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Chapter 1

As often as the recurring nightmares
afflicted him, Brian would have thought he’d become accustomed to
them. Instead, he found himself just as disturbed as always when he
abruptly awakened in his dark bedroom. Fear clawed at his gut as a
black mist in the shape of a man floated over him for several
seconds before dissipating. Brian took a deep, cleansing breath and
turned to gaze at the readout on his digital alarm clock which told
him it was only a little after three in the morning. He closed his
eyes and willed himself to relax and go back to sleep. He reminded
himself that the black mist had been only an illusion spurred on by
the nightmare. Finally, he drifted off to sleep but his alarm
blared soon after. He reached out with his hand and slammed the
snooze bar.

The tinkling of mini wind chimes drifted to
his ears, indicating his older sister was already awake. Brian lay
back in bed as exhaustion drew him back to sleep but the alarm went
off again. He turned off the alarm and reluctantly got out of bed
as it was after six and he needed all the time to prepare for the
day. Brian turned on the light and sat down on the office chair at
his desk. He set the oven timer for forty minutes and assessed the
condition of his mental shields. As a level ten empath, his psychic
strength was off the charts and it was imperative that he maintain
a constant mental barricade to prevent his ability from
overwhelming him. He was dismayed but not surprised to find his
protection almost completely eroded. He always had the nightmares
when he struggled with maintaining a strong enough mental barricade
to keep his empathy under control. All the high-level talents on
his mother’s side of the family suffered from the same recurring
bad dreams and theorized that they were a warning of possible
psychic burnout which, for a level ten talent, would lead to
death.

Brian would often suffer from this recurring
problem for just one or two days before recovering but this time,
it had dragged on for over a week. He forced his fear aside and
immediately set to work on strengthening his shielding.
Unfortunately, he could tell it wasn’t helping much. When the timer
went off, he was still exhausted and the mental barricades were
still extremely weak. He dreaded going to school today and
suffering the deluge of emotional energy imbalances that his peers
and teachers suffered. When he finished showering and dressing, his
older sister was already almost finished with her breakfast and
coffee. Amy smiled amiably at him as she took another sip of her
coffee. Her hazel eyes conveyed a cheerful mood and her slightly
dampened, long blond hair flowed freely over her shoulders. Her
bowl of oatmeal shuffled restlessly from side to side and the three
empty chairs at the table fidgeted as though alive and afflicted
with ADHD. Amy was a level ten telekinetic so it was a rare
experience to find her surroundings quiet and still. Her psychic
energy sent constant twinges of pain in his forehead, chest, and
gut. When his psionic shield was this weak, everyone caused him
pain except for other level ten empaths.

“Good morning.” Amy offered a pleasant
smile.

“Hey sis,” Brian said as he fought off
another yawn.

Amy took another assessing look at her
younger brother.

“You look exhausted.” Amy’s brows furrowed
with concern.

Brian ignored the comment as he crossed the
room and poured himself a bowl of cereal. Even though he and his
sister possessed off the charts psychic ability, their telepathic
strength was well below average so they couldn’t sense the
condition of other people’s mental barricades. Their father, Paul,
unexpectedly emerged in the kitchen and overheard his sister’s
remark.

“You’ve been having problems for about a
week. I’m getting concerned,” Paul said.

He was medium set, and clean-shaven with
short, wavy brown hair and hazel eyes, and wore a blue polo shirt
and black pants. His level six telepathic ability was average with
level five empathy that made him a perfect fit for his job. His
proximity intensified the twinges of pain that stirred in Brian.
Brian felt his father gently probe his mental shielding.

“Dad, stop it.” Brian’s lips curved in an
irritable frown.

“Did you spend forty minutes on
strengthening your shielding?” Paul asked with concern.

“Yes.” Brian disliked his vulnerabilities
being so exposed. He wished he shared just the average telepathic
ability like everyone else even if he had to give up his empathy.
Brian could clearly sense his father’s and sister’s anxiety over
his current condition.

“We’re going to need to take you to a
shielding specialist.”

“No!” Brian said forcefully. He hated the
invasive feeling of a level ten telepath working on his mind and
knew that while the individual worked, they could sense a lot more
of Brian’s thoughts than he cared to share. It wasn’t that he had
any dark secrets but the intrusion on his privacy and allowing a
stranger access to all his innermost thoughts disturbed and
embarrassed him.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Paul said.
“And you could die if this leads to psychic burnout.”

A moment later, an unnatural sense of calm
stole over Brian as his father’s empathy washed over him. Brian
angrily pushed away the psychic energy that his father flowed to
him even as his body instinctively welcomed the reprieve.

“Stop it!” Brian said heatedly. “I’m not
your patient!”

“I’m just trying to help you.” Paul regarded
his son with concern.

Brian noticed that the chairs were fidgeting
harder now and some of the cupboard doors were flapping wildly as
Amy watched her brother with anxiety. Guilt slammed into him as he
sensed her sympathy for him as well as her anxiety over his
condition. Paul’s similar emotions blared at Brian like a foghorn.
He swallowed as more guilt rose in him. He allowed the mental
healing energy of his father to flow over him.

“I’m sorry.” Brian threw him an apologetic
look. “I don’t mean to take it out on you.”

“We know.” Amy stood up and patted him
affectionately on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

She left the room and a quiet stillness
immediately settled over them.

“Maybe you should stay home,” Paul
suggested.

“I’ll be alright, Dad,” Brian said. “I feel
like I’m struggling already and I’ve got a couple of B minuses. You
know what happens if I get a C or lower in anything.”

Paul nodded gravely but Brian could sense a
burst of quick mental laughter. “Your mother made it very clear she
would revoke your car privileges if that should ever happen.”

Teresa had purchased a car for both her
children on the condition that they maintained at least a B in all
their classes. She made it very clear that she would immediately
take it back if they failed to meet their end of the bargain. Once
they graduated from high school, they received permanent ownership
of their cars. Until then, the title was still in her name. Teresa
was a consultant for the military with top-secret clearance. Her
work often took her away from home for extended periods of time.
All level ten psychics were required to work for the government as
their numbers were limited and their strength made them dangerous.
Shortly after the Catastrophe of 2018 which had eventually resulted
in an entire world of telepaths as well as a myriad of other
psychic abilities, chaos had threatened to tear society apart.
Governments had quickly mandated regulations to control powerful
talents in an attempt to maintain order. The average telepath was a
level five and the maximum capacity that current technology could
detect and measure was a level ten. Most people exhibited a
secondary ability while there were rare individuals called
multipaths who had more than one. For some reason, multipaths
always demonstrated level ten strength in all their abilities.

Almost everyone chose to link telepathically
to the worldwide psychic network, called the Global Net, which
greatly augmented their strength. Only a handful of individuals,
mostly religious fanatics, chose to remain telepathically isolated
from society and to form their own smaller networks. Even though
only about twelve percent of the population possessed the gift and
curse of a level ten ability, it tended to run in families.
Teresa’s family had more than their share of powerful psychics.
Brian envied his mother and his sister. From what he’d observed,
their abilities never turned against them although it was always a
possibility with their strength.

Brian hastily finished his breakfast and
prepared for school. By the time he slipped behind the wheel of his
blue sedan he was already running late. He managed to arrive to his
first class literally seconds before the bell rang. His first class
was the most boring and monotonous but the least stressful as well
as the easiest to pass. Brian didn’t have to study much because if
you took notes well, it was almost a guaranteed “A” if you just
read them over once. He squirmed in his chair as the emotions of
his peers screamed at him. Adrenaline pumped through his veins and
his breathing spiked as his body’s survival instincts kicked in.
Because he was a level ten empath, he could vividly feel the
emotional state as well as the energy of the emotional imbalances
of anyone around him. The weaker his mental barricade, the stronger
the stimuli. The psychic input that bombarded virtually all level
ten psychics awakened the survival instincts and created a visceral
reaction that was practically impossible to ignore which
necessitated powerful shielding to prevent this from happening in
the first place.

Sometimes, the abilities of level ten
psychics became too much for the human body to handle which the
medical community referred to as psychic burnout. Brian fervently
hoped this wasn’t the case because there was no way to combat it
other than with the aid of shielding specialists which were
psychologists with level ten telepathy. Even this approach wasn’t a
surefire way to prevent psychic burnout. As the day progressed,
Brian found it increasingly difficult to concentrate as everyone’s
anger, irritation, giddiness, happiness, boredom, passion, love,
and depression relentlessly prodded at his mind. His third class
for the day was algebra and he sat near the back of the room next
to his best friend, Derek.

“How’s it going?” Derek said.

Brian hesitated because his friend’s turmoil
twisted his gut.

“You and Amy have been talking about me.”
Brian forced himself to adopt a neutral expression on his face.

Normally, he would have kept this discovery
to himself but he didn’t concern himself about such niceties when
everyone’s emotions were constantly beating at his senses and
exhaustion had seeped into his body. Brian still harbored mixed
feelings about his best friend and his sister dating. They had
believed they were hiding it from him for over two weeks but he’d
known all along. Because Derek shared the same ability as Brian, he
should have known better than to think he could keep it a secret.
The energy that sizzled and exploded between him and Amy was
impossible to ignore. Brian had pretended not to notice for over
two weeks as they had snuck around nervously behind his back. One
day, he’d finally told them they made a great couple and the
tension had released like a damn bursting.

“She’s worried about you,” Derek said.

“So am I,” Brian said. “There’s no reason
why I should be having this problem. My shields keep getting weaker
and weaker. I’m exhausted. I don’t know how much longer I can take
it.”

“You should see a shielding specialist,”
Derek said.

“I will,” Brian said.

Derek flinched in surprise because he knew
how passionately Brian despised this brand of psychiatrist.

“I’m surprised your dad didn’t insist on one
sooner,” Derek said. “You’ve been looking sicker every day. You’re
gambling with your life, you know.”

“He’s probably expecting me to make a full
recovery at any moment now. I usually snap out of it after a couple
of days. This is the first time it’s lasted this long. I guess I’m
one of the unlucky ones who can’t handle my psychic strength,”
Brian said sardonically.

“I don’t think so,” Derek said.

“What makes you so sure?” Brian asked.

Before Derek could respond, class started
and their algebra instructor was the football coach who didn’t
tolerate any idle chitchat whatsoever. It didn’t matter anyway.
Brian knew his best friend was just offering his support which
equated to hollow words of comfort. The longer his condition
dragged on, the more certain Brian became that he was afflicted
with psychic burnout. His body just couldn’t handle the demands of
his empathic ability. Brian was exhausted by the end of the day
when his final class, psychic control and development, rolled
around. This particular course was designed for level ten talents
like himself. He, Derek, and Amy shared the same class. The
instructor, Mr. Scott Hagen, was medium set with thinning brown
hair and cold blue eyes. He possessed a disturbing and formidable
air about him which wasn’t too surprising given the fact that he
was a level ten telepath.

When the bell rang to signal the beginning
of class, he immediately informed them in precise, measured tones
that this session would be devoted exclusively to practicing their
assigned tasks. He’d given individual assignments to everyone at
the beginning of last week with goals. Today, they would warm up
with gently but firmly pressing against the mental shield of their
assigned partner. Mr. Hagen assigned everyone their seats and
exercise partners which he would change once every other week.
Currently, Brian had the misfortune of working with Zack who
possessed level ten telepathy with no secondary ability. The two of
them shifted their desks so they faced each other. Zack’s flaming
red hair was a tangled mass that contrasted sharply with his pale
face. He had a small, unflattering nose and a multitude of zits
that covered his face and also sprinkled down his hairy arms.

“Are you ready?” Zack twisted his lips in a
faint sneer.

“Yes.” Brian regarded him with
reluctance.

The tight pressure against Brian’s shield
made him wince and pain exploded in his head. This was not the
light pressure of a warm up exercise. In fact, they were never
instructed to strike out against someone’s mental barricades in
earnest as Zack liked to do. Brian felt cracks spread over his
weakening defenses. Instantly, everyone’s emotions intensified and
beat at him relentlessly. Blackness crept along the edge of his
vision and he found himself leaning forward with his face pressed
firmly against the cold wood of his desk. Brian cautiously raised
his head and realized everyone’s emotions were muffled and held at
bay. Everyone was staring at him. Zack’s face was red and his brown
eyes conveyed a mixture of anger and embarrassment.

“I didn’t do it on purpose. I can’t help it
if his shields were practically nonexistent,” Zack said.

“You should never have used so much force.
This was a warm up exercise.” Mr. Hagen pinned him with a cool,
reproving look. He swept a stern gaze over the rest of the class.
“Continue with your assignments.” He waited until he made sure they
had complied before focusing his attention back to Brian. By now,
Brian had figured out that his instructor had encompassed his mind
in a shield. “You will spend the rest of the class strengthening
your shield so that when I remove mine, you won’t black out
again.”

“Alright,” Brian said.

He was relieved when the bell rang to
dismiss class. Unfortunately, Mr. Hagen wasn’t ready to let him off
the hook so easily.

“I need to have a word with you, Brian,” he
said as Brian prepared to follow his classmates out of the
room.

“Yes, sir,” Brian murmured.

He approached the front and his instructor
gestured for him to take a seat at the desk closest to him. Brian
reluctantly sank into the chair.

“Your work on defensive preparation has been
spotty over the semester and the last two sessions have been
unsatisfactory,” Mr. Hagen said in cold, precise tones. “You will
need to prepare harder or your grades are going to drop.
Furthermore, you greatly increase the chance of psychic burnout if
your shields remain this depleted.”

“I’ve been working on it forty minutes every
morning and one hour after school,” Brian said.

Mr. Hagen stared wordlessly at him for an
uncomfortable moment. “That concerns me a great deal. With that
kind of preparation, your defensive mental barriers should be
substantially stronger. Do you have any theories on why this is
happening?”

“Yes.” Brian didn’t volunteer any theories
as he was reluctant to discuss his personal issues.

“I sense that this problem has been going on
for quite some time – possibly years,” Mr. Hagen said.

“That’s right.” Brian regarded his
instructor with surprise and wariness.

“You’re correct. I’m reading your thoughts.
It’s almost impossible not to do when I’m currently shielding you.
Your mental protection is still too weak for me to withdraw from
your mind safely.”

“I spent the entire time working on my
shields.” Brian crossed his arms in a defensive posture.

“I know,” Mr. Hagen said. “Unfortunately, I
don’t have the training to build up your shield for you. You’re
just going to have to work on it for a bit longer until you’re well
enough to leave. If it takes too long, I’ll call your parents and
they can decide how to proceed. In any case, I will be informing
them of what has occurred today.”

“Alright.” Brian heaved a weary sigh.


Chapter 2

A disturbing sense of unease flared across
Brian’s empathic senses as he pulled his blue sedan into the street
in front of his house. Paul’s black SUV and Amy’s silver sedan were
parked side by side in the driveway. The darkness of night was
almost complete with a nearby street light partially illuminating
the front yard. Brian’s stomach clenched as he finally realized
that the porch light was out. It was set on an automatic timer so
it should be on by now. In fact, all the lights in the house were
turned out. Brian’s pace slowed as he took in all these details and
halted several feet from the front door with the keys gripped tight
in his right hand.

It wasn’t that late so his dad and sister
should still be awake. Adrenaline coursed through his veins and he
slowly backed away from the house. He’d only taken a couple of
steps when the front door burst open and a thin man dressed
entirely in black emerged. An unnatural blackness covered his face
as though the darkness had coalesced to obscure it. The long,
serrated kitchen knife held in the man’s right hand glinted in the
streetlight. Brian turned and ran toward his car. He pushed the
remote to unlock the door but the attacker knocked the keys from
his hand and they flew out into the nearby bushes. Brian knew he
didn’t have the time to look for them as his assailant was directly
behind him. He ran past his car and pumped his legs as fast as
possible. He kept running for all he was worth as the assailant’s
heavy breathing reached his ears from directly behind him.

If Brian slowed down for just a second, he
would be dead. He concentrated all his energy on running even as
his legs threatened to give out on him. The assailant continued to
doggedly pursue him as he dashed past block after block.
Periodically, Brian glanced behind him to find that the man was
still only several feet away from him. Abruptly, he awakened from
the nightmare and found himself lying in bed, breathing heavily as
though he’d really been running for his life. Adrenaline coursed
through his body and his eyes struggled to pierce the darkness of
his bedroom. He checked his alarm clock and realized it was only a
little after three in the morning. He lay back down and struggled
to quiet his mind.

He managed to fall back to sleep and plunged
back into a similar nightmare with the unknown assailant pursuing
him. He awakened and dropped off to sleep again. His alarm clock
didn’t go off but he only slept in until shortly after seven. After
the incident with his shield collapsing yesterday, his father had
scheduled an emergency appointment with Dr. Bettinger who happened
to be the only shielding specialist in Snohomish County. Brian
wouldn’t be attending classes today which wouldn’t have bothered
him if he wasn’t already struggling with some of his grades and he
didn’t want to lose his driving privileges. Brian considered laying
in bed and trying to drop off but realized that was hopeless
because he was wide awake.

Even though Brian usually dreaded the
doctor’s visit, he was so exhausted from the restless nights and
his runaway empathic ability that he didn’t mind too much. No one
was waiting in the small lobby when he and Paul arrived at Dr.
Bettinger’s office. For furnishings, the room offered only four,
blue cushioned chairs and a tasteful painting on the far wall along
with the receptionist’s desk where a blond woman was seated who
looked fresh out of high school. After only a short wait, Dr.
Bettinger opened the door to his office and smiled welcomingly. He
was a middle aged man with salt and pepper hair, brown eyes, and a
calm demeanor. They gathered in his office and he closed the door
behind them. Paul sat on the chair facing the desk while Brian sank
into the comfortable, beige easy chair off to the side which faced
an identical easy chair. The subtle aroma of lavender mixed with
peppermint had a calming effect on Brian’s nerves. Dr. Bettinger
tapped a few keys on his desktop computer to activate the voice
recognition program that he used to record all his sessions before
settling in the easy chair facing Brian.

“Thank you for seeing us on such short
notice,” Paul said.

“It was no problem. I had an opening and fit
you in.” Dr. Bettinger turned to focus on Brian. “Tell me about the
dreams you’ve been having.”

Brian explained them with as much detail as
he could recall. Dr. Bettinger allowed him to recite them without
interruption and only asked a few clarification questions before
proceeding with the assessment of his mental barricade. Brian
sensed the psychologist’s powerful presence gently probing the
surface of his shield. After several moments, Bettinger requested
that Brian allow him to enter his mind to avoid further weakening
of the protection. Brian stiffened at the sense of invasion of
another’s presence in his thoughts. Almost immediately, the
strength of his shield increased and the pain brought on by the
input of everyone’s emotional states evaporated. The tension slowly
eased from his body as the protection swiftly increased. After
about half an hour, the doctor withdrew and Brian’s shield was
stronger than it had been in almost a year. Bettinger always
performed first class work and he charged a generous fee. Luckily,
their insurance covered most of it.

“I feel so much better,” Brian said.

“I suggest you work on your shielding for at
least an hour in the morning and at least an hour in the late
afternoon or early evening,” the doctor said.

Bettinger strode across the room and
positioned himself at his desk so he could type into his computer
and swiftly typed some notes into it.

“I sensed the kind of damage to your shield
that usually indicates a psychic attack,” Bettinger said.

“There’s this kid who attacked me during
class,” Brian said and filled the doctor in on the specifics of
Zack’s attack and how his protection had collapsed completely.

“That could explain it. I don’t have enough
information yet to determine whether this is a traditional psychic
burnout or just a phase that a lot of level ten talents go through
during their teen years.” The specialist typed in some more notes
and asked a lot more personal questions about Brian’s state of mind
and physical wellbeing. Finally, the session was at a close. “There
is no reason to miss another day of school as long as your
condition doesn’t deteriorate. I recommend you see me in about a
week.” He turned to direct his attention at Paul. “Did you want to
schedule another appointment while you are still here, Mr.
Winters?”

“Yes, for the late afternoon. If you have
something open after four, that would be great. I don’t want Brian
to miss any more school if possible.”

“I believe that could be arranged. Stephanie
has my appointment book at the front desk. I look forward to seeing
you. Hopefully, your condition will remain stable,” Bettinger
said.

He opened the door for them and Paul thanked
him again for arranging to see them on such short notice. A young
woman in her early thirties was waiting in the lobby and leafing
through a magazine. The doctor ushered her into his office while
Paul set up an appointment for his son next week. Paul didn’t have
much to say until they’d almost arrived home.

“How are you feeling?” Paul asked.

“A lot better. My empathic abilities are
completely under wraps now and I’m not as exhausted as I’ve been
all week,” Brian said.

Even though his energy was returning and it
was a huge relief to know that everyone’s emotions weren’t
screaming at his psionic senses, he felt nervous about someone
working so closely in his mind and having access to his innermost
thoughts. Because Brian was taking a lot of psychology courses in
preparation for his career as a psychologist, he knew that a lot of
his memories and thoughts had seeped into Bettinger’s mind. Even
though he was a doctor and everything he learned was kept strictly
confidential, it still bothered Brian a great deal.

“A lot of level ten teens have similar
problems with their abilities so there is nothing to worry about.
I’m sure after a few more sessions, you won’t have any more
problems with this,” Paul said.

“Or I may have psychic burnout in which case
I’ll have to see a shielding specialist at least once a week for
the rest of my life,” Brian said.

“I know that it’s common but most level tens
don’t suffer from that condition,” Paul said firmly. “You have
nothing to worry about.”

Brian didn’t argue but he knew his dad
merely spoke hollow words of reassurance. Paul was a psychologist
but he had no experience working with high-level talents and since
he wasn’t a level ten telepath, he would never be able to do so.
Only level ten telepaths could learn the skills necessary to
strengthen and repair someone else’s psionic protection.

“Once your mother returns from her
assignment, she can help you build your shielding and you won’t
have to see the specialist as often or hopefully ever again,” Paul
said.

“Great.” Brian’s expression turned
sullen.

“I know how you feel but it’s necessary for
someone to work on your protection until you’re able to manage it
on your own,” Paul said.

Brian didn’t respond even though he knew his
father was right. Maybe spending two hours working on his shielding
wasn’t such a terrible price to pay after all if he could avoid
allowing others access to his mind. Paul allowed an unspoken quiet
to descend over them for the rest of the trip home. In the late
afternoon, Amy arrived with Brian’s homework. Before he could
escape to his room, she asked how the appointment with Dr.
Bettinger went.

“It looks like it’s psychic burnout.” Brian
threw his sister a dejected glance.

“We have an appointment next week,” Paul
interjected. “This may just be a temporary problem. A lot of
high-level talents have this difficulty.”

“Do they also have nightmares?” Brian
demanded.

“Yes, some of them do. The same types of
dreams that you have,” Paul said.

“Really?” Brian regarded him with curiosity.
“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I didn’t know before. I did a lot of
research these last couple of days.”

“I’ve looked for information online but
didn’t find anything that pertained to my situation.”

“You have to wade through a lot of
information but I have access to professional databases due to
being a licensed psychologist,” Paul explained.

“I think you’ll be fine, Brian.” Amy offered
a reassuring smile. “You look a lot better already.”

“Thanks,” he said.

Brian escaped to his room to begin working
on his assignments. He lost track of time as he became absorbed in
his work. When someone knocked forcefully at his door, he flinched
and looked up. His great uncle, Dick, burst into the room without
waiting for a response. Dick Mackenzie was his mother’s uncle, and
a multipath with psychometry, telekinesis, and self-regeneration
psi that made him look as though he was only in his early twenties
instead of his real age, seventy-nine. Dick had piercing green
eyes, brown hair, and a thin wiry frame. He wore a blue tee shirt,
jeans, and blue running shoes.

“How’s my favorite nephew doing?” Dick said
flippantly.

“I’m fine,” Brian said.

“Amy told me about what happened,” Dick
said.

“Everything is okay,” Brian said.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Dick
asked.

“No,” Brian said.

“Do you want to play darts?”

“I have a lot of work to do. I’m getting
behind in my classwork because of the problems I’ve been having
this week,” Brian said.

“Amy said you weren’t sleeping well and you
have psychic burnout,” Dick said. “But you’re feeling better now
though, right?”

“Yes but I need to get caught up. I wasn’t
able to concentrate in my classes and I’ve gotten behind.”

“We can just talk about stuff in general. We
don’t have to talk about your psychic burnout if you don’t want to.
Let’s play darts. You need a break,” Dick said.

“Where is Amy?” Brian said as he realized he
couldn’t hear the wind chimes which meant his sister wasn’t in her
room.

“She’s not home,” Dick said. “She told me
she had a date with Derek.”

Amy and Derek had been going out a lot
lately. They were good about including Brian though. He shrugged,
stood up, and stretched briefly. Maybe a break was a good idea. He
followed Dick to the family room and they picked their darts. Paul
joined them when they were half finished with their first game. He
waited patiently until they started a new one.

“How are things going at the prison?” Paul
said. “Are you still working overtime?”

Dick was a prison guard for the Pine Hills
Corrections Center.

“Everything’s fine now. We’re fully staffed
again so I’m back to forty hours a week,” Dick said as he drew back
his arm and narrowed his eyes at the board with concentration. He
was in his competitive mode now. With his arm pulled back and ready
to spring forward to release the dart, the right sleeve of his
shirt rode up to reveal more of the large skunk tattoo. He finally
tossed the dart and it landed in the bull’s eye with uncanny
accuracy. Everyone suspected that Dick cheated by using his
telekinesis when he played so well. His other two throws hit the
bull’s eye.

“You’re not using your telekinesis, are
you?” Paul adopted a forced casual air.

“Of course not.” Dick smiled widely. “I
don’t need to.”

“Where’s Stephanie?” Brian asked as he
suddenly realized his great uncle’s girlfriend was missing. The two
of them were practically inseparable.

“I wanted some alone time,” Dick said.

Brian and his father exchanged knowing
looks. Dick went through girlfriends like tissue paper. Once he
started spending time by himself, things deteriorated rapidly.
Obviously, the relationship was nearing its end. Brian didn’t
realize how much time he’d spent playing darts until his sister
sauntered into the room wearing the same pleasant smile she always
did after a date with Derek.

“How’s it going?” she said.

“You want to join us?” Dick asked.

“Sure,” Amy said.

“I need to get back to my homework,” Brian
said.

“What? We haven’t finished this game
yet.”

“I’ve already played a bunch of games and
it’s getting late.”

“You only played three and it’s still pretty
early,” Dick protested.

“It’s after nine. Brian should probably be
working on his psionic protection,” Paul threw him a pointed
look.

“That’s right. I probably won’t have time
for any more homework tonight,” Brian said.

He shouldn’t have wasted so much time
goofing around. He closed his bedroom door, positioned himself
comfortably in his office chair and set the timer for one hour. He
noticed immediately that his shielding was substantially weaker
which was a major disappointment. He’d expected it to last much
longer with no measurable signs of weakening over the first
evening. Brian realized he’d spent several moments brooding about
his predicament. He forcefully brushed aside his thoughts and
focused on the task at hand.


Chapter 3

Brian, Amy, and Derek met for lunch as close
to the far corner of the cafeteria as possible. Brian and Derek
chose the standard food which was pizza, French fries, canned mixed
fruit and green beans while Amy had made herself a salad from the
bar along with an apple and a milk.

“You seem to be doing a lot better today,”
Derek remarked.

“I am. The shield that Dr. Bettinger put up
degraded a bit before I went to bed but held up firm overnight and
degraded only a little today. My empathic abilities are under
control. It’s been nice,” Brian said.

“It sounds like you’ll be able to reinforce
the shield and keep it strong,” Amy said hopefully.

“It seems that way,” Brian said. “I’ve got
my fingers crossed.”

“Did you want to meet up at Roe’s Café after
school and play some pool?” Derek asked.

Amy turned to regard her brother
expectantly. Obviously, she and Derek had already discussed this
ahead of time. Brian enjoyed hanging out at Roe’s Café but he had a
lot of homework and studying to catch up on. He’d begged his French
teacher for an extra credit assignment and she’d caved in with the
stipulation that he finish it tonight and turn it in tomorrow.
Brian wasn’t about to blow off an opportunity like that.

“Sorry, guys, but I’ve got a lot of catching
up to do. I should probably be in good shape for the weekend
though,” Brian said hopefully.

“You’ve turned into such a stick in the
mud,” Amy teased.

Brian chuckled and rolled his eyes.
“Whatever.”

“I’ll be glad when this week is over. It
seems it’s really dragging,” Derek said as he picked at his
pizza.

Brian finished off the last of his own pizza
and shrugged. It had been an especially difficult week for him but
that was because of the psychic burnout. He wasn’t sure why Derek
was experiencing any problems.

“Algebra is just killing me this week,”
Derek said.

“Me, too,” Brian said. “We’ll be finished
with the chapter next week and will be moving onto something else.
Hopefully, it will be a lot easier.”

Amy didn’t remark on their math struggles as
she was excellent in arithmetic. She was currently taking
Trigonometry and acing it. In fact, she found most of her classes
extremely easy.

“I heard Zack is complaining about me,”
Brian said. “He’s telling everyone he wants a different partner
that doesn’t faint. I heard he argued with Mr. Hagen about needing
someone else to work with but Mr. Hagen said he had to wait until
he changed seating assignments again.”

“That sounds like Mr. Hagen,” Amy said.

“Zack is such an ass,” Derek said
emphatically. “I wish someone would teach him a lesson.”

“Maybe you should teach him a lesson,” Brian
suggested.

“Maybe if he ever ends up being my exercise
partner, I will,” Derek said.

Amy smiled with amusement and took another
bite of her salad. The end of lunchtime came all too soon and they
hastily separated when the warning bell rang out. For psychic
control and development, Mr. Hagen lectured the class on some new
abilities, focusing on the telepathic skill of invisibility. He’d
touched on it a week ago but it was a difficult concept to grasp.
Basically, telepathic invisibility was an illusion that tricked the
minds of those in the immediate vicinity. Any surveillance
equipment would detect the individual. Mr. Hagen usually spent a
lot more time focusing on skills for telepaths as half the room
were level ten telepaths.

“Today is going to be our first day of
trying out this new skill,” Mr. Hagen said. “Reach out with your
minds and link with me so you can sense the process as it
happens.”

He stood very still and his eyes stared off
into space as he waited for the level ten telepaths to link. Brian
found this part of the class to be extremely boring as there was no
way he would ever be able to achieve these skills. Without warning,
Mr. Hagen abruptly vanished. Brian flinched with surprise because
he’d allowed his mind to wander. His gaze searched the empty spot
where his instructor had been standing. He reached out with his
empathy and could barely detect Mr. Hagen’s emotional state. Mr.
Hagen had achieved the Quiet which was a state of mind where one’s
thoughts and emotions were muffled and virtually undetectable.
Dropping into the Quiet was an exercise commonly utilized by the
military for stealth as everyone could detect the presence of
someone sneaking up behind them with their psionic senses. When one
embraced the Quiet, only level ten empaths could detect them as it
was possible to suppress one’s thoughts but there was still a small
amount of emotional leakage that could be detected.

Brian pretended he couldn’t sense his
instructor as Mr. Hagen crept to the back of the class. He didn’t
turn until right before Mr. Hagen spoke out loud again. Derek was
the only other empath in the room but he didn’t feign interest in
the current exercise. He was looking through his notes on his
current empathic exercise.

“Was everyone able to sense the process as
it was completed?” he said sharply.

Everyone flinched with surprise except for
Brian and Derek as even the telepaths had lost their link during
the process of invisibility. Mr. Hagen strode to the front of the
room and instructed them to link with him again. He repeated the
process but this time picked up a random student’s textbook just
before dropping his invisibility field.

“I could feel most of you maintain your link
for a longer duration during the process,” Mr. Hagen said. “It is
important to monitor the entire exercise in order to experience how
to perform the act of invisibility and then to duplicate it.”

“It feels like you’re slipping away on
purpose,” Zack said.

“You need to keep practicing,” Mr. Hagen
said coolly. “And of course it feels like that. The way the process
works is by fooling your senses into being unable to detect me.” He
fixed a cold hard look at Zack before sweeping his gaze over the
room again. “We’ve run out of time for this particular exercise. I
want everyone to focus on shoring up your mental defenses. I’m
going to assess their strength and grade them.”

Mr. Hagen slipped behind his massive desk at
the front of the room and gently probed everyone’s psionic shields.
It only took him about fifteen minutes to scan the entire room and
he was so adept that usually Brian couldn’t even tell when his own
shields were being tested.

“Only one of you failed. You will receive
your scores tomorrow,” Mr. Hagen said as the bell rang to dismiss
class.

Brian couldn’t stand the suspense of
waiting. He made his way over to his instructor who was still
seated behind his desk.

“Yes, Mr. Winters?” Mr. Hagen regarded him
coolly.

“I was wondering if you could tell me my
score?” Brian asked.

“I told everyone they would receive their
scores tomorrow.”

“Could you at least tell me if I failed?”
Brian asked.

“You were not the one who failed,” Mr. Hagen
said.

Relief swamped through Brian and he thanked
his instructor before stepping outside into the sprinkling rain. It
was typical Lynnwood, Washington weather. He drove straight home
and began studying. He was looking forward to catching up so he
could start hanging out with his friends again. Only a little more
than two years and he’d be finished with high school altogether. He
was deeply engrossed in his algebra when a prick of unease stirred
within his empathic senses. He looked up from his work and turned
to face the door. He couldn’t discern anyone in his room but could
sense the emotional leakage from someone. Adrenaline pumped through
his veins as he realized that a level ten telepath had slipped into
his room under the cloak of invisibility while entrenched in the
Quiet. To reach both states simultaneously required advanced
military training.

Something stung Brian’s left shoulder. He
looked down to see a tranquilizer dart embedded in it. As he
reached to pull it out, blackness crept along the edges of his
vision and fatigue rapidly settled over him. In a matter of
seconds, he’d lost consciousness. When he came to, he was lying
flat on his back with restraints securing his wrists and ankles.
Brian’s body burned with fever and his mind swirled in chaos. He
blearily gazed at his surroundings. There was an IV tube stuck in
his right arm and a monitor beside him gauged his current medical
condition. His mind was foggy and the room seemed to spin like a
top. Brian pulled ineffectively at the restraints that bound his
wrists. He rested his head back against the cot he was lying on as
the fever, pain, and fatigue overwhelmed his senses. He passed out
again and woke up sporadically for brief periods of time. Finally,
the fever was gone and only a dull ache in his forehead
remained.

Brian tugged at his restraints then
stretched his neck so that his gaze could roam throughout the
small, cramped room. Stark, white concrete walls surrounded him.
Beside his cot rested another one a short distance away with an
unconscious teenaged male who was also restrained. He had tousled
red hair, pale skin, and a spattering of freckles on his face that
ran down both arms. A large mirror hung on the wall across from
both of the cots. Brian could sense the presence of two people
stationed behind the mirror in another room. His mind felt foggy
and constrained. He realized he had been drugged and that his mind
was slowly clearing.

Brian pulled at his restraints again but
they only gave an inch and there was no way he could escape from
them. His mouth was extremely dry and he immediately wished he had
some water. The boy on the other cot stirred and abruptly awakened,
pulling sharply at his restraints. The door across the room opened
and a tall, medium set woman stepped into the room. Her blond hair
reached her shoulders and her blue eyes swept over both teenagers
as she approached the redhead first. She wore a white blouse and
black slacks and clutched a clipboard in her right hand. She jotted
down some notes as she stood over the cot.

“Where am I?” the teenager asked. “What did
you do to me?”

The woman smiled at him and positioned
herself between both cots to address them.

“You are very special people and have been
selected by the government to make you even more special,” the
woman said.

Brian realized she engulfed his mind in a
strong telepathic shield that he was incapable of penetrating. It
prevented anyone from tracking him down and isolated him
telepathically from his family and friends.

“You have to let me go!” The redhead glared
heatedly at her.

In spite of his anger, he radiated a sharp
and pungent fear that caused Brian’s empathic senses to stir with
alarm even though the woman’s telepathic shield muffled his
ability.

“Calm down, Russell,” the woman said. “You
and Brian will only be here for a short while. Your participation
in this project is a great service to your country.”

“I don’t care! Let me go!” Russell said.

The woman pinned him with a cold, hard look.
“You will calm down or I will knock you out again. Your cooperation
is mandatory. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” His expression turned sullen.

“I will only require your participation for
a maximum of seven days. After that time, we will know for sure
whether or not your
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