep take him then, one hand on his Illuminator stone and the other resting on his skateboard which he had stood beside his bed.


Morning dawned just like any other and he heard his mother’s urgent tones from downstairs. “Stevie, Stevie Vegas, will you get up and start getting ready. You will be late otherwise and I have a little dog that’s just been brought in with a broken leg. I need to go into surgery in twenty minutes and I won’t be able to drop you at school.”


Stevie jumped out of bed at his mother’s voice. She very rarely raised it, and he knew that there was a veterinarian emergency on her hands. He would have to take Jem to school, but at least he could skate the mile or so to Valley Dale Elementary, while Jem rode his BMX. Ah, yes, there was that guardrail on the stairs leading down into Fontenoy Street. It was one of his favorite places to Grind. Perhaps he could practice that kickflip off the rail, though it was pretty high and his landing may not be smooth…


As he ran past Jem’s door he noticed him on the computer. “Hey, bro, ace it up, what are you playing, you know that Mum and Dad say no gaming before school.”


Jem dragged his gaze away from the computer. “Shut up, Stevie, you’re not the only one who’s good at stuff. I’ve just reached a new level on this new game, and it takes strategy to do that. It’s not just about shooting ’em up, you know.”


“Whatever, bro, but you better put your skates on, ‘cause Mum is cracking the whip something bad.” His brother grimaced at him.


“I’m not the champion skater in this family. You are, remember? Leave me alone and stop always trying to run my life. I’m not you.”


Stevie shot a puzzled look at his brother. “Sorry, Jem,” he muttered on his way to the bathroom, under his breath. “I only do things ‘cause I care. Sorreee!”


Both he and Jem were soon downstairs, enjoying the bacon and egg breakfast their mother had cooked earlier that morning.


“Stevie, how many times do I have to tell you? Do not bring your skateboard to the table,” his mum pleaded. “It doesn’t have to lean on the table next to your chair. It will be all right in the lounge. Now, go and put it there and don’t bring it to the table again.”


He did as he was told, but not before he winked at his dad.


“Oh, come on, Syl, it won’t hurt, you know.” His dad was always ready to come to the defense of his son’s hobbies. He was less tough on his two boys than Sylvia Vegas, though goodness knows teenage boys needed a few boundaries. Mrs. Vegas supplied them but Stevie knew, like Jem and his dad, that he would not bring his skateboard to the table again…well, at least for one week.


It was a quick breakfast for the Vegas family that morning. His mum worked in the annex at the side of the house, which doubled as their vet surgery given they had to let the rented practice go as a result of the upheaval in moving to Smithson, and then back to Valley Dale. Money was a little tight when they had returned, so the double garage had been converted into vet rooms to save money. His dad, on the other hand, was doing house calls to the ritzy part of town – not something he overly enjoyed as he specialized in larger animals, but it did bring the extra money in when doting, rich pet owners wanted their dog’s nails clipped.


“Well, Vegas boys,” his father said brightly getting up from the table. “I’m off to Green Valley to tend to a spoilt pooch.”


“And I’m off to do some real work,” his mother said, giving her husband a kiss on the cheek. “You boys finish your breakfast quickly, and out that door please within two minutes. I’m just next door you know, and I can hear the front door slam.”


Stevie smiled at Jem. “Coming, Jemmy?” He waited for his brother’s sarcasm, but, surprisingly it didn’t come.


Jem spooned the last of his eggs into his mouth and gave Stevie a tired look that said, ‘It’s OK’ and the harsh words of that morning were forgotten.


They were just about out the door, when his mother called to him.


“Oh, Stevie, Aunt Bessie rang this morning. She wants you to call her back tonight. She’s travelling at the moment, but said she wanted to catch up with you. Everything all right?” Mrs. Vegas asked, a slight worry underscoring the faint lines on her forehead.


Stevie too was puzzled, but then remembered his nightmare. “Yeah, Mum…err everything is OK, I just wanted to say hello to Aunt Bessie and make sure she’s not overdoing things, you know travelling around the country…”


“Umm, OK, then,” his mother called. “Now off to school and easy on the skating tricks on your way.”


And with that, the Vegas family began their seemingly normal day. Only Stevie was preoccupied, remembering his dark, nighttime dreams.









Chapter Two
Normal Teenage Stuff


Stevie chose to skate home from school that day, while Jem went to soccer practice. His adventurous spirit made sure he took a route home that was new. Parkour on a skateboard was his thing at the moment. It allowed him to jump off any ledge in sight, Grind any metal rail he came across, and practice his Ollies, Kickflips and Twists at any strategic point of the journey. But the street he came to was odd and strangely familiar, as though he had somehow been there before, and certainly there was no concrete or metal – two of his favorite skateboarding springboards. No, this street was old, and definitely unfamiliar.


Elm Street the sign said and, true to its name, a sinister avenue of old Elms stood guard over its residents. Stevie shivered slightly, kicked up his skateboard and walked down the street on foot. He was intrigued by this new vista, and somehow felt he should be there – as if it was the right time, and right place for him to be.


Huge, dark looking, weatherboard mansions characterized the street, but there was nothing glorious or grand about them – they looked like they’d been there for centuries. Stevie was sure they housed half-dead, zombie characters that would make their appearance to him any minute…any minute now.


He was thinking he had had enough of the crumbly, broken-down and eerie street, when the front door of a grey-ish green home opened. He let his attention stay on the girl who emerged. Her golden hair was a giveaway. It was that new girl he had met in class…Mary Lou.


“Nova,” she said, walking quickly up to him and extending her hand. “You’re Stevie Vegas. We met the other day at school. Nice skateboard.”


He gave her an extremely puzzled look. “How did you…never mind, yes I’m Stevie. What are you doing here? I mean in this crabby old street. I would have thought only old people live here.”


She shot him a charming smile, which transformed her dark and intense eyes into warm, friendly beacons, which said, ‘See, I’m not so bad after all.’


“I live here, silly, with my father – he’s the new vet in town, just started up his practice and so we’ve come to live here.”


Stevie surveyed her, instantly put out that her dad may be in some way responsible for the downturn in his parents fortunes. Of course, that was not true. He knew that, but he was wary of her nevertheless…though on this sunny afternoon in Valley Dale, instead of disliking this strange girl, he was drawn to her.


Out of habit, he tried to read her thoughts, but met with a blank.


As if she was reading his thoughts, she said, “Hey, I’m sorry…is something wrong?”


She was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, which read, ‘Riders Rock,’ and had a picture of a Harley Davidson emblazoned down the front.


“Err…no, I was just looking at your T-shirt. You don’t by chance ride a Harley, do you?”


She laughed then and her face opened up like an early morning flower to the sun. Stevie could now see just how pretty Mary Lou Nova was when the weight of life was not bearing down on her.


“No way, silly. I’m too young to be riding a Harley and they’re way too expensive for me, but I do have a 250 Yammy out the back. You ride?”


Now it was Stevie’s turn to laugh. He held his skateboard up, showing her the slogan on the bottom, ‘ramp, air, wind, sky, fly.’ “I’m more into non-motorized sports, where you have to rely on yourself for the thrills.”


“Humph,” she snorted, in deep disgust. “Don’t tell me there is no skill in motocross riding. In fact, if you don’t get it right on some of the trails round here, you can kiss your…” she patted her behind, “…goodbye.”


Stevie laughed again. A deep laugh that relaxed him totally in this strange girl’s company.


“You are funny, Mary Lou Nova. I can say I’ve never met anyone quite like you, and riding motocross on a 250 Yammy. Impressive.”


The front door of her house swung open for the second time that day. Mr. Nova called to his daughter.


“Mary Lou, it’s time for supper. Inside, please.”


Instantly, he felt a sense of gloom descend upon them, and guilt too, as if they had been caught in a conspiracy.


As if they had, Mary Lou lowered her tone.


“I’ve got to go now, Vegas, you shouldn’t be here. But we’ll meet again at school, and one afternoon soon, I’ll take you for a ride in the woods. That’s if you’re game.”


“Sure,” he said, as she rushed away, as if the devil himself had called her. “Anytime. I’m game.”


She was gone then, and Stevie stared at the odd, eerie looking house again. Elm Street was not a friendly place he decided. He put his board down and skated off as quickly as his foot could propel him.


What a strange afternoon, he was thinking, when he remembered he would be late for taekwondo lessons with Jem. It was something his mum and dad had insisted on when they returned from Smithson, as a way of learning self-defense just in case the boys got into trouble again, but to this day they didn’t know that the Shadowcasters were behind their troubles in Smithson, and Stevie was not going to tell them if he didn’t have to. They were safer if they didn’t know, Stevie reasoned.


Safe against the Shadowcasters, Stevie thought wryly, as he skated into Sun Lee’s gym, knowing there was no martial art discipline on this earth that would protect against the power of the cursed stones and the dark thought power of the Shadowcasters. Jem was waiting impatiently out the front.


“Stevie, where you been?” he said, frantically picking up his gear from the sidewalk. “You know our lesson begins at 4.30 pm – it has done for the last two months, or did you forget?”


Stevie made for the front door. “No I didn’t, I was…talking to a friend.”


Jem gave him a look of disgust as they entered Sun Lee’s. It wasn’t the newest gym in Valley Dale. In fact, it was rather old looking compared to the lycra clad, expensively laid out gyms in the newer part of town. No tall yuppy men with perfect abs worked out here. Instead, you could smell the scent of sesame seeds and fish sauce, and the pungent but familiar aroma of garlic and ginger coming from the Lee’s kitchen out the back. This gym was also the home to the Lees, who, Stevie had found out the other day, were distant relatives of Tom Lee, his one friend against the Smithson Shadowcasters. That one fact had made him consent, rather than say no to his mother’s insistence they learn self-defense. Any relative of Tom’s had to be worth meeting, he thought.


It was dark inside the gym, with its three roped rings, boxing bags hanging from its rafters and general gym equipment in the corner. Mr. Lee insisted they pulled weights and use the exercise bikes to increase their general fitness after a taekwondo lesson.


Stevie and Jem looked around for Mr. Lee’s familiar face, but instead saw a young man, no more than about 18 years old, coming toward them.


“Hey, you fellas, you must be the Vegas boys?” They nodded, slightly bewildered by the stranger’s youth. He was stockily built, with muscled arms and legs. His longish black hair fell over friendly, welcoming brown eyes.


Jem broke the silence. “Yeah, that’s us. Who are you?”


“Sun Lee is my grandfather. He’s had to leave town for a couple of days, and I’ll be taking you for this afternoon’s lesson. My name is Bren Lee.”


“You? You’re not much older than us,” Jem said.


“Ssshhh, Jem,” Stevie said, digging his brother in the ribs. He glanced at the stranger, sizing him up.


Intuitively, Stevie knew the boy possessed strength of body, and mind. He noted the dragon tattoo on the boy’s arm, the gold cross round the boy’s neck and his confident swagger. This was a young man not to be pushed around. He just knew that, despite the boy’s friendly demeanor.


Stevie extended his hand. “I’m Stevie,” he said, looking Bren Lee straight in the eyes.


Bren Lee stared back, for an instant, before he relaxed, a slight grin creasing the sides of his mouth.


“And this,” Stevie said, “is my bro, Jem.”


“I don’t need any introductions from you, Stevie. I can do that myself.”


Stevie made a face at Bren Lee, who continued to nod and smile at the Vegas boys.


“So,” Jem said. “You taking us for today’s lesson? We betta get started, ‘cause I’ve got stuff to do at home.”


Stevie grinned and pushed the invisible boundary with his brother. “Yeah, computer games for four hours straight. He’s a shadow walker, you see.”


Jem’s face blushed a bright red. “Shut up, Stevie, I’m sick of you. Always making fun of me. There’s no difference in hours on the computer getting to the next level of a game millions play, than the hours you spend on your stupid skateboard. Yeah, skateboarders are just stupid – all of ‘em.”


Bren Lee clapped his hand once and then brought them into a perfect diamond shape, closing his eyes. “It does you two no good to be separate, to compete with one another. Brothers should respect each another like the river respects the stone it flows over. River, water and stone are of the same thing.”


Jem looked away with scorn. “Zen freak,” he muttered to himself, and Stevie hurried to the change rooms, motioning to an irritable Jem to get his doobuk robes on for training. Once in the ring, Bren Lee indicated they would be practicing blocks.


“Blocks defend you against attacks, from punches and kicks to the head and the body,” Bren Lee said, adopting the Apkubi Seogi stance. Oh, and by the way, your stance is everything. It’s the foundation from the ground up, and will make the difference when someone catches you off guard. Anchor yourself, Vegas brothers, for you never know who is more than willing to try and push you off your feet.”


Stevie and Jem both adopted the Apkubi Seogi stance and waited for Bren Lee’s next move. This, Stevie Vegas thought, was shaping up to be a good lesson.


Bren Lee continued, “Blocks must be fast, strong and timing is everything…and use two arms. Most people favor one, but it makes them weak. Use what you have, your two arms, and you will be in balance, not one side more powerful than the other to compensate for a weakness – two arms and hands, blocking like this.”


He demonstrated the blocking techniques while Stevie and Jem looked on, awestruck by his skill. Then it was their turn to practice what they’d learned.


Low blocks, middle blocks, high blocks – Bren Lee put the two boys through their paces for the next 40 minutes, until Stevie was the one to yield. “Is that it, I’m due at the skatepark for a quick session before dinner.”


Bren Lee looked up, as if surprised by Stevie’s request. He gazed at Stevie for a few moments before answering. “Yes, young Vegas, it’s time to end our lessons…only I would say to you that skateboarding is not so different from martial arts. Anchor, block, and attack. Think about it.”


Stevie smiled. “You are right, Bren Lee. That’s good advice. When I skate I must stay strong on my board – balance is everything, and I must concentrate on my own tricks, not someone trying to outdo me. And finally, I must execute the trick of tricks that puts my competitor off guard – yes, anchor, block, attack, or maybe anchor, attack and block.”


Bren Lee laughed. “You Stevie Vegas are one of a kind.”


Jem piped up in between the camaraderie. “Well if it’s OK with my skateboarding brother who’s a legend in his own mind, and Bren sensi person, can I go? I’ve got a battle to fight on my new computer game.”


Stevie shook his head, smiling at Bren Lee. “My brother is, well, preoccupied with computers at the moment.”


Stevie and Jem changed back into their jeans and T-shirts.


“Come on, Stevie,” Jem said, impatient to get home.


“Righto,” Stevie answered, hurrying to catch Jem who was just about out the door. If he had time, he could get a bit of skateboarding in before dark.
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