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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Lessons learned. Family discovered. A title claimed.

      

      Jake continues to struggle with mastering his power. The secret seems elusive. But the solution is frighteningly simple.

      

      Mister Cato is a relic of the past who has adapted to the modern world. He watches a young man who must claim a place in the global society. He sees no reason not to help the lad along… just indirectly. Several layers removed. He has his own secrets after all.

      

      What happens when Jake faces Mister Cato’s plots?

      

      Find out in Hyperion, a novel of Sorcerous Pursuits!
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      Penthouse, Stigium Tower

      New York City

      15 July 2025, 10:30am (Eastern)

      

      Clouds randomly dotted the sky, following the winds that carried them in a generally northeast direction. He stood at one of the floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed him to look out over Manhattan and the eastern Burroughs, and not for the first time, he allowed a slight swell of pride at the achievements he had witnessed over his long years. Mankind had done rather well for itself, even accounting for all the problems like rampant pollution and climate change and nuclear proliferation. More than once, he had considered taking some action on the nuclear proliferation issue, but he always came back to one, simple conclusion.

      He had survived this long by living in secret, pretending to be one of them. Why risk exposure?

      He was so, so close to his millennia-long wait coming to an end that he had no interest in taking any undue risks. Not now. Especially not now.

      His neutral expression turned into something between a snarl and a frown at the thought of his most recent risk. The gambit with the griffon had not turned out how he expected or desired, and the whole affair had left a rather foul taste in his senses. He couldn’t remember the last time one of his stratagems had been such an unmitigated failure, and… well… he did not like that.

      If anyone passed him on the street, they would see a man who appeared to be in his late twenties to mid-thirties. His complexion suggested Mediterranean ancestry, and his dark hair and Patrician features narrowed that down further to the Italian peninsula. At six feet in height, he was a bit on the tall side for the peers of his youth, but then, his other gifts countered the vast majority of health issues prevalent at the time.

      The man wore a graphite-colored suit with a tie whose base color matched the suit and had diagonal white stripes to match his shirt. It—like all his attire—came from a designer and tailor so exclusive that barely a handful of the so-called ‘one-percenters’ knew he existed. He worked on referrals only and spent six to eight months vetting every potential client. He didn’t accept even half of those referred.

      The speakers in the ceiling overhead broadcast a chime that most people would’ve called a doorbell. He extended his senses to the penthouse’s vestibule and found Jameson at the door. A simple thought unlocked the door and opened it, and a second projected his voice.

      “Come in, Jameson. I’m in my office.”

      Less than ninety seconds later, the man he had chosen years ago to act as his primary agent and right-hand in the world at large entered his office. He was of compact and sturdy build. Some would refer to him as stocky, but that would be a lie. He kept his body at the pinnacle of fitness. His sandy blond hair trimmed in a buzzcut; his blue eyes hinted at the man’s cunning, predatory intelligence.

      Jameson knew most of his secrets… at least those secrets related to his vast array of businesses and investments plus a general sense of who and what he was… and he routinely sifted through the man’s mind silently to ensure his continued loyalty.

      “Good morning, sir.” The man’s voice was on the low end of the male tenor range. It wasn’t quite bass, but it was close.

      “That remains to be seen. What do you have for me?”

      “Our agents have confirmed the asset’s discovery. He is en route to the nearest trauma center, which of course is the hospital in Hornbeam.”

      He turned to regard Jameson with a rare smile. “Ah… excellent. I am pleased.”

      But Jameson did not seem to share his pleasure. He looked… pensive… uncertain… perhaps concerned.

      “What is it, Jameson? Do not make me waste the effort to read your mind.”

      “Mister Cato… sir… are you certain about this idea? I mean… the asset… well… he’s a very dangerous man. Moving forward with this plan could endanger many people.”

      By the end of that response, the man Jameson knew as Cato had lost his smile. In fact, his expression had hardened almost to a glare. “Jameson, I find your sudden convictions a bit… disturbing. The matter with the griffon did not seem bother you thus.”

      Jameson lowered his head for a moment, as if he considered the carpeting that spanned the room. After a moment, he lifted his head and made eye contact with his employer once more. “It did bother me, sir; I just didn’t say anything. After how that ended, I… well… I hoped you would consider the matter closed. I don’t even understand what’s so special about some random kid in Hornbeam, Illinois.”

      Now, Cato’s expression surpassed a glare and then some. “You have served me well and with distinction for longer than most humans live, Jameson… and while I trust you with a great many facets of my operations and interests in the world, the matter of Thornton Adams is not one I wish to share. If you are unwilling to assist me further, should we transition to discussing your severance?”

      Another heartbeat of silence.

      “No, sir, Mister Cato. I do not wish to end my employment with you. I merely wanted to be sure you considered all ramifications of this latest… test. The asset, after all, is a mage terrorist with a price on his head in most of the countries in the world.”

      “I know. That’s why I selected him for this task. I’m sure you have matters that require your attention. You may see to them until there are updates on the asset.”

      Jameson nodded and executed an almost perfect about-face before leaving the office.

      Cato watched him leave in silence and followed him with his senses once Jameson left his line of sight. When the elevator doors closed with Jameson inside the car, he turned back to the window.

      “It will be interesting to learn how my dear nephew handles himself this time.”
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      Wainwright Grove

      North of Hornbeam, Illinois

      15 July 2025, 10:15am (Central)

      

      It was a calm, clear morning. Wispy clouds drifted overhead, but otherwise, the sky was an unrestricted blue as far as Jake could see. The air still carried hints of the solid rainstorm from the day before, and he never got tired of how the air smelled after a good, clean rain. Birds chirped all around him, but thankfully, they kept their thoughts to themselves. He liked the birds—well, all the animals that called the grove home—but sometimes, they could be a bit overwhelming in their insistence to interact. He didn’t understand how they could flit from thought to thought, almost faster than a machine gun fired… and hummingbirds were the worst. Their thoughts darted from topic to topic like they darted from place to place.

      Dew that still clung to the blades of grass darkened the toes of his shoes as Jake fidgeted side to side. Nerves fought to claim his mind, but another deep breath of the morning, post-rain air helped keep them at bay.

      Since settling the griffon matter, he had practiced each and every day with a relentless dedication that would make even Olympic athletes look at him somewhat askance, and today was just one more in the series of events that was slowly becoming a habit. He was sure others would have resisted the practice and training… or at least as much of it as he did. More than once, Isabel had suggested he take some time to relax and rest each day, but Jake would have none of it. The drive to feel challenged he had experienced back before he manifested as a sorcerer had returned with a vengeance, and he wanted… no, needed… to push himself as much as his mind and body would allow.

      But it was not without unexpected consequences.

      A few days before, he woke up late and made the poor decision to skip breakfast and hop right into training and practice. Thanks to knowledge gained from his birth parents, he was long past needing to carry glucose tablets any time he wanted to work magic, but being half-awake—it seems—is not the proper mindset for sorcerous work. His focus slipped for just a moment… no longer than a finger-snap, really… and one of Bianca’s prized blueberry bushes went up in flames.

      Well… perhaps, ‘went up in flames’ might be a bit of inaccurate phrasing. Maybe. Just a little bit.

      What actually happened was that his focus slipped—along with his control—and a white-hot flame engulfed the blueberry bush, reducing it to ash almost faster than the human eye could follow and the mind could process. There wasn’t enough left of it to have even a faint hope of saving it. Not even Bianca in all her amazing Druid-ness.

      Jake felt awful about it. Both at the time and still yet.

      Yes, it wasn’t the only blueberry bush that Bianca had, and yes, she laughed it off and dismissed Jake’s apology with a wave. But that moment drove home that Jake always—always—had to be on top of his control and focus, or there would be collateral damage… possibly significant collateral damage.

      One thought terrified him more than anything else about the whole affair. What if his focus hadn’t flicked to that blueberry bush? What if his focus had flicked to… oh, say… Emilia? Or Bianca? Or Gerald? Or one—or both—of the jaguars?

      Being a sorcerer wasn’t some party trick like some mages—especially single-Spheres—made magic out to be. He held true power. Not just figurative power, like political figures or celebrities. Oh, no.

      He had it within himself to rearrange significant portions of local geography on a whim.

      Focus. Control. Awareness. Those were the three pillars of being a safe sorcerer, and one of his long-term dreams was to be the kind of sorcerer that mages could look up to. Assuming, of course, that he ever revealed himself to the world.

      Jake pulled his focus back to the task at hand. He stood in front of a group of fifty 4x4 wooden posts. They each had a small square of plywood acting as a base, and they stood about waist high. The plywood bases all touched each other and, given their size, that made the posts kinda close together. A single candle stood atop each post. A small stand enabled them to stay upright without intervention. All of the candles were white, tall, and thin… except for the single red candle at the very center of the formation.

      That red candle was his target.

      Those plywood bases had changed twice now, since Isabel developed this method of practice for him. They had started at eighteen inches on a side. They were now eight inches.

      Every time Jake consistently lit the red candle—and only the red candle—for three days in a row, Isabel made the plywood bases smaller. Jake both feared and anticipated the day when the 4x4 posts themselves touched each other without any plywood bases.

      “Whenever you’re ready, Jake,” Isabel prompted. “I know I’m a dragon who’s over two thousand years old, but that doesn’t mean I’ll wait forever.”

      If Jake powered his framework with his own life energy, he could light the red candle—and only the red candle—every time, since feeding more of his personal energy required more effort. It was easy to use just enough to light the wick. The difficulty for him came from trying to use the ambient energy, like his birth parents had told him sorcerers should do. What was a trickle of his personal energy apparently was a garden hose when he used the ambient. In fact, if he didn’t pay very close attention, it was more like a fire hose.

      One of the earliest times he’d tried this exercise, he’d liquified every candle in the blink of an eye… all fifty of them.

      Mindful of his mentor’s aging, Jake returned his focus to his mental framework. He used just enough of his personal energy to connect to the ambient and draw a trickle into the framework. When he felt he had the power level just about where he wanted it, Jake applied the framework at the red candle’s wick.

      Jake beamed, grinning like a fool, when the wicks of only the red candle and those white candles immediately around it lit. Not even a second later, those nine candles looked a little droopy… like maybe some excess heat had softened the wax.

      Ah, well… it was still kind of a win.

      Isabel stood off to one side, eyeing his performance with an appraising expression. After a few moments of silence, she nodded once. “Not bad. In fact, it’s a respectable showing. Fire is—by far—the most difficult element to control. The other affinities all have their quirks from what I understand, but if you can master Fire, you can master any of them. It helps that you’ve already dabbled in them. Your portals the night of the griffon confrontation were a little rough compared to those someone like Deputy Marshal Bergman can create, but I do feel rather safe in saying they were your very first two attempts. I highly doubt Deputy Marshal Bergman did so well on her very first two attempts.”

      Jake had to admit… those thoughts made him smile on the inside. It was one thing to be doing the same stuff day in and day out, trying to master his control and focus. It was mind-numbing… very frustrating at times… and honestly felt like he’d been consigned to Hell every once in a while. But Isabel’s acknowledgement that his first two attempts at portals—while a tad rough—were probably better than the first two attempts of a Spatial mage employed by the US Marshals… well… that was nice.

      He fought to keep it from showing in his expression and truly sinking into his psyche, though. He never wanted to be one of those people who was utterly full of themselves and completely convinced of both their own superiority and their infallibility.

      He smiled in response. “Thank you. I appreciate your thoughts.”

      “Ehhh… just stating fact. If you sucked, I would’ve said you sucked. It does not help you at all for me to sugarcoat things or not give you my honest assessment. I’ll be bringing in mages I trust who have certified Grandmaster in their respective Spheres to make a more in-depth evaluation and help me shape your training curriculum. We cannot go to—or rely on—the Magocracy...”

      “For obvious reasons,” he finished.

      Yeah. ‘Obvious’ was a bit of an understatement there.

      He hadn’t heard a peep from Callista McMahon, the Magocracy rep for Illinois. But he hadn’t really expected to hear from her, either. She had driven down to the Wainwright Grove from Springfield not too long after he manifested as a mage, intent on exposing him as the first person in known history to falsify an arcane evaluation. She left thoroughly, completely, and utterly terrified of him… giving him her word at least twice that she wanted nothing more to do with him ever again and further promising to destroy the statement that prompted her visit.

      He didn’t like that he had terrified someone to such a degree. She had honestly seemed like a good and nice person. But there wasn’t much point in trying to convince her he wasn’t a threat to her. Because he totally was… simply because he existed. Proving that he was—at a minimum—a seven-Sphere mage coupled with a truth-verified report that the evaluation crystals had turned white for him had shattered her worldview.

      Finding out just how supernatural the world really was kinda did the same thing for him.

      And just like the old saying, he couldn’t un-ring that bell. He could never go back to being the Jake Adams he was before the bank robbery in May. When he manifested his power by stopping time.

      Yeah…

      He had never even contemplated attempting anything with Time since that day. He was incredibly afraid of the part of his power mages called the Time Sphere. Fundamentally terrified of it, in fact.

      He knew he couldn’t avoid it forever. It was a deeper part of him than it was to a mage with an affinity to Time. But he wasn’t about to rush into anything with it. Not at all.

      Jake looked up from his thoughts and realized Isabel was watching him. After a couple heartbeats, she smiled and nodded toward the house, saying, “Go take a couple hours plus lunch. You’ve been pushing yourself lately, and at this point, a light day for you would make anyone else collapse from fatigue.”

      He gave her an inquisitive expression to add emphasis to his question. “You sure?”

      “As sure as I can possibly be.”

      Jake shrugged and turned toward the house. “Okay, then. Back in three hours?”

      Isabel nodded. “The course will be ready for you.”

      Without anything further, he headed inside. If he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t too sure what he’d do with the time. Gerald started taking Emilia to his clinic office and the hospital full-time last week, and only he, Bianca, and Isabel were ‘home’ at the moment. Well… there were the jaguars, all the animals of the Grove (including an adolescent griffon), and Beauregard. He still played with the jaguars almost as much as he did back before he manifested as a mage, even if he wasn’t always the one to ensure they had food.

      But nothing jumped out at him as the way he wanted to spend two hours of downtime, not counting lunch.

      He wasn’t left at odds for how to spend the time long, though. Circumstances quickly solved his conundrum.
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      As Jake entered the house, he saw Bianca headed his way in a purposeful stride, and she smiled at seeing him.

      “Ah, good. There you are. I was just on my way to get you. It seems you have a guest.”

      Jake blinked. “A guest? How do I have a guest?”

      “It’s totally understandable, considering you orchestrated saving her life last month.”

      He frowned for a moment, considering the… oh. He brought his focus back to Bianca, asking, “Jolene’s here?”

      Bianca merely nodded, pointing over her shoulder toward the great room with her thumb. Then, she continued right on out of the house, giving both of them some space.

      Jake headed straight to the great room and saw Jolene sitting on one of the sofas before she realized he was there. She leaned forward as she sat, resting her elbows on her knees. In the unguarded moment, she seemed unsettled. That wasn’t such a big surprise, really. He was sure the rude manner in which the supernatural forced its way into her life destabilized her worldview a bit.

      She didn’t react to him until he sat on the sofa across from her. She jerked with surprise. “Oh, Jake… I didn’t realize you came inside. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Jolene. How are you holding up?”

      For a few seconds, Jake worried she might try to put up a brave front, and he was somewhat surprised when he watched her mask crumble mid-construction like poor ceramics. “I… I’m not holding up well at all. I’m constantly jittery. I have trouble focusing… or maintaining my focus for any length of time. Every time I hear a big, heavy whoosh of air, it takes all I have not to duck, cover, and scream. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in a month. My parents and best friend want me to see a therapist about PTSD, and I suppose they’re right on one level.”

      She stopped, staring at her feet and working her lower lip between her teeth in silence for several moments. She eventually made eye contact with him, and he saw the uncontrolled tempest of feelings roiling within her. How it constantly threatened to overwhelm her.

      “But how do I talk to a therapist about all this, Jake? How… who… I don’t see how my life will ever be right again. And even if I find someone, what do I tell them about you? I looked up your registration in the Magocracy database. According to them, you’re an exceptional Tri-Sphere with Time, Life, and Light. Yes, you healed my griffon friend, but something—or someone—encased the attacking griffon’s feet in solid stone. And that’s not even considering how you healed my friend… from over thirty feet away without ever touching him. From everything I’ve read, not even Life Grandmasters can do that.”

      Damn… if he was going to keep sticking his nose into other people’s harrowing situations to make them less harrowing—if not resolve them completely—he probably should cultivate a secret identity or something. It wouldn’t be long before the whole world knew there was something hinky about him at the rate he was going.

      But none of that helped him in that moment.

      The way he saw it, he had three options: one, come clean with her; two, lie and probably do a very poor job of it at that; or three, find a Mind mage who would pull the memories from her. Oh… and fourth, he could always try to pull the memories himself, but given his lack of experience with that part of his power, there was every chance she’d end up a vegetable if he went mucking around in there.

      He took a breath and let it out as a sigh. Then, he did it again. “You’re right, Jolene. I’m not an exceptional Tri-Sphere. The truth is far more dangerous than that.”

      Faster than someone could snap their fingers, Jolene went straight to ‘terrified prey.’ “P-p-please don’t kill me. I won’t tell a soul. I swear!”

      Jake fought the urge to grin. He felt very certain Jolene would not appreciate being compared to a cartoon white rabbit or a Looney Tunes pig. “Whoa, whoa… slow down there, Jolene. You are in absolutely zero danger from me. I would not go to all the effort I did to save you if I was just going to turn around and kill you. If I wanted you dead—or just didn’t care—I could’ve ignored the situation.”

      “But… but I didn’t know your secret then.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Jake gave one-shoulder shrug. “I’m not the source of the danger you will face if anyone guesses you have a clue about this. So, let’s talk it out. I bring you in fully to the small—but apparently growing—circle who knows about me and find a way to shield you from Mind mages.” He hadn’t thought her eyes could get any wider, but they did. “I can just not tell you anything. Or I can find a Mind mage with the necessary experience and have the memory of my incongruous actions removed. How do you want to proceed?”

      He knew when she realized the fundamental truth that she would always be a liability to him if she knew the truth. Her shoulders slumped, and she looked back to her feet. “If you get someone to remove the memory, will it be just those specific memories or those plus more? I… well… I came to understand a few things about myself while I was waiting to die in the cabin, and I don’t want to go back to being the person I was before all that happened. I wasn’t a good person.”

      She heaved a sigh and continued. “A part of me really, really wants to know. To be among the ‘in’ crowd. That same part would like to hope that it would give me a chance… with you.”

      Jake’s entire demeanor betrayed his surprise. In all the years he’d known Jolene, he’d never had even the faintest notion that she might be interested in—or at least curious about—him.

      When he reacted, Jolene grinned. “Well, of course I have a crush on you, silly. You’re hotter than lava. You’re nice to everyone. And you have—or at least had—a kind of bad boy vibe about you. But it was never all that strong. There was just something about you that made all of us think you were one of the boys we shouldn’t take home to meet our parents. What woman wouldn’t want to climb you like a tree? Total forbidden fruit, and you know how that worked out.”

      He fought the urge to chuckle, knowing what that bad boy vibe was. His latent sorcerer talent. According to Emilia, it gave him an aura only another mage would understand and most normal humans would find unsettling.

      Now, though, Jolene’s demeanor sobered. “But I know I don’t have a chance with you and never will… at least not right now.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      She gaped at him again. “You can’t be that clueless, Jake. Not even you. That Emilia chick would start a war over you. It was plain as day in her whole demeanor when you came through that portal, despite everything going on at the time. I heard her call you for help in my mind, and there was no part of her body language that betrayed any doubt over whether you’d have her back. None. No… she’s yours as long as you want her. I hope you treat her right.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. I don’t know what I’m doing, but I always approach her from a position of respect and caring for her. I don’t know where it’ll go, but I—for one—would like to find out.”

      Now, Jolene snorted a laugh. “I can tell you exactly where it’s going to go. Want me to draw you a map?”

      Jake felt his cheeks and ears heat. He had never felt comfortable with women, and this conversation was not going at all like he thought it would go.

      Jolene sobered again as she made and held eye contact with him. “If I know your secret—regardless of whether you can shield my mind—I’ll always be a threat to you, won’t I? A lever anyone who wants to hurt you can pull, the moment they know I know. I’m right, aren’t I?”

      He shrugged again. “There are a lot of people who’d see it that way. I don’t. If you think knowing the full story will help you process what happened and get past it as best you can, I’ll tell you in heartbeat and never regret it.”

      “See? The totally sad part is that you have no idea just how irresistible that makes you. You are adorable, Jake. That Emilia chick better treat you right.”

      He was starting to have a little difficulty keeping up with her as she flitted back and forth between brave about flirting and serious about her overall situation.

      She must have seen it, because she closed her eyes and shook her head. That turned into a whole body shake, and while he wasn’t completely certain that she wasn’t doing it just for his benefit, he was still human enough that he had no qualms about watching her do it. Her ordeal hadn’t changed the simple fact that she was one of the most physically attractive women his age in town… if not the most.

      “Sorry, sorry. I shouldn’t be pushing those buttons with you. You saved my life, dammit… not to mention that you’re just a genuinely good guy. It was probably just as well that you never showed any interest in me. Until recently, I’m not sure I would’ve treated you well…” her expression turned rueful “…which you probably realized years ago.”

      As much as he wanted to help her get back on her feet, he wasn’t about to lie to do it. Any guy who had half a brain that didn’t go south every time he was around Jolene knew how she treated guys… or at least used to treat them, apparently. She went through them faster than a sugar addict goes through a donut shop. She’d even come close to ruining a few lives.

      In fact, if he was going to be wholly honest with her, she might want to give some serious thought to moving to a place no one had any idea who she was. She’d have much better chances at developing meaningful relationships.

      But he was afraid she was too fragile to hear that right now.

      “I don’t know what to do, Jake. I don’t want to be a liability against you, but it really means something to me that you risked yourself to save me. That knowledge gives me hope that I may not be the lost cause I decided I was while I was waiting to die.”

      Jake didn’t feel like he was all that well-adjusted to his new situation, but it also seemed to him like there was a lot to unpack in that statement.

      “First off, you shouldn’t be making any long-term judgments in situations where you’re in fear for your life. I’m still figuring things out, too, but that strikes me as not the greatest decision-making paradigm. Now… if you feel there are certain aspects about who you are or the type of person you present to the world that you want to change, then you should absolutely work on that. I would think the key is to figure out who you want to be and what you want out of life and then figure out what you need to do to get that in a manner or method you will be proud of. You should also be sure you’re in the best place mentally that you can be to decide who you are and who you want to be.”

      Jolene nodded. She was silent for a long time and then squared her shoulders, looking him right in the eyes. “So, tell me straight, Jake. Which option do you think I should take? About what I know.”

      Jake vehemently shook his head. “Oh, no. No, no, no. I am not about to throw my hat in the ring on that. That decision has all kinds of consequences—both obvious and not so obvious—and I don’t want you resenting me because I offered my thoughts and you took my advice and then hated how it played out. That’s how nemeses are made. I’ve laid out what I see as being the options. If you want a second opinion, talk with Isabel or Gerald or Bianca. Honestly, I’d start with Isabel for the second opinion.”

      “Why should I start with Isabel?”

      “Nope. Not my story to tell.”

      Jolene frowned, and for a split second, she looked like she might edge into a pout. But she didn’t. “You’re really not making this easy for me, Jake.”

      “It’s not my place to make it easy for you. Honestly, there’s nothing easy about this.”

      She huffed a sigh, and he guessed that was as close to a pout as she would allow herself to be. “You know… I was so excited to graduate high school. I thought I was finally going to be an adult and have everything under control and just the way I wanted it. And now…”

      After a few moments of silence, Jake prompted, “And now?”

      She snorted a scoff. “You have no idea what I’d give to have the user manual to life. Okay… fine… tell me.”

      Jake couldn’t quite believe what he heard. “You sure about that? I mean… really sure?”

      “Jake, I watched you heal my friend from thirty feet away, and I halfway suspect that you opened the portal and not Isabel. Yes, I understand I might be risking my life by knowing, but I want to know. Who knows… maybe somewhere down the line my knowing will help you.”

      “Fair enough. Follow me.”

      He stood and led her outside to the back patio. At this point, he felt he had enough control that he could probably pull off a Ferris wheel of Spheres inside the house, but at the same time, he didn’t want to risk it. Even if the Wainwrights told him to regard their home as his, he didn’t feel like risking the carpet or furniture or the house itself. Bianca had grown it from a massive tree that vaguely looked like a cousin to a California Redwood, which Jake felt was kind of important.

      Once they were on the back patio, Jake motioned for her to wait at the edge of it. She looked over at the 4x4 posts, where Isabel had replaced the nine candles Jake had overheated just a few minutes before, but snapped her attention back to Jake really quick when he stopped walking about fifty feet from her.

      All this, Jake sensed somehow even though he didn’t face her. He suspected it was his equivalent to the Spatial Sphere at work.

      He turned to face Jolene, and they made eye contact as he asked, “Do you want it fast or slow?”

      Jolene’s eyes flicked around the area, her wary confusion obvious. “What do you mean?”

      “My demonstration can be fast or slow, as in a gradual thing. Which would you prefer?”

      Now, a mischievous, almost playful smile, curled her lips. “Jake… I think we both know I’ve always opted for fast… well… in most things.”

      Jake chuckled. “Okay. Remember you chose that. You see, Jolene, I am what the ancient Greeks called a Titan. Other ancient scholars of Crafters called people like me sorcerers. We have full affinity to all twelve Spheres, and I personally suspect that mages are the result of sorcerers having children with plain, non-magical humans.”

      Then, before she could respond, he fed power into his framework for the Ferris wheel of Spheres and snapped his fingers a split-second before his framework took hold. Faster than the blink of an eye, six orbs about the size of billiards balls appeared in the air about three feet in front of Jake. They began rotating around a central point that looked to be focused on the bottom of his sternum.

      Finally, he touched that place in his mind he used for silent communication with the jaguars. * I regret that I haven’t found a way to prove my affinity to Life, Death, Spirit, Spatial, or Time… but I hope this suffices to prove my affinity to Mind. *

      Jolene stared at the spinning orbs, her entire demeanor broadcasting astonishment. “I… I… how is this possible? I’ve never heard of sorcerers. They weren’t mentioned in the Magic 101 class in high school.”

      Jake stopped concentrating on the Ferris wheel framework, and the orbs faded into nothingness as he walked back to the patio. Surprisingly—at least to him—Jolene didn’t pull away as he approached.

      “I’d rather not get into the hows and wherefores that put me here, but the reason the Magocracy didn’t put sorcerers in that curriculum is that it is extremely unlikely they know we exist… or existed, anyway. From what Isabel tells me, the last known sorcerer died on the Parthian border somewhen around 36BC, looking like an overachieving tailor’s pincushion from all the arrows.”

      Jolene leaned against the retaining wall, her face angled toward the patio’s deck. He suspected her mind was in overdrive considering all the new information.

      After several moments, she met his eyes again. “So, the griffons?”

      Jake leaned against the portion of the wall behind him, which was the opposite side of the deck’s access to the backyard, and grimaced. “Yeah… they’re… well… so, at some point in the distant past—possibly even before we developed writing—sorcerers experimented with all kinds of things, and the hybrid races were the result. The griffons are just one of those hybrid races.”

      Just then, Jake’s cell phone rung. He withdrew it from the thigh cargo pocket of his shorts and looked at the screen. He glanced at Jolene and said, “Excuse me, please.”

      He thumbed the control to accept the call and lifted the phone to his ear. “Hey, Emilia… I thought you were with Gerald today.”

      Emilia’s voice was barely louder than a whisper and carried undertones of stress, anxiety, and fear. “Jake… oh, thank goodness. An ambulance brought a mage into the ER, and as soon as we stabilized him, he woke up and has taken the whole unit hostage. He incapacitated the Arcane Division Marshals that tried to restrain him. Apparently, he’s a wanted criminal.”

      “I’m on the way.”

      He thumbed the control to end the call and turned to Jolene.

      “I have no idea what that call was about, but seriously, I’m glad I’m not the cause. You’re kinda scary right now, Jake.”

      “Apparently, there’s a mage criminal at the ER in town. He’s already attacked US Marshals from the Arcane Division and seems to have taken hostages.”

      She adopted a thoughtful expression and tapped her lower lip and chin. “You know… if you’re going to keep intervening in events like these, you should probably work on some sort of secret identity.”

      “You’re not the first to think that,” Jake replied over his shoulder as he walked into the house.

      Once inside, Jake kicked off his sandals by the patio door and dashed up to his room to change out of his cargo shorts. When he emerged, he wore cargo pants with built-in kneepads and padded wool socks… in addition to the t-shirt he’d worn into his room. A quick stop in the house’s mud room allowed him to don his hiking books.

      Once he was ready, he looked himself over one last time, just as Bianca and Isabel entered from the back patio.

      “Jake, what’s wrong?” Bianca asked.

      “Emilia called me. There’s some kind of mage criminal causing problems at the ER in town. I’m going to have a chat with him.”

      Bianca and Isabel shared a glance before the druid said, “Be careful.”

      Jake nodded as he recalled his portal framework and focused on his memories of Gerald’s office at the hospital. A quick push of his own power into the ambient to firm up the connection, and he fed his framework from power pulled from all around him. When it reached a kind of critical mass, a section of reality in front of him seemed to unzip from the level of his ankles up to his eyes before widening into an oval-shaped window to another place. As he considered it, he decided it was—by far—his best portal yet. Huh… maybe practice did make perfect.

      He pushed those thoughts aside and stepped through before allowing the portal to close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Office of Dr. Gerald Wainwright

      Hornbeam General Hospital

      15 July 2025, 11:30am

      

      The moment Jake set foot in Gerald’s office, he scanned the room. Truth be told, it hadn’t changed since the last time he saw it. Every wall had a bookshelf, even the wall with a window. The desk had an all-in-one computer sitting on the far-right corner from Gerald’s perspective, with two guest chairs. Jake stood between the guest chairs.

      At first, he thought he was the only person in the room, but the longer he stood motionless and simply considered the space around him, he came to realize someone hid under the desk.

      “You might as well come out. I know you’re hiding under the desk.”

      There was some rustling of cloth on carpet, and soon enough, Emilia stood—almost jumped—into view. She dashed around the desk and threw her arms around him.

      “Oh, Jake…” Her voice was a bit muffled from where she pressed half her face into his shoulder. “…thank you so much for coming. I… I didn’t know what to do, and Gerald said to hide in his office.”

      Jake held her just as tightly as she held him, and if he was going to be totally honest, he rather enjoyed the feeling of having her in his arms. But then, a thought occurred to him. “Uhm… Emilia… I thought you had strong affinities to both Mind and Spirit.”

      “Yeah… so?”

      Jake broke the hug and held her just a little beyond half arms’ reach. “So, why didn’t you drop him into a coma or something? A strong affinity to Mind should give you all kinds of options for controlling someone.”

      Emilia worked her lower lip between her teeth. She did that when she was nervous or uncertain, and he had to admit she looked rather adorable as she did it. “I want to be a doctor, Jake. ‘First, do no harm,’ remember? Besides, it’s not like I really know how to use my affinity to Mind yet. The only thing I’ve ever done with it is talk to Bandit and Smokey.”

      He had to agree with her. From everything he’d read, most mages said that someone shouldn’t experiment blindly with their affinities. Having a teacher or mentor was always better than risking an accident.

      “Okay. I get that. Now… what can you tell me about him?”

      Emilia frowned. “I know I’ve seen him somewhere before, but I just can’t place it. He has demonstrated an affinity to Air, so far, but that’s all I saw before I was able to slip away. He almost killed those two Marshals, Jake. He shocked them with lightning. And his eyes… he looked right at me once, and there was no compassion. No warmth. No nothing. He didn’t even look me over, like guys always do.”

      Jake pulled her back into his arms. “Hey, it’s okay. You got away. I’ll take care of him. I promise. Since it’s just the one guy, I highly doubt he’s roaming the halls looking for you. The ER probably has all kinds of people for him to use as hostages.”

      She gasped, and when she pulled back, her eyes were wide. “Jake! I know where I’ve seen him. He’s the Elementalist!”

      “Uhm… who?”

      “He’s a terrorist! I can’t remember his name exactly. I want to say Simon Aguilar, but that doesn’t sound quite right. He goes by the Elementalist. He’s also one of the only… I don’t know… ten-ish Quad-Spheres on record in the world today. He has at least a strong affinity with all four elemental Spheres. You have to be careful, Jake. Please, please be careful. He’s killed hundreds—if not thousands—of people.”

      “How on Earth did someone like that end up in Hornbeam? We’re not exactly a hotspot for terrorist activity.”

      Emilia shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? A semi rolled on the highway, and they found him in the wreckage. The Arcane Division Marshals arrived almost before they pulled him out of the ambulance.”

      Okay. That was a little odd. He hadn’t heard of too many terrorists who shipped themselves via freight. There was obviously more to this, but ultimately, the hows and wherefores were someone else’s responsibility. He just had to subdue a Quad-Sphere terrorist wanted all over the world. Easy… right?

      In the end, he just nodded his acceptance. Then, a slight smirk curled one corner of his mouth, and he leaned in to steal a quick kiss. It seemed to take Emilia by surprise at first, but she quickly put her best effort into it.

      When they finally broke the kiss and stepped back, she regarded him with a questioning expression. “What was that for?”

      Jake just shrugged. “Luck?”

      She swatted his arm. “Get out of here. You have a terrorist to subdue.”

      He just grinned and opened another portal. This time to a storage room just down the hall from the main Emergency Room area. Once he was surrounded by mops and cleaners and various other basic supplies, he closed his eyes and concentrated on a framework he’d been working on without anyone else knowing. At least… that’s what he hoped. If he was going to have a secret identity, it needed to be a secret from everyone for as long as he could maintain that. Sure… Gerald and Bianca and Emilia would know it was him right away, but for his first appearance, they needed to be surprised as much as anyone.

      Otherwise, someone might ask uncomfortable questions.

      This framework was an order of magnitude greater than anything he’d attempted thus far. Honestly, he probably shouldn’t take it out for a test drive when people’s lives were on the line, but he liked the idea of being recognized or caught on camera even less.

      He rolled his shoulders and stretched like a pro boxer about to get in the ring. Then, he concentrated on the framework at the forefront of his mind and started feeding power into it. The world took on an odd hue in his vision as he felt himself rise off the floor. Maintaining the effect wasn’t nearly as strenuous as he expected, and he hoped it stayed that way.

      As for movement, a quick thought sent him floating toward the far wall at a walking pace. Good. Based on this, there was a better than even chance that he could actually fly. Heh… something to explore later.

      For now, there was the small matter of the terrorist…
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        * * *

      

      Somehow… he never grew tired of hearing weak-willed chattel whimper and cry in fear. It was like a symphony to him. A measure of how well he pursued his goals.

      In all his years, he’d never understood why the mages allowed these insignificant wretches to rule. Mages held the true power in the world. Mages should be in charge. These… creatures… had no business telling him how he could or should live his life. Not when they didn’t possess the strength to force his obedience.

      He caught movement in the corner of his eye. He pivoted on his heel and saw a woman holding a cell phone. Idiot! Did she think he was lying when he said to hand over all their devices? Not even a full thought called the lightning, sending sparks flickering between his fingers. He focused on the phone, and a bolt leapt from his palm to the device, shattering it into dozens—if not hundreds—of pieces.

      More than one person screamed, almost drowning out the mini-thunderclap that accompanied his lightning.

      “Didn’t you hear me, bitch? Didn’t I tell you to hand over all your devices? Did you think I was joking? I warned you and everyone else what price disobedience brought. Now… now, you will provide an example.”

      Tears streamed down the woman’s cheeks as she stammered something about children and a husband. Pleading for her life.

      “If you care so much for them, perhaps you should’ve heeded my warning.”

      He lifted his hand once more, and he enjoyed watching her fear intensify at the sight of the thick ropes of electricity that crackled around his hand. Just as he was about to unleash the woman’s punishment, the strongest flare of mage power he’d ever felt erupted behind him.

      “Hey, Sparky… why don’t you try that on someone your own size?”

      The voice was eerie. It didn’t sound like any human voice he’d ever heard, and there was an echo of it in his mind that was just far enough out of sync with the spoken words to create a cognitive dissonance. And yet… he somehow understood every word.

      He turned toward the source of the power flare and blinked his surprise. A roughly humanoid figure hovered about a foot off the floor in the center of the hallway that led deeper into the hospital. The figure’s arms hung at its sides, but that was all he could really tell.

      Wisps of fire, earth, water, lightning, light, and shadow swirled around the figure, blocking all sight. There was just enough detail to know a person existed behind or underneath it. The height of the figure suggested a male, but that was just as uncertain.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but these are my chattel. I will do with them as I please, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll surrender and join them.”

      “Oh, I think not.” Damn… that voice was eerie. The mind echo didn’t help, either.

      “Do you have any idea who I am?” He held his arms out to either side and about forty-five degrees in front of him. Then, he called the elements… all four of them. “I am the Elementalist. Governments fear me.”

      The figure betrayed no visible reaction, merely hovered in silence. “Well, then… I guess it’s good I’m not a government.”

      He snarled at the impertinent disrespect. No one disrespected him and lived. No one.

      A mere thought sent a gout of flame across the intervening distance, and a predatory smile curled his lips as he waited to see this fool writhing on the floor in the agony of his fire.

      Except…

      It never made it that far.

      A wall of water flowed up to block the flame, and it hissed like an angry street cat as it absorbed the energy of the fire and turned to steam. His smile became a snarl once more, and he pushed more effort and focus into the fire, pushing the fire’s heat and changing the color to almost blue-white… the hottest he’d ever channeled. No one had ever outlasted him, and whoever this was would not be the first.

      “Look, Sparky… it’s plain to see you’re a bit of a hothead too, but I’m a little worried you’ll set off the sprinklers. That’s a mess nobody needs. Here, let me help.”

      His flame vanished as a block of water enshrouded his entire forearm. He tried shaking his arm free to no avail. He reached out to the water with his affinity for that element, fully intent on taking it over… except he couldn’t. It didn’t respond to him. How was this possible? He was a Quad-Sphere! It was impossible that this fool was actually stronger than him.

      A growl escaped his lips as he lifted his hand that still had tendrils of electricity dancing between his fingers. He concentrated as much of his power as he dared and pushed it toward his adversary through his affinity to Air. Let’s see him survive the equivalent of five lightning bolts.

      Just as the thick rope of lightning appeared and started to extend beyond his hand, a mental rod appeared between them. It leaned away from him at an odd angle, but he was too focused on his opponent to care.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The eruption of lightning from the terrorist’s hand was not a surprise to Jake. Not at all.

      The weird vision his framework gave him allowed him to see concentrations of power, colored like that stupid twelve-point color wheel the Magocracy used to indicate a mage’s affinities. He didn’t realize he’d memorized it, but the color that saturated the terrorist’s left hand reminded him of an affinity to Air… which most likely meant lightning, given his actions thus far.

      It was so simple to call on his equivalent to the Earth Sphere and place a metal rod between them, angled back toward him with the base closer to the terrorist and solidly resting in the pool of water he’d gathered around the terrorist’s feet. Just to be sure about things, Jake went the extra step and splashed water up around the terrorist’s legs; after all, he didn’t know if the boots’ soles were insulators. One final, quick thought coated the metal rod with more water and intensified its conductivity and ‘attractiveness,’ for lack of a better term, to all forms of electricity.

      And now, it all came down to a question of who was the stronger mage. Could the terrorist control his lightning despite Jake’s countermeasures? Or not?

      The answer was… not. Absolutely, positively not.

      The thick rope of lightning erupted from the man’s hand and leaped toward Jake. The Elementalist’s expression betrayed his disbelief when the thick rope of blue-white actinic light arced not for Jake but the rod instead. That rod took every volt and amp the terrorist cast out and channeled it right down its length to the pool of water it rested in… which just so happened to be surrounding the terrorist’s boots.

      Except the Elementalist just seemed to re-absorb the lightning. Like Jake had just given the guy his own power back or something. That was seriously not cool. Re-absorbing the power was just rude.

      Fine, then. If he wanted to do that, Jake had other options.

      He hadn’t had much time to learn about the Death Sphere yet. All his practice was focused on candle wicks. But something his birth parents said came to the forefront of his mind. It had been something about feeding ambient power into his desire.

      And sad to say… Jake just wanted him to die so he’d never again threaten anyone else. He flooded that desire with power from all around him, then pushed it onto the Elementalist. The terrorist’s eyes suddenly shot wide, and he clutched at his chest. Jake watched the spark of life leave those eyes, as his opponent collapsed first to his knees and then fell backward.

      For a fleeting second, a part of his awareness seemed to pick up on something leaving the body. Was it the Elementalist’s spirit? He wasn’t sure and… really… had no way to know at that moment in time. It happened faster than deciding to snap his fingers, let alone doing it.

      Jake detected no heartbeat in the body. No signs of life in the body anywhere at all. He wasn’t happy that events played out as they had. There probably was a better way to handle the situation. But… he couldn’t have let the guy continue to threaten innocents.

      While he hovered silently in the hallway, Jake brought his healing framework to the forefront of his mind. He configured it for a raw, hemispherical burst while exempting the seemingly dead terrorist and flooded it with power before pushing it out to the ER. He didn’t know if there were any people harmed by the bad guy, but he figured it wouldn’t hurt to be sure.

      The sounds of surprise and disbelief soon reached him, and he smiled beneath the obscuring visual effects. Now, it was time to test another framework he’d been tinkering with. He focused on the back patio at the Wainwright residence and fed enough power into the framework for it to take hold. Then, instead of opening a portal, he winked out of existence.

      The moment he hovered above the patio, he canceled all active frameworks. Gravity re-asserted itself, and he fell six inches before the soles of his boots touched the patio decking, just as an extreme wave of fatigue took over his entire being. He collapsed backward into one of the comfy patio chairs.

      One of the doors that led into the house opened, allowing Bianca to lead Jolene outside. Bianca carried a pitcher of what looked like flavored water—or at least colored water—and an empty glass. She set the glass on the end table just to Jake’s left and filled it.

      “Water with electrolyte hydration packets,” she said. “You look like you’ve had a bit of a workout.”

      Jake wearily nodded as he lifted the glass to his lips. He drank over half its contents in one big gulp. As soon as he set it back on the table, Bianca refilled it.

      “You could say that, but I had the opportunity to test a few new frameworks I’ve been tinkering with. Say… do you know how common it is for Spatial mages to be able to teleport instead of just opening a portal?”

      Bianca frowned and adopted a thoughtful expression. “If a mage’s affinity to the Spatial Sphere is strong, they can make short hops fairly easily… and a short hop is somewhere in the neighborhood of one-fifty to two-hundred miles. A full affinity to Spatial allows for not just longer but also more reliable teleports.”

      Jake laid his head back against the crest of the patio chair and nodded as he closed his eyes.
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      Shortly before noon, Bianca collected Jake, and they went into town with Isabel following on her motorcycle. They met Gerald and Emilia at Marci’s Diner, claiming a table with a good viewing angle on the TVs that hung around the dining room. Every single one played the local channel, and when the local news at noon came on, the background noise produced by the discussion at each table vanished.

      An attractive brunette held a microphone as she addressed the camera, giving an overview of the incident that had occurred in the hospital’s ER. She was succinct and projected competence. Overall, it was one of the most professional news reports Jake had ever heard.

      Right up until she started interviewing witnesses…

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Carl Whitley—a retired farmer who lived a few miles out of town on the northeast side—said. “Whoever it was just floated there, like they was some kind of superhero. Nothing that Elementalist guy tried seemed to have any effect. He shot a stream of fire at the guy that was bleep-near blue-white, and whoever this was just absorbed it like nothing. I didn’t know mages could do that.”

      Another witness happened to be Haylee Carruthers, who’d been a year or two behind Jake in school. She ran a close second to the prettiest girl in the school and was Prom Queen her senior year. Tears openly streamed down her cheeks, and she choked back a sob every so often. Jake honestly had a hard time deciding if the tears and sobs were real or just artfully crafted.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been so afraid in my whole life! The first guy said he was the Elementalist, whoever that is. I mean… I’ve never heard of him, and no one I’ve talked to has, either. But he was all wound up about waking up here in the hospital, and he hurt those two Marshals when they identified themselves and tried to help him. It was so terrifying.”

      The news reporter took the moment Hailee paused to interject a question. “And what of the other one, the one who stopped the Elementalist? Have you ever seen them before?”

      Hailee just stared at the reporter. “How should I know? I couldn’t see their face. I definitely didn’t recognize their voice, but that was freaky, too. I heard their voice with my ears, just like I hear your voice right now, but it was like there was a half-second delay before I heard the voice in my mind, too. It was like a weird echo, and it sent shivers down my spine.”

      Just as Haylee’s clip was ending, Jake’s phone buzzed. He checked it and saw a text message notification from a number that wasn’t in his contacts:

      This is Callista McMahon. We need to talk.

      Jake showed the text to Isabel, just as the news program moved on to the next interviewee… who was none other than Callista McMahon.

      “And here, I’m with Callista McMahon, the Magocracy Representative for the State of Illinois. Ms. McMahon, thank you for agreeing to the interview.”

      “I’m happy to answer what questions I can, Sally. Thank you for having me.”

      “So, let’s just jump right in. You arrived by mage portal a short time ago, correct?”

      Callista nodded. “That’s correct. When word reached the Magocracy office in Springfield of the situation here in Hornbeam, especially that two US Marshals assigned to the Arcane Division had been injured and then subsequently healed, I activated one of our investigation units. The US Marshals were kind enough to allow us to use their portal as they deployed investigators of their own, and we thank them for it.”

      “Now, I know it’s very early in the process, and that this is very much an ongoing investigation. All that being understood… what can you tell me?”

      “Well, Sally… you are correct; this is an ongoing investigation, and there is a lot we don’t know yet. I have already reviewed the security-camera footage of the confrontation, and coupled with the preliminary evaluation of my investigators, I am prepared to state for the record that the unknown mage displayed affinity with at least ten of the Arcane Spheres: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, Light, Shadow, Life, Death, Mind, and Spatial.”

      Sally frowned, interjecting, “That… is a very impressive list. Would you mind explaining how you arrived at that?”

      “It’s common knowledge among mages that each mage has his or her own unique resonance, if you will. An arcane fingerprint, for lack of a better analogy. However, it takes a lot of study and training to develop the necessary acuity to differentiate between mages, especially in an exchange such as we had here. Magocracy investigators spend their time—when not on active investigations—training and honing their ability to do just that. Before I approached you and agreed to an interview, my lead investigator informed me that the unknown mage blanketed the ER with a massive Life effect that most likely manifested as healing. So that’s one Sphere. My lead investigator also informed me that the corpse of the terrorist is incredibly saturated by a Death effect, also bearing the unknown mage’s resonance… so, that’s two. The strange mental echo of his or her words… that’s three: Mind. The visual camouflage that prevented anyone from identifying him—and I would not be surprised to learn that it also blocked leaving any DNA evidence—contained elements of Air as Lightning, Earth, Fire, Water, Light, and Shadow… that’s nine. They also countered the Elementalist with both Water and Earth while maintaining their multi-Sphere camouflage. Then, they teleported away… that’s ten: Spatial.”

      Sally stood silent for several moments. She almost appeared as if she didn’t know how to handle that information. “So… ten affinities… I’m not really current on Magocracy records, ma’am, so forgive me for having to ask this. Has that ever happened before?”

      “Magocracy scholars can conclusively prove that Merlin, the organization’s founder, possessed five affinities. Various sources of the time and several scholars since have argued that he in fact possessed six, but that has never been proven. As far as our records indicate, there has never been a mage with more than Merlin’s five affinities. One of the reasons the Elementalist was such a feared terrorist was that he possessed at least strong affinity to the four elements: Air, Earth, Fire, and Water. That gave him enormous power compared to those who routinely sought to apprehend him, as there are less than ten known Quad-Spheres in the world at this time.”

      “And just for everyone’s peace of mind, what can you say about the status of the Elementalist?”

      “Uhm… in a word… dead. There are no signs of physical trauma to the body, and given the massive amount of Death energy saturating the body, I don’t know that we’ll find any organ damage during an autopsy. But… regardless of the exact method… he is very, very dead.”

      “Does the Magocracy have any information or leads as to the identity of the unknown mage?”

      “Not at this time.”

      “In that case, what is your estimation of the threat posed by this unknown mage?”

      “Sally, that’s not really a fair question. You’re asking me to base a conclusion on just one data point. However, if their conduct in this instance is indicative of their overall nature and outlook, I would say this unknown mage poses no threat to the community. They went out of their way to heal everyone in the ER in the wake of their confrontation with the Elementalist. They further left the scene once the confrontation and healing was over. If they had been of a mind like the Elementalist, I do not see them simply leaving so many hostages when the Elementalist essentially gift-wrapped them. No manifesto. No grand statement. Whoever they were, they just arrived, dealt with the threat, and went on their way. SWAT teams do that all the time.”

      “Are you saying you believe this unknown mage is connected to some kind of threat response unit?”

      “Not at all, Sally. My mention of SWAT teams was simply a poor attempt to find an example of conduct similar to the unknown mage’s actions.”

      “Any thoughts on whether we’ll ever see the unknown mage again?”

      “None whatsoever, Sally.”

      “Well, there you have it, folks. I’ll have more coverage on this story as it unfolds. Here with Callista McMahon, I’m Sally Donovan for Channel Three News.”

      After that, conversation around the table was rather subdued, even before their food arrived. When the time came to leave, Jake insisted on paying for the table, and they headed out.

      In the parking lot, Bianca turned to Gerald, pulling him into a hug that transitioned to a kiss. When they separated, she said, “I’ll see you later?”

      Gerald grinned. “You’ll see me sooner. The hospital called in the evening shift early and sent everyone affected by the hostage situation home for the day on paid leave with instructions to take more time if needed.”

      Bianca’s expression betrayed her relief, and she gestured toward Emilia sitting in the passenger seat of Jake’s SUV. “Since Emilia stole my seat, I think I’ll ride with you, then.”

      The three vehicles left the parking lot, and silence reigned in Jake’s SUV for several blocks.

      Finally, Emilia spoke. “You have no idea how happy I was to see you, Jake. I was so scared he’d find me… or hurt Gerald… or… I don’t know.”

      Jake reached over and claimed her hand in his. “Think nothing of it. I’ll always be there for you, Emilia.”

      She put her other hand on top of his and snuggled it close to her.
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      When they arrived at the Grove, Jake was not surprised at all to see Callista McMahon waiting. She leaned against a car that bore a sticker on the inside of the rear window advertising the car rental place in town, and she did not appear unduly distressed at having to wait. But then again, Jake didn’t know how long she’d been waiting, either.

      “What’s she doing here?” Emilia asked.

      Jake just shrugged as he brought the SUV to a stop, shifted to Park, and turned off the motors. “How am I supposed to know? Let’s go ask.”

      He exited the vehicle and saw the two jaguars running almost at a sprint to join him, and he couldn’t keep from smiling. He hoped Bandit didn’t try to tackle him like he used to do back at his parents’ home.

      “Hello, Callista. Funny seeing you here…”

      The jaguars slowed and moved to bracket Jake, pressing their sides against him. By that time, Gerald, Bianca, and Isabel had joined them, and like the jaguars, they all regarded Callista in silence, waiting for her to make the first move.

      After several moments of silence, Callista shook her head. “That was some display this morning, Jake.”

      Jake didn’t know whether she had a recording device somewhere on her person, so he simply shrugged. “Yeah… we saw you on the news while we were Marci’s Diner in town. If you have time, you should try it.”

      “I’m not wearing a wire or anything similar, Jake. I promise you that. I just wanted to complement you on your camouflage. That was very well done. The crime scene techs still haven’t found any DNA evidence from you in the hallway. How did you manage that?”

      He decided to take the risk… while still being a tad cautious. “It wouldn’t surprise me if the inner-most layer the camouflage was a swirling Air effect. It might’ve kept any stray hair or skin cells from escaping until the overall camouflage could be canceled.”

      Callista shook her head again, her expression bemused. “So, ten affinities, then. You certainly don’t do anything halfway, do you?”

      Jake simply grinned. “Well, like the man said, Callista… never do a vast thing in a half-vast way.”

      The others seemed content to let Jake carry the conversation, though Emilia did worm her way close to Jake’s side so that his arm ended up around her. Smokey did not seem to mind making room for her on that side, either.

      Callista leaned back against the rental car and crossed one ankle over the other. “So… what do you think? Will the world see the unknown mage again?”

      “Oh… I’d say your guess is as good as mine, Callista.”

      Now, the Magocracy rep snorted a laugh. “No, Jake. My guess is not as good as yours.”

      She pushed away from the car and walked around it to the driver’s door, where she stopped and made eye contact with Jake.

      “So… what’s the verdict on the unknown mage, anyway?” he asked.

      “I have it on very good authority that both the State’s Attorney and the US Attorney will rule this was a very obvious case of ‘Defense of Another,’ as stipulated in the laws governing the use of lethal force in self defense. This next bit is not to be repeated… got that? I overheard the Marshals saying they wished they could pin a medal on the unknown mage, because they didn’t know if they had sufficient mages available in the region to bring the Elementalist down. Mundane law enforcement damn-sure couldn’t have handled him. No offense to them, but they’re just not equipped or trained to deal with that. That’s why the Arcane Division of the US Marshals and the threat response units in the Magocracy exist. You solved a major problem for us. There’s going to be a lot of talking and excitement on both sides of this in the near future, but from me and those who would’ve died trying to stop that guy, thank you.”

      Jake gave her a soft smile. “You’re welcome, Callista. It’s nice to see you’re not scared of me anymore.”

      She scoffed. “Oh, no. I’m still scared of you. I just don’t believe you’re the threat I feared you were when we first met.”

      At that, she slipped into the driver’s seat and left. Jake watched her go and wondered where this new evolution of their relationship would lead… if anywhere.

      Emilia tapped his shoulder, drawing his attention. When he turned, he saw she looked up at him with a playful smirk. “Come on, hero; it’s time to receive your reward for saving the damsel in distress.”
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        * * *

      

      Much later that afternoon, Emilia snuggled against Jake’s side. She was warm and comfortable and thoroughly sated, and if she was being honest, she was no longer sure who rocked whose world the most. Jake was certainly learning his way around her body. There was no denying that… and she enjoyed every moment of it.

      A phone rung somewhere in the room, and she growled at its intrusion. She knew it was her phone in an instant, because the ringtone was the custom one she set for her mom. She slipped out from under the sheets, trying not to disturb Jake… though how he still semi-dozed with that phone going off was anyone’s guess.

      She retrieved the offending device and thumbed the control to accept the call. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Oh, Emi… I am so glad to hear your voice. Did you know there was a terrorist attack at the hospital?”

      “Yeah, Mom… I was there when it happened. And it wasn’t a terrorist attack. An ambulance brought the guy in unconscious, and he went apeshit when he woke up.”

      It was a statement on just how worried she was that she didn’t correct Emilia’s use of the more colorful aspects of the English language. “And he didn’t hurt you… or… anything else?”

      “No, Mom; I’m fine. That unknown mage showed up before the Elementalist really had much of a chance to get going, and it was all over—for the most part—before the far end of the hospital realized something was happening.”

      Okay. That was a bit of a stretch, but she didn’t want her mom to go spiraling out about her little girl being in danger. True… her affinities were not exactly combat-capable, but a few of Jake’s offhand comments led her to think the Mind and Spirit Spheres were far, far more dangerous than most people gave them credit for.

      “I’m coming out there. I’ve already taken leave, and given the circumstances, I’ve engaged a portal mage. I’ll be there in a couple hours.”

      “Mom, I’m fine… okay? I’m totally fine. You don’t need up-end your⁠—”

      Her mom interrupted her, and the tone in her voice told Emilia the visit was not up for negotiation. “Emilia Sophia Harcourt, you could have died today. So, yes… I’m coming to visit.”

      There was a slight pause, and she continued in a softer tone. “I’ve never told you this, but I never had the chance to tell your father goodbye. The day he… the day of the hit-and-run… you were sick, and I didn’t want to take you out. We… we got into a stupid argument over baby formula of all things, and he stormed out before I could tell him I loved him. I know the hit-and-run wasn’t my fault. I know it wasn’t his fault. But the fact that he… died… when the last words we exchanged were an argument… well… it has weighed on me ever since. So, yes… when my baby girl survives an event that could have easily taken her life, I am damn-well coming to visit and hold you in my arms. I love you, Emi. I love you more than anything else in the world.”

      How was she supposed to argue with that? Even her eyes were a little misty right then. “Okay, Mom. I’ll see you this evening… and I love you, too.”

      “I know, sweetheart. I have a few things I need to finish here, but then, I’ll be there. Uhm… well… Hornbeam. The closest portal I could manage will deliver me to the Amtrak station in Hornbeam.”

      Emilia smiled despite herself. “It’s okay, Mom. I’ll pick you up.”

      “All right, sweetie. I have to go, but I’ll call you as soon as I’m on my way to the portal mage. Bye for now.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      She thumbed the control to end the call and turned to find Jake regarding her with an appreciative expression. It was then that she realized she’d been pacing back and forth… totally, one-hundred-percent nude.

      She quirked an eyebrow upward. “So… like the view?”

      Jake left the bed and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her long and slow for several moments before he leaned close to her ear and whispered, “You know I do, but you’re far more than a view.”

      “All right, you silver-tongued devil. If I let you get started again, we’ll be late to pick up Mom at the train station.”

      “You want me there with you?”

      “I think it’s time I introduce you to Mom as mine. Now, come on. Let’s get showered… and keep the shenanigans to a minimum. We only have a couple hours.”
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      Hornbeam, Illinois

      15 July 2025, 5:35pm

      

      The Amtrak station in Hornbeam was not staffed. There was a kiosk for people to purchase tickets and a waiting area with vending machines and restrooms, and like the rest of Hornbeam, the building bore no signs of age. But you’ll have that when every man-made structure in the area is less than twenty-five years old.

      They were early. Too early, really, and Emilia found it difficult to keep from fidgeting. She didn’t usually have that problem, but today, she did. She wasn’t sure if it was the circumstances that led to her mother’s imminent visit or the fact she was going to introduce her lover to her mom. She’d never introduced any of her previous lovers, but then again, they hadn’t lasted long enough to matter much.

      Merely thinking of Jake as her lover filled her with a warm, fuzzy feeling that made her want to beam at the world. Maybe even resurrect her happy dance from when she was five. She couldn’t imagine what her life would be like without him, even though they’d only known each other for little more than a couple months.

      Was this how Mom felt in the early days of her relationship with Dad?

      She didn’t know, and if she was being honest, she was kinda afraid to ask. Even after all these years, her mom still missed Dad something fierce, and as far as she knew, Mom had never even entertained the thought of dating again. On the one side, she knew it would be difficult to see Mom with someone, despite never knowing her dad… but on the other side, she wanted her mom to be happy and feel loved. Now that she’d found it, she realized it was something everyone should have in their daily lives.

      They stood off to one side of the platform, where a section was roped off with signs saying it was a designated portal area. From what Emilia had learned in her short time in Hornbeam, many stations and transit hubs had similar sections. The larger stations and hubs—like O’Hare International or Grand Central Station—had several.

      “Incoming,” Jake said, breaking the silence and her train of thought.

      She blinked and looked at the track, but the lights that indicated a train was about to arrive weren’t flashing. Then, she realized what he meant.

      “You can feel⁠—”

      A minor thunderclap interrupted her question as a section of reality inside the portal area began swirling in a two-dimensional whirlpool. It swirled progressively faster until the center section seemed to bulge outward—toward the front and back—before sucking back in. Another mini thunderclap accompanied a bright flash of light, and the two-dimensional whirlpool was now an oval-shaped window to another place.

      Emilia watched her mom step through, and someone on the other side handed her a rolling carryon and two larger suitcases. Her mom thanked whomever it was for the portal, right before it vanished in another flash of light. Then, her mom turned and smiled at seeing Emilia.

      She erupted into motion, less than a jog but more than a fast walk, and then, she threw her arms around her mom and hugged her tight. Her mom hugged her just as tightly… if not more so.

      “I’ve missed you, Mom.”

      “I know, sweetie. I’ve missed you, too.”

      After what felt like far too short a time, they separated, and Emilia turned enough for her mom to have a clear view of Jake. If she recognized him as the guy they’d seen on the sidewalk when they first arrived in town, she made no mention of it.

      “Mom, this is Jake. Jake, this is my mom… Gianna Harcourt.”

      Jake stepped closer and offered a handshake, saying, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

      Her mom looked from her to Jake and back again, her expression thoughtful for a moment before she smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Jake. How long have you been dating Emi?”

      Emilia gasped. “Mom…”

      “If you didn’t want me to know, dear, you shouldn’t have brought him along. You look at him the same way your grandma said I looked at your father.”

      “I do?”

      Her mom simply nodded. “Oh, yes. I didn’t understand her knowing looks at the time, when your father first met my parents, but I do now. I’m happy for you.”

      Emilia felt her cheeks heat, and she knew her mother could not miss the blush of her embarrassment.

      Jake stepped closer and put his arm around her. “For what it’s worth, ma’am, Emilia is very special and very important to me.”

      Her mom gave Jake a warm smile that lit up her eyes, even as they seemed a bit misty. “I can see that, too. Now… we should probably be going, don’t you think?”

      Emilia grabbed the handle of her mom’s carryon while Jake claimed the suitcases. They walked toward the parking lot in silence for a while, but just as they arrived at Jake’s Explorer, Emilia turned to her mom.

      “So, Mom… we have something to tell you.”

      Jake blinked, his expression betraying his confusion as he loaded the luggage into the cargo area of the SUV. “We do?”

      Gianna’s eyes went wide. “I… am I going to be a grandmother?”

      A look of utter terror flashed across Jake’s expression almost faster than she could process it, and she laughed, shaking her head. “No, Mom… not yet. Come on. Let’s get in the car, and we’ll tell you on the way back to the Grove.”

      Emilia climbed into the captain’s chair behind Jake after making her mom sit in the passenger seat up front, and after buckling her seatbelt, her mom turned as much as she could to allow her look at both Emilia and Jake.

      Jake, meanwhile, started the SUV and backed out of the parking space, smoothly navigating the slight traffic as he drove back out of Hornbeam toward the Wainwright Grove. Once they were out of town with no one else in sight, Emilia leaned forward before she spoke.

      “Jake, we might as well tell her. I don’t see how you can continue training and practicing while she’s here if you don’t.”

      “Oh… uhm… are you sure?”

      Emilia turned to her mom. “Mom, I have a feeling I already know the answer, but can you keep a secret?”

      She watched her mom look from her to Jake and back again several times. “I think I need to know just what secret you’re expecting me to keep before I commit to anything.”

      “Sorry, Mom. That’s not how this works. Don’t worry. It’s nothing illegal or dangerous. It’s just something that could easily put Jake’s life or his parents’ lives or maybe even more lives than that at risk if it gets out.”

      Her mom’s eyes flicked from her to Jake and back several more times as they rode in silence. After several moments, her mom settled back in her seat as an expression of understanding dawned. “You’re the unknown mage.”

      “Oh, he’s more than that,” Emilia countered.

      She watched her mother’s expression turn thoughtful once more and suspected her mother had connected the dots when the color drained—no, vanished—from her complexion. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper laden with more than a little awe. “You’re the Titan?”

      Jake simply nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

      “My sources tell me that—from the moment it started—the confrontation between the Elementalist and the unknown mage lasted less than two minutes.” Her mom turned to look at her once more. “You were never in any danger, were you?”

      “Not once Jake was there, no.”

      Her mom turned her gaze to Jake. “I have… so many questions. We searched every nursery in every hospital in the world for you. I can only guess in all the confusion and excitement after the Independence Day attacks that we missed you, somehow.”

      “Mom… what does that mean?”

      Jake shook his head. “Nope. As far as I know, I was never in a hospital.”

      Her mom frowned. “What does that mean? How were you never in a hospital?”

      “Nope,” Jake replied, shaking his head once more. “We’re not explaining any further until you tell me more about who searched for me.”

      “Oh… you think to speak for my daughter, do you?”

      “When she’s telling my story and my secrets? Yeah… I kinda do. We didn’t exactly discuss letting you in on this beforehand. I figured I’d just go for a lot of walks in the Grove while you were here and do my practicing that way… out of sight and out of mind.”

      Jake steered the vehicle through the roundabout that was the end of the pavement on the road to the Grove, and the change in road noise from pavement to gravel made for an interesting accompaniment to Jake’s statement.

      “It’s just as well I tell you anyway, since the entire organization exists to support you.” Her mom paused for a moment and looked out the window. After a moment, just as the Grove’s hedge came into distant view, she turned back to them. “I am not a librarian as I allowed you to believe all this time, Emi. For the past six years, I have been the Headmistress of the New York City chapterhouse of the Order of Harpocrates. It is a secret order that dates back to ancient times, and it was founded to await the coming of the next Titan to guide them and support them and assist them as needed.”

      “So, that’s what Beauregard meant when he addressed you as ‘Disciple of Harpocrates?’”

      Her mom nodded as she turned to Jake. “How did you escape us? I’ve looked through the records of the search dozens of times over the years, and I thought we looked everywhere.”

      “Did you look in a small church in a northeast suburb of Dallas?”

      Her mom frowned and shook her head. “No. Why would we look for a newborn baby in a church?”

      “Well… that’s how you missed me. I wasn’t born in 2000. I just arrived then. The doctors who examined me after I was found told my parents I couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old, so they decided the day I was found inside a locked church would be my birthday.”

      “But… that doesn’t make any sense. You still would’ve had to have been born somewhere.”

      Jake grinned as he drove through the open arch in the hedge and brought the Explorer to a stop. He turned to meet her mom’s eyes, she saw half of his mischievous grin. “Oh, I was. I just doubt any records of my birth survived after all this time. My birth name is Gaius Aternius, and my parents gave me the cognomen Magius. I was born in a villa just outside of Herculaneum. My birth parents tell me it was a few days before Caesar crossed the Rubicon.”

      For the first time in her life, Emilia saw her mother speechless. Her mother gaped at Jake as he shifted into park and turned off the SUV. Without saying another word, he tapped the button that would open the powered lift gate and went around to collect the two suitcases. He set the carryon by Emilia’s door and made his way toward Gerald and Bianca’s house… all while her mom stared at him in silence.

      Finally, she whipped her head around to look at Emilia. “Is he telling the truth? He seemed like he was telling the truth.”

      Emilia just grinned. “Yeah, Mom. He told you the truth. I’ve met his birth parents, too. They’re really nice.”

      Now that she had her own mic-drop moment, Emilia opened her door and grabbed the handle of her mom’s carryon, moving to follow Jake into the house.

      She was halfway up the walk when she heard a car door open and close behind her, followed by hurried footsteps.

      “Hold on!” Her mother almost shouted. “You two can’t drop something like that on me and just walk off! That’s not fair!”

      Emilia stopped just enough to turn and give her mom another mischievous smile. “But, Mom… I’m pretty sure I remember you telling me on more than one occasion that the world isn’t fair.”

      By now, Bianca and Gerald stood on the porch, waiting to greet their old friend. Bianca heard what her mom and Emilia said, and she adopted her own smile. “What’s she being unfair about, Gia?”

      Emilia savored the silence behind her, certain that her mother was trying to divine somehow whether Bianca and Gerald knew about Jake. She let her mom stew for a few more moments and stopped beside their hosts, then turning to face her mom.

      “They know about Jake, Mom. It’s okay.”

      “Do they know all about Jake, Emi?”

      Emilia smirked again. “Why, Mother… I’m not one to kiss and tell. You taught me better than that.”

      Gerald and Bianca both snorted—as if fighting to contain laughter—as Emilia took her mom’s carryon into the house.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, they all gathered in the great room. Gerald and Bianca shared a loveseat. Emilia snuggled into Jake’s side on the sofa, and Emilia’s mom occupied an armchair that allowed her to face either pair with ease. Isabel was absent; in fact, her motorcycle wasn’t in the parking area when they returned, and neither Gerald nor Bianca had mentioned her.

      “All right, you two,” Gianna said, once they were seated and comfortable. “You’ve tortured me enough. Now, spill.”

      Jake looked to Gerald and Bianca who both nodded, and he turned his attention back to Emilia’s mom. “I don’t remember this, of course. It’s all secondhand information from my birth parents. But… when I was born, the world was spending an enormous number of lives in the quest to eradicate the sorcerers, which you and your organization apparently calls Titans like the ancient Greeks. They didn’t want to get involved in the fight, and they absolutely didn’t want their newborn killed. So, they came up with an outlandish scheme to save my life. They sent me forward in time. The way they tell it, it was a lot like casting a lifeboat out into the sea away from a sinking ship… with the certainty that someone would find the lifeboat just not necessarily where or when.

      “From what my adoptive parents have told me, the pastor at their church in a suburb of Dallas came in to prepare for the Sunday morning service one Saturday evening… and found what looked to him like a newborn baby in a handwoven basket with a few other artifacts. The church was locked and had been locked all day, and according to the cameras, the pastor was the first person to enter the church that Saturday. There was no gap in footage or any other evidence of tampering. The pastor prevailed upon Social Services to place the baby with a pair of newlyweds who were having difficulty conceiving their own child, and as soon as the adoption was legal, they moved with me to Hornbeam. The rest—as they say—is history.”

      Emilia’s mom stared at him in silence, her entire demeanor betraying wonder and amazement. “My god… I’m not sure I can even conceive of the power or knowledge required to safely send a newborn baby through time and space. After all, there’s a bit of distance between Dallas and the site where Herculaneum existed. Did your birth parents come later? Can I meet them?”

      He couldn’t resist smiling at her wonder and enthusiasm. “No, they came with me, and yes, I can take you to meet them.”

      Now, she frowned. “But… if they came with you, why didn’t they keep you from being adopted? A simple blood test would’ve proven paternity.”

      “Part of the power they used to fuel the effect that pushed me safely through time came from their own lives… but… they secured their souls in a specially prepared container that was in the basket with me. They call it a spirit vault. If I prick my finger and rub my blood on the spirit vault, I and anyone touching me get transported into the spirit vault—at least our spirits do—and we can interact with my birth parents. The inside looks like their villa where I was born… or so they tell me.”

      “That is… extraordinary. I… I can’t even fathom it. Being able to speak with actual Romans from the time of Caesar’s civil war? I can’t even wrap my mind around what all they could tell us of those times… especially two people with your parents’ capabilities. They were sorcerers, too… yes? The same as you?”

      Jake simply nodded. “They’ve already been invaluable in helping me understand my power. I wouldn’t have been able to save those people in the ER today if my adoptive parents hadn’t given me the artifacts that were in the basket with me.”

      Emilia’s mom fell silent and remained so for several moments. Her expression communicated excitement and awe, and Jake wondered what thoughts ran through her mind. He was fairly certain that he’d be able to determine such information on his own, one day, but he wasn’t there yet. And… well… he couldn’t see himself using his power to read the minds of those closest to him. That just seemed rude.

      Gianna’s eyes suddenly shot wide, and she turned to look squarely at her daughter. “My mentor in the Order told me about the Titans and Olympians. Are you aware of who—or more precisely, what—the Olympians were?”

      “Is—I’ve heard that the Olympians were based on those mages who were children of sorcerers and regular, non-magical humans,” Emilia replied.

      Gianna nodded. “That’s correct, and you are Tri-Sphere… your affinities to Mind and Spirit being only strong. If you and Jake choose to have children, you need to understand what that will mean for them and be prepared for their affinities to manifest.”

      “Isn’t it a little soon to discuss children, Mom?”

      “Given the nature of the potential parents in question… no, I don’t think it is. Should it influence your decision to have children? No, I don’t think so. But you should absolutely be aware that they will mostly likely be very powerful mages, quite probably second only to their father throughout the known world.”

      Jake understood where she was coming from, even though they may have been looking at different sides of the same coin. Back in the day, everyone was wary of—if not outright feared—the sorcerers, and from all accounts, precious few of them appeared to be the kind of people you’d want to attend the family reunion. If he chose to have children—whether with Emilia or someone else—the odds highly favored those children would grow up to be record-breaking mages, like Emilia’s mom just said.

      He wanted to believe that he and the children’s mother would do right by them, but the fact they’d be such mages only underscored the necessity to do his best in choosing the children’s mother. Honestly, given what he knew of her, Emilia would be an excellent choice. She was fun, caring, compassionate, down to Earth… and so much more. Based on what he knew of her so far, there was every reason to believe she’d make an excellent mother.

      Not that he wanted to rush things, by any means!

      This was his first relationship, and he was enjoying the newness of it. As far as he was concerned, they could continue to take precautions and put off the discussion of long-term topics for a while.

      He came out of his thoughts to see Emilia looking up at him. She gave him a small, warm smile and turned to her mother. “I think we understand your concerns, Mom, but I also think there’s no need to worry for a while yet. Our relationship is still new, and we’re enjoying that.”

      Emilia’s mom gave a half-smile and nodded. “All I ask is that you keep it in mind.”
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      Jake would’ve thought for sure Emilia would choose to sleep in the room set aside for her when she first arrived… what with her mother visiting and all. But, nope! He was totally wrong, not that he really minded being wrong all that much. When she bade everyone good night, she calmly padded over to where he sat and held out her hands.

      She was adorable when she looked at him with a small, half-pout, and said, “I want my snuggles.”

      Jake just smiled and let her ‘pull’ him to his feet.

      The next morning, he woke up with her wrapped around him like he was her own, personal body pillow… as was usually the case the past couple weeks or so… and he had to admit that he wasn’t all that interested in moving. Something about how Emilia used him as a body pillow gave him the warm fuzzies, and he didn’t like the thought of interrupting that.

      But then he smelled a hint of breakfast from downstairs, and it was all over. His growling stomach woke them both.

      “Okay, okay,” Emilia mumbled as she pushed away from him and slipped out of the covers. She padded over to the room’s ensuite and stopped at the door, where she turned to look back at him and presented the most captivating profile. “Well? You joining me or not?”

      Jake couldn’t resist tapping into what would’ve been the Spatial Sphere for a ‘normal’ mage, and he vanished from the bed only to appear standing beside the shower door. “It seems like I’m waiting on you.”

      She gave him a flat look and playfully slapped his arm while he leaned in and started the shower warming.

      When they came downstairs a short time later, Gianna watched them cross to the dining area of the kitchen, where she, Bianca, and Gerald were setting out breakfast, and she turned to her druid friend. “Do they usually hold hands on the walk to breakfast, or is it me being here?”

      Bianca smiled as she regarded the two. “No… they’ve been holding hands quite often for a while now. I wouldn’t say it’s anything special because you’re here.”

      Gianna turned back to them just in time to see Jake help Emilia with her chair, and her expression softened considerably. “Good.”

      Jake’s phone buzzed just as he slid into his seat, and he excused himself as he checked it, finding a text from Isabel.

      From the sound of things, Gianna will be there for a few days, so I decided to take the opportunity to check on some things back home. Keep practicing with the candles… but no more than three hours per day. Bianca can show you where we keep the spares.

      Well… at least now, he knew where she’d disappeared to. But it wasn’t like he couldn’t keep practicing on his own. If he’d known about the spirit vault prior to meeting her, he might not even have accepted the mentorship deal. Or maybe he might have but negotiated her down from five favors to a lesser number. It was handy having someone who had needed to learn focus and control to help him do the same. His birth parents were awesome for theory and concepts, but until he found a way to create them new bodies and get them out of the spirit vault, hands-on training was a bit challenging.

      Breakfast was a pleasant affair with small talk all around. Jake enjoyed seeing Emilia with her mom. It made him want to smile, but he tried to keep his reactions from showing. He hadn’t thought that Emilia missed her mom all that much, but the way they interacted and how engaged Emilia was put the lie to that.

      Gianna filled a brief lull in the conversation by spearing Jake with a look as she asked, “So, how do you normally spend your days, Jake?”

      He swallowed the food he was chewing and took a drink. “Uhm… well… I normally work on practicing my control for a few hours, and then… well… my schedule’s kinda open.”

      “May I watch you practice?” Excitement gleamed in her eyes.

      Jake glanced at Emilia who shrugged, kicking the can back to him it seemed. “Uhm… sure… I don’t mind. I can’t swear that it’s any great show or anything. I’m just trying to light one candle in the center of several others without melting any of them. My best—so far—is lighting the red candle with the eight surrounding it getting only a little soft.”

      “Oh, my… I would not have thought control would be so elusive.”

      “Well… if I use my own energy, it’s not. I can light the red candle—and just the red candle—every time. But my birth parents told me that sorcerers did not use their own personal energy for more than just a starter, if you will. Sorcerers use the energy of everything around them, and their own personal energy should be no more than one part in ten. Far, far less if you can manage it. I’m really good at starting the draw from ambient power with just a trickle… less than a tenth of a tenth if I had to guess… but I still haven’t learned to gauge how much of the ambient I’m using. Since fire is the most difficult to control from what I’ve read and heard, I figured—if I can make it do only what I want—I ought to be able to do anything.”

      Gianna nodded, her enthusiasm very apparent and almost infectious. “Yes… yes, I see that. And you’re practicing with just the Fire Sphere?”

      “Yep. I don’t want to cheat by using a water heatsink or pulling all the air from the space around the candle to reduce convection. I’m honestly not sure that the box of partial vacuum would make any difference in the long run, anyway… seeing as how the sun seems to have no problem heating the planet from ninety-three million miles away with precious little anything in between.”

      “You’re probably right about that. It’s something to test, obviously, once you’ve mastered the exercise. It’s always important to keep from allowing yourself to develop a crutch. Crutches are always more of a weakness than a help.”

      With breakfast soon over, they set about clearing the table, while Emilia excused herself to run upstairs. So many hands made short work of it, and just as Bianca was shooing Gianna and Jake away from helping with the dishes, the jaguars trotted in.

      “A car just pulled in,” Smokey said. Her speech—and Bandit’s—was still a little rough, but they were progressing very quickly. If Jake had to guess, they were up to roughly that of an eight-year-old.

      Gianna let out a little eep! as she jumped back.

      “Oh, right… the jaguars couldn’t talk, the last time you were here. Wait… have you met them at all?”

      Gianna just stared at Smokey, who regarded her with the slightly angled head turn that denoted curiosity. “Uhm… no?”

      Emilia returned to the kitchen and pointed over her shoulder. “Hey… the Magocracy rep just pulled into the parking area. Were we expecting her?”

      Jake fought to keep from feeling exasperation at Callista’s return. He pointed to each of the jaguars as he said, “Smokey… and Bandit. Kids, this is Emilia’s mom, Gianna. Bandit… don’t lick her.”

      “What?” Gianna’s expression communicated a mixture of surprise and concern.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time he licked a guest,” Jake replied as he left the kitchen, heading to the front door.

      He stepped through the doorway just as Callista reached the steps that led up to the deck and gave his best welcoming smile. “Good morning, Callista. What brings you out here so early?”

      “I wanted to give you a little warning,” she answered as she leaned against the railing at the top of the steps. “The Marshals investigating yesterday’s incident told me they’ve been informed by their chain of command that the alphabet agencies are picking up increased chatter from some of the mage terror groups. Word has apparently reached them that their pride and joy of a leader is no longer among the living. Everyone is insisting it’s far too early to make any kind of predictions, but they seem to be working themselves into a proper dither. I’ll do what I can to keep you in the loop, but of course, that’s assuming I stay in the loop myself.”

      “I see. Well… thank you for letting me know. I don’t know what else to do beyond just doing what I do, practicing my control and such.”

      “No. There’s no reason to change any of your patterns, right now. And honestly, no one knows it was you anyway. I certainly haven’t put in any report or notes that I know the identity of the unknown mage, and given the nature of how we interface with multiple governments at various levels of classification, all Magocracy representatives receive a mind shield from a Mind grandmaster. So, it’s not like some random passer-by could read your identity from me.”

      Jake grinned. “Well, that’s good to know. What about Martha? Is she protected, too?”

      Callista’s lips quirked, but Jake couldn’t tell if she was going to smirk or smile. “At the time of your evaluation, she wasn’t… but… oddly enough, she is now.”

      “What do you think the chances are that the mage terrorists will try something?”

      “I honestly have no idea. I’m not an analyst. I do know there are all kinds of threats and attempts over the course of a year that the authorities foil, but like that old saying goes, it only takes one. The people who mentioned the increased chatter to me didn’t act as though they were particularly concerned, so I’d say that there’s not much to it at the moment. If I become aware of any changes, I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay, thanks. I appreciate you coming out.”

      Callista nodded once, and Jake extended his hand. They exchanged a respectful handshake, before Callista returned to the rental car. Seconds later, she was gone.

      Emilia appeared at his side, lifting his arm and sliding under it. He let his hand slide down her ribs to rest at her waist.

      “What did she want?”

      Jake wondered how much he should tell her. He didn’t want her—or anyone else—worrying, especially if the worrying was for naught. But if this relationship of theirs was serious—if it was to be an important part of his life for quite a while to come—how could he lie to her?

      “She heard from her sources in the government that the alphabet agencies have picked up increased chatter from mage terrorist groups. It seems they learned the Elementalist didn’t survive the encounter with the unknown mage. She said it’s too early to make any predictions what may come from it, even though the groups doing the chatter seem to be working themselves up to a proper lather.”

      Emilia looked up at him for a moment before she snuggled her head against his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “What for?”

      “Telling me the truth and not trying to ‘protect’ me.”

      Jake leaned down and angled her head upward just enough to give her a quick kiss on her forehead. “Hey, I draw the line at random Quad-Sphere terrorists that somehow end up in the local ER. If it’s not to that level… well… I figure you can handle it.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?”

      “Of course… because I know—deep down—that you’ll call me if you ever feel like you’re in over your head. Like you did yesterday. As long as you continue to do that, I’ll trust that you can handle the stuff you don’t call me about.”

      Emilia put just enough distance between them so she could make eye contact, and Jake smiled at the depth and breadth of emotion he saw in those chocolate-brown pools. She held her silence for several more moments, then broke it by saying, “You’re some kind of special, Jake Adams… you know that?”

      “No. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      That got him another playful swat, this time across his abs. “Come on, you cad. Mom wants to watch you practice.”

      When they turned, they found Smokey sitting on her haunches at the corner of the house. She must’ve been watching them, and Jake had spent enough time with the jaguars that he felt safe in concluding her expression carried warm regard and happiness. Smokey watched them in silence for a few moments, but as they opened the door to step inside, she stood and headed in the direction of the back patio.

      Not for the first time, Jake wondered how long the jaguars would live. He knew the average lifespan was around fourteen years from all the reading he did right after rescuing them as cubs, but he didn’t know how—or even if—the fact he was a sorcerer would modify that. He hoped it would, since their association with him had already drastically improved their mental acuity. He didn’t know if he’d ever be ‘ready’ to lose his best friends.

      Emilia seemed to notice his different thoughts. “Hey… where’d you go?”

      Through the large windows that made up one wall of the house, he saw the jaguars laying in the shade of a maple tree. “I was just thinking about Smokey and Bandit… what the average lifespan is for a jaguar and how I hope being around me gives them more time in addition to improving their intelligence and sapience.”

      “Yeah… you three are really close. It would hurt to lose them.”

      Jake simply nodded as he allowed Emilia to guide him outside where Gianna waited. He put thoughts of the jaguars’ potential mortality out of his mind as he stretched and otherwise prepared himself to light candles on fire for a while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Mobile Command Center

      US Marshals - Arcane Division

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      16 July 2025, 5:13am

      

      Morning came all too early for Callista. Even after two cups of coffee that seemed strong enough to not need the cups, she still felt cognitively sluggish. Her thoughts mired in drying concrete, if not quicksand.

      Her sleeping arrangements didn’t help matters. The staff at the hotel where she was staying were incredible. No complaints there. The bed, though? Not so much. Okay, okay… the mattress seemed new enough. It didn’t behave like an old mattress in need of replacement. In fact, she only had one complaint about it. But it was kind of a huge complaint.

      She’d always thought there were three categories when it came to mattress firmness: soft, semi-firm, and firm. Apparently, she had missed an entire fourth category her entire life. The King mattress in her room was so hard—not firm… hard—that she would not have been surprised at all to find out it was a concrete slab intended to patch a bridge or highway somewhere but made to look like a mattress.

      She eased her rental to a stop in the section of the parking lot at the hospital set aside for the various investigators and exited the vehicle, making sure she brought her mostly empty coffee cup with her. She was down to the dregs of her allotment of the elixir of life, and while the dregs were rarely drinkable to her, she wasn’t about to abandon what coffee was left. That just wasn’t in her nature.

      One of the Deputy Marshals flagged her down, asking, “Are you the Magocracy Rep?”

      “Yeah… that’s me.”

      “You have a secure call in the MCC. Whoever it is has been waiting almost a half-hour.”

      Oh, shit. “Thanks. I was already headed there.”

      A secure call meant government. The Magocracy used an entirely different system for their version of secure calls, and they didn’t label them as such, either. Which left her wondering just which level of government she’d face.

      Nobody liked to be kept waiting for a half-hour, regardless of the realities of such things like sleep. Plus… one could not discount Napoleon Syndrome, either. She hated dealing with the Tin Gods with a passion. Those inconsequential little pissants actually believed whatever title they had begged, borrowed, or stolen—rarely earned, if ever—actually mattered to her. Matter of fact, she could count on one hand the number of titles that actually scared her.

      On top of that, she didn’t have any missed calls on her phone. All the people she truly did not want to have as enemies had her number and would not have hesitated to wake her up to inform her of the imminent secure call.

      Following that chain of logic, whoever was behind this too-damn-early conference had to be some lower-echelon bottom-feeder with delusions of grandeur. There was no other possibility that made sense.

      The Mobile Command Center deployed by the US Marshals’ Arcane Division was built on the same type of chassis used for rollback or flatbed tow trucks or Super-C RVs. So for what it was, it was actually kinda roomy and comfortable inside… up to a certain level of occupancy.

      The workspace had one door; it was on the passenger side just behind the cab. Storage lockers lined the space between the battery banks (where diesel tanks would’ve been fifteen years before) and the dually rear tires. In addition to the two 15k-BTU air conditioning units and swing-out solar panels hinged along the long axis of the vehicle, the roof had sufficient antennas and satellite dishes to put a modern international news headquarters to shame.

      She wasn’t privy to all the discussions that resulted in the MCC’s deployment from Springfield, but it had arrived the afternoon of the incident and commandeered an impressive section of the parking lot. It was a statement on how cordial and respectful the relationship was between the hospital and the Marshals that the MCC’s section of the parking lot was about two hundred fifty yards away from the entrance to the ER. In a less cordial and cooperative environment, they would’ve claimed the choice real estate almost on the ER’s doorstep.

      Callista trudged up to the MCC’s door and pulled it open. She was on the first step, with her other foot lifting to the second when she heard the Deputy Marshal in charge of the scene say, “Ah… here she is now.”

      She fully entered the command center and saw only two people: Deputy Marshal Luis Alvarez, who was in charge of the scene; and Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines, who was the lead investigator. Which immediately set off alarms in the back of her mind. Since the MCC had arrived and begun operations, she had never seen only two people inside.

      “Pull up a chair, Callista. We’re on with the Secretary of Magic right now, but President Evans has been holding.”

      The breath seized in her throat. No, no, no… this could not be happening. Okay, yes… the Magocracy at large would’ve probably agreed with her that the Secretary of Magic was a bit of a stuffed shirt pissant, but President Juliette Evans was a different case altogether.

      “The President? I’ve been holding up the President of the United States? Why didn’t anyone call me?”

      Quentin Carlyle, Secretary of Magic, looked at her through a very thin flat screen. “The marshals from the Arcane Division were ready to go with the call, but President Evans wanted the Magocracy represented as well. Beyond that, the President does not want this discussion rushed, and the delay gave her time to read up on the topic of multi-Sphere mages.”

      Callista tried not to shrink in on herself. It took some willpower, considering all she wanted to do was slink away and hide somewhere. Would the President ask her if she knew anything about the unknown mage? If so, would she still keep Jake’s secret? If she did, what would that mean for her?

      This was not what she signed up for. Why did Jake have to reveal himself in Illinois of all places? If he would’ve just hopped the line to Missouri, her life as she knew it would not be circling the drain.

      With no warning whatsoever, the flat screen to the left of the one that showed the Secretary of Magic came to life, first displaying the Seal of the President of the United States before quickly switching over to a shoulders-up view of Juliette Evans… at a dining room table?

      Oh… yeah… the capital was an hour ahead, so it was just after six o’clock there.

      Juliette Evans was a woman in her mid 40s with a long history of public service, not to mention a family history of it. She grew up in the Midwest, and she was an only child. If Callista was reading the logo correctly, the first female president wore a sweatshirt from her undergraduate Alma Mater. Juliette Evans had a reputation for being a no-nonsense individual who avoided wasting time, and her opening statement proved that beyond all doubt.

      “Okay then, people. Let’s run through introductions kind of fast and get this conversation going.”

      Callista and her associates introduced themselves, and the President dove right in.

      “Assume I understand the basic overview of the timeline of events here. What is your assessment of the threat posed by the unknown mage?”

      “We simply do not have enough data points to answer that with any reliability, Madam President.” Deputy Marshal Luis Alvarez answered.

      The President turned her head slightly to the left, and Callista felt like the woman was looking right at her. “Ms. McMahon, what can you tell me about this unknown mage?”

      “Basically… what I said during the interview with the local news personality, ma’am. We have direct evidence of the mage possessing affinities to ten of the Arcane Spheres. As far back as the Magocracy’s records go—assuming the oldest records are even accurate—there has never been a mage with that many affinities.”

      President Evans gave a nod of understanding. “So, what are we talking… in terms of power?”

      “Ma’am… there is a noticeable but not significant difference in the amount of power possessed by a Dual-Sphere mage versus a single-Sphere. There is a noticeable and moderately significant difference in power between a Tri-Sphere and a Dual-Sphere. Ma’am, I’m a Dual-Sphere, and my first reaction at the thought of facing a Tri-Sphere is to flee. If the Tri-Sphere is exceptional—meaning they have full affinities across the board—I’d just run faster. The Magocracy has verified evidence of the Elementalist—a Quad-Sphere—defeating three Tri-Spheres in a pitched battle, and two of those Tri-Spheres were exceptional. Furthermore, we don’t know if he was going all out. The unknown mage displayed over twice the number of affinities the Elementalist possessed in total. I’m not trying to alarm you, ma’am, or be a fear-monger, but frankly? I would not be surprised if the unknown mage faced off against the Conclave of the Magocracy… and won. The current Merlin—the strongest mage in the Conclave—is just a Tri-Sphere, and only two of his affinities are full.”

      The President slowly nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Very well. Get as much information as you can on this unknown mage. I’m not comfortable with how little we know about them. I also haven’t even seen anything that categorically states the mage’s gender. Okay… thank you all.”

      Before everyone could finish saying “Thank you, Madam President,” she clicked off the call.
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        * * *

      

      The Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      16 July 2025, 10:15am

      

      Jake exited the rear of the house, allowing Emilia to lead or guide him. Gianna stood at the edge of his practice area, which was about twenty-five yards off the back patio. Emilia’s mom seemed fascinated with the setup. There was a time that it had fascinated Jake, too, but that was many, many candles—and a shrub or two—ago. All he wanted now was to develop the fine control necessary for him to be a scalpel in his use of magic… instead of a bludgeon.

      “So, tell me about this, Jake. I mean… if you don’t mind, please.”

      He grinned at Gianna’s enthusiasm. “It’s not complex. When I started, the plywood bases on the posts were twelve inches square. The first time I tried to light just the red candle in the center, my control slipped, and I melted all of them. Some of the posts still have wax residue on them. I have developed enough control and focus that the bases are now down to eight inches square. My end goal is for there to be no bases separating the posts. I figure… once I reach that level of focus and control with the Fire Sphere, I should be good. From everything I’ve read, Fire is the absolute most difficult to control.”

      “Oh, it certainly is… no doubt about that. May I ask what you’re practicing? Several of the people in my field office—or chapterhouse, if you prefer—have affinity to the Fire Sphere, and in our discussions about it, control for them seemed to come rather naturally. “Show me… please?”

      “All right.”

      That morning, he’d woken up with a new idea for visualizing how he wanted to interact with the ambient power. Always before, he’d just started the draw with a trickle of his power and gradually funneled more until he saw a reaction. But he’d dreamed about picturing the draw like a dial graduated from one percent to one hundred percent, and he wondered if that would make any difference.

      In his mind, he re-configured what he’d renamed the ‘Directed Energy’ construct to look a lot more like the flow regulator in a dam or spillway. At the top of his regulator was the module—or modules—for which Spheres he wanted to use that fed down to his control station. He pictured himself slotting the red-orange block that represented Fire into the center module space and then adjusted the dial to read ten percent. He pictured himself priming the regulator with a sliver of his own power, and then focusing on the wick of the red candle, he mentally pressed the big red button.

      He wasn’t the only one to gasp at the sight of a small flame flaring up on the red candle’s wick. None of the nearby candles seemed affected.

      Emilia cheered as she charged over and swarmed him into a hug. “You did it! Yay!”

      One success did not mean that he had found a solution that worked for him. It would be several successful attempts before he decided that. And then, it all came down to practicing until he didn’t need the regulator visualization. Until he had a natural feel for how much power he needed.

      After all… slow is smooth, and smooth is fast.

      Just as he was snuffing out the red candle to try again, a cell phone rang, and Gianna jerked in surprise, then fished hers out of her hip pocket. She frowned at it, then accepted the call.

      “Gianna Harcourt.” She walked away from the Emilia and Jake. She nodded while making vocalizations of agreement several times before she ended the call. “Hey, Bianca… when did you guys get cell service out here? The last time I visited before dropping off Emi, you didn’t have it.”

      Bianca stepped out onto the patio and shrugged. “It’s been three or four years ago, now. The Gibsons signed up their farm for some kind of paid research opportunity with the USDA, and they needed a better connection than just an old-style landline. You can see the repeater towers on the drive out here. Honestly, I’m kind of surprised you missed them.”

      Gianna just laughed. “Well… it was a fundamental truth of the universe that you were never going to let technology spoil your slice of pristine Mother Nature, so why should I have looked?”

      “Okay. Fair point. That was one of my hard lines.”

      Gianna mimed licking her fingertip and marking a point scored as she walked past her old friend and entered the house.
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        * * *

      

      Gianna entered the bedroom Bianca had set aside for her way back when the house was first finished. No one but her used it, which was a pleasant and welcoming feeling. The phone call had unsettled her. She didn’t like that the President wanted a secure video conference with her so soon after Jake revealed himself as the unknown mage. It shouldn’t have surprised her, really, but she didn’t like it all the same.

      She had been enjoying this visit with her longtime friends, her daughter, and her daughter’s… boyfriend? Lover? Regardless, she liked seeing them together. She liked seeing the look in Jake’s eyes when he saw or thought about her daughter. He definitely seemed to treat Emi right, and Emi seemed very much in favor of that.

      Gads… her daughter was dating the Titan. It still felt a little unreal to her. Especially when she considered what she sensed when he lit that candle. In that instant, Jake was a powerful giant trying to quietly tiptoe. There was no other way to describe what she perceived through her arcane senses… and… it both impressed and frightened her.

      But now was not the time for such thoughts. She needed to clear her mind and lock down her expression. She wasn’t going to lie to the President… but… she wasn’t going to tell her the whole truth, either. She owed it to Jake—and Emilia—to do what she could to help keep Jake’s secret as long as she could.

      She retrieved her work laptop from her tote and—since there was very good cell service at the grove now—the mobile hotspot she used while away from her home or office. In no time, she was looking at the desktop with the hotspot directly connected to protect against Wi-Fi interception. It was one thing to intercept Wi-Fi packets, but intercepting cellular data packets required a little more advanced skills and hardware.

      Once she confirmed she had access to the internet, she connected to her VPN service and sent a text to the President’s aide that she was ready for the video conference. A reply arrived almost immediately, delivering a connection string for an ultra-secure video conference software. She copied that string to her browser’s address bar and, when the page loaded almost instantly, clicked the ‘connect’ button.

      The Seal of the President of the United States flashed on the screen just long enough for Gianna to recognize it, and then, she was looking at Juliette Evans, the 47th President of the United States. The President sat at a plain desk in a white blouse and navy blue blazer. The background did not appear to match what Gianna knew of the Oval Office.

      “Good morning, ma’am,” Gianna said in greeting.

      “Yes, good morning, Gianna. I was so tempted to respond with, ‘That remains to be seen,’ but it actually isn’t such a horrible day for me. I requested this video conference, because all of my other sources do not have any meaningful information to give me. I know you and your organization prefer to fly under the radar—so to speak—but… Gianna, please… this unknown mage has quite a few people concerned. Is there anything at all you can tell me?”

      Gianna couldn’t resist a mischievous smile. “Oh, Madam President, there are a great many things I could tell you, but precious few of them would have any bearing on this matter. That being said, I do have a suspicion.”

      The President’s lips quirked at Gianna’s joke. “And may I ask what that suspicion is?”

      “Back in 2000, I was about halfway through my novitiate, and that year had two very notable occurrences. There was a total solar eclipse that was unforeseen, and about two weeks later, the moon shone red as blood one night. Those two events related to an ancient prophecy.

      

      “Hark ye hapless souls as I forewarn.

      “One day, another Titan shall be born.

      “Know ye the time of birth is nigh

      “When shade devours the sun on high.

      “Yet eclipse alone doth not the birth foretell.

      “The child comes within a fortnight; mark ye well

      “The night when hangs a blood moon o’er the dell.”

      

      President Evans pursed her lips and shook her head slightly. “That’s not ominous at all.”

      “Ma’am, there is one class of Crafter that modern mainstream society knows nothing about, not even the Magocracy. They were the sorcerers, and the ancient Greeks based the Titans in Greek Mythology on them. The Olympians were based on their children with mundane humans. The sorcerers had full affinity with all twelve Arcane Spheres. My order searched and searched and searched for the baby Titan back in 2000, but we never found him or her. My suspicion is that this unknown mage is the Titan of that prophecy, what the mages of Caesar’s era would’ve called a sorcerer.”

      “The Magocracy Representative for the State of Illinois informed me earlier this morning that the unknown mage displayed affinities with ten Spheres. If you are correct… if this unknown mage is indeed a sorcerer… what do you recommend as our course of action?”

      “You won’t like it, Madam President.”

      She received a flat look from Evans. “I’m not asking you to give me only the advice I’ll like. I’m a grown woman, Gianna; I’ll survive it.”

      “My recommendation is that you do nothing. I would argue it was a clear-cut case of Defense of Another as stipulated in the laws governing self-defense. Matter of fact, didn’t the Elementalist have a Dead or Alive bounty on him across something like twenty-three countries? I’d say this unknown mage did us a favor.”

      “Yes… okay… I get that. But what happens when whoever it is stops doing us favors? What happens when the unknown mage does something heinous? And if you’re correct that the unknown mage is in fact a sorcerer, how do we stop him or her if they do go bad?”

      Gianna sighed. “Madam President, why not have the US Marshals work up a case and present it to the local US Attorney? If the US Attorney declines to prosecute because the unknown mage’s actions were covered under the self-defense laws, make a statement to that effect and just let whoever it is live their life. I understand that people who live in a national security mindset always approach new and unforeseen situations as threats, because—in their minds—they can’t afford not to. But that isn’t always the correct response, and I strongly urge you to convince your people of that.”

      President Evans regarded her with a thoughtful expression. “That almost sounds like you know something you’re not telling me.”

      Gianna sighed. “Madam President… if I am correct and this unknown mage is a sorcerer, she or he can either be an incredible friend or a terrifying enemy. There will be people in the government advocating that the United States should capture whoever it is; they will argue that the unknown mage is a threat as long as they’re not under direct governmental control. If this unknown mage is indeed a sorcerer, you should know that such a mindset or response is directly counter to my order’s founding thesis, and we will not support nor look kindly upon that approach.”

      President Evans leaned back in her seat, interlacing her fingers in front of her as she tapped her chin. “That almost sounds like a threat, Gianna.”

      “Madam President, it was not a threat. It was a statement of fact. You know of my order, because my predecessor chose for whoever held the office of the President of the United States to know about our order. If this unknown mage is indeed a sorcerer and if the United States government approaches them with a doctrine of capture and authoritarian control… especially when they have done nothing to warrant that response beyond existing… I give you my word that my order will use all the legal means at our disposal to thwart you. It’s as simple as that. If it helps, think of us as the ACLU, just for sorcerers.”

      “I see. You’ve given me a lot to consider, Gianna. Thank you for your time.”

      “Thank you, Madam President.”

      The video conference ended, and Gianna sagged back against her seat. She hoped she steered the government away from doing something foolish… but… probably not. It might be wise to rouse the order and start making preparations to defend Jake across the world. Such was not the course she preferred, but such was life.
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      Ever since Gianna disappeared into the house, Jake had kept practicing with his new visualization technique. It seemed to be bearing fruit as he alternated between using it one time and not using it one time in an effort to develop an unconscious awareness of the power necessary to produce an effect. In this case, lighting one—and only one—candle wick.

      He was making progress. Matter of fact, he felt he was making sufficient progress to try an experiment.

      Using the power or flow regulator visualization, he’d determined that he needed a minimum setting of three percent to light the red candle’s wick. He now wanted to try lighting the red candle’s wick plus the wicks of the eight white candles around it.

      Nine times five is forty, so he dialed up his regulator to forty percent and focused on just those nine candle wicks… then activated his framework.

      When only those nine candles lit, he broke out into a huge grin and pumped his fist in the air.

      Emilia gasped, her eyes wide and her jaw slack. “Jake! What was that?”

      “That was me getting a better understanding of how to interface with the ambient power.”

      Right then, the back patio doors opened, and Gianna exited the house.

      As she approached, she said, “So, what did I miss?”

      “Jake just lit nine candle wicks… by choice! Mom! That’s huge!”

      Gianna added to the mood with her own smile. “It certainly is. That’s incredible, Jake. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. I’ve been practicing a new visualization while you were gone, and I reached a point where I felt like trying an experiment. It seems it was a success.”

      “I’ll say,” Gianna replied. “So… I hate to rain on your party, but we may have a problem.”

      “How so, Mom?”

      Gianna motioned for Jake and Emilia to join her in the seats around one of the patio tables—complete with a large umbrella over it. “Okay. That phone call was a request for a secure video call… with the President. And yes, I mean the President of the United States. She wanted my take on—and any insights about—the unknown mage. Not knowing what else to say and not wanting to outright lie to her, I fed her the Titan Prophecy. I don’t know how Uncle Sam is going to come down on this, but the governmental mindset since the Independence Day attacks seems to be to assume a threat first and maybe, possibly, walk that back a century or two down the road. I do not like that mentality, and I certainly don’t like it being applied to the young man my daughter is currently dating. I tried to wave her off from going down the ‘unlawful combatant’ path, but only time will tell. I can’t even begin to imagine how much the Feds would love to have you at their beck and call, Jake.”

      “So, what do we do?” Jake asked. “I’m not about to let the US government or anyone else lock me away to be some kind of damned lab rat. I don’t want to be a bad guy, but I don’t like the idea of just rolling over for them. I mean… should we just go to the President and introduce myself? Work out some kind of arrangement like what Isabel has with the US Marshals?”

      Gianna frowned. “Isabel? Who’s Isabel, Jake? Do you mean Gerald and Bianca’s friend who visited while I was dropping off Emi? What does she have to do with this?”

      Shit. Why didn’t he pay more attention to what he was saying? What should he do now? Isabel seemed to want some separation from Gianna. He did his best to think about his choices, but in the end, he could only think of one that might get him out of his slip-up without making it worse.

      “Okay. Yeah… I’m gonna need to make a call.”

      Jake grabbed his phone and stood, thumbing through his contacts as he walked around the corner of the house. He selected Isabel’s contact and tapped the number to dial it. Not even two rings later, Isabel answered.

      “Hello, Jake. Are you well?”

      “Hi. Yeah… I guess I’m well enough. I started practice today using a new visualization for what I want to accomplish, and it’s working out really well. I lit the wick on just the red candle the first time when I used it, and I’ve practiced enough that I can choose to light the red candle’s wick along with the wicks of the first ring of candles around it. But that’s not why I called. Apparently, Emilia’s mom is high enough in the Order of Harpocrates that the President has a direct line to her. The President called her to ask her thoughts on the unknown mage, and not knowing what else to do, she told the President about the prophecy of the Titan and about sorcerers. When she was telling me all this… well… I kinda screwed up and wondered out loud if she thought it would be possible to have a position similar to how you’re the escalation call for the US Marshals. I am so sorry, Isabel. I was wrapped up in the fact that the President is asking people about me and kinda just blurted that out. I guess I trust Gianna already, hopefully not more than I should.”

      “I… see.” She was silent long enough that Jake started to wonder if the call dropped. “Very well. These kinds of things happen, Jake, and I myself am just as guilty of them. I think the four of us should discuss this, but I just arrived at my home outside of Pueblo.”

      Jake fought the urge to grin. “Would… you like me to try a portal?”

      “Try to open one and see how long you can hold it, first. If you can keep it stable for a minute, send Emilia and her mother through.”

      “Okay. Gimme a moment.” Jake closed his eyes and focused on his sense of Isabel… both Isabel the woman and Isabel the dragon. He set his regulator visualization to his Spatial Sphere and pictured the dial at twenty-five percent. An ovoid portal started to form in front of him but didn’t complete before it vanished. So, he adjusted the dial in his visualization to thirty-five percent and tried again.

      This time, the portal opened and seemed stable.

      From what Jake could see through the portal, Isabel lounged in what looked like a very lit cave. In the background, he could see stacks and piles of precious metals, jewels, and artwork. Isabel nodded her draconic head once, and Jake smiled.

      “I’ll close this and go talk to Emilia and her mother. Be right back.”

      He severed the tendril of power holding the portal open, and it winked out of existence, leaving no trace it had ever existed. He pivoted on his heel and went back to where Emilia and her mother waited. They stopped their chat when Jake approached.

      “Isabel would like to discuss the situation with us, and I just tested whether I could open a portal to her.”

      Emilia smiled. “And it worked?”

      “Oh, yeah… it took me two tries, though. I didn’t feed it enough power on the first attempt.”

      “Where is she, anyway? I kinda wanted to introduce her to Mom.”

      “She went home to check a few things in Pueblo and give you time with your Mom.” Jake hoped that would be enough of an explanation. “But I just tried opening a portal to her, and I held it for over a minute. I felt like I could’ve held it longer. We could hop over there and talk this out with her.”

      Emilia beamed, grinned ear to ear. “You opened a portal to the Pueblo area and held it for over a minute? That’s awesome, Jake. I’m so proud of you!”

      Her support embarrassed him a little bit. He’d never had his own cheering section before. “Uhm… thanks. So, if you two would like, we can go to Pueblo and discuss this with Isabel.”

      Emilia and Gianna shared a look. Emilia shrugged.

      “You’ll like Isabel, Mom. She’s incredible.”

      Gianna turned back to Jake. “Very well. Let’s go.”

      Jake concentrated on his sense of Isabel once more, focusing on the mental framework and visualization he’d just used a few moments before. Opening the portal didn’t require any more time or effort or power than it had the first time, and he specifically chose to angle it away from Isabel so that anyone stepping through the portal wouldn’t immediately see her. It was a horrible joke to play on Gianna, but he couldn’t resist. He and Emilia had already seen her in her true form, so wasn’t it fair that Gianna should as well?

      This second, successful portal was ovoid, just like the first, and Emilia led her mother through it. As they stepped through the portal, it reminded Jake of videos showing people moving through ships with water-tight hatches. Jake quickly followed suit and then allowed the portal to close.

      “What is this… a cave?” Gianna asked as she looked over hewn rock wall in front of her. She touched a section that Jake suspected were claw marks. “I’ve never seen tool marks like this before. Interesting. Where is Isabel, Jake? We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “I am right here.” As before Isabel’s voice when in her dragon form resonated against Jake’s bones, like being less than fifteen feet from a concert-grade speaker during the main event.

      Giana spun. Her eyes shot wide, and she screamed, jumping to place herself between Emilia and the rather large dragon about twenty-five yards away. “Jake! Portal!”

      “Now, why would I do that? We just arrived. Isabel, I’d like to introduce you to Emilia’s mom, Gianna Harcourt. Gianna, please be introduced to Isabel. She told us we would harm ourselves trying to pronounce her dragon name, so we just use the name she’s chosen as a human.”

      Gianna darted looks back and forth between Jake and Isabel. After a couple seconds, she realized that neither Jake, Emilia, nor the dragon were making any aggressive or threatening moves. Several seconds more, she was pretty close to calm.

      “I’m guessing my daughter and Jake have already seen you as a dragon, then, Isabel?”

      “They have.”

      Gianna shot them each a look that promised dire retribution before she turned and approached Isabel. “Very well. Do you wish to discuss matters here?”

      Isabel bobbed her head in a nod. “Yes, if you please. It has been a while since I enjoyed my true form. I didn’t realize how much I needed to decompress until I stretched out, here in my lair.”

      She clutched a rock in her taloned forepaw that looked large enough to require at least a handful of men to even nudge and rapped it solidly against the wall. Jake gaped when it produced a gong-like sound.

      A man about half a head shorter than Jake soon arrived from a tunnel off to his left that he hadn’t noticed. He was trim and lithe of build. He was either naturally bald or kept his head shaved. From what Jake could see in the dim lighting, he didn’t look older than his mid-thirties. He wore a cotton shirt and pants that reminded Jake of Japanese casual wear of a century or so ago. The shirt’s sleeves were rather voluminous, and the pants nudged the line of being pantaloons.

      “You rang, Great One?”

      “Yes, Kai. Thank you. My guests need chairs, and I think some refreshment might be in order.”

      The man gave a deep bow. “Yes, Great One.”

      He vanished back down the tunnel, and Isabel heaved a sigh.

      “I’ve told him before just what I think of that ‘Great One’ schtick, but the moment anyone visits, there’s no correcting him.”

      It wasn’t long before Kai returned, pushing a cart that reminded Jake of the room service carts he’d seen in movies. This particular cart carried folding chairs in addition to a collection of beverages and snacks. Kai set the chairs out and started to withdraw.

      “Wait, Kai. You have a singular mind when it comes to strategy. I would have you join us.”

      Kai turned and claimed the final chair from the cart, joining them in the rough semi-circle they had created.

      Isabel waited until they had each claimed a drink and some snacks. “Now… before we get too far into this, introductions are in order.”

      They went around the room, introducing themselves, and Kai seemed very respectful when Jake took his turn. Kai introduced himself as merely “the Great One’s servant.”

      There was no doubt in Jake’s mind he was more than that, but if that’s how he wanted to play it, fair enough.

      At that point, Isabel gestured for them to begin, and Gianna recounted everything she had already told Jake and Emilia. During the woman’s narrative, Isabel settled down, crossing her forepaws in front of her and resting her chin on them. Her gaze never left Gianna.

      When Emilia’s mother finally ran down, Isabel adopted a thinking posture. Jake didn’t say a word, content to wait for Isabel to marshal her thoughts. After several moments, she broke the silence.

      “There are no choices that are wholly good or wholly bad in this. As matters stand right now, I do not believe Jake possesses sufficient leverage to keep the government from interfering in his life. I see no reason not to use my own leverage in his favor. But… that does not address Jake’s desires in the matter. What say you?”

      Jake sighed. “I think we always knew I wouldn’t stand idly by. But I don’t want the world knowing that I am Jake Adams while I help others. My parents, my friends… even my hometown… are all vulnerable. I can’t be here protecting them if I’m out and about helping you make the world a better place, and I want to do that.”

      “I appreciate your willingness to help. These long years of solitary toil have been… well… not always the best for me. But the question remains… how do you want to go about this?”

      “I don’t think I’m ready to announce myself to the world yet. I know I kind of did that by dealing with the Elementalist, but I’d just as soon stay the unknown mage for as long as possible. Maybe keep my eyes and ears open for situations where I can help and grow the mystique a little.”

      Isabel nodded. “Yes, I can see that. Your thoughts, Kai?”

      “The more he acts as this unknown mage, the more the authorities will pursue him. They do not like unknown entities operating in their territory. Frankly, I am amazed you have flown under the radar—as it were—as long as you have. If he proceeds with this plan of acting in limited fashion and small ways to help, it will not be long before every facet of the government hunts him. Eventually, their investigators may start connecting dots and root him out regardless of what precautions are taken.”

      “Yes, good point.” Isabel’s voice seemed to rumble and resonate throughout the cavern. “Very good points, Kai… as always. What do you think? Should Jake pursue that plan?”

      Kai leaned back against the chair and rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure that he can avoid it, truthfully. If the ultimate goal is for the government to leave him alone and treat him with respect, they must be aware of his capabilities. They must be aware that he can hurt them as much as they can hurt him, if not more… assuming they choose to push the matter into a confrontation.”

      “But wouldn’t that also run the risk of provoking a negative response out of fear?” Gianna asked.

      “All life is risk. It always has been and always will be. Even those who cower at home, afraid of the world, still run risks. They simply do not see them for what they are.” He paused and regarded Gianna in silence for several moments. “Your role in this will become somewhat perilous. The President possibly suspects you know more than you told. You must walk a fine line to remain useful and not burn that relationship.”

      “Should I meet with the President?” Jake asked. “Would that help alleviate some of her—or even their—concerns?”

      “No. Not yet,” Isabel countered. “If you meet with them now, as you are, they will not respect you or your power. They will try to box you into their expectations and what they desire of you. No. Work to avoid meeting them as much as you can, until such time as your power is undeniable. Then—and only then—do you sit down for a meeting. And make them come to you.”

      Jake wasn’t sure how he’d go about making the President come to him, and if he was being honest, he wasn’t even sure he liked that. But at the same time, he understood what she meant. If government didn’t see him as a peer, they would treat him like a wayward child in need of scolding… at best.

      And that was something he really, really didn’t want.
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      Penthouse, Stigium Tower

      New York City

      17 July 2025, 9:30am (Eastern)

      

      The man known throughout Stigium Tower as Mister Cato sat down to a late breakfast on the east-facing balcony overlooking Manhattan. It was a little windy that day, but it was a simple matter to keep that from ruining his morning. He enjoyed that Stigium Tower—his tower—was the tallest building in the five Burroughs, and the top three floors of it—including his penthouse—were for his exclusive use. The two floors below the penthouse provided facilities for those who served him… cooks, housekeeping, the various businesses he controlled or outright owned, his personal staff, conference rooms, and so on.

      He enjoyed the subtle empire he’d spent the last several centuries building. It wasn’t possible to be much of a world power until the Industrial Revolution, but that hadn’t meant he couldn’t amass a great many assets and wealth. It had required a few object lessons down through the years to ensure the various kings and nobles understood that they only controlled what he allowed them to control, but the simple humans were so short-lived that every third generation or so had required a new lesson. It had been more tiring traveling all over the world—even with his ability to teleport—to keep them all in line that he’d rejoiced just as much as the peasants when constitutional reforms spread through the world.

      In those areas whose culture did not enshrine personal freedoms… well… those in charge knew what assets and businesses and buildings to avoid if they valued their families’ lives as well as their own.

      He smiled as he took in the view toward Long Island and the Atlantic. It was a good day.

      The staff delivered his breakfast along with the collection of newspapers he preferred. The Wall Street Journal. The New York Times. USA Today. They all tended to focus on different aspects of national news, and he found it valuable to read them all. He would’ve subscribed to the Washington Post as well, but his distance from the national capital meant delivery through the mail, instead of same-day. He didn’t like all the digital things that had exploded across the world, preferring the physical papers he could hold… and incinerate when the occasion called for it.

      He slowly worked through his breakfast—a steak and vegetable omelet with orange juice and a fruit cup—making an effort not to think about business or his various projects. Sometimes, it was difficult for him to just step back and enjoy the day. Even with his immortality, it seemed like he never had enough time.

      His interest in his nephew was a case in point. In the grand scheme of things, he didn’t care at all whether the boy lived or died. It made no difference at all to him. Except that his damnable brother and the man’s wife had squirreled away the family vault. Even after two thousand years, he still hadn’t found it, or if he had, it hadn’t responded to him. He felt certain it was somewhere on the Italian peninsula, possibly even within the family’s former holdings scattered around modern-day Naples.

      It had taken quite a bit of work, down through the centuries, but he’d managed to hold onto a collection of properties the Aternius family had held during the Republic years of Ancient Rome, including the family’s villa. He’d searched them all to no avail. So, either they had protected the family’s vault from him… or… it wasn’t part of any of the properties he’d saved and maintained.

      Which meant he had to manipulate his poor, pathetic nephew into locating the family vault so that he could claim it from him. It would be good if the boy would peaceably hand it over to him when he asked, but he feared it would be something of a confrontation. As far as he knew, he and the boy were the only surviving members of the Aternius family, and he didn’t relish removing the boy from the ranks of the living.

      But what other option would he have if Gaius—or Jake, given what his human parents had named him—wouldn’t see reason?

      Cato sighed as he set aside his eating utensils and pulled one of the newspapers from the stack. He liked how his staff always situated them in such a way that he could pull one at random and be sort of surprised by which one he drew. There was a week or so a couple years back where he and the staff had slipped into a synchronized rhythm, in which their stacking rotation coupled with his migrating choice of paper ensured he always started the day with The Wall Street Journal.

      That had been a little frustrating and required a few days to reset the system. He’d never said a word to his people, though. No, not at all. They did an excellent job, and as long as that continued, he wasn’t about to permit a little thing like the stacking order of newspapers to come between them.

      When he unfolded that morning’s first selection, it seemed he’d start the day with The New York Times. And right there, in bold letters and a slightly blurry picture, was none other than his nephew. The headline read, “Who Is The Unknown Mage?”, and proceeded to give an account of the whole debacle at the provincial hospital involving the Elementalist he’d… well, abducted… and his nephew. From the sounds of what the arcane investigators had managed to determine, it sounded like the Elementalist hadn’t been much of a challenge for Gaius.

      On the one hand, that pleased him. He’d always been of the opinion that the Aternius line of sorcerers were supreme in their mastery of their power, and a small part of him smiled at the thought of little Gaius continuing that tradition.

      But where had he learned how sorcerers truly used their power? Normal mages couldn’t teach that. Trying to wield the world’s power like a sorcerer would kill a mage faster than a mundane bullet to the brain… and it wasn’t a pleasant death, either.

      In reading through the article, it seemed clear to him that Gaius had indeed learned the secrets of sorcery. Even Merlin would not have been able to create such a spectacular personal shroud, not to mention hover for as long as Gaius had in the hallway… at least by all accounts.

      No… the boy had started down the path of becoming a true sorcerer. There was no other explanation that made sense. Perhaps, that was how he dealt so easily with the griffon.

      Curiosity piqued, Cato set aside the Times to check the other two newspapers. And, yes… his nephew was the top headline on both of them as well.

      Interesting.

      He would need to step back and consider how this evolution affected his plans. Was there a way to make use of it? And did he want to help the boy build his fame and reputation… or try to slow that growth as much as he could?

      This was not something he should decide in a matter of minutes while reading the morning papers.

      No. It required careful thought and analysis.

      But first, he still had newspapers to read…
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      17 July 2025, 9:45am (Central)

      

      Jake leaned back against his seat at the dining table. Breakfast had been excellent, and he relished the ‘not hungry’ feeling. Instead of his usual bagels and cream cheese, he had opted for a three-egg veggie omelet with glass of orange juice and a fruit cup on the side.

      It hadn’t taken much effort to clean is plate. Not at all. Matter of fact, Bianca had given him a couple glances as if asking whether he wanted seconds, but after a minute or two for his food to settle, he decided he didn’t need more.

      He’d started his day a little later than usual, and everyone else had already eaten their breakfast. Jake had tried to tell Bianca that he could take care of himself, but she wouldn’t have it. Not in her kitchen.

      He was just about to go set up the candles for his morning practice when a hummingbird flitted into the room.

      * Guest! Guest! We have a guest, guest, guest! *

      The little bird danced and flitted all around the great room, repeating its little song, until Bianca acknowledged it. “Yes… thank you, dear. We heard you the first time.”

      The hummingbird vanished back out through whatever opening it had used to enter the house as Bianca crossed to the bay window beside the front door. Jake heard her growl all the way over at the dining table.

      “Jake, I’m afraid you’ll have to put off practice. The hummingbird was correct… for once. It seems Sally Donovan has come to call, and she brought a cameraman.”

      Now, Jake wanted to growl. He suspected he knew why she was here. Both Gerald and Emilia had been at the hospital during the Elementalist’s attack, and Emilia only escaped his notice because Gerald hustled her off to his office while the Elementalist was focused on the two deputy marshals and terrifying the ER patients into submission.

      Had she obtained a list of people who were on-site for the incident somehow? Or was she merely here to speak with Gerald because of his known affiliation with the hospital?

      Emilia arrived at his side and threaded her arm through his. Ever since the incident with the Elementalist, she’d seemed a little more affectionate than what Jake would’ve considered normal. Not that he minded at all…

      Bianca opened the door to the front porch and led Gerald outside before Sally Donovan even reached the first step up to the porch. She looked a little surprised by the reception as everyone filed out after the Wainwrights.

      Whether she guessed the journalist’s thoughts correctly or not, Bianca gestured at the all the birds around them, saying, “We knew you were here before your vehicle stopped moving. What can we do for you?”

      “I was hoping to interview Dr. Wainwright and Miss Harcourt about their experiences during the incident with the Elementalist. I’m putting together a kind of capstone piece that will run before the news on Friday, and I’ve been trying to assemble as many eye-witness accounts as I can manage.”

      Bianca turned to Gerald, who shrugged. “I don’t see what it will hurt. It’s not like I’m a hermit in the community or anything.”

      Sally beamed. “Thank you, Doctor.”

      The cameraman started setting up his gear, even going back to the van for some tripod lights.

      Jake watched him work with some mild fascination, and Sally was at his side before he realized it.

      “And just who are you, hmmm? You seem familiar to me for some reason.”

      Jake simply smiled. “Do you get your groceries at Percy’s? I used to work there.”

      Sally’s eyes shot wide, as she snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “The bank! That’s right. You broke up that robbery a couple months back when you manifested. Time Sphere, right?”

      “Yeah… Time, Light, and Life. I’m not sure where my familiars are at the moment, but they’re around here somewhere.”

      “Life… hmmm… so you’re Doctor Wainwright’s student, too? Why weren’t you at the hospital with him, like Miss Harcourt?”

      Jake leaned back against the house’s wall and tried to adopt an indifferent nonchalance. “I’ve been focusing on my Light Sphere, lately. I don’t want to let my studies get too unbalanced. Well… except for the Time Sphere. That one scares me a little, frankly.”

      The journalist nodded. “Yeah… I can see how it would. I would love to sit down with you sometime to talk about the robbery. It’s kind of old news, but it seems Hornbeam has really become a locus for this kind of stuff. It might be interesting to do something with a broader scope.”

      He was not interested in her doing anything with a broader scope… especially if it involved him. But he remembered Isabel’s warning about trying to hide from reporters and held himself to a simple shrug. “Ehh… like you said, I’m old news, now. I doubt anyone outside of Hornbeam would care all that much, and most of the people around town already know me. I grew up here.”

      Sally worked her lower lip between her teeth for a moment as she held eye contact. He wasn’t sure if she was appraising him or what, but after a few moments of silence, she nodded. “Yeah… you’re probably right. I’m just so tired of covering county fairs, you know? I want to report on the stories that matter.”

      Jake’s mind flashed back to the griffon who’d fully expected he would kill it. He did his best not to heave the sigh he felt. “Just be careful about that. The stories that really matter often come with a cost.”

      The cameraman said, “Okay, Sally… we’re ready here.”

      Sally absently nodded, her expression appraising as she still held Jake’s gaze. “You are quite the interesting person. Maybe we could sit down some time for a… chat.”

      “I suppose, but it depends on what you’re wanting from it. I’m happily involved right now.”

      A sly smile curled one side of her mouth. “I’m not surprised. Not surprised at all.”

      With that, she turned and walked over to where Gerald and Emilia sat in two of the porch chairs, with a third sitting empty for her. As soon as she turned away from him, Jake retreated to the interior of the house. He caught a single look backward from her out of the corner of his eye as he stepped through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Emilia settled into a chair just off Gerald’s right. She wasn’t sure she liked being in the spotlight, however temporary. So many other people deserved recognition. All she did was hide under a desk.

      She didn’t like how the cameraman kept leering at her, either. On the one side, it was nice to know people found her attractive, but this guy was just all skeevy about it. He gave her the vibe that he wouldn’t have an issue trying to force his attention if the circumstances were ‘right.’ She tried sorting through the impressions he gave her and came away feeling that he might even prefer forcing his intentions, versus the route of consent.

      All it would take was a thought. Just a simple thought, and Jake would be back outside in an instant. She knew he’d be so upset that his power would be a roiling, seething thing. Almost palpable against the otherwise-serene grove.

      Which was why she didn’t send the thought.

      A half-smile curled one side of her mouth, and from Sally’s expression as she sat in the only remaining chair, Emilia wondered what she looked like right then. Her thoughts were certainly dark enough, no doubt about that.

      Emilia bided her time. The cameraman announced they were live, and Sally threw Gerald a couple softball questions. He handled himself excellently.

      Then, Sally turned to Emilia. “Emilia Harcourt, yes? You are Doctor Wainwright’s apprentice in the Life Sphere?”

      “Yes, I am, Sally. Thank you for asking. I’ve already learned quite a bit about the Life Sphere from Doctor Wainwright, and he has even introduced me to a few associates who have helped me start mastering my other affinities.”

      “That’s wonderful, Emilia. May I ask what those are?”

      “Mind and Spirit.” She enjoyed how the cameraman twitched at that news. “May I ask you a question?”

      “Of course, Emilia… whatever you like.”

      Sally was all smiles, and Emilia wondered if she had even the slightest clue how far off the rails her interview was about to go.

      “Do you choose to work with a man who fairly radiates his enjoyment of forcing himself on women?”

      Sally’s expression went from smiles to stone in the blink of an eye. “What? I don’t know where you’re getting⁠—”

      “Oh, he radiates it, Sally. He’s been leering at me since I sat down, his thoughts almost shouting how much he’d love to have me at his mercy. Hmmm… I wonder how many other women he has enjoyed. Were you aware of this? Do you condone it?”

      “No… of course, I don’t condone it. I hate—” Her eyes shot wide, and her entire demeanor shifted to fear as she realized what she’d admitted.

      The cameraman snarled. “Dammit… Sally, I told you what would happen if you didn’t keep your mouth shut. Well, this interview is over. Might as well keep my promise before I have to disappear again.”

      He withdrew a small pistol from behind his back and leveled it at Sally. He thumbed the hammer back, and just as Emilia saw his finger twitch, a new voice spoke.

      “Hey, sis… he’s doing a bad thing, right? That thing he’s holding is bad?”

      Emilia grinned, because she recognized the voice. Both the cameraman and Sally turned toward the steps that led up to the porch and saw two jaguars standing on the grass. They both regarded the cameraman.

      The white one said, “Yes, fur-butt. That’s a bad thing. Well, Jake would say it’s just a tool and that the person about to use it is bad.”

      “Oh. So… we should do something, yeah? Good people stop bad people, right?”

      “That is the theory, fur-butt.” Smokey lifted her head to look at the cameraman. “If you’d be kind enough to place that pistol on the porch and step away from it, we can avoid the unpleasantness of finding out what your blood tastes like. No matter how hard we try to avoid it, we always get a little in our mouths when we bite bad people.”

      “Can anyone else hear the jaguars talking?” The cameraman sounded a little panicky. “Animals don’t talk. They don’t talk, right?”

      Emilia stood and stepped around the camera. “If you think this is scary, you haven’t seen anything yet. Drop that gun before you really piss me off.”

      The cameraman darted a look at her. “You… you’re doing this? You’re messing with my mind?”

      “Yep… I sure am. Wanna find out what comes next? You’re doing pretty well, honestly. The last schmuck had already messed himself by now.”

      The cameraman looked a little wild around the eyes as he dropped to his knees and placed the pistol on the porch before pushing it to slide away from him. He interlaced his fingers behind his head and tightly closed his eyes.

      Gerald stood, saying, “I’ll call Sheriff Brown,” as he headed inside the house.

      Sally stared at Emilia, then flicked a glance at the jaguars. Emilia thought a question was right on the tip of her tongue, but the reporter never uttered it.

      Emilia turned back to the cameraman. “Look… kneeling on this hardwood will destroy your knees if you do it the entire time it’ll take for the sheriff to arrive. Stand up, and go lie face-down in the grass. At least that way, we won’t be doing you any lasting harm.”

      The cameraman whimpered, and Emilia almost decided he wasn’t going to take her up on her generosity. But he steeled himself and stood, descending the steps and carefully stepping between the jaguars. He knelt once more on the grass and then kind of fell forward. It didn’t have to be so complicated; Emilia wouldn’t have minded if he used his arms to help him lay down… but he must’ve thought differently.

      Seeing the cameraman on the ground, Emilia remarked, “All right… now that you’re comfy, we’ll just wait for the sheriff.”
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      Sally watched the SUV from the Sheriff’s Department vanish through the arched opening in the hedge, and she resisted the urge to shudder. For the first time in too long, she felt like she might have a chance at some peace. As much as she wanted to focus on the feelings that swirled within her, she wasn’t able to set aside the fact that she’d heard the jaguars, too. She’d watched their jaws and lips move to form the words she’d heard them say.

      She didn’t know what to make of that. She really didn’t.

      There were all kinds of wild stories making the rounds about what Druids or especially gifted Life mages could do, but none of them said anything even hinting at giving animals the capacity for speech.

      What the hell was going on around here?

      Hornbeam—and really, Alexander County as a whole—didn’t used to be so… active? Weird? She wasn’t sure the proper term. But nothing like the various events of the past few days had ever happened here… not until that guy manifested during the bank robbery.

      Was he somehow involved? Or was it merely coincidence?

      There was something about him that felt… off… to her. Something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Like she was too close to an apex predator with nothing between her and it.

      But that made no sense to her. Nothing about their interaction before the fiasco she’d wanted to be an interview had thrown her any red flags. The feeling he gave her was a more gradual awareness that she only realized once he wasn’t close to her personal space.

      Something was definitely going on around here. There was no question of that.

      But was it newsworthy?

      Without knowing what was going on, she had no way to know.

      She turned from her thousand-yard stare at the retreating SUV that carried away the man who’d threatened her for over three years and found Gerald and Emilia watching her. Maybe even waiting for her.

      He offered a faint smile. “Would you like some help packing up your equipment?”

      “I want to be all tough and independent, but it’s been a while since I lugged that stuff around. I’d appreciate it.”

      He nodded. “You handle the packing, and Jake and I will handle the transport to your van and loading. You’ll need to tell us where to put the various pieces inside the van, too.”

      “Most of it is fairly obvious, but I’ll help, definitely.”

      “I’ll go get Jake.”

      She watched Gerald retreat into the house, then shifted her attention to Emilia. “Just so there are no secrets between us… I heard the jaguars, too. I saw their jaws move and their lips form the words they spoke. That was no mind trick.”

      Emilia shrugged and gave her an innocent ‘who me?’ smile. “I don’t know what you mean, Sally. Your cameraman was totally correct; I was messing with him.”

      One of the worst things a person could do to an investigative journalist—or someone with hopes of becoming one—was to wave a mystery in front of them. Sally ached to dig into this Grove and what went on here, but she also knew she’d never get any support for it from her boss without concrete proof of something.

      She knew Emilia had just told her the truth… but a shaded truth. Was Emilia messing with her now, too? Taunting her maybe?

      Gerald returned with Jake, and she felt that eeriness again. It centered around the young man. Part of her appreciated him as a woman. He was about her age, after all, and rather attractive… at least physically. She wasn’t sure what sort of stability he had in his life, but given the vagaries of the news business, she wasn’t exactly rock-solid, either.

      Over the next few minutes, she helped Gerald and Jake load all the equipment into the van, and she made a point to thank them both for their help.

      “Do you mind if I come back? Maybe later today or tomorrow? I’d really like to include the both of you in my piece on the incident at the hospital.”

      Gerald and Emilia shared a look, and Emilia shrugged. Gerald replied, “I don’t see why not. We don’t have any major plans for the rest of the day, but I’m scheduled to be at my clinic tomorrow. If you can’t come back today, we’ll have to do some scheduling calculus.”

      Sally smiled. “Understood, Doctor; thank you. May I call you once I know the answer?”

      “Of course. I would say we’re in the phone book, but I’m honestly not sure the last time I saw one of those.” He withdrew a small notepad and pen from a pocket and jotted down a number, which he then handed to her.

      “Thank you both.”

      She retreated to the driver’s seat of the van and sighed in relief at seeing the fob sitting in the console tray. She hadn’t given one thought to it while the sheriff and his deputies were dealing with the cameraman, and it would’ve been so bad if the fob had left with him for a ride to county lockup.

      With a silent thought to whatever benevolent power seemed to have watched over her today, she pressed the button to start the van and left the Wainwright Grove.
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        * * *

      

      Jake watched the reporter leave in her station’s van and fought the urge to feel a little sulky. Part of him wished Emilia would’ve called on him for help, but he knew it was better that she handled it herself. He also understood the part of him that wished she’d called him was the same part that loved comic books as a kid and watched every superhero movie like a religious fanatic.

      He hadn’t even thought about comic books in a long time, and given his new status in the world, they honestly seemed a little laughable now.

      Sure… he wasn’t going to lift a train or anything with his bare hands, but he felt moderately sure he could do so with his power. He didn’t want to try it to find out… at least not yet… but he’d be lying if he said the thought had never crossed his mind.

      And part of it, too, was that he felt protective of Emilia. That was probably something in his genetic makeup that dated back to the days humans were hunter-gatherers. Intellectually, he was very much aware of the fact that she didn’t need him to protect her. She’d already demonstrated that.

      But intellectual awareness of a thing and emotional awareness of that same thing were rarely the same.

      It had been a while since he’d visited his birth parents, and he wasn’t really feeling like practicing. He hadn’t visited since he started using his flow regulator mindset, and he wanted to know what they would think of it.

      They’d told him on multiple occasions that he needed to stop thinking of his power as individual Spheres, but that was difficult. That was the reality of magic for every other mage on the planet. All the literature focused on that. All the training and general understanding centered on it.

      Even though he’d never given magic any thought, he’d come to realize he had quite a bit of ideas and preconceptions to unlearn. And it halfway seemed like they were putting up a fight.

      Beyond all that, he simply enjoyed his birth parents. He loved his adoptive parents, and for the most part, he still thought of them when he thought of his parents. But the more time he spent with Claudia and Flavius in the spirit vault, the more of a connection to them—especially Claudia—he felt.

      She gave really good hugs, too. Mom Adams was no slouch, but there was something about a hug from his birth mother that was altogether different than one from Mom Adams. He couldn’t explain it, and he wasn’t about to mention it… to either of them. He didn’t see how that would serve anything, especially when he wasn’t sure the answer or explanation mattered all that much.

      He felt an arm snake around his waist, and he smiled as he moved his arm so Emilia could snuggle against his right side. She was just tall enough to rest her head against his shoulder, standing like they were. He had to admit that he rather enjoyed it.

      “Thank you for not getting upset I didn’t call you. I almost did, but I didn’t want to do anything else that might further heighten the reporter’s interest in you.”

      Jake nodded. “Yeah… that was probably a good call. But I’ll honest. The little boy who liked superhero comic books felt a little sulky that you didn’t give him the chance to come to your rescue.”

      She grinned, and he smiled at seeing it. A smile from her somehow made the world seem brighter.

      “I totally get that, but… well… the token of appreciation I have in mind for letting me handle it wouldn’t work so well for him. I’m pretty sure that would get me into trouble.”

      “Then, it’s a good thing that little boy only exists in my memories, isn’t it?”

      “Undoubtedly.” Her voice was much closer to a purr at that point, and it was the same purr she’d used to devastating effect before. It definitely moved his thoughts in a very specific direction, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to build up a resistance to it. That idea seemed like a bit of a double-edged sword.

      His reply was to pull her tight against him and lean in for a long, slow kiss. He was coming to realize how much he loved—or maybe was growing to love—everything about her, and that thought wasn’t as scary as it once might have been.

      His mind wandered back over the situation with the reporter, and he realized that was something else the comic books never really showed… at least not the ones he used to read. The idea that the hero might have difficulty maintaining his secret identity. He’d never seen any of those heroes standing in a supermarket when a couple thugs stormed in to rob the place.

      These days, with the proliferation of cameras and the Information Age as a whole, it would be entirely too easy to ruin the secret. He hadn’t faced such a situation yet, but then again, he was mostly hiding out in the Grove.

      Movement caught his eye as they entered the house, and he shifted his attention to see Gianna watching them with a soft smile and moist eyes. Something about her gave him the impression that she was wishing Emilia’s father could have lived to see her like this, but he wasn’t sure where that came from.

      Was he unintentionally reading people’s minds? He hoped not.

      Gianna approached, the smile still dominating her expression. “Your father would be so proud of—and happy for—you, Emi. You have really come into your own since you came out here.”

      Emilia replied with a smile of her own and pulled away from Jake to wrap her mom in the kind of hug only a child who loved their parent can give. As sappy and cliche as it was to say, watching them was a very heart-warming moment.

      Jake left Emi and her mom, going to the patio out back. He settled in one of the chairs and smiled like a mischievous child about sneak to the cookie jar. He formed a clear picture of what he wanted to happen in his mind and put no thought to a framework as he applied just a hint of power. The stone that served as his parents’ spirit vault popped into being a couple inches above his hands and hovered for a split second before gravity asserted itself. Just a second before, it had occupied pride of place atop the dresser in his room.

      It made for a comfortable weight in his hands.

      Not that long ago, Jake would’ve fished out his pocketknife to prick his thumb or finger so that he could swab his blood on the stone and activate the vault. He had advanced sufficiently that he now simply willed a minuscule portion of flesh on his thumb to separate, allowing a drop of blood to well up. He swabbed it against the stone, and the flesh of his thumb was healed by the time he pulled it away from the stone.

      The runes flared bright, and the world around him faded into the atrium of a Republic-era Roman villa.

      His mother opened the villa’s door and beamed a smile when she saw him. She didn’t quite rush to meet him, but she certainly didn’t waste any time, either.

      A long, tight hug followed by a quick peck on his cheek was all it took to communicate his mother’s love for him.

      “It feels like you just left us, Gaius. How long as it been for you?”

      Jake smiled. She still ‘slipped’ from time to time and used his birth name, Gaius. He didn’t really care all that much; ‘Gaius’ beat ‘Thornton,’ no matter how you sliced it.

      “Uhm… it’s been a few days. It’s July 17th, now.”

      Claudia nodded and ushered him into the villa. She went straight to a calendar hanging on the wall and marked X’s in each day from the 12th through the 16th. He still couldn’t believe that he’d been able to provide them a modern calendar, and the first thing they did—every time he visited—was to mark off the day.

      “So, what brings you to visit today?” Claudia asked as she settled on a piece of furniture that seemed like a mixture of a low sofa and a lounge.

      He made his favorite camp chair appear, which had boggled his birth parents’ minds the first time they’d seen it, and settled himself.

      “I don’t know that I have a specific reason for my visit. I came up with a new visualization technique that has helped me with using my power. I call it the flow regulator, and I modeled it after machines we use of the same name… even if my style is a little different.”

      “That’s good. Very good. But do not let yourself rely on such. Those kinds of aids can be useful to help you understand and manipulate your power, but over time, they can become a crutch.”

      “I know. Even when it helped me light a single candle the first time I tried it, I knew it was just the next step of the journey. I want to get to the point where I don’t need any aids to wield my power.”

      “Good, son. I’m glad you are approaching it with that mindset. The more I’ve considered it, it became obvious that the prevalence of mages in the modern age might have made it rather difficult to properly conceptualize your power. I know we’ve discussed this many times, but I truly believe it bears repeating. You do not have the Life Sphere or the Fire Sphere or any of that. You merely have your power, and it is important for you to accept and understand what that means. When you try to light your candles, you should not be reaching for Fire. Instead, merely decide which candle will light, and make it happen. That is the true secret of being a sorcerer.”

      “There’s a question that is becoming more and more difficult to ignore in my mind.”

      “What is it? I can tell it distresses you, whatever it is.”

      “Are… are we gods? I mean… the ancient Greeks did call us Titans and gave us a very specific place in their mythologies.”

      Claudia fell silent, and he saw what he thought of as her ‘thinking face’ come over her expression. After a time, she shook her head. “No… I do not think so. I have never felt that we were gods. We cannot affect the entire world with our power. Large sections of it, yes, but not the whole world. I would think to be a god we would need to be able to know when people who worshipped us died, to claim their spirits for some kind of afterlife. I do not know of any of us who were ever able to do that, let alone on a global scale. I could be wrong, of course, but no… I do not believe that sorcerers are gods. Not even demigods.”

      Jake nodded. “So… where’s Dad?”

      Claudia snorted. “He’s in his workshop. I tried telling him that I felt you arrive, but I’m not sure he heard me. As is often the case when he’s working on something, his focus is so complete that there’s little point in trying to interact with him. When we were still alive, hunger helped to keep him somewhat social… but that is no longer an issue.”

      He knew that feeling and couldn’t resist grinning. “Okay. I get that. If he comes up for air, would you let him know I stopped by if I’m not still here?”

      “Of course, dear. I always do. How are you and Emilia getting along?”

      “Well… very well, in fact. I might be wrong, but I’m starting to think I just might love her. I know we’ve only been together for six weeks or so, but when she’s with me, everything feel right in the world.”

      Claudia beamed a smile. “Good. That’s very good. And how is the physical aspect to the relationship? Is that going well, also?”

      Jake felt his cheeks heat, and he was absolutely sure his face was now the color of a ripe tomato. “Mom! That’s… that’s really not something you just come out and ask.”

      She regarded him with a puzzled expression. “But whyever not? The physical side of a relationship is just as important as its other facets, especially if the relationship is to survive long-term. Is there a problem with it?”

      Jake was sure his cheeks would spontaneously combust at any moment. They felt that hot. He could only imagine what he looked like. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and released it as a sigh. “No, Mom… there’s no problem. Emilia has actually moved into my room at the Grove, and she introduced me as her lover to her mom. I thought she might move back into her room when her mom came to visit after the incident with the terrorist, but nope! Matter of fact, the evening her mom arrived, she dragged me to bed in front of her because she was tired and wanted her snuggles… told her mom so, too.”

      “Good. I’m very happy for you, Gaius. She seems like a good person and quality partner. Be sure to tell me when I have grandchildren.”

      Jake wasn’t sure whether he should try changing the subject… or simply flee the spirit vault. The only reason he didn’t outright flee was that—since time didn’t really exist for his parents—she was just as likely to take right back up where she left off if he didn’t satisfy her curiosity on something.

      He didn’t have the words for how grateful he was that Emilia wasn’t with him. He had no idea how he would’ve survived his mom asking her about their sex life. If he was being honest, he was more than a little afraid Emilia would just roll with it and start discussing specifics.

      Yeah… nope! He wanted no part of that. Not at all.

      They talked for a little while longer before Jake finally said that he needed to go, as he hadn’t practiced yet that day. His mother reminded him to simply envision the effect he wanted to create and then will it to happen. She walked him to the door and gave him another warm, loving hug.

      Jake opened the villa’s ‘outer’ door to a black void, and when he stepped through the doorway, the villa faded back to what he thought of as the ‘real’ world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      24 July 2025, 1:37pm

      

      A week later, Jake walked into the great room after returning the spirit vault to his bedroom. He’d enjoyed the visit with his mom. He tried to visit his birth parents at least once a week, but he usually managed more than once. It took so little time that there wasn’t a reason not to visit. The one time he’d timed it, his thirty-minute visit with them—or at least what felt like thirty minutes—had taken less than five minutes in the real world.

      He took a moment to hug Emilia before heading over to the cubby where they kept the candle supply for his practice. He wanted to try the technique his mother suggested, where he would just decide what he wanted to happen and will his power to deliver the effect.

      The whole idea seemed a little wild to him, but he didn’t really have anything to lose. He didn’t feel his power in the same way as ‘regular’ mages, or so it seemed… so it wasn’t like anyone else in the house would be able to help him.

      A phone notification chirped deeper in the house, but he paid it no mind. He’d already lost the morning to the reporter and her cameraman and that whole fiasco, and all he wanted to do was practice.

      “Jake,” Emilia called, “I think you need to see this.”

      Jake turned toward Emilia and saw her holding her phone. He returned the box of candles to the shelf and made his way to her. She held up her phone and tapped the screen to begin playing. The video onscreen appeared to be an overhead view of a strip mall, and the chyron identified it as being the Tristan Plaza shopping center in Pueblo, Colorado.

      Emilia tapped the control to unmute the video, and the speakers broadcast a woman’s voice.

      “For those of you who are just joining us, we have reports of several active shooters who have taken over a department store attached to the Tristan Plaza strip mall, here in Pueblo. Pueblo Police are—of course—refusing to comment on the situation beyond urging all citizens in the area to avoid the plaza. However, we were able to speak with an eyewitness who fled the department store just prior to the 911 call, and he informed our on-scene reporter that they were a group of mages who appeared to use military tactics. Pueblo SWAT has just arrived and appear to be setting up for negotiations, but sources within the department tell us that SWAT has yet to certify any mages for their squads.”

      Jake tapped the screen to pause the streaming video. “Who sent that to you?”

      “Callista.”

      Jake tapped the screen again, and the stream jumped to the current timestamp. The woman’s voice continued.

      “We are just now receiving reports that at least two of the individuals perpetrating this attack have been identified. Hector Alonso is a confirmed exceptional Tri-Sphere, certified Grandmaster in the Life, Death, and Water Spheres. James Breen is also a confirmed exceptional Tri-Sphere, certified Grandmaster in Shadow and Master in the Air and Mind Spheres. Both are connected to one of the most militant mage terrorist groups out of the Mediterranean regions. A source close to the scene informs us they haven’t even bothered with the security cameras in the department store, making a point of waving to each of them as they pass.”

      Jake really wanted to say a few words neither of his mothers would appreciate him knowing. Two confirmed exceptional Tri-Spheres, and one with a Grandmaster certification in the Death Sphere? There was no way police would get them out of there without overwhelming mage support. And from the sounds of it, Pueblo PD did not have that support.

      Fine.

      Maybe they did have overwhelming mage support… and they just didn’t know it.

      Jake turned and went upstairs to his room and gathered the black compression t-shirt, black cargo pants, and black boots he’d purchased with cash from three different stores across the region. He’d purchased four t-shirts exactly the same from a store in Missouri. Three pairs of black cargo pants from a store in Kentucky. One pair of boots from two different stores in Indiana.

      He laid them out on his bed and changed clothes. He thought about teleporting straight to Isabel’s home, but he wasn’t quite sure where that was in relation to Pueblo. He didn’t like the idea of trusting an untested technique when the situation was so dire, but who was it that said necessity is the mother of invention?

      He closed his eyes and willed his power to show him the Tristan Plaza in Pueblo. It was such an odd feeling when his power reached out to the world… and the world responded. He saw a two-dimensional picture of the plaza in his mind. Kind of like a satellite view on an online map, but in real time. He saw the police perimeter. The barricades. The SWAT mobile command truck.

      If the people threatening the shoppers inside were simple humans—or even low-end mages—he would’ve let Pueblo PD handle it. It wasn’t anything outside of what they’d trained for. But there were at least two confirmed exceptional Tri-Spheres in that store. If there were two, who’s to say the rest weren’t similarly powerful?

      So, no.

      He wasn’t about to sit still and let this happen. Especially if those terrorists were setting up to ambush and wipe out whatever police entered the store to save the innocents. He picked up the final piece of his gear—a black, full-face ski mask without any cut-outs—and pulled it over his head.

      Then, he willed the shroud he’d devised for his confrontation with the Elementalist into existence and felt himself rise off the floor of his bedroom. He didn’t bother looking at the mirror. He knew what he’d see.

      A simple thought made the world blink, delivering him to the entrance of the store.

      It was barely controlled chaos, even though he didn’t face the police lines behind him. The sound of several helicopters filled the air, and someone on a bullhorn shouted for him to surrender to the police. He did his best not to laugh.

      Without saying a word, he willed the doors of the department store to allow him to fade through them like air, and he entered the besieged business.

      He didn’t bother turning his head to look around the area. The entire store unfolded before him in his mind. He knew there were two people—a mother and daughter—hiding in the fitting rooms a few dozen feet to his right. A thought blinked them outside to the police who could help them.

      Several people huddled behind a pallet of shoes in the stock area of the shoe department. A thought blinked them outside as well.

      He proceeded through the store at a slow, relentless pace. It achieved two goals. First, the slow, methodical movement didn’t tax his body channeling the ambient power. It let him maintain his shroud and save the people who needed saving. Second, it was a nice piece of psychological warfare. The steady, unbreakable pace of the glacier bearing down them. Unstoppable. Inevitable.

      At least… that’s what he hoped.

      He cleared out the store of innocents in the five minutes or so he spent moving from his entrance to the jewelry counter at the center of the floorplan. That’s where he found them. They stood around him in a wide semi-circle that reminded him of what he’d learned in school about the Battle of Cannae during the Second Punic War.

      The man in the center of the formation grinned as he approached. “Ah… so good of you to come. We hoped you would.”

      “Is that so?” As part of his shroud, Jake’s voice carried that eerie resonance the witnesses had called out from his confrontation with the Elementalist… including the half-second delay of a Mental communication.

      “Yeah, it is. Simon was… well… not our leader, exactly, but absolutely our friend. He had our backs, and we thought we had his. Except one night… he simply vanished. No signs of foul play. No signs that he left. He simply vanished. Then, we hear you killed him in a hospital in some two-bit town in Illinois, and we decided to express our displeasure at that. Since you demonstrated affinity with Spatial, I’m guessing all the sheep are gone?”

      “They’re not sheep, but you’re right. It’s just us in here now.”

      The man’s smile became outright predatory. “Good. That’s good. Fewer distractions, that way.”

      Jake felt their power swell, and he willed a wall between him and them. The wall would shift to counter whatever attacked it… but not the entire wall, just the portion that faced a specific attack. He wondered what it looked like to the police outside when a hemisphere of many different types appeared in front him. Water to counter Fire. Fire to counter Water. Air to counter Earth. Earth to counter Air. Shadow to counter Light. Light to counter Shadow. And more.

      The Death attack from Hector Alonso, he simply absorbed and fed into his barrier to strengthen it.

      He let them play for a short time, making sure to protect the jewelry counters and clothing racks around them from these guys’ attacks. Part of him wanted to wear them down, but he honestly wasn’t sure how long that would take. James Breen was the only known Master in the Mind Sphere present, and he stood on the far-right side of the hemisphere from Jake’s perspective.

      It would’ve been so, so easy to simply kill them. Snuff out their lives like the candle wicks he practiced with back home.

      But that’s not who he wanted to be. That’s not who he wanted the world to see him as, either.

      He smiled at the stray thought that he really needed a t-shirt with ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’ on it, because in that moment, he devised a new effect to test. A Mind attack that—if successful—would render the recipient unconscious for a period of time he chose. He chose three hours and willed it at James Breen and his counterpart on the opposite end of the hemisphere. They dropped like rocks.

      A few of their compatriots vocally betrayed their surprise, but the man who’d spoken rallied them and encouraged them to intensify their attacks. It seemed to have escaped his notice that their attacks weren’t even harming the objects around them.

      Jake ‘walked’ his effect toward the center of the hemisphere from each end, and soon enough, all twelve lay unconscious on the tile floor. He reached out with his senses, scanning the store for anyone else in hiding or in need of attention but found no one.

      He turned and headed back toward his entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Vivienne Garcia, SWAT commander for the incident at Tristan Plaza, stared at the monitors that displayed the security feeds from inside the department store. She didn’t know what to think. A single individual matching the description of the Unknown Mage from Hornbeam had just confronted the twelve terrorists and defeated them. He simply stood there… well, hovered there… and accepted their attacks as if they were nothing.

      She was forty-three. A US Army veteran with two tours overseas after the Independence Day attacks. She had personally trained with mages in the military. And never before—nowhere in her experience—had she ever seen anything like what she’d just watched on those screens.

      “Commander… he’s coming out.”

      She nodded her thanks to the officer and dashed outside with as much decorum as she could manage. After all, she was the commander for this incident. She reached the front line just in time to watch him fade through the double doors again and simply hover in front of the entrance… almost on the exact same spot where he’d appeared moments ago.

      “The terrorists are unconscious inside. They will remain unconscious for three hours. Are there any critically wounded?”

      She almost shook her head at that eerie voice… to say nothing of the slightly off-tempo mental resonance. It was like it warred inside her mind between setting her teeth on edge and triggering her Flight response. Because there was absolutely no way on Earth she’d try fighting him.

      She took a breath and mentally squared her shoulders. “There are two security guards in critical condition at St. Mary-Corwin. We know they survived to reach the hospital, but we have no further word on them at the moment.”

      “Very well. Thank you.”

      Before she could say anything about him standing down and surrendering to police, he blinked out of existence. Not even three minutes later, the media erupted with reports from all over that the Unknown Mage had appeared at St. Mary-Corwin Hospital. He’d used five massive bursts of Life energy to flood the entire plot the facility occupied with Life energy. Those bursts healed everyone inside so quickly, one surgeon almost lost a scalpel inside a patient. Everything from Stage 4 cancer to an infected splinter in a child’s toe, including the two injured security guards from the shopping plaza… healed.

      Then? He just vanished.
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        * * *

      

      White House

      Washington, D.C.

      24 July 2025, 3:15pm (Eastern)

      

      President Evans waved for everyone to resume their seats as she entered the Situation Room, deep inside the White House. She walked straight to her seat and claimed it.

      “So… what do we know?”

      The National Security Advisor glanced around the table and filled the silence. “Madam President… at around 12:05pm—Mountain Time—twelve men entered a department store in Tristan Plaza in Pueblo, Colorado. They were armed with semiautomatic pistols, and they shot two guards as they entered. Pueblo PD rolled on the incident and—through their contacts with Federal resources—identified two of the individuals as exceptional Tri-Sphere mages associated with a militant mage terrorist group out of the Mediterranean regions… the same group that the Elementalist was purported to lead.”

      “How bad were the casualties?” President Evans asked.

      “They weren’t. Pueblo PD SWAT had just arrived on the scene when the Unknown Mage appeared out of nowhere and went through the doors to the department store like they weren’t even there, ma’am. We have no way to confirm as of yet, but we believe he teleported all the innocents out of the store before moving to confront and secure the terrorists. He put all twelve of them unconscious for three hours. The US Marshals that investigated the incident in Hornbeam just arrived on-site in Pueblo to investigate and verify that this was the same Unknown Mage that killed the Elementalist. Once the department store was secure, the Unknown Mage then went to St. Mary-Corwin Hospital—where the two security guards had been transported—and healed… well… preliminary accounts suggest he healed every patient in the hospital. A mage at the facility visiting her dying father reported five huge blasts of power. Exponentially greater than anything she’d ever felt before. The marshals will investigate the hospital after the department store to confirm, but the Unknown Mage apparently flooded the hospital complex with Life energy. One report indicates that even hospital staff with chronic, incurable conditions were healed. The mage’s father—who has been battling a rare, genetic auto-immune disease—is no longer dying and shows no signs of the disease.”

      President Evans sat in silence for a moment, processing everything she’d just heard. “Okay. Work with Pueblo PD to identify the rest of the terrorists. Then, once we know who they are, I want a threat assessment from the Arcane Division of the US Marshals, with a specific focus of what would’ve been required to handle the situation had the Unknown Mage not intervened. I need to make a couple calls.”

      She stood, and everyone else at the table stood with her. She went straight to the Oval Office, asking her people to hold all calls and appointments as she passed through. As soon as she was alone in the Oval, she withdrew her personal cell phone from a desk drawer and called the one person who might help her make sense of all this.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      24 July 2025, 2:35pm (Central)

      

      Gianna sat off to the side of the great room, smiling at how Emilia snuggled against Jake. It reminded her so much of the early days of her relationship with Wilbur—Emilia’s father—that in some ways it almost hurt to watch. Of course, she was happy for her daughter and hoped the relationship blossomed and was everything her daughter wanted. Her only regret was that her husband couldn’t see his little girl all grown and happy.

      If she were being honest, it was a little difficult for her to comprehend just how much power Jake threw around while dealing with the terrorists. No… it boggled her mind. The idea of a single mage facing off against twelve other mages—with at least two of them being exceptional Tri-Spheres—was almost unbelievable. But she had all kinds of proof that he’d done it, even though it wasn’t really a question for her.

      As for how Jake had fared? Well… he wasn’t really all that winded. A little overheated, but that wasn’t anything some cool packs and wraps wouldn’t fix. And they were fixing it right then. He wore a cool wrap around his neck, wrists, and ankles with a couple of cool packs on his chest. That—combined with the electrolyte hydration drink at his side—made sure he would suffer no ill effects of his adventure just a little while ago.

      The vibration of her phone pulled her attention away from her daughter, mere moments before the ringtone went off. She wasn’t surprised to see who called, and the great room went silent as everyone turned toward her.

      She thumbed the ‘accept’ button on the phone’s screen and brought it to her ear. “Good afternoon, Madam President. I wish I could say I was surprised that you called.”

      “Gianna, I will admit that I didn’t handle the conversation well, the last time we spoke. I am sorry about that, but I can’t consider just one viewpoint on any situation. I have too much riding on my shoulders not to do my best to look at everything from all sides… at least the best I can.”

      “I understand, Madam President, and I promise you that there are no hard feelings on my side of the call. In a lot of ways, you have one of the most impossible jobs on the planet, and I would much rather have someone sitting at your desk who cares about the job and its responsibilities than someone who doesn’t. So… with all that being said, how can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Are you aware of the incident at Tristan Plaza in the past hour?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I am. Have the rest of the terrorists been identified yet? I saw a news report that identified two of them.”

      “I have ordered Federal resources to assist Pueblo PD with that, but I haven’t heard anything yet. I know the news has raw footage from the security feeds somehow. Have you seen it yet?”

      “No, ma’am… not yet.”

      “The Unknown Mage defended himself from twelve mage terrorists at the same time, Gianna. The same time. And then… he put them all to sleep somehow. Well… not sleep, really. At least I don’t think so. Reports suggest they’re unconscious. Two of those twelve are confirmed as exceptional Tri-Spheres, and from the looks of the security feeds, they went all out to take down the Unknown Mage. There was no indication that he even felt threatened. Who the hell is this guy? I haven’t said anything to my people yet, but the video of the incident today convinced me of your theory. Whoever this is, he—or she—is a sorcerer. A twelve-Sphere mage. Frankly, that terrifies me a little bit… but at the same time… if those other ten terrorists are even slightly as powerful and accomplished as the two we know, I don’t have the words for how many lives he saved today. I ordered a threat assessment of the situation with an eye toward what would’ve been required had the Unknown Mage not intervened. I’ll let you know what it says.”

      “Is there something specific I can help you with, Madam President?”

      “Yeah… yeah, there is. If that threat assessment comes back saying what I think—or maybe fear—it will say, I want to meet them. I’m fine with them using that whatever it is to hide their identity. But I want to meet them. I don’t know how I’ll convince the Secret Service to let it happen, but I’ll find a way. When the time comes, will you be there? My gut tells me they’re no threat, but Gianna, they’re a little scary.”

      Gianna fought the urge to laugh that the President of the United States was asking her to provide moral support for a meeting with Jake. She’d never met the President. Matter of fact, this was—at most—their fifth phone call… if that many. But that didn’t mean she didn’t feel for the woman or want a positive outcome from the situation.

      “Of course, I’ll be there if you want me to be there, Madam President.”

      “I know we hardly know each other, Gianna, but your predecessor spoke very highly of you to my predecessor when she informed him that she was stepping down and choosing you to replace her. I have listened to the conversation, as your predecessor insisted all official contact between your office and my office be recorded. That’s why I called you on my personal cell. I appreciate this, and I’ll let you know as soon as we’re ready to proceed. Though how we’ll tell him is anyone’s guess. Anyway, I need to get back to it. Thank you, Gianna.”

      “Thank you, Madam President.”

      The line clicked, indicated the call had ended, and Gianna regarded how everyone in the room looked at her, curiosity plain in their respective expressions. She took a breath and slowly released it.

      “Okay, so about the call…”
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      Tristan Plaza

      Pueblo, Colorado

      24 July 2025, 1:35pm (Mountain)

      

      Deputy US Marshal Hannah Gaines stood at the site of the confrontation between the Unknown Mage and the twelve terrorists. She stood surrounded by clothing racks, the makeup counter, the jewelry counter. To every sense possessed by all people, it was so incredibly normal to be mundane and not worth mentioning.

      But to the senses only she or another mage possessed?

      Even more than thirty minutes after the confrontation, the area still seethed and roiled in the wake of the Unknown Mage’s power. It felt like the chop from a powerful ship’s screws when the engines were running all out. Aside from the hospital at Hornbeam, she’d never felt anything like it in her life. Not even the aura Isabel had projected when she revealed her status as a dragon had felt like this.

      She really, really hoped this Unknown Mage was truly a friend and not just someone masquerading as one. Anyone who could do what he’d done here… well… she wasn’t sure how many mages and officers it would take to bring him down. If he even could be brought down.

      Paramedics had already taken the ‘sleeping beauties’ out of the store. She herself had secured them using anti-mage restraints that would prevent them from touching their powers.

      She suspected they’d be charged with terrorism, depending on who they were and what warrants might be out for them elsewhere. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that they’d be extradited. She expected extradition would be almost a given if they were wanted in connection with deaths elsewhere. No one had died in Colorado—fortunately—so the United States’s claim to them was rather slim in the grand scheme of things.

      Her mind flitted back to the security feeds, and she pushed away yet another shudder at the thought of facing the Unknown Mage. She glanced around at her colleagues, but none of them seemed to be paying any special attention to her or needing her. She left the scene of the confrontation, going to the opposite door from the one the Unknown Mage had used to enter the store. Almost all the law enforcement presence was gone from this side, so she had a small smattering of relative privacy.

      She walked a short distance away from the door and withdrew her cell phone. She thumbed through the contacts until she reached one specific name and tapped it to start the call.

      A man’s voice answered on the second ring. “Draco Investigations.”

      “Hello, this is Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines. I was calling to speak with Isabel Taylor.”

      “Yes, of course, Marshal. I understand. However, Ms. Taylor is unavailable at this precise moment. If it is a matter of some emergency, I can probably arrange for her to speak with you, but it would be much better for her to return your call within the hour if at all possible.”

      “Returning my call is fine, sir. I wasn’t calling about an active case.”

      “Very well. I will see that she is aware of your call and returns it as soon as possible for her. Thank you for calling.”

      Before she could respond, the call ended. She’d never heard that man’s voice before, but then again, she hadn’t called Isabel all that often. If she was being completely honest with herself, calling Isabel to assuage her fears and anxiety regarding the Unknown Mage was a bit childish, but the dragon in disguise was the only one she could think of who might give her some peace of mind.

      She hadn’t taken more than a couple steps back toward the department store’s entrance when her phone rung. She checked it and smiled at seeing ‘Draco Investigations’ on the screen. She accepted the call.

      “Deputy Marshal Gaines.”

      “Hello, Marshal. Kai mentioned you called. What do you need?”

      Hannah marveled at how much depth Isabel’s voice contained while sounding totally human. “Uhm… well… I feel a little childish for calling, if I’m being honest, but I wanted to discuss the Unknown Mage. Are you aware of today’s incident at Tristan Plaza?”

      “Yes, I am. Frankly, I was expecting a call from the Marshals to escalate the incident to me.”

      “He didn’t give us the chance.”

      “No… no, he did not. What is on your mind?”

      “Isabel… ma’am… I am on-scene right now as one of the investigators, and it’s been almost an hour since the confrontation. The area is still all worked up with the resonance of his power. I couldn’t talk to anyone in my chain of command about this. You were the only one I could think of who might be able help me. I… I’m afraid of what happens if he turns out to be bad. We would spend a lot of lives taking him down, and honestly? I’m not sure we could. Not without the cost being far higher than anyone would want to pay.”

      “Yes, of course, child. Your concerns are completely understandable. As it happens, I do have something I could say, but I want your word that no part of our conversation reaches a report. Do you give me your word?”

      Hannah jerked a quick nod, even though she knew Isabel couldn’t see it. It was just reflex. “Yes, of course. I give you my word I will not put anything you tell me in any report… ever.”

      “I know him, Hannah. He is a kind and gentle soul. Killing the Elementalist bothered him at a very deep and fundamental level. It’s so recent that I’m sure it still does. I’m glad he found a way to apprehend those twelve without more death to bear. You have no need to fear him. He will never harm an innocent. And now that he has managed to capture people alive, I will be surprised if he ever kills anyone again. Whatever fears you may have about him, cast them aside. You will never need to bring him to justice.”

      Hannah felt the weight she’d been carrying vanish from her shoulders. “You know him? You’re sure he’s no threat to us?”

      “No, dear. He is no threat. I cannot envision a circumstance in which he would ever be a threat.”

      “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      “Of course, child. I wish you all the best.”

      The call ended before Hannah could respond, and she returned to her colleagues with a lighter step.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      24 July 2025, 4:07pm (Central)

      

      Jake enjoyed the smell of the flowers around him and the birds chirping overhead. It was a nice counterpoint to his anxious mind as he wandered the Grove. He wasn’t sure what to make of the President’s desire to meet him. He didn’t know where that would lead. It could easily be very, very good… or very, very bad.

      Part of him wanted to refuse or ignore what he was sure to be a very public invitation. It would be so, so easy to do. But the more he considered that, he couldn’t help but feel that would be rather rude.

      He wanted to be an escalation call, like Isabel. He didn’t want to become a crutch, but for those situations where another option wasn’t available—or available in the time allowed—he wanted to help where he could. He didn’t want to be a hermit, hiding in the Grove.

      What he wanted most of all was to grow his power and his understanding of it until he could create new bodies for his parents. He wanted to show them his SUV and the jaguars and what the world had become. The thought of accomplishing that made him smile and gave him a warm, fuzzy feeling. He liked the idea of touring the world with his parents… all four of them… and Emilia, too.

      Thinking of Emilia brought a whole different set of thoughts and emotions to the forefront of his mind. He wasn’t quite sure what they had. In the basest sense, it was a relationship. But what type? ‘Relationship’ was such a vague word and had so many possible definitions. What was between him and Percy Junior was technically a relationship, but he’d never once thought of kissing the man.

      No… what he had with Emilia—whatever it was—made his life better. It was something special. He had nothing to judge it by, but he felt like maybe it was love. The sound of that felt right to him, and he wanted to tell Emilia… but she was at either the hospital or clinic with Gerald, practicing her Life Sphere. He didn’t remember which, and frankly, he wasn’t sure it mattered.

      The memory of the hospital in Pueblo bubbled up to the forefront of his mind and made him smile. He loved healing others. Maybe he’d start making a circuit of hospitals in North America… perhaps one or two a week. Sure, one school of thought said that people didn’t appreciate what they didn’t pay for, and yes, there was a chance people would come to take his random hospital visits for granted.

      But he didn’t care. Or at least, he thought he didn’t.

      Maybe that would change with time, but he hoped it didn’t. He hoped he never regretted revealing himself to the world. He did know he’d take every precaution to keep his true identity secret. He didn’t want those most important to him to face any danger from who he was or what he did. That was the only reason he implemented the shroud. He didn’t want the lives of those closest to him to be upended because of him.

      Was it celebrity or notoriety?

      Within a day, he doubted there would be anyone who kept current with the news who didn’t know of the Unknown Mage. He didn’t like that moniker, but he didn’t have anything better. Not at the moment. He’d have to have something by the time he met with the President. He absolutely was not about to give her his real name. Nope… no chance at all.

      He made a mental note to discuss it with Emilia. She might have some good ideas about what kind of name he should use.

      The trees and other vegetation around him thinned and a few more steps brought him to the edge of the area the Wainwrights called their lawn. He was sure his path through the Grove made for one of the least round circles known to mankind, but the walk had been good for him. Nature had been good for him.

      Hmmm… maybe he’d dash into town and try catching Emilia before they left. Dinner with just her would be nice. He didn’t mind being around Gerald and Bianca all the time, but still, some time to themselves away from the Grove wouldn’t be a bad idea.

      Yeah… he liked the sound of that. He dashed toward the house to get a shower and change clothes, hoping he’d be in time.
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        * * *

      

      The Offices of McCabe, O’Rourke, & Associates

      Topeka, Kansas

      24 July 2025, 5:27pm

      

      Fiona leaned back against her seat and rolled her shoulders. It had been a long day, and she still wanted to put in several more hours before calling it a night. The firm’s caseload was almost sufficient for bringing on a couple more attorneys, but both she and Howie agreed that they should make sure the money was there. Neither one of them wanted to hire someone, only to have the well dry up and force them let the new hires go a short time later. That wasn’t how they did business.

      Not for the first time over the previous weeks, her mind strayed to her last visit to Hornbeam and that oh-so-interesting mage who lived there. She still didn’t know what to make of what had happened when she’d kissed Jake. Attempting to draw from him had been nothing more than a test. A gauge of how deep the well went, as it were. She’d liked what she found and was just about to cut off the draw when more power than she’d even imagined might exist slammed into her and blasted her the better part of thirty feet away.

      In truth, it had terrified her then, and the memory of that feeling terrified her now.

      She’d never heard of anything like that ever happening before, and she had never been able to bring herself to raise the topic with her mother. She was—at best—only a quarter Fae. Her mother was fully half, and her grandmother was full. Her grandmother was a noble of the Seelie Court, in truth, and her mother had once mentioned that Grandmother was a close ally of the Summer Queen. Fiona didn’t know if that was true or not, but the few times she’d met her grandmother, the aura of power was unmistakable.

      It wasn’t the first time she wondered what her grandmother would say about her last encounter with Jake… or wondered if she’d ever experienced anything like what had happened. Fiona wasn’t sure just how old her grandmother was, and her mother had always cautioned her against outright asking. The last time they’d spoken of it, her mother had cautioned her that information—no matter how unimportant—always came with a price.

      A knock on her door pulled her out of her thoughts, and she saw Howie standing in her open doorway. Even from twenty feet away, she could feel his upset.

      “What is it, Howie?”

      “Have you seen the news?”

      She shook her head. “No. I was just taking a break from the union contracts I’ve been working on. What happened?”

      “Twelve mage terrorists took over a department store in Pueblo.”

      That was beyond unfortunate. No encounter with mage terrorists ever went well.

      “How bad was it?”

      Howie chuckled. “Not bad at all. The Unknown Mage appeared and dealt with them. From the clips of the security footage the media is showing, it looks like he let them burn off some energy before simply knocking them all out somehow. It was impressive. I’ve never seen a mage who could take on twelve others at the same time.”

      A frisson ran through her. A bolt of understanding that made her shudder from head to toe. She knew. The Unknown Mage wasn’t unknown at all… at least not to her. It was Jake. It couldn’t be anyone else.

      “You okay over there, Fiona?”

      “Right as rain, Howie. I’m just tired, and that always makes it difficult for me to concentrate. Thank ye for the heads-up. Once I close out work for the evening, I’ll read up on the incident in Pueblo. Sounds like it has the makings of a good story.”

      “Well… as long as you’re sure you’re all right. I know we’ve all been putting in the hours. Maybe we should sit down and look over the finances to see about hiring those two associates we’ve been discussing a little ahead of schedule.”

      “Yes, of course. Maybe we should.”

      Howie gave her one last concerned look before he left her doorway. She barely noticed his departure. Her mind was already on the matter of her certainty that Jake was the Unknown Mage. She considered the matter from as many angles and viewpoints as she could envision, and she couldn’t see any other option.

      She picked up her personal cell from the corner of her desk and tapped in a number she knew by heart. The phone rang three times before her mother answered.

      “Hello, Fiona darling. What makes you call so late?”

      “Good evening, Mum. I need to visit Grandmother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona’s Apartment

      Topeka, Kansas

      24 July 2025, 6:58pm

      

      Fiona shouldn’t have been surprised when her doorbell rang. She’d known since her earliest years that her grandmother was regarded as a little odd by her fellow Fae because of her insistence on keeping close ties with her mortal offspring. She wasn’t sure how long she or her mother would live, but she knew it would be long enough to count by centuries.

      She wasn’t precisely sure how old her mom was, but the woman still looked like she could hold her own with modern swimsuit models any time she felt like doing so. Fiona approached the big Four-Oh, and her mother looked young enough to be her kid sister.

      She knew she didn’t look her age, either, but looking one’s age and feeling one’s age were two very different things… and she hadn’t always been an attorney during her military service. Yes, yes… her ancestry ensured her body healed from all of the punishment she’d put it through, but there were still mornings she woke up feeling tired and wanting nothing else but to lay in bed.

      Regardless, she did her best to hide that from everyone… and she mostly succeeded.

      Her thoughts carried her to her apartment door, which she opened without delay. She beamed a smile at her guests, even as the woman who looked young enough to be barely legal charged across the threshold and pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “Granddaughter, darling, it has been too long! How have you been? You’re so grown up! You were barely toddling the last time I saw you.”

      That wasn’t quite true, but Fiona let it pass.

      She kissed her grandmother’s cheek while the woman maintained her unrelenting embrace. “I’m doing well, Grandmother. I am a majority partner in a moderately sized and growing law firm.”

      The young-looking woman released her and stepped back, locking eyes with her. Those cerulean orbs were the only hint the being in front of her was not the barely adult woman she seemed to be. Everything about her gaze radiated power… for among Fae, age equaled power. Otherwise, one could easily mistake her for a punk rocker going to a job interview. She wore a tasteful skirt suit in navy blue with pinstripes that somehow didn’t clash with her forest green hair. Said hair was in a spiky updo that didn’t do anything to hide her pointed ears. And if her tan complexion was maybe a point or two closer to brown like tree bark than it should have been… well… that was her business, wasn’t it?

      “Please, come in,” Fiona said, still holding one of her grandmother’s hands.

      Her mother stepped through the doorway and closed it, as Fiona led them over to the sitting area. The furniture—like all the decor—was tastefully upscale as befitted an up-and-coming attorney, but none of that mattered to Fiona or her guests. She had paid an interior decorator to make the place look ‘like it should’ for one of her station but tended to live in her upstairs office, leaving the downstairs—except for the kitchen when she was home to use it—mostly for show.

      “If I may, Grandmother, I was not expecting you like this. You have me wondering whether the woman I see before me or the powerful Fae matron gowned in elegance is the real you.”

      Her grandmother threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, my dear… you should be careful with such statements. Others of my kind—not to mention station—would have your life for it. But yes, this is the real me. The woman you met during your childhood was the visage I project for the Fae realms. It is important they see what they expect to see, but you and my darling daughter are far enough removed from those petty games that I can be as I truly am around you both… as long as we visit in your realm and not mine. So, tell me… what drove you to ask to see me after all these years? It was no secret that Faerie unsettled you greatly the one time you visited.”

      “Something happened a month or so back that I have struggled with, and I finally⁠—”

      The change in her grandmother’s demeanor was abrupt, jarring, and more than a little terrifying. Faster than a finger-snap, the air around them crackled with barely restrained power, and miniature arcs that might’ve been lightning danced in her eyes. All signs of the jovial, loving woman vanished… and there was no doubt Fiona shared space with an ancient being of fearsome capability.

      “Who has hurt you, child? Speak the name, and I shall visit a Fate upon them the Queens will speak of in terrified whispers.”

      “No, Grandmother… it wasn’t like that.” Even Fiona heard the rushed stammer in her voice, and she hated it. But her grandmother terrified her. She always had. “It… I… I met a mage. He was nice and seemed interesting. He had no experience with women at all. That was plain as the morning sun over the meadow, but when I finally arranged a date with him… I… well… I tried to draw on him. I wanted to see what he was made of. I know it was wrong, but it was just a small sip… only it wasn’t. I was just about to stop when something happened. It went from the small trickle of an empowered mortal—like every other mage I’ve tasted—to feeling like I drew on Gaia Herself. There was some kind of concussion that blasted me across the street… and… well… I ran. I called the Spatial mage who’d portalled me there and fled home. I haven’t spoken to him since.”

      Just as quickly as her demeanor changed the first time, her grandmother shifted once again. Now, though… she gave off a wary, concerned feeling that Fiona wasn’t sure how to process.

      “It felt like you drew against Gaia Herself? You’re certain of that, child?”

      “Yes, absolutely. All of a sudden, it was like there was a vast sea of power behind him, far more than I could ever hope to touch… let alone draw. It kinda scared me.”

      “As well it should. Give me his name and location, and I will go to him and negotiate a peace. Ensure he does not seek your life for what many would view as an attack.”

      Fiona felt the worst case of mental whiplash since… well… she wasn’t sure since when. Who was Jake that he made her grandmother—a full Fae noble quite possibly older than some countries in Europe—afraid for her?

      “Grandmother, what’s wrong?”

      The fact that she worked her lower lip between her teeth and looked away scared Fiona far more than anything else she could think of her. Her grandmother was nervous.

      “I did not know any of them yet lived, or I would have warned you how detect them… and then avoid them. The human mages called them sorcerers, and they wield the power of reality itself. I myself have seen one duel the Winter Queen and force her to beg for mercy, but I do not speak of that in Faerie. It would not do to shame a Queen, even one my court considers an ‘enemy.’ It pains me to admit this, child, but I cannot protect you from him. I will give it my all to secure a peace and protection for you, but I cannot guarantee it. His name and location, please.”

      Jake… wasn’t like that, was he? He wouldn’t hurt her. He hadn’t given her that feeling at all. Why was her grandmother so uneasy about him?

      Her grandmother must not have appreciated her hesitation. “His name, child… please.”

      “Jake. Jake Adams. He lives at the Wainwright Grove. It’s a little north of Hornbeam, Illinois.”

      “Thank you, child. I go now. We shall speak anon.”

      Fiona could only watch in silence as her grandmother stood and used her power to rip open a portal in the very fabric of reality. The moment she stepped through it, the portal vanished.

      She stared at the seat her grandmother had just vacated, still a little whiplashed by the turn of events. She hoped her assessment of Jake was correct. For all that the woman terrified her on some levels, she loved her grandmother. She cast her mother a look that communicated the entirety of her unsettled thoughts. Her mother gave her a warm, loving smile in return and simply patted her hand as if to say everything would be all right.

      She truly hoped it would be.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      24 July 2025, 7:23pm

      

      Illandra’s portal delivered her about fifteen feet outside the hedge that served as the dividing wall for the Wainwright Grove. That alone unsettled her just a bit. She had meant to arrive at the steps of the house, but something about the Grove blocked her. It was beyond rare for something on Earth to block or adjust Fae magic.

      She hadn’t been standing on the grass more than five seconds when a presence settled in the area. Its weight spoke to its power, and she sensed an awareness behind it.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Never before had she encountered a druid’s grove with its own awareness, what the humans called a genius loci. For it to have such a presence, it carried considerable power indeed.

      “Hello?”

      * Who are you that you feel it is your right to open a portal directly to the residence in my lands? *

      The voice inside her mind was deep into the bass registers and carried undertones of ageless patience. Her unsettled feeling deepened.

      “Great spirit, I am Illandra of the Seelie Court. I have come to beg a peace between the one known as Jake and my granddaughter.”

      * Know that those who reside within my lands enjoy my protection. I serve that role at Gaia’s behest. Raise your hand or power against them at thy peril. You may proceed. *

      Illandra couldn’t stop the reflexive swallow as she walked forward. She kept her pace steady but slow. Some may have called it stately, but in all truth, the only thought in her mind was doing nothing to awaken the wrath of this spirit. Having never tasted the boy’s power, she would not be surprised to find this Grove’s spirit the more powerful of the two… which did nothing to quiet her anxiety.

      She reached for her power to assume her Fae matron guise, but the genius loci figuratively slapped her, blocking the attempt.

      * No. Do not touch thy power—benign or not—while you stand within my hedge. This is the only warning you shall receive. *

      She took a deep breath and released it as a slow sigh. Fair enough. She wasn’t sure how this Jake would take speaking with someone who saw the birth the Egyptian Empire but still looked little more than a young adult, but without her matron glamour, she didn’t have much choice.

      She squared her shoulders and resumed her walk to the house.
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        * * *

      

      Jake stretched out on one of the chaise lounges on the back patio of the house. He’d mostly recovered from his exertions in Pueblo, but he didn’t think anyone would begrudge him a light evening all the same.

      Looking back on it, he realized his birth mother was correct. Decide on what he wanted to achieve and will his power to make it happen. That’s what he’d done in Colorado, and it had worked. Matter of fact, he hadn’t felt nearly as overheated and fatigued afterwards as he’d expected he would be. That alone made the new technique worthwhile.

      He suspected he knew how his morning practice would go, but that didn’t stop him from feeling a kind of eager anticipation.

      He was just about to leave the lounge in search of Emilia when Beauregard’s presence settled over the area.

      * Young Master, a Fae Matron of the Seelie Court begs an audience with thee. She approaches the house even now. *

      “Have you alerted Bianca and Gerald?”

      * Of course, Young Master. They are quite willing to allow you to handle the matter. *

      Heh… that didn’t surprise him at all. He’d never heard of a Fae Matron before, but something about the way Beauregard discussed her suggested she wasn’t a normal visitor.

      “Very well. Please, invite her to join me on the back patio.”

      * As you wish, Young Master. *

      It wasn’t long before a woman who looked barely legal to date stepped around the corner of the house. She wore her forest green hair in a spiky up-do. Jake would’ve first thought she was a dryad—if such existed—and maybe, she was. She wore a navy-blue skirt suit with pinstripes, and there was something about her mannerisms that suggested she was wary of Jake.

      As soon as she reached a respectful distance, she stopped. Jake stood to greet her.

      “Hi. I’m Jake Adams. Beauregard said you wanted to speak with me.”

      “Greetings, Jake Adams. I am Illandra of the Seelie Court. I come to broker a peace between you and my granddaughter.”

      Uhm… what?

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean, but I’m happy to discuss it with you. Please, help yourself to a seat. Would you like any refreshments? We have apple, orange, and passion fruit juice along with several different types of soda and—of course—water. I can also offer you strawberries, raspberries, and/or black berries if you’d like a snack, and if there’s something else you prefer, I’m sure I can have it here in short order.”

      She moved to one of the chairs at the patio table and smoothly claimed it with grace and poise. She moved like a dancer. Complete control of her body within the three dimensions.

      “I appreciate the offer, good sir, but I have no wish to indebt myself to you beyond the purpose of my visit.”

      Oh, yeah… that was something the stories of the Fae always cautioned. Never say ‘thank you’ or anything like that… or accept food or beverages. Doing so could create a debt between the recipient and the providing Fae.

      Jake shrugged as he claimed a seat across the patio table from her. “I didn’t consider it like that. I was just trying to be a proper host.”

      “Ah. I understand and appreciate your consideration. Is now a good time to discuss the matter?”

      “Sure. I was just relaxing after a busy day. Like I said, I’m not totally sure I know what you mean. I can’t think of any situations I’m involved in that could warrant a discussion about ‘securing a peace.’”

      Silence hung over the area for a few moments. Illandra pursed her lips in such a way that Jake thought she was controlling a smile. “My granddaughter is Fiona O’Rourke.”

      Oh. Okay. That was not a name he’d ever expected to hear again.

      “All right. I understand and think I know the situation you mean, but why do you think you need to secure a peace?”

      “Fiona is such a dear child. Her mother and I have tried our best to teach her proper manners where her Fae ancestry is concerned, but… well… sometimes, she slips. Her attempt to draw on your power was very much improper behavior and—to some—would have constituted an attack. I was not aware sorcerers still walked this realm, and as such, I had not taught her how to identify your kind… or warned her not to cross paths with you. I love my grandchild very much and have come to ask what is required to settle this matter and secure what this realm understands as a non-aggression pact.”

      On the one side, he should probably play a little hardball and extract some concessions. Whoever this woman was, she had already admitted to being in the weaker position. But that wasn’t who he wanted to be. He didn’t like the thought of creating that kind of relationship between him and Fiona or her family.

      “I feel like you have placed yourself in a vulnerable position coming here like you have, and I am prepared to level the playing field. Other than stories that are—quite possibly—incredibly wrong, you are my first contact with the Fae. The simple truth is that I didn’t understand what Fiona attempted, and when I felt her drain a little of my power, I reacted out of fear and tried shifting that draining effect to the ambient power. So… that being said, I would much rather be on neutral terms at a minimum with Fiona and you, and I see no reason to demand concessions in exchange for what I would freely give. Even though I maybe should be, I am not an influence broker. I would rather have friends and acquaintances who are kindly disposed toward me than a collection of debts hanging over those indebted to me.”

      Illandra sat in silence as she regarded him with her hands clasped together in her lap. Part of him thought that she didn’t know quite what to make of him. After several seconds, she took a breath and slowly released it, nodding slowly.

      “I think—perhaps—we might be able to work out an arrangement. You say that you did not understand what was happening without any markers of guile or deception. Very well. I have observed this trait—what I think you would call guileless honesty—in many humans over the millennia, and it is not something present in Fae culture… perhaps not even present in Fae psychology. I will take what you have said and discuss it with my darlings. May I return for further clarification if such is needed?”

      Jake smiled. “Of course. I don’t mind—I never mind—talking. If more people talked openly, there’d be much less harm in the world.”

      Illandra stood. She somehow made the motion look both simple and innocent as well as sinuously sensuous and sinfully tempting.

      Jake didn’t find her all that tempting, though. He could appreciate that many would find her irresistible, but he couldn’t imagine anyone would choose her over Emilia… not if they really knew Emilia.

      Without another word, Illandra made a small gesture while furrowing her brow and vanished in the blink of an eye.

      Jake leaned back against his seat and sighed. He wished the matter had never been a matter to begin with, but even if it settled his concerns about Fiona, it wasn’t like he’d drop Emilia to go running to the red-haired beauty. Yes… her accent would make any guy weak, but he preferred Emilia.

      Matter of fact, it might not be a bad idea to take some time showing Emilia how much he preferred her. With a happy smile, he stood and crossed the patio toward the house’s doors.
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      Fiona’s Apartment

      Topeka, Kansas

      24 July 2025, 7:48pm

      

      Fiona fought the urge to pace and wring her hands. Grandmother had been gone almost an hour. Part of her wanted to worry, but the rational lawyer knew the conversation might not be something that went quickly.

      She wished she had never tried to draw from Jake. That probably ruined any chance she might have had with him. If she even had a chance to begin with. She’d sensed the connection he had to another female the moment she sat at the diner’s booth, and it seemed rather strong. It hadn’t been present when she’d first met him in the grocery’s break room.

      Like her mother, she’d struggled all her life to find and build a solid and good relationship. Part of it was that even the faint senses of a quarter-Fae allowed her to know when her paramour (prospective or not) was unfaithful. Another part was that even as just a quarter-Fae, she knew she would measure her life in centuries… not decades. Precisely how many was a very gray area, but her mother was considerably older than she looked, and it was only the three-quarters human genetics that made Fiona look like almost a fraternal twin to her mother, instead of a very similar daughter.

      Just as her mind was starting to spiral toward the question of whether something went wrong, she felt a surge of power right outside her apartment. Not even five seconds later, there was a knock at the door.

      She crossed to the door and peeked through the peephole. All the tension she’d been carrying evaporated from her shoulders when she saw her grandmother standing on the other side of the door. She quickly unlatched the chain and unlocked the deadbolt.

      “Please, Grandmother, come in and be welcome.”

      Grandmother beamed a smile. “You have always been such a darling child, Fiona.”

      She entered and crossed to the living room, where she chose and claimed a seat.

      Silence reigned, and the suspense quickly became unbearable.

      “Well? What happened?”

      Grandmother smiled, though sorrow faintly tinged it. “Jake is a darling boy, Fiona. I almost wish you had caught him… which you might have actually achieved had you not made the mistake of drawing from him. He had no idea what you did. You have no reason to fear repercussions from him for your gross breach of propriety.”

      Well, there was that at least. Knowing Jake held no animosity toward her was a relief. And yes, Grandmother was right. She did regret not handling the situation better. Even before she learned he was a sorcerer, she’d found him desirable and almost captivating. The aura created by his power was almost intoxicating.

      It was probably just as well that she blew any chance of pursuing him. That aura would’ve been the death of her. Moth to a flame and all that.

      “Thank you, Grandmother. I appreciate your intercession.”

      She chuckled. It was a warm sound, full of love and regard. “I do not think my intercession was needed. It was apparent early on that he held no grudge. Confusion? Yes, plenty of that. But I answered what I could. For what it’s worth, I think he regrets the outcome as well, but I do not believe he is still available. Is there anything else I can help you with, child?”

      “No, I do not think so. Thank you again, Grandmother.”

      She beamed a perfect smile. A loving, happy smile. “Of course, dear heart. You and your mother are very precious to me. Do keep in touch.”

      She stood and took a step toward the door. Between that step and the next, she vanished.

      It wasn’t all that surprising. Absolutely not the first time she’d done so, but it was still a little abrupt and jarring nonetheless.

      “Are you truly okay, sweetie?” Mom asked.

      “Yes, of course. There’s a faint twinge of sad that I apparently lost out on a good man, but I’m sure I’ll find someone eventually.”

      Mom pushed to her feet. “Well, as much as I hate to do so, I should probably be going, too. Your father was supposed to be coming home today, and he’s probably there and waiting for me. Don’t worry; I left him a note.”

      She pulled her mom into as big a hug as she could manage. She had no idea how people made it in the world without any family to speak of. Hers was her rock, her ultimate safe place. What did people do without that?

      “I love you, Mom. Give my love to Dad.”

      “I will, sweetie. We love you, too.”

      She released her mom from the hug and stepped back. Unlike Grandmother, Mom opened a portal using her Fae power, making a window in reality that showed the back of her childhood home. Mom stepped through it, and the portal winked out of existence.

      Now, all that was left was figuring out how to spend the evening before she had to be a lawyer again tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Stigium Tower

      New York City

      25 July 2025, 7:53am (Eastern)

      

      Cato leaned back against the chair, settling in to enjoy a pleasant morning with breakfast on the balcony before he had to face the rigors of his day. He was sure many people would be surprised at how much he actually worked if they knew his true age and net worth. But the habits and drive that allowed him to amass his wealth and reach his current station were what kept him at the top.

      Of course, he didn’t need to put in the effort and time that he did. He had people for that, after all. But he’d also learned over the years that it helped the people working for him do their jobs better if they saw him toiling away, as well. It was simply more often the case that they would never have recognized what he truly did as ‘toiling.’

      No… he went to his office on the top corporate floor most days and did indeed work toward the betterment of the company. He rarely took meetings, if ever. His name wasn’t on the lips of every business influencer in the country, unlike some. And yet, if one would have asked anyone who worked on the ninety-fifth floor, the person asked would have sworn that Mister Cato was one of the busiest people in the building.

      Jamison’s arrival with the breakfast tray and the morning papers pulled him out of his thoughts. It wasn’t often that Jamison could make it so far into his residence without his awareness twigging to the man’s presence, but apparently, it was a morning for deep thought.

      “Morning, sir. I think you’ll want to take a little extra time with the papers this morning. The Unknown Mage made another appearance yesterday. This time in Pueblo, Colorado.”

      Cato frowned. Why would Gaius go to Pueblo? None of his machinations would have drawn his nephew there. In fact, his machinations were in something of a holding pattern, giving the boy time to reflect and come into his own a little more.

      “That seems… odd… to me, Jamison. Do you know the particulars?”

      “Apparently, sir, twelve mage terrorists took over a department store that was part of a shopping plaza. The last I heard, two of them had been identified as being known associates of the Elementalist. Pueblo Police don’t have any mages on their SWAT team, so it was a bit fortuitous that the Unknown Mage arrived on the scene and dealt with them. He didn’t kill them, either… simply sent them into a coma for about three hours. From what I understand, they were very unhappy when they finally woke up and found themselves in mage-proof cells.”

      “Yes… I’m sure they were. I suspect we will learn this was some form of misguided retaliation for abducting their man and using him for our own purposes. Hmmm… yes.” He snapped himself out of his thoughts and offered his man a pleasant smile. “Thank you, Jamison. I appreciate everything you do.”

      “You’re welcome, sir, and thank you.”

      Jamison gave a respectful nod that edged toward a partial bow before he pivoted on his heel and left the penthouse.

      But Cato didn’t follow him out with his senses, like he normally did. No. He was too wrapped up in spiraling thoughts about the mage terrorists and their apparent misperception of their true place on global food chain. A part of him debated visiting whatever remained of their organization and proving beyond any doubt just how pointless and insignificant they really were.

      Not too long after he had that thought, though, he backed away from it. He hadn’t survived all these long years with their associated turmoil and upheaval by being sloppy and rash. It was a very inelegant metaphor, but he much preferred being the spider at the center of the web. Far better than being one of the insects flailing in futility at the spider’s every whim.

      He wouldn’t be the one to correct the mage terrorists’ misunderstanding of their proper station in life. No… he’d leave that to Gaius. All he had to do was engineer a proper motivation.

      He refocused himself on breakfast, and the satisfied smile curling his lips did not relate in the slightest to the excellent fare on the table before him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      25 June 2025, 8:35am (Central)

      

      Jake stood in front of the collection of 4x4 posts that served as his practice field. There was a hint of rain in the air, and the sky above was partly sunny at best. But that wasn’t where Jake’s focus lay.

      No.

      He felt… a mixture of concern and confusion. He wasn’t sure what came next. Ever since his birth mother gave him the true ‘secret’ of how a sorcerer should use their power, lighting a single red candle amid a field of white candles was child’s play. His Ferris Wheel of Spheres wasn’t all that taxing anymore, either. He could spawn it and tie it to the ambient power so that its fuel didn’t come from him with a second’s thought… if that long.

      Given all this… where did he go from here? What was the next step in mastering who he was and what he was capable of doing?

      Ever since he revealed himself to the world by defeating the Elementalist, he’d had a nagging feeling in the back of his mind that the encounter at the hospital was not some random thing. A couple of the news stories had even mentioned how the latest intelligence reports prior to his appearance in Illinois indicated he was in Cypress as recently as the day before a tractor-trailer wrecked and spilled the container that carried his unconscious form.

      To make matters even better, a local news affiliate had ferreted out that the semi had just returned to active service from a full inspection and service. The parts—whose failure caused the wreck—shouldn’t have failed, as several of them were brand new. Investigated and verified brand new and without even a full week’s wear on them.

      A part of him wanted to believe someone somewhere was setting challenges before him. But to what end? Were they supposed to take him off the board, but the orchestrator underestimated him? Or were they little more than training opportunities to draw him out and accelerate his advancement? Perhaps even reveal his level of mastery?

      If the latter was indeed the case—that the confrontation with the Elementalist was not a botched assassination—how was he supposed to learn who was behind it and stop them? Or at least convince them not to do anything like it again?

      And how did the mage terrorists in Pueblo fit in? Were they some kind of orchestrated attack as well? Or just responding to the Elementalist’s death like they claimed?

      The longer he allowed himself to consider all those questions, the more he felt like he stood atop a large flat rock precariously balanced on a stalagmite above a lava field. He didn’t like that feeling… not at all… but he didn’t know what to do about it, either.

      There was a certain amount of sense to the concept of ‘wait and see what happens.’ He didn’t think he had any leads into who might be behind the altercation with the Elementalist, and what’s more, he didn’t know how to go about getting any. It was probably a discussion to have with Isabel, since she was still supposedly his mentor.

      Thinking of Isabel derailed his gloomy thoughts and brought a slight smile to his face. Could he stand up to her dragon-fire now? Had he learned enough about how sorcery worked to achieve that? While it felt kinda soon to be going there, it was absolutely something he wanted to know. Talk about an achievement…

      Footfalls over his right shoulder pulled him from his thoughts, and he turned to see Emilia approaching him. An idle thought floated to the forefront of his mind questioning if it would be possible to use a combination of the Mind and Spatial Spheres to keep a running awareness of everyone around him in close proximity. It seemed possible, but he’d need to work it up and practice with it, before he grew comfortable with trusting it.

      Emilia snuggled against his side as she cast a curious glance over the empty posts. “I thought you came out here to practice?”

      “I did, but I think I need a new practice regimen. I can light a single candle with barely a thought now, even if all the posts are touching without larger bases to keep them apart. I was mainly considering where to go from here and figured it would involve a conversation with either Isabel or my birth mother… or maybe both. What brought you out here?”

      She grinned up at him. “Mom’s talking about heading back to New York, and I said I’d ask if you could save her the hiring of a portal mage. With all the excitement lately, there’s a bit of waiting list.”

      Now, there was an idea he hadn’t considered. Expand his practice to include the other aspects of his power. For all that he’d focused on control of the Fire Sphere, he hadn’t really put a similar amount of effort into the rest… especially the Mind Sphere.

      Okay, yes… he knew he didn’t have Sphere affinities like regular mages, and most days, he felt he did rather well at avoiding what his birth mother called ‘a limiting mindset.’ But that didn’t change the fact that he had whole disciplines of powers that he hadn’t really explored yet.

      Not a bad idea at all.

      “Targeting the other side of the portal might be a little tricky, but I’m willing to give it a go if she is.”

      “Awesome! That will let me introduce you to some friends back home. Even though it’s only been a couple months, I’ve missed hanging out with them something fierce. I’m really hoping to make Bella jealous; she’s always bragging about how amazing her boy-toy of the month is.”

      That kinda set Jake back a little. “Her ‘boy-toy of the month,’ is it?”

      Emilia snorted as they ambled toward the patio doors, still snuggled at his side. “There have been months she changed guys more often than people change underwear.”

      Damn. Just… well… damn. “What’s her deal, then?”

      “Ehh… hard to say, really. I know that she didn’t have a very stable home life. Her mom divorced her dad while she was still a toddler, and her mom has gone through a steady stream of guys since then. I don’t think her mom can compete with Bella’s speed of turn-over sometimes, but I’m sure her frequently short relationships were a formative influence on Bella.”

      Jake wasn’t sure what to think. The concept that he was relationship material was so new to him, he couldn’t imagine going through dating partners faster than some people went through clothes. Even if he tried to be a player, there was no way he’d manage being that kind of player.

      He tightened his arm around her into a brief hug as he asked, “Should you warn me about any of your other friends back home?”

      “Nah… not really. Bella’s the ‘worst’ of them. If she decides you’re better than whatever arm-candy she’s rocking at the moment, she might try to start something or egg him into starting something. I doubt that’s very likely, though. It usually takes quite a lot to get through her self-absorption.”

      “So, she’s narcissistic?”

      “I don’t think so, not in a clinical sense. She’s always struck me more as just epically insecure, but it manifests in weird ways sometimes. I’m sure I could’ve gone that way myself, since Dad died while I was so young, but Mom made it her mission to keep me grounded and sensible.”

      Jake stopped—drawing Emilia to stop, too—and leaned down to give her a serious kiss. When he finally ended it and stepped back just far enough to meet her eyes, he said, “Yay for your mom, then. I’d say you turned out rather well.”

      Emilia beamed a smile as she snuggled back under his arm and nudged him to resume their slow walk into the house.

      They found Bianca and Gianna sitting in the great room and chatting, and both looked their way when they entered through the patio doors.

      Jake allowed himself a small smile as he said, “So, I hear you’re thinking about returning to New York City.”

      Gianna nodded. “I am indeed. As much as I enjoy it here, I do have a life back there that’s kind of on hold at the moment. There are some things I can do from here, but not everything in my normal day.”

      “I’ll experiment a little bit to make sure I can create and hold a portal over that distance, but I see no reason that we can’t leave whenever you’re ready. Emilia says she wants me to meet some of her friends.”

      Gianna’s entire expression lit up. “That will make it so much easier for Emilia to visit. I hadn’t thought of asking you for a portal until she mentioned it. I don’t know why; it seems silly now, given what you’ve done since I’ve been here.”

      Jake didn’t know what to say to that, so he settled for a shrug. “That’s okay. I’m still getting used to it, myself. Unless someone needs something, I’m going to go practice my portals.”

      Emilia didn’t seem too interested in letting go of him, but he eventually managed his extrication.

      Instead of returning to the field of posts, though, he went upstairs to his room and retrieved the sketchbook Isabel had taken to calling his first grimoire, plus the pack of colored pencils he used with it. Then, he went back outside and settled in one of the patio chairs.

      The first thing to do was to learn if he could see New York City somehow. At least, that’s what he felt like the first step should be, and a notable landmark would probably be easier than some random location as a first try.

      He leaned back in the seat, closed his eyes, and did his best to completely relax. Then, he gathered his will and applied it to his power.

      Show me Central Park.

      He felt his power flow into the world, and a pulse returned. It made him think of a sonar ping. But that was it. He didn’t get any kind of mental vision of Central Park.

      Which felt kinda odd.

      Ever since his birth mother told him how to use his power as a sorcerer, that method had never failed him. Why was this the first time?

      A gasp pulled him out of his focus, and he opened his eyes… and immediately flinched. Hovering in the air in front of him was an oval-shaped image that was wispy and frayed along its edges. The image showed a massive, green rectangle surrounded by a bustling city. The image was close enough with sufficient detail to see the leaves and branches on the trees swaying slightly in an otherwise invisible breeze. He even heard faint sounds of traffic coming in from the fringes of the image.

      He glanced toward the house to see who gasped and saw that all three of the ladies were present… Emilia, Gianna, and Bianca. All of their expressions betrayed varying degrees of surprise and disbelief, as they gaped at the image hovering in the air in front of him.

      “What… what is that?” Gianna asked.

      Jake glanced back to the oval-shaped window in reality. “I could easily be wrong, but I think it’s a view of Central Park. At least… that’s what it’s supposed to be.”

      “Oh, yeah, Mom… that’s totally Central Park. I’d know that view anywhere,” Emilia added.

      Okay, then. An excellent first attempt. Now, for something a little different. Once more, he gathered his will and applied it to his power.

      Show me Gianna’s home.

      The image swirled like a whirlpool, cutting off all sound and blurring everything about it except the wispy fringes of its edges. It quickly settled on a view of what looked like an upscale living room. A couple couches and armchairs that gave Jake the feeling of being designer brands and styles. Floor lamps. Genuine hardwood flooring.

      Another gasp, right before Gianna said, “That’s my home! How did you know where I live?”

      Jake simply grinned. “I don’t. I have no idea where that is. I just willed my power to show me your home. Now, for the real test…”

      One last time. Open a portal to Gianna’s home.

      The image elongated into a shape resembling an arched doorway, and Jake thought he saw or felt some kind of flash. Cool air from Gianna’s air-conditioned living room wafted through and slightly cooled the area around the portal. As the ladies looked on, Jake reached his arm out, pushing it through the portal and pulled it back out. It seemed to work.

      He turned to his audience and fought the urge to grin at how gobsmacked they looked… and Emilia had even seen him create portals before. “Okay. I think it’s safe to say I can portal you home.”

      He timed his will that the portal close with a finger-snap, and the ladies flinched when it vanished.

      “That… I… it is uncanny how easily you do things that Grandmasters would struggle with,” Gianna said at last. “There’s a very good reason we have designated portal areas. They are imbued with power to help Spatial Mages create stable portals across long distances. I’m not sure even three Spatial Grandmasters working together could have done what you just did… leaving aside how easily you did it.”

      Jake wasn’t sure what he should say to that, so he just shrugged. “I don’t know what to say, Gianna. I’m just me.”

      A soft smile curled one side of Gianna’s mouth. “Don’t ever lose that humility, Jake. It’s part of what makes us all human. I’ll go pack, and maybe we can leave after dinner? I’d like to say goodbye to Gerald when he gets back from the clinic.”

      “Sounds good to me. It won’t be difficult to get you a portal now, whenever you want one.”

      Wonder still radiated from Gianna’s demeanor as she shook her head and went back in the house. Bianca gave him a soft smile of her own before she went back inside as well.

      Emilia stepped close and claimed him again for some standing snuggles. When she spoke, his chest and shirt muffled her voice. “You know… there’s a part of me that’s kind of afraid I’ll just hold you back. Keep you from reaching your full potential.”

      “No. Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. You keep me grounded. Give me a reason to care. Someone to look forward to seeing. I don’t see you ever holding me back… unless it’s from attempting something really stupid. And if that’s the case, you should totally hold me back.”

      He felt her shake against him at the same time he heard a muffled giggle. “I’ll try, but with your power, you’d probably pull it off, anyway.”

      “You should plan our itinerary for my first visit to New York City. How long were you wanting to spend there?”

      “I’ve already texted my friends. We’ll meet them at nice bistro not far from Mom’s place. I figured we’d take it easy, this first time, and expand our explorations during later visits.”

      “Works for me.”

      Jake was curious about seeing the Big Apple, but it wasn’t a burning need. He was okay with something low-key his first time there… and probably his second and third times, too.
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      Conference Room, Stigium Tower

      New York City

      25 July 2025, 10:17am (Eastern)

      

      Mister Cato sat at the head of the conference table with the C-level executives and major department heads extending down the table from him. Wednesday was always Meeting Day. He and those around him spent about an hour each week keeping up-to-date on the status of the company’s major projects and any new concerns that had popped up since the last meeting.

      Cato usually spent most of the meetings assimilating the reports and considering any changes in focus or direction that might be needed, so the first power flare didn’t grab his attention. Not immediately.

      The second did.

      He turned his head in the direction of the flare and angled his head down as if looking at the tabletop, even though that wasn’t his focus. It felt a lot like when he viewed a place remotely. It wasn’t focused on him or Stigium Tower, but the focus of it was… close. But who…

      A third power flare interrupted his thoughts, and in that instant, he knew. The third was indicative of a young sorcerer early in his mastery of portals. But why was Gaius creating portals to New York City? That didn’t make any sense. What reason would he have for coming here?

      Without giving the weekly meeting even the slightest thought, he stood and walked out in search of Jamison, his right hand of many, many years. He found the man in his office, and he entered without knocking.

      “Are you aware of any incidents nearby that might attract the Unknown Mage’s attention?”

      Jamison flinched in his seat and jerked his head up to face his new guest. He started to stand, but Cato waved him back. “Uhm… no. I don’t think so. The police scanner hasn’t sounded off on anything serious like that. Why?”

      Cato blanketed Jamison’s office with his senses, intent on locating any listening or recording devices. He found none and closed the office’s door, before turning back to his man. “I just felt three pulses of power that would be about right for someone like the Unknown Mage remote-viewing a location in the city and then opening a portal.”

      Jamison frowned, showing his thinking pose. “Huh… no, I can’t think of anything happening anywhere in the city right now that would be worthy of his attention. Would you like me to poll my contacts?”

      “Yes, please do. Find me when you’ve collated their responses, and interrupt me if necessary. This takes precedence over the day-to-day.”

      Without another word, Mister Cato pivoted on his heel, opened the door, and left Jamison’s office.
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      Thyme for Friends Bistro

      New York City

      25 July 2025, 6:18pm

      

      As he and Emilia strolled along the sidewalk, Jake did his best to take it all in without seeming like a rubber-necking tourist. He certainly wasn’t used to such tall buildings surrounding him. No structure anywhere close to Hornbeam was as tall as those that lined the street.

      Car horns. Loud, obnoxious car horns. Even after six in the evening, it seemed like the streets were full, but maybe that was just normal. Either way, he wasn’t a fan and felt like suggesting they ease off a bit.

      He wasn’t prepared for all the extra heat, either. It made sense that the concrete and asphalt would soak up the sun’s heat during the day and radiate it back out during the evening and night. But to Jake, it added a weight and clamminess to the air that he wasn’t sure he liked.

      That facet of experiencing the Big Apple, he was fine cheating about. A quick thought and push of will wrapped him and Emilia in an Air effect that created bubbles of sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit, thirty percent humidity, and low barometric pressure. The bubbles even moved with them as they walked!

      One of the best uses of his power so far, if you asked him.

      The moment he created the climate bubbles, Emilia missed a stride and shot him a look. He replied with his best insouciant shrug and kept right on walking.

      

      Jake wasn’t sure what to expect of a big-city bistro, especially compared to the coffee shop back home. Thyme for Friends was a charming place on one corner of a busy intersection, not more than a fifteen-minute walk from Gianna’s apartment building. From what he could see through the windows, the interior looked rather large, and it had its own patio along the sidewalk, which Jake privately hoped they wouldn’t use.

      An old-time bell jingled over their heads as he opened the door for Emilia and let her lead him through, and he couldn’t help but smile as he looked up at it. Seeing that taste of the past in such a modern setting warmed his heart.

      He’d never felt like the nostalgic type, but neither did he think society should lose awareness of—and appreciation for—all those who came before.

      Pleasant scents of baked goods, coffee, and more greeted him as one of the people behind the counter called out a greeting. The pleasant murmur of the kind of steady background conversation that only a crowded, popular place can create enshrouded him as he followed Emilia deeper into the dining area, which was just dim enough to be pleasant. Lights hung over each table to give them a touch more intimacy, and overall, Jake felt as though he’d enjoy the time he spent there.

      As they crossed the dining area, three young women around a large table in the far back stood up and waved, almost bouncing at seeing Emilia. He saw three guys with them who didn’t seem nearly as enthused, but that didn’t bother Jake.

      In fact, he understood a little. Goodness knows, he wasn’t there for any of them. Emilia wanted to show him off to her friends, and that was as far as he invested in this little outing.

      The ladies half ran and half danced their way to Emilia, quickly engulfing her in a community hug that came close to making her vanish within it. One of the friends was tall, lissome and of Asian descent, having what Jake always thought of as a runner’s build. The redhead at Emilia’s left shoulder was closer to average height for a woman with a much more pronounced hourglass figure than even Emilia possessed. The third was a blond-haired woman, who Jake would’ve said was middle of the road in the build and figure department. All of them were pretty, and he figured they had no issues catching whatever man (or woman) they chose.

      After a few more moments, the community hug broke up, and Emilia stepped back to claim Jake by the arm and lead him to the table. At their arrival, the waiting guys stood.

      “Okay,” Emilia began. “Everyone, this is Jake Adams. Jake, the tall brunette is Bella Sciuto, and I’m afraid I don’t know your name, guy.”

      The fellow standing beside Bella in a navy polo shirt and smart khakis smiled. “That’s okay. Bella and I are still a little new. I’m Brian Milston.”

      Emilia nodded with a smile as she resumed. “Okay. The mischievous redhead is Riley Williams, and that’s her guy Liam Burke in the polo and jeans. The blonde is Natalia Simonova, and her guy is Peter Lowell.”

      Jake shook hands all around and helped Emilia with her seat before easing into his own.

      A server quickly appeared and took his and Emilia’s drink orders before vanishing back into the throngs of people, while Bella fired the first shot. “So, Jake… how long have you and Emilia been together?”

      He shrugged. “A little under a couple months, I think. We started moving toward dating around the end of May.”

      “I see, I see. Well, I’m glad she found you. I despaired of her ever finding someone she wanted to claim… for a while anyway. She always seemed far too picky for my taste.”

      The smile she added, there at the end, seemed a bit like crocodile tears to Jake. Huh… had the games already begun without anyone telling him?

      Brian seemed a little put-off by her as well, though Jake felt he hid it really well.

      The server returned with his and Emilia’s drinks, interrupting the slightly awkward moment. Jake took a sip of his tea and leaned back against his seat as Riley and Natalia begged Emilia to fill them in on everything that had happened to her since she moved out to Illinois. He greatly appreciated them taking the focus off of him, and he settled in for what he hoped would be a reunion with her friends that Emilia enjoyed.
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        * * *

      

      New York City

      25 July 2025, 7:18pm

      

      Mister Cato watched the buildings glide by as Jamison drove the car. To anyone he allowed to know him, it was obvious he was deep in thought. He appreciated how Jamison respected this and refrained from idle chatter.

      In truth, he felt a bit… unsettled. Ever since the three power flares earlier that morning, the question of why Gaius would use this city for his portal practice bothered him. It didn’t seem like something he’d do… not that Cato knew his nephew even a little bit. Much like those morons in the Harpocratic Society, he hadn’t known when or where the baby would emerge… or even if he would.

      Part of him said he should just track the boy down, offer to be his mentor in all things sorcerer. It would be a simple, effective way to learn what he knew—if anything—and also guide the boy toward achieving his own goals. On the surface, it looked like a win-win, as these modern simpletons liked to say.

      And yet… he didn’t.

      Something about that struck him as too easy. Not to mention far too risky. He couldn’t un-introduce himself if the meeting—or relationship over time—went wrong. He couldn’t take the chance that the boy was—or would be—as much of a bleeding heart as his parents had been all those centuries ago.

      No.

      Far better to remain behind the scenes, making minor adjustments as Gaius grew more adept with his power and control. And then… when the time was right… ensure he learned of the family’s vault and take it from him when he finally found it.

      But that didn’t mean he wanted nothing to do with the boy before then. The centuries had taught him something he’d never thought possible. The simple fact was that it’s lonely at the top. It’s all well and good to be spiteful and dismissive of family when you’re young and have your blood up, but after centuries and centuries of being the only one of your line alive… well… a part of him had come to yearn for family. Someone who might understand his plight—however minutely—and want to spend time with him, simply because they shared a least a small smattering of blood. Or more than a small smattering in Gaius’s case.

      It was fool’s thinking, he knew. It held no place in his goals for himself or this world, and those goals had propelled him forward through the countless years to reach the pinnacle he had claimed. It would be utter folly to abandon them now… wouldn’t it?

      The car rolled to a stop, and out of reflex, he swept the buildings around him with a faint wisp of his senses. There! Thyme for Friends bistro.

      He closed his eyes and concentrated just a minute amount more, and faster than a finger-snap, his focus settled on a young man sitting at a large table in the back. Well… in this case, the back was almost directly beside where his car sat. The young man sat surrounded by others, and he didn’t seem too uncomfortable with the situation. A rather fetching young lady—who was also a mage, it seemed—stayed close to his side.

      He didn’t allow his senses to probe them too deeply. Gaius was sorcerer like him, though vastly less experienced. It wouldn’t take much for him to realize someone was exploring his mind. The young woman? Well, he felt sure he was deft enough to avoid what senses the Tri-Sphere possessed, but why risk it?

      Making a note of the date and time, he filed away a thought to acquire the bistro’s security footage. It would be good to actually see his nephew.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      25 July 2025, 9:20pm (Central)

      

      Jake’s portal delivered him and Emilia to the steps that led up to the front porch of Gerald and Bianca’s house. It seemed to be a pleasant evening, back in the Grove, and he was going to enjoy it for a little bit before going inside.

      The sojourn to New York City hadn’t been horrible. He enjoyed exploring some of Emilia’s old haunts with her—just the two of them—far more than he’d enjoyed dinner at the bistro. As much as Emilia had tried, he hadn’t really fit in with any of them. Brian was a mid-level executive in his family’s advertising agency, and he liked people to know it. Liam was nice enough, but Jake hadn’t felt like they’d connected at all. And Peter? He wasn’t sure what was going on with Peter; the guy had simply held to his one section of the table without interacting much at all.

      But Jake hadn’t really cared about whether Emilia’s friends and their hangers-on accepted him. That wasn’t why he was there. No… it was what happened about an hour into their visit that had left him feeling frustratingly puzzled.

      He’d almost missed the feather-light touch on his mind and soul. No… make that wispy, like the lightest breeze you can just barely feel. It had felt like it came from all around, so despite being so damn faint he could barely register it, he had no way to sort out where it came from. As they walked back to her mother’s apartment, Jake had asked Emilia about it, but she hadn’t noticed a thing.

      Which left Jake not knowing what to think. Maybe he’d pop out to Pueblo again and visit Isabel. Tell her about it and ask her thoughts. She was supposed to be his mentor in all of this after all.

      Emilia nudged him with her shoulder as they slowly climbed the steps up to the porch. “Hey… you’re awfully quiet. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      Jake guided her over to the swing, where he sat and she snuggled into his side. “I just can’t get that feeling I experienced in the bistro out of my mind. It was like… I don’t know what it was like, really. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like it before. It carried an undertone of curiosity… maybe? I don’t know if they were looking for me specifically or just practicing their Mind Sphere or what. I would think that anyone deft enough to have such a faint touch with their Mind Sphere wouldn’t need to practice, but what do I know?”

      “Wow… this really has you bugged, doesn’t it?”

      He simply nodded. “I want to chalk it up to just some weird coincidence of the big city… but… that doesn’t sit well. Something about it rubbed me the wrong way, and it’s not letting go of me. I was thinking about visiting Isabel tomorrow to ask her about it. See if she’d ever heard of anything like that.”

      “If it’s bothering you that much, I’d say go for it. It’s not good to let things like this settle in for a long stay. It might eat away at your focus.”

      “Yeah… I can see that.”

      Silence descended and enfolded them as they watched lightning bugs wink in the night. Jake didn’t arrive at any startling new conclusions, and before long, he put it out of his mind for the moment. There was nothing to be done about it right then, and besides, something far better demanded his attention when Emilia stood and turned back toward him just enough to present her stunningly gorgeous form in profile.

      “Come with me. I think I know a way to take your mind off of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabel Taylor’s Residence

      Beulah Valley, Colorado

      26 July 2025, 9:15am (Mountain)

      

      The warm, dry air slapped Jake like a wall when he stepped through the portal to stand right outside Isabel’s house. The grass was thinner than a bald monk’s hair in some places, and where there was grass, it was the faded green of something left too long in the sun. The trees looked a little better, but they still weren’t the rich, vibrant green he was used to. That was probably down to their deeper root systems. Even the dirt looked more khaki tan than the rich, dark brown back at the Grove.

      It was very apparent that Jake stood in a different climate from his home.

      He stood not too far into Isabel’s driveway from what looked like a two-lane highway. It was cracked and bleached, much like the rest of the terrain. The yellow and white lines were just as faded as the grass.

      The roar of an engine prompted him to turn, and he saw an old white pickup with FARM USE scrawled on the side in worn, black paint. It slowed to a stop, and the oldster behind the wheel worked the hand-crank to lower the window.

      “Hey, there, sonny.” His voice was just as dry and parched as the land around them. “You all right? Did you break down?”

      “No, but thank you. I’m just visiting a friend.”

      The old codger gave him a bit of a stink eye. “Friend you say? Ain’t nobody lives around here, except that weird private eye. You sure she’s a friend a’ yers? Word is… she don’t take kindly to unannounced strangers on her place. There’s been some weird happenings, hear tell… ‘specially after dark. You maybe want I should give you a ride into town? There’s a public phone at the store you can use to call one a’ them ride-share things to get you back to Pueblo.”

      Jake smiled. “I appreciate it, sir, but she and I are good friends. She’s actually my mentor on a couple things, and I was visiting to check in with her.”

      “Mentor, you say? What… you one a’ them private eyes, too?”

      “You could say that, but I’m not licensed yet… so I can’t take on any clients.”

      He gave Jake another hit of the stink eye. “Well… iff’n yer sure you know what yer doin’, it ain’t my place to try n’ talk you out of it. Be careful out there, all the same.”

      He threw Jake a wave before he eased off the brake and accelerated while cranking his window back up.

      Jake smiled at the interaction. He had no idea who that oldster was, but he seemed nice enough. The exchange did give him something, though. It seemed the locals were a tad wary of Isabel. Part of him wondered why, while another part questioned if the why even mattered.

      With a final chuckle over the encounter, Jake turned back to his destination and started walking down the driveway.

      Calling Isabel’s house a log home was both accurate and not. Yes… it looked to be made of carved and shaped logs the color of a nice, light oak stain to match most log homes he’d seen. It even had what looked like the modern tin roofing colored forest green.

      But that was where the similarity faded.

      It was set about five hundred yards back from the road, and it still looked huge. A dry gulch that was probably a river during the Spring thaw split the distance, and a tasteful wooden bridge with concrete abutments and green accents spanned it.

      The house itself snuggled right up against the base of a modest hill—at least when compared to the Rockies about a half hour to the north—and Jake suspected that was to hide Isabel’s cavern where he and Emilia and Gianna had met her not so long ago.

      Small conifers dotted the landscape in a pleasant pattern while leading up to the house, and given their rich, vibrant green, Jake wondered if Isabel or Kai watered them.

      

      By the time Jake neared the staircase that led up to the front porch, Kai already stood at the top of them. His expression appeared as impassive as ever, and Jake had no idea how to read him… if he should even try.

      “Hello, Master Jake.”

      The man’s voice still struck him. How could anyone’s voice be both gentle and ringing with authority at the same time?

      “Hello, Kai. I was hoping to speak with Isabel. Is she available?”

      “Yes and no, good sir. She is spending the day at her office in Pueblo. Given when she left, she’s probably unlocking the front door right now.”

      “Ah… I see. Do you mind giving me her office’s address?”

      “Not at all.” He rattled off an address that Jake had no problem memorizing.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Kai simply nodded once—almost like a vague bow—and retreated inside.

      Jake concentrated on the address Kai had given him and willed his power to open a portal.
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        * * *

      

      His portal delivered Jake to a plain-looking hallway that screamed ‘mid-1980s office building in slight disrepair.’ A window in the hallway to his right was kind enough to show him the street outside; from the angle, he was on the third or fourth floor, certainly no higher. The ceiling tiles were yellow in places. The floor tiles didn’t look recently waxed or cleaned. And there was a faint smell of… mold or mildew perhaps? Jake wasn’t sure, but whatever the source of the smell, it didn’t add anything pleasant to the ambiance.

      Nor did the shouting carrying through a door labeled Draco Investigations…

      Jake approached the door and found it both unlocked and unlatched. He nudged it open with his toe, and it opening on silent hinges astonished him. He’d expected a slow squeak.

      A large bald man—large in both height and waistline—towered over Isabel in her human guise. He waved a pudgy hand like a meaty hammer as he verbally assaulted a person who appeared to be half his size and weight or less. Every so often, spittle would rain from his lips as he shouted.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, Ms. Taylor, but this is not how you treat your clients. I am a paying customer who hasn’t heard from you in weeks, and your man told me something about you gallivanting off to Illinois. I will not stand for this outrage. I demand you turn over any documents related to my case at once, or I will have you in court!”

      Isabel remained silent through it all, looking up at him with an expression of vague indifference. The very picture of uncaring nonchalance, she leaned against a counter that looked to be pressed-wood crap with a Formica countertop.

      The sudden silence was almost jarring. Her eyes flicked to Jake for just a split-second, before going back to the shouter. When she spoke, her voice began more as a tired sigh than a normal room voice.

      “Mister Brody, I’ve looked over Kai’s notes for your meeting. I’ve even looked over the video recording of the meeting. You seem to be operating with a crucial misunderstanding. In order to be a paying client, you must first actually pay me. You never provided the retainer I told you was required before I’d even touch your case. You have not paid anything whatsoever. I am happy to return the packet you gave me, because it has sat on my desk unopened for over three months… and, frankly… I need the desk space. Here… one second…”

      Without even a backward glance at the man, she stepped into the inner office and returned with three dark brown expanding file folders with flap closures that could be tied. She pressed them into his hands and stepped back to lean against the counter once more.

      “Now, then… be a good boor and toddle off to distress some poor sod who actually gives a damn about people who don’t pay for services.”

      The man stood spluttering for several moments before he huffed, “Well, I never…”

      “I know. That’s why I haven’t started work on your case. You never paid me. Now, get out and do not darken my door again. You won’t like the reception you receive.”

      Jake heard the man reply with a wordless snarl just before he pivoted on his heel. He blinked in surprise at seeing Jake standing just inside the door, but his snarl returned full-force in an eye-blink.

      “You’d be better off finding a real private eye, kid. This one’s nothing but a hack.”

      Jake shrugged and gave the man his best insouciant smile. “Oh… I figure I’ll take my chances. After all, I actually pay my debts.”

      The man snarled at Jake as he stomped out of the office. Jake pushed the door closed behind him and turned to find Isabel looking him over in silent regard.

      “And to what do I owe the pleasure of your company today, Jake?”

      “I’m sorry for dropping in unannounced. It didn’t occur to me that I probably should’ve called until I was walking up to your house. Then, Kai said you were here.”

      She pushed herself away from the counter and headed for her inner office, waving for him to follow over her shoulder as she went.

      Jake followed without a word and soon found himself sitting in a guest chair across an ancient wooden desk in an office that looked like a shrine to organization and tidiness. The desktop looked clean enough to use as a plate, though no one would ever be so gauche as to do so. There were little lace doilies everywhere, acting as coasters or accents or whatever their purpose in life was. Several filing cabinets lined each side wall, and they looked meticulously labeled.

      Isabel leaned her chair back and looked at him in silence as she squeakily swiveled from side to side. After a few moments, she broke the silence.

      “I don’t know why you’re here, Jake, but we might want to discuss the mentorship. Since you’ve had access to the knowledge of your birth parents via the spirit vault, I have come to question the value of the agreement we forged. I am not certain I am holding up my side of the bargain.”

      Jake shrugged while waggling his hand side to side. “I don’t know about that. If we didn’t have the mentorship agreement, I wouldn’t have felt comfortable seeking you out to ask my question. Why not let it ride and not adjust it? Instead of helping me learn to control my power, why not make it more of a consulting mentorship?”

      Isabel regarded him in silence for several moments before she nodded. “Very well. I see the value in that. Now… what did you come to discuss with me?”

      “Yesterday, I portalled Gianna home to New York, and Emilia took me to a bistro nearby to meet some of her friends. While we were there, I felt… something… and I’m not truly sure how to describe it. It was almost like the faintest touch of a feather, except against my mind. If it hadn’t been for how bored and disengaged I was with Emilia’s friends, I might not have noticed it at all. Emilia didn’t notice anything weird; I do know that.”

      “Interesting. You say you felt a feather-light touch against your mind? Did it linger?”

      Jake shook his head. “No. It was fleeting. Faster than a finger-snap. There and gone just as quickly.”

      “Hmmm… there are only a short list of things it could’ve been. A Mind Grandmaster, perhaps. Some kind of Mind-attuned spirit, maybe. I would even put another sorcerer on the list, but that’s impossible. As far as I know, you’re the only sorcerer alive in the modern world. Hrmmm… write me an email describing the experience to the best of your ability. Leave nothing out, not even something you think doesn’t matter. I’ll consult with a few of my associates and see what they think. Once I know more, I’ll get back to you.”

      “Sounds good, and thanks, Isabel. It means a lot that I have someone to ask stuff like this.”

      She smiled. “Think nothing of it, Jake. It’s what mentors are for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      28 July 2025, 11:45am (Central)

      

      For the past couple days, Jake had found himself at odds for what to do next. Practice—at least the form it had taken under Isabel’s direction—was a thing of the past. The techniques imparted to him by his birth parents far and away superseded anything he might learn from a Sphere-based mage. He didn’t even feel particularly motivated to design new effects in his grimoire.

      What was the point when he could simply will something to happen?

      All of which meant that he needed to find some way to fill his afternoon on his own, since Gerald and Emilia were in town either at his clinic or at the hospital.

      Part of him felt like he should maybe visit a few hospitals around the country as the Unknown Mage… burst-heal every patient before vanishing to somewhere else. The idea made him grin… but he was afraid of training people to expect it. On the one side, he didn’t want people feeling entitled to his time and abilities… but on the other… if he had it within him to help people—save their lives, maybe—shouldn’t he do that?

      He didn’t like that he still felt as though he didn’t know his place in the world. He didn’t like the uncertainty.

      He had no doubt what his parents would tell him… birth or adoptive. Neither set wanted to hear him say he owed anyone anything. His birth parents were even more saucy about it than his adoptive parents. He’d seen glimpses of how sorcerers back then viewed the world a couple times when they’d almost said that the people of the world owed him and not the other way around.

      He wasn’t quite sure how the world’s population owed him anything, and his birth parents—on the whole—were very grounded and down-to-Earth people. But there had been a few times that an almost-unconscious certainty of their innate superiority slipped through.

      Jake didn’t subscribe to the thought that he was in any way superior to anyone else. More capable? Undoubtedly. But that didn’t mean better.

      His thoughts carried him along the walk, up the steps, and through the front door of the house. He wasn’t paying much attention to his surroundings until he arrived in the great room. Bianca sat on one of the couches, watching a segment on a prominent children’s hospital.

      It took all his willpower to keep from smiling at the fairly new television. After trooping into Hornbeam to watch the coverage of his confrontation with the Elementalist at Marci’s diner, both Bianca and Gerald had arrived at the conclusion they maybe should have a TV at the house. He and Gerald had hung it and wired it after Bianca had coaxed the house into growing a hard-point for the wall mount that wouldn’t harm the living creature that the house was.

      More than once, Jake had wondered if there was a dryad somewhere close that called the massive house-tree home or was bonded to it at least, but he hadn’t worked up the courage to ask yet.

      He sat down on the opposite end of the couch from Bianca as the segment’s narrator told the story of the young girl on the screen. She had some rare form of cancer that—while treatable in a sense—had and almost one-hundred percent mortality rate.

      Sitting there, watching the segment, it really struck him how fortunate he’d been growing up. Whether it was his nascent power or simply good luck, he’d never been truly ill, not even as a child when all sorts of sickness roamed the halls of the school he attended. He’d never faced the idea that he wouldn’t live long enough to have his first date.

      It reached right into him and crushed his heart.

      If he ever had children, he knew that they would never face anything like what little Sophia on the screen lived with every day; even if it were possible for them to get sick, he wouldn’t allow it to linger. So… why should he allow this?

      He surged to his feet and went up to his room. Just as he was about to close the door, he noticed the jaguars nosing their way inside.

      “Whatcha doin’, Jake?” Bandit asked, and Jake smiled at how much better he’d become at speech.

      Jake stripped down to his boxer-briefs and collected the clothes he considered his Unknown Mage uniform, donning the various pieces.

      “I’m going to help those children. I’d like to work with the children’s hospital who paid for that TV segment we were watching, but I don’t know if they’ll play ball. That’s where I’m going to start, anyway.”

      Smokey padded over and rubbed against him. As members of Genus Panthera, the jaguars lacked the ability to purr, like the ‘smaller’ cats… but that didn’t keep them from expressing their approval and regard for him.

      “That’s a good thing to do, Jake. I don’t know what I’d do if I had cubs that were sick like that.”

      Jake leaned down and ran his hand from her ears to her tail. “You’ll never have cubs that are sick like that, Smokey. I won’t allow it. If you two would like to have cubs, though, I’m happy to arrange for the Grove to acquire another couple of jaguars.”

      Smokey and Bandit shared a look, before Smokey replied. “We’ll think about it.”

      Jake knelt and pulled both of them into a one-armed hug, holding it for a moment before he released them and stood. He pulled on his ski mask and rolled his shoulders as he stretched. Then, he sunk into the mindset of being the Unknown Mage, and he felt his feet lift off the floor as his shroud lit up the room.

      A single thought teleported him to the headquarters of the children’s hospital that had paid for the TV segment.
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        * * *

      

      Jenny Fincham sat at the security desk just inside the main entrance. She did her best to put on a brave face and a happy smile for all the kids who came through the doors, but it was hard… so hard. It was difficult, working at a children’s hospital that researched and treated diseases and conditions that often meant the child’s death, but in a way, she felt she did her part to make their days at least a little brighter.

      It was a hot, muggy day outside, and not even the tinting in the glass kept all of it at bay… but the hospital’s HVAC plant did the best it could to keep the lobby a pleasant temperature.

      She was an ‘exceptional’ Dual-Sphere with full affinity to the Death and Air Spheres, and those affinities had made a place for her when she’d signed up for the military right out of high school, energized and motivated by the Independence Day attacks. The memories of what she’d done during her years in the Army still haunted her at times, but at no point did she ever feel like she’d done anything ‘wrong.’

      The thought of those… people… attacking unprepared innocents still made her blood boil, and more than once, she’d considered re-enlisting. But… that was a young person’s game. While she kept herself in peak condition, it was peak condition for a woman in her forties with more than a few miles behind her.

      And like the man said… it’s not the years, it’s the mileage.

      She took a slow deep breath and did her best to push all those thoughts back into the dark corner of her mind where they belonged. She wasn’t that person anymore. She was a mom now with a husband she dearly loved and two wonderful daughters approaching adolescence.

      They hadn’t manifested yet, and she honestly wasn’t sure whether she hoped they did or hoped they didn’t. Like everything else in Life… it was a mixed bag.

      A sudden explosion of power shattered her idle thoughts, and she was on her feet and around her desk faster than some people blink, looking for the threat. Her mind went straight back to the Middle East, those years when she was point on one of the most decorated HK squads. She never told anyone what she’d done over there. She wasn’t exactly proud that she’d been one of the most recognized hunter-killer team leads.

      But that explosion of power? It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. Way too strong for even an exceptional Tri-Sphere.

      She feared that her debt had come due at long last. Someone was targeting these helpless children, and she would do everything in her power—even give her life—to protect them.

      The hairs on the back of her neck raised up just before she felt it. A node of such blinding power it seemed fit to blot out the sun overhead. She placed her hand on her sidearm and slowly turned to face the threat.

      And she gaped at the sight. There… right outside the hospital… the Unknown Mage hovered in the roundabout intended for patient drop-off and pick-up. Children and their parents surrounded him… or maybe her… and she felt another pulse of power. But this was tight, close. And somehow warm and beautiful. It brought to mind a mountain meadow during the full bloom of Spring, all festooned with wildflowers of every color and hue.

      Then, the Unknown Mage left them, moving toward the entrance in that slow, stately hover that she was sure felt like an unstoppable doom for those terrorists back at the Tristan Plaza that day. He floated through the door somehow… as if it wasn’t even there… and stopped a respectful distance from her.

      “I seek the person or persons in charge of the hospital.” He spoke in that eerie voice that somehow echoed in her mind just a half-step off-beat.

      She swallowed and glanced toward the bank of elevators. “I feel it’s my duty to ask your intentions.”

      “I bring an offer. I come to ask their help in healing the children.”

      Oh. Oh, my. Talk about a game-changer. If they worked something out that was even half-way accommodating to all the families who relied on the hospital and its satellite clinics, this could be huge.

      She couldn’t keep from beaming a smile. “The people you need to speak with are up on Ten. For what it’s worth, I hope you can work something out. If I’m going to see kids come through the doors behind you for the last time, I’d rather it be for a good reason.”

      She wasn’t sure, but she couldn’t help the feeling that the Unknown Mage smiled beneath whatever it was that obscured his features. There was a brief pause, and another burst of power exploded forth… again… engendering warm, fuzzy feelings of beauty. The sheer resonance of it nearly put her on her knees, and she suspected there wasn’t an ill person anywhere in the hospital now.

      Without another word, the Unknown Mage vanished.
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        * * *

      

      That very evening, the children’s hospital publicly announced a partnership with the Unknown Mage. Beginning on August 4th, the Unknown Mage would visit each of the hospital’s campuses in a publicized sequence across that week, where he would heal anyone—whether child or adult—of whatever incurable illnesses ailed them. And from that point forward, every six months, he would repeat the circuit… as long as circumstances allowed.

      The families of those children who’d starred in the television segment received calls that same day, making sure they were aware. One family in particular received a personal visit from the Unknown Mage; the hospital had sent little Sophia home to live out her final days in as much peace as possible.

      He didn’t burst out healing when he appeared in their house, like he did at hospitals. No. It was a quiet, almost intimate affair, where he both healed Sophia and repaired the genetic damage in her parents that had combined to make the perfect storm for their daughter.

      He left all three of them speechless, the parents sobbing tears of relief and joy, never having said a word himself.
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        * * *

      

      Jake sat on the ground under an expansive oak tree, not too far from the house. The jaguars lounged on either side of him, and he idly swished his fingers through their fur. He felt like he’d done some good that day. It would be interesting to see what the government did with it… if anything.

      Always before, he’d appeared and vanished before they had sufficient time to mobilize. But now? They knew where he’d be days in advance. He hoped they’d just let him be. He really did. But he wasn’t about to allow them—or anyone—to get in the way of him helping the children.

      Nope. Not at all.

      He didn’t want to make a fight of it, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to. But only time would tell.

      Soft footfalls in front of him prompted Jake to open his eyes, and he smiled at seeing Emilia standing a short distance away, still wearing her medical scrubs.

      “Ya know, Jake… sometimes, you make the rest of us feel a little bit inadequate.” Her tone implied ‘serious,’ while her smile screamed ‘mischievous.’

      He leaned his head back against the tree’s trunk as he closed his eyes. “I can’t help that you—or anyone else—draw the wrong conclusions.”

      “Wrong conclusions? What wrong conclusions? You just made a deal with a prominent children’s hospital to heal people for four days twice a year. How does that not make the medical profession inadequate?”

      “Because I’m not doing anything with regular hospitals? Look… I know it’s going to bite me in the ass. It will. It absolutely will. There will be some asshole holding up the line, demanding I heal his abscessed hangnail or whatever and make a huge scene when I send him on down the road. But that’s the way it’s going to be. I don’t care about adults with leukemia or whatever. I’ll heal them if they come through the line, but I’m not doing it for them. I’m doing it for the kids who have no hope otherwise. The little girl on the TV segment, Sophia, will be able to go to school and make friends now. She’ll be able to be a mom someday if she wants. She would’ve died within a month if I hadn’t acted… probably less. I do not—nor will I ever—apologize for saving her life.”

      Emilia’s serious demeanor vanished into a huge smile as she wormed down to settle in his lap and snuggle into his chest. “I know. I just love hearing you get all righteous and indignant. It’s kind of a turn-on, and I love how you saved all those kids and are going to save so many more.”

      Jake leaned forward to kiss her forehead as he held her tight. The longer he spent with her, the more she felt ‘right’ to him. He should probably tell her sometime. He smiled as he enjoyed her warm weight spread across him. There was no time like the present.

      “Emilia, there’s something you should know.” He wasn’t prepared for how she stiffened, and he plowed on before whatever fears reared large in her mind could run away with her. “The longer I’m around you, the more ‘right’ you feel to me. My life would be less without you.”

      She melted against him, snuggling her cheek into his shoulder. “My life would be less without you, too, Jake. How about we never find out just how much less?”

      He pulled her away from his shoulder to look deep into her eyes. “I’m good with that.”

      Then, he leaned in close and gave her the best kiss… long, slow, conveying everything she meant to him, and more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Stigium Tower

      New York City

      31 July 2025, 6:45am (Eastern)

      

      Mister Cato leaned back against his balcony seat and gazed out over what Frank Sinatra referred to as the city that never sleeps. It certainly looked sleepy right then, but what did he know? The entertainer known as ‘Chairman of the Board’ had always possessed a flair for the dramatic to Cato’s eyes, and he personally didn’t see New York City the same way.

      But then, he’d personally visited the Great Library of Alexandria… and the Hanging Gardens… and the Circus Maximus… and the Colossus of Rhodes.

      Modern skyscrapers were impressive, without a doubt, but even putting a man on the moon didn’t compare to the grandeur of what scholars called the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World when they were in their prime.

      Even now, so many years removed, he could sit down with pencil and paper and draw the Colossus from memory. It had been an impressive feat, one he was unsure the modern world could duplicate. In technical terms, of course they could. Modern engineers were a wonder all of their own. But the sense of accomplishment and pride even the lowest beggar had felt looking up at what they’d achieved?

      No.

      To his eyes, that had largely left the modern human psyche. Collective achievement meant little to the modern person, and they were all the worse for it.

      He dragged his eyes back to the paper in front of him and the headline that dominated the page above the fold. Dear Nephew had made the news again, this time for a ‘landmark’ agreement with a prominent children’s hospital. At the rate the boy was going, he wouldn’t need his estranged uncle to help him draw the public eye.

      But it was just as well.

      He loathed the thought of introducing himself to the boy. Driving by the bistro where he sat with friends of his significant other was far too close for him.

      He swept his senses through the penthouse to confirm that he was indeed all alone before heaving a soft and drawn out sigh. Part of him was growing to like the boy. To rail against his plans for the lad. He wasn’t sure he liked that, but he also wasn’t sure he had the wherewithal to stamp the feelings out, either.

      All these long years, he’d never considered there might be a way back for him… so he hadn’t given it even a moment’s thought. But now… here his nephew blazing the trail his family once wanted him to make.

      Part of him shouted that he was too far gone to even think of turning away. Too much blood on his hands. Too many uncaring choices.

      Why… the things he’d done during the Second World War would make even a sociopath blanch. His only solace was that he’d acted against the Axis powers. Matter of fact, he had it on very good authority that people still spoke of his feats in terrified whispers to this day. But he could’ve done more. Been more overt.

      Maybe, he should meet the boy. Introduce himself. Ask him to open the family vault instead of arranging everything carefully to compel him. Part of him wasn’t even sure why the family vault was so important to him after all these years anyway. It wasn’t like Father had ever rescinded his expulsion from the family. It wasn’t like he’d be able to step one foot inside, even if Gaius opened it.

      That was the fate he’d made for himself. That was the row sown long ago that he must now hoe.

      But that didn’t change the fundamental question that echoed throughout his mind as he gazed out over the city.

      Could redemption exist for such as him? Was it foolish to hope that it might?
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        * * *

      

      White House

      Washington, D.C.

      1 August 2025, 9:12am

      

      President Evans eased into her seat behind the Resolute Desk and—just for a moment—closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the top of the chair. That’s why she always used high-back chairs. She was just the right height that the tops of the high backs made an excellent headrest… without looking like a headrest.

      For just a split-second, the question of why she had ever wanted this job in the first place flitted through her mind. She wanted to think that if people really understood what her days were like, they’d wonder why she wanted it, too. The perks she allowed herself did not really offset the rigors of the job. She had precious few good days or good news.

      She took a slow, deep breath. Let it all out. Push all the negativity, the emotional fatigue, the pettiness… all of that… out through the exhale. All those emotions didn’t help her. They didn’t serve a meaningful purpose, so why keep them?

      Then, she focused on her reasons. She cared about the country and its people. She wanted to try to help people build better lives for their children than they themselves had. She cared about the job… both on the domestic side and also building closer ties with the country’s allies and trading partners across the world. She wanted the United States to be a good neighbor and global citizen.

      Whoever said it was the most difficult job they’d ever had understated it by a wide margin, but if she had it all to do over again, she wouldn’t change a thing.

      The brief interlude served to center herself rather well, and she sat upright in her seat and reached for her agenda. She honestly wasn’t sure what was next in her day, but whatever it was, it was probably close. Three minutes here and there were about all she could steal.

      Just as she laid her hand on the agenda, someone knocked on the door.

      “Yes?”

      The door opened to reveal her right-hand, confidant, and childhood friend. Gretchen Waverly had been with her since she won her first seat in the senate back home in Louisiana, and she couldn’t imagine doing this job without her.

      “Madam President, it’s time for your daily security briefing.”

      “Send them in, please, Gretchen… and thank you.”

      Gretchen smiled as she stepped fully into the Oval Office to allow the briefing team to enter. “Of course, ma’am. Will there be anything else?”

      “No, thank you. I have all these people to keep me company.”

      Gretchen closed the door behind her as she left, and President Evans stood and made her way to the armchair that was her customary seat for these particular briefings. She hadn’t even sat yet when one of the staffers handed her a rather thick packet.

      “I sincerely hope the thickness of this doesn’t mean there’s that much bad news.”

      The National Security Advisor had a damn-good poker face. “No, ma’am. We’re kind of light on bad news today. Would you like me to order some for tomorrow?”

      She chuckled in spite of herself. “Thanks, Fred, but no. Let’s not borrow trouble. I’m sure we’ll have our regular allotment soon enough. So, let us open our hymnals and get this party started. What’s first?”

      The National Security Advisor nodded to Ike Donaldson, the liaison to the FBI’s counter-terrorism division. “We’ve been picking up some domestic chatter focused on these appearances the Unknown Mage has scheduled at the children’s hospital and their satellite clinics around the country. Most of it seems to be localized to a few of the more radical religious extremists, the more militant groups of the ‘we should not play God’ people and mage-haters. There’s not really enough to conduct any kind of credible analysis, but several of us feel like there might be something there.”

      Part of her wanted to ask these knuckleheads if they’d seen the footage from the department store in Pueblo. Seriously… what did they think they could accomplish against someone who could stand up to twelve accomplished mages, five of whom were exceptional Tri-Spheres? But fundamentalist extremists weren’t known for rational, well-reasoned thought.

      “Recommendations?”

      Ike leaned back against the couch and looked down at the packet in his hands for a few moments, then lifted his head and answered, “There isn’t even enough that the FISA Court would give us a warrant on these people. Putting the local law enforcement and resident agencies on alert and hoping these ‘good ole boys’ don’t piss him off enough that he goes nuclear is about all we can do at this point. It’s not like we can shut the events down; they’re not breaking any laws.”

      Evans nodded her agreement. “And besides, could you imagine the parents’ reactions? We’d essentially be messing with their very ill—possibly dying—children… just when they got a tiny ray of hope. Send out the alert, and suggest to the Special Agents in Charge that it might not be a bad idea to stage some agents close enough to the sites for a quick response but not so close that they’re obvious.”

      Ike jotted a note on his page of the packet as she resolved to call the one person who might be able to get word to the Unknown Mage. She hoped she was right on that guess. She was a major proponent of the old saying, ‘Forewarned is forearmed,’ and she didn’t want the Unknown Mage to be blindsided if she could help it.

      Ike finished jotting his note, and she turned the page in her packet. “Okay, then. What’s next?”
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        * * *

      

      Headmistress’s Office

      New York City Chapterhouse, Harpocratic Society

      1 August 2025, 10:37am

      

      Gianna leaned back against her seat, taking a slow, deep breath and exhaling just as slowly. She loved this office and her work. She still clearly remembered her first meeting with Headmistress Selene, right here in this very room, all those years ago. So, so much had happened since good old Master Gregory sent her down to the Archives in search of anything related to a blood moon.

      Marriage. Motherhood. Widowed. All in the span of three years, give or take. Not to mention rising through the ranks to take over as Headmistress of the chapterhouse.

      She hadn’t sought the position as Headmistress. Hadn’t even wanted it. But when Selene finally stepped down—even though it wasn’t from her choice, as Life catches up with us all—everyone of Adept rank and above voted for the new Headmistress, and the votes came down overwhelmingly in her favor. So, how could she say no?

      That had been six years ago, and the boost in pay was very welcome… given that Emi had been so close to going off to college. She had excellent grades in school—always had—but scholarships were never guaranteed.

      The question that kept circling her mind of late, though… did she want to remain as Headmistress? With Emi flourishing in Hornbeam under Gerald’s mentorship and her relationship with Jake, she’d had a growing desire to move there to be closer to her. At least move to the town itself, not necessarily the Grove… even though she knew Bianca and Gerald would have her in a heartbeat. The kids didn’t need a mother (or hopefully mother-in-law one day) living with them… not as young as they were.

      She still hadn’t figured out how to tell the Grand Council about Jake. On the one side, it was her duty given that the order’s sole reason for existence was to support him. But on the other hand, what if they created more problems than they solved? What if they impinged on Jake’s life or freedom somehow?

      She didn’t want that. Not when he went to such lengths to safeguard his identity.

      Her cell phone on the desk erupted in ringing. She leaned forward and sighed, even as she grabbed it to accept the call before it went to voicemail. The caller ID read ‘Juliette Evans,’ and only one person there had her number.

      “Hello?”

      President Evans said, “Hello, Gianna.”

      “Hello, Madam President. I hope all is well with you and yours.”

      “Thank you. Vince sprained his ankle on the morning jog yesterday, but a Life mage came jogging by from the other direction and helped him… once the Secret Service verified she was who she said she was. Annie is getting to the frustrating teenager stage, but I have hopes she’ll grow out of it before she’s forty.”

      Gianna chuckled. “I was extremely fortunate with Emi. Beyond a couple quirks, she never really had that stage.”

      “Oh, don’t gloat. Especially to your President.”

      “Would it help if I told you I voted for the other guy?”

      President Evans erupted in laughter. “Oh, I wish… but no, not really.”

      “Okay, good. Because I didn’t. I voted for you.”

      Gianna listened to muffled laughter for a few more moments, before President Evans sighed. “Oh, that was good. Thank you. It isn’t often I get such opportunities to laugh anymore. Gianna, I called you to discuss something that came up in my security briefing this morning. The FBI is hearing chatter that suggests a number of anti-mage fundamentalist groups might try to disrupt the Unknown Mage’s events at the children’s hospital and its satellite clinics. There’s nothing concrete, nothing actionable, but it was enough that they put it in my morning briefing. I don’t know if you have a way to contact the Unknown Mage, but if you do, I’d appreciate it if you could warn him that there may be unfriendlies—if not outright hostiles—crashing the party.”

      “I will find a way to do so, Madam President. Thank you for telling me. Will there be anything else?”

      “No, thank you, Gianna. I still want to meet him, and I want you to be there. But I’m slowly coming to think he’s not the threat certain factions of the government want to say he is.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. That means a lot.”

      “Goodbye, Gianna.”

      “Goodbye, ma’am.”

      Gianna tapped the control to end the call and laid her phone back on the desk. This was going to be a tough call, but she agreed with the President that Jake needed to be warned. She knew he’d never get over it if something happened to one of the children he wanted to heal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Children’s Hospital, Main Campus

      4 August 2025, 7:45am (Central)

      

      Jake appeared at the entrance of the children’s hospital with his shroud already in place. And that was a good thing, because no one saw him gape in astonishment. The parking lot was full. No matter which parking lot he turned to, it was full of cars with families. Cars lined the entrance driveway and back into the turn lane from the street.

      He had no idea how long they’d been there, but he suspected the local authorities would have something to say about the cars sitting in the right-turn lane like they were.

      His senses alerted him that someone approached his right side from behind, and he turned to see the security officer from his first visit to the hospital. She carried one of those insulated drink containers, and unless his nose lied to him, the container held hazelnut-flavored coffee.

      “Hello.”

      She gave a little half-smile and shook her head. “You know, that speech thing you do where your voice is eerie as all get-out plus the half-step delay on the mental communication? That’s enough to freak people out.”

      “I know. It’s part of my charm.”

      She snorted a laugh. “Charm… right. I’m not sure that means what you think it means, but we’ll roll with it.”

      He gestured to the entrance driveway and the line of cars on the street. “How long has it been like that?”

      “Uhm… not totally sure. The parking lots started filling up last evening, and after seeing that, the Head of Security wanted all of us to bunk here. It’s kinda eerie in its own right to walk through a hospital that has no patients, so it wasn’t like we had a shortage of beds… even if some of us were a little tall for them. Fortunately, the hospital also has those chairs that lay flat with leg rests. There’s one guy… he’s like six-four. I would’ve paid money to see him try to lay down in one of the kids’ beds.”

      Yeah… that sounded like it would’ve been something to watch.

      She took a sip from her drink as she moved to stand at Jake’s side. After the sip, he watched her scan the parking lots. “You know there will be people with non-terminal conditions wanting healed, right?”

      “Naturally. If it’s something serious, like a broken bone, I have no issue with that at all. But if it’s something that any Urgent Care could handle that isn’t life-threatening or incurable, they’ll end up in the street with firm instructions not to waste my time or goodwill.”

      She took another sip. “That will get you some pushback in the media. They’ll go straight to whoever will put them on the air fastest, make their ailment sound ten times worse than it is, and do everything they can to make you out to be the bad guy.”

      “Let them. I don’t care. I’m not participating in a popularity contest, and they don’t own me or have any right to what I was born with. I’m here for the people who have no hope, who are just waiting to die. And I don’t even care how old they are. If a ninety-year-old rolls in here with a terminal condition, I’ll heal them just as readily as a 90-day-old baby. I’m not here for the stuff that’s just an inconvenience.”

      He became aware of a group of two dozen people exiting the hospital behind him. He turned, prompting the security officer to do the same.

      The woman in the lead wore a sport coat themed to the security officers’ colors, which led Jake to think she was the head of the department. Her expression gave her a no-nonsense demeanor, and Jake decided he was cautiously optimistic about dealing with her.

      The security officer at his side said, “This is my boss, Shayna Alonzo. Like me, she’s also a vet… but unlike me, she isn’t a mage. Boss, as I’m sure you’ve already guessed, this is the Unknown Mage.”

      A faint smile tugged at the corners of Shayna’s mouth as she nodded. “I somehow suspected that, yes. All right, Mister Mage, the big bosses up on Ten gave me very explicit instructions that we work for you today, so where do you want us?”

      “I’d like a team handling flow. I’m not going to burst out healing energy like I did a few days ago. I’m going to evaluate each person individually, so I can send the scammers packing. Let’s start with the closest rows of the parking lot first. Do they have a way to leave once they’re finished?”

      Shayna pivoted on her heel and pointed to one of the security people behind her. “Mike, take Josh and double-time it over to the entrance. Make sure there’s enough room for treated people to leave the campus. As we clear rows in the parking lot, direct the traffic that is backing up into the street to the most recently vacated row. Unless the boss here has any objections, we’ll rotate through everyone on a first come, first served basis.”

      “That sounds fine with me.” Jake replied and noticed several security people wince at his voice. He fought the urge to laugh but still felt considerable amusement. After all, he had designed the voice created by the shroud for that very reason.

      “Okay. Tim and Kat… take three people each and form up a traffic flow. Tim, you and your team can direct the traffic out of the parking lot to this roundabout. Kat, your team will handle egress; send ‘em over to the driving lane between Lots A and B and have them circle around the outside of the lot to get back to the entrance and street. I want a team of two acting as ushers at each end of a parking lot row. Coordinate on the radios, and move to the next row as soon as the previous row fills up with new cars. We’ll move through the lots in alphabetical order, and I’m damn-glad there are only eight lots.”

      Shayna turned back to Jake. “Do you have anything you’d like to add?”

      “This probably is unnecessary, but it’s important to remember that these people have been fearing for their lives or the lives of a loved one for possibly quite some time. There may be heightened emotions. Keep your cool at all times, and alert us to any cases that seem more of an emergency. We’ll make room for those in the queue.”

      One of the security officers raised his hand, saying, “How are we supposed to know those emergency cases? We’re not medical professionals.”

      Jake nodded. He hadn’t considered that. He looked to the building, his eyes roving over the structure. “Are there any medical staff in the building today?”

      Shayna was quick to reply with a nod. “Oh, yeah… we’ve all been camping out in there since yesterday afternoon.”

      “Very well. I apologize for the discomfort.”

      “What dis⁠—”

      Jake willed that his next statement carried throughout the entire building behind him as a focused mental broadcast. “I need nurses qualified to triage cases out here… on the double.”

      The security people around him all grabbed their heads and weaved on their feet. Shayna grabbed a nearby canopy pillar for support as she said, “Yeah, okay… apology accepted.”

      Not even ten minutes later, a collection of nurses streamed through the hospital’s entrance.

      Jake said, “I want them paired with at least one security officer. I do not want anyone mobbed.”

      Shayna was quick to get the nurses up to speed on the situation, and they quickly paired off with security officers. Personally, Jake would’ve liked to have more security personnel, given Gianna’s call over the weekend, but he’d make do, regardless. It wasn’t like he was defenseless, himself.

      After everyone had sorted out their teams, Shayna turned to him, asking, “Anything else? We good to go?”

      Jake looked over the assembled people and turned to scan the closest parking lot, before giving a sharp decisive nod. “Let’s get this party started.”
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        * * *

      

      The first few rows of cars went like clockwork. They all made an orderly, respectful line as they left their spot in their row, and it took Jake a matter of seconds per vehicle. More than one parent—often the mother—tried to leave the car to hug him for saving their child, tears streaming down their faces, but Jake lifted a hand to stay them, stating that helping was all the reward he needed.

      Then, an expensive foreign status symbol rolled to a stop in front of him. The car only had one occupant, and he was noticeably overweight with a big, bulbous Rudolph nose. When the passenger window glided down on a powered mechanism, the strong smell of alcohol reached out and slapped Jake.

      The driver didn’t even give Jake the chance to speak. “I have acute cirrhosis of the liver. My doc says I’m well on my way to jaundice. Get with it.”

      One of the nurses had stayed with Jake, and he turned to her. “Thoughts?”

      The driver did not appreciate that. “Look… who gives a shit what the candy-striper thinks? Get on with the healing already. Do you have any idea who I am?”

      Jake turned back to the man, waited just long enough for the silence to be pointed, then said, “Yes. You are a man who is dying from his own choices. Your lifestyle brought you to this point, and I see no reason to correct that if you are not unwilling to correct the underlying issues.”

      While the driver spluttered and wound up for a truly energetic temper tantrum, Jake turned to the security officer who had introduced him to Shayna. “Alert the authorities that this man may have been driving under the influence. I cannot in good conscience allow him to leave, as he may pose a danger to others. Please alert the parking lot team to save a spot on the closest row where I can keep an eye on him.”

      “If you think I’m going to⁠—”

      “Who said I was giving you a choice? I can smell the alcohol from here. You will be detained until the appropriate authorities can determine what public risk you pose, if any.”

      “What the hell? You can’t do that! I know my rights! I’ll press charges when the cops get here. I’ll sue your ass into oblivion.”

      Jake noticed the man’s words became a little slurred the more worked up he became. The security officers policing the first parking row waved, and Jake teleported the car and its driver to the spot directly across from him. He further raised the passenger window and secured the vehicle so that it would not drive, nor would the latches or window controls work.

      “Dispatch says a patrol car is two minutes out,” the security officer at his side said.

      “Good. Alert your people that I want them to pass the police officers straight through and direct them to that car. Otherwise, let’s keep the line moving.”
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        * * *

      

      It was about two hours later. They’d made a significant dent in the number of vehicles, and more than one had left the various lots when word spread of how Jake handled the luxury car’s driver… who was now firmly ensconced in the local county lockup for a host of alcohol-related charges. Driving with an open container. Driving under the influence. Wanton endangerment, given his impressive blood-alcohol content. When the rollback arrived to move the luxury car to the impound lot, Jake had simply teleported it onto the bed, rather than try to have them negotiate the parking lot.

      Jake was in the process of evaluating a young girl with Stage 4 cancer when his senses pulled his attention to a small, fast-moving object that quickly approached him. His power flared, much like it had in the bank all those weeks ago, and the world around him seemed to freeze.

      There… just a foot or two away from him now. A rifle bullet. He wasn’t all that knowledgeable about firearms, so he wasn’t sure about the type of rifle that might have fired the bullet, but it seemed too tapered and sleek to be a pistol bullet. And besides, there were no firearms within the immediate vicinity.

      Not wanting to touch it and contaminate any evidence the bullet might carry, he wrapped it in his power and drained all of its momentum away as he created a plastic bag by transmuting bits of air, landscaping gravel, and some dead leaves. He moved the bullet to the new plastic bag and dropped it inside, careful to keep any part of him from touching it.

      He felt the frozen moment fading, and just as the time bubble ‘popped,’ he reached out with his senses… farther than he ever had before as he searched for the shooter.

      Ah… there they were. It only required a simple thought to teleport the shooter and all their gear to him. The shooter arrived faster than the sound of the rifle shot, and everyone around him jumped back at the sudden arrival, then ducked at the sound of the gunshot.

      Jake lifted the clear, plastic bag containing the bullet into view as he said, “Shayna, alert the authorities that someone just tried to kill me with a rifle shot. He’s harmless for the moment, but I’d really appreciate it if they took him off my hands. I have people to heal.”

      He could tell the shooter tried to struggle, but Jake found it so simple to keep those mental impulses from reaching the muscles that were the intended destination. That unsettled him just a little bit, but what was he supposed to do? As soon as Shayna stepped forward to claim his rifle, Jake put the man unconscious for three hours and lowered him gently to the ground.

      He didn’t appreciate someone interrupting him, especially not with all these people still left to heal.

      Fortunately, the hospital’s kitchen staff kept a steady flow of beverages and healthy food coming so no one went into hypoglycemic shock or dehydration.
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        * * *

      

      The would-be sniper was the last of the interruptions. And at 11:05 that night, Jake healed the very last people in the line. Everyone who’d passed through the line had waited all day (or longer), and Jake wasn’t about to tell them to come back. As they drove away, he made it a point to thank everyone for their time and none-too-subtly suggest that the hospital should pay them overtime—at a minimum—for the day. He made sure the hospital’s leadership on the tenth floor heard his comment, before thanking everyone again and teleporting straight back to the Grove.

      He made himself take a shower but, otherwise, went straight to bed. And he still had three more days of this to go. His final thought as he slipped into a blissful sleep was how glad he was that he’d only be doing this twice a year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      11 August 2025, 7:17am (Central)

      

      The soft, warm embrace of the sheets and covers did not—could not—hold a candle to the warm weight of Emilia snuggled against his side. He wasn’t quite sure how long he’d been awake. As long as he didn’t concentrate on the question, he wouldn’t know.

      But the moment he put serious focus to it? He’d know down to the second, and if he gave it half a chance, his mind would drill down further. Tenths of a second. Hundredths of a second. Milliseconds. Splitting that hair so fine, it held no meaning.

      And he was never wrong. When he chose, his sense of time was perfectly in sync with the atomic clocks and time servers. If anything, he was more accurate than humans had capacity to measure. That was a tough pill to swallow sometimes.

      He no longer needed a watch, now that he had such a level of precision and accuracy. It just wasn’t necessary.

      Was that part of his power ‘normal’ mages called the Time Sphere?

      He didn’t see how it could be anything else… but from what cautious searches he’d done on the internet, it wasn’t something most Time mages reported. Did they just not think of it? Or were they not capable of it?

      He’d love to know the answer to that question, but right now, with Emilia snuggled against his side deep in a restful sleep, he couldn’t bring himself to care all that much.

      He leaned his head far enough to plant a small, soft kiss on her forehead, and she smiled in her sleep and tried to snuggle even closer.

      Yeah… talk about the life.

      He couldn’t imagine being anywhere else right then. He could think of nothing that mattered to him right then more than the woman at his side and her happiness.

      Alas… his perfect moment was fleeting. He became aware of certain biological imperatives and carefully extricated himself from Emilia’s grasp to see to them. Just as he slid out from under the sheet and covers, she mumbled, “No… snuggles warm.”

      He smiled at her sleepy cuteness but couldn’t stand around to admire her. As long as he was in the ensuite, he went ahead and took a shower. That would save some time later. Not to mention that it just felt good.

      The past week had raked him over the coals. It was like people had been using the first location to see if he really meant what he said and could follow through. The satellite clinics had been bumper-to-bumper cars with sick people and their caregivers for over sixteen hours. He felt like he’d helped a lot of people over those days, but damn… he’d felt vaguely dead by the time Friday rolled around.

      His thoughts carried him through the shower, drying off, and pulling on some sweats before he padded to the bedroom door. He found two jaguars sitting right outside, and they looked up at him, their expressions expectant.

      He smiled, then whispered. “Yes… I know. It’s time for food.”

      Bandit did his best to grin as he bobbed his head in an exaggerated nod, but Smokey simply stood and headed for the kitchen. Bandit was quick to trot off after her.

      Jake followed them downstairs, soon realizing that they seemed to be the only ones awake in the house. That prompted him to focus on the time, and his eyebrows went searching for his hairline. No wonder no one else was awake; it was barely half-past five in the morning.

      He went through the process of preparing the jaguars’ food, almost on autopilot as he considered the early hour. He felt wide awake and fully rested, but this was about an hour early for him. More than two for Emilia. Maybe he’d rested so much from last week that the five hours had been all his body wanted or needed?

      Whatever the reason, he was up now and might as well get a head start on the morning chores. He loaded a filter, water, and coffee into the coffee-maker and flicked the switch to start it working. He wasn’t much of a coffee person himself, but he was the exception… at least as far as the bipedal residents of the Wainwright Grove were concerned.

      When the jaguars finished breakfast, he helped them clean their muzzles and then walked with them over to the thick rug they called their home in the great room. There, he flopped down on the floor with them and put one arm around each of them. They each laid their heads against his closest thigh, and he idly stroked their spines from head to as far down their backs as he could reach in his current position.

      Sitting there, in the house that hadn’t quite woken up yet, Jake smiled at the simple—yet special—moment with his oldest friends.

      “I love you the both of you,” he said after a few moments.

      Smokey lifted her head and looked at him. Her expression conveyed a warm smile. “We know, Jake. We love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Oval Office

      The White House, Washington, D.C.

      11 August 2025, 10:15am (Eastern)

      

      President Juliette Evans leaned back against her chair as she read through the report on the Unknown Mage’s healing excursion. She didn’t know whether she should be happy that only one shooter came out of the woodwork or disappointed that they hadn’t drawn more out. Justice had ruled the attempted shooting as domestic terrorism and claimed the shooter for interrogation, but so far, he wasn’t proving very cooperative.

      From the limited interaction, he sounded like a true believer.

      A part of her wished she could just turn him loose and arrange a meeting between all those militant fundamentalists and the Unknown Mage. She suspected it wouldn’t turn out the way the fundamentalists thought it would.

      But that would be very reckless on the part of the government.

      She was pretty sure people in her position were supposed to discourage random acts of violence, not encourage them. Even if one side would render the other side unconscious before any true violence erupted.

      A knock on the door preceded one of her aides slipping inside and closing the door behind them. She smiled when she saw it was Trenton. He was new and… honestly… still rather green. She suspected he had the spine in him to be a great staffer and maybe go on to greater things in politics, but he’d have to get past that damn-near crippling shyness first.

      “Hello, Trenton. How is the morning treating you so far?”

      “Oh… uhm… it’s going well enough. Uhm… Gretchen stepped away from her desk, and the Secretary of Magic just walked in with the envoy from the Magocracy wanting a few minutes. I don’t know when Gretchen will be back, and… uhm… I’m not really sure what to do.”

      Juliette offered him her best reassuring smile. “First and foremost, never panic. I don’t care if the Chair of the Joint Chiefs storms into the outer office shouting that we’re under attack. Never panic. In this instance, the thing to do would be to check the master schedule that Gretchen keeps on her desk. I’ve always seen her use a tablet, but if it’s locked—which it probably is—I have no idea how to unlock it.”

      Just then, there was another knock on the door. Trenton stood aside, allowing it to open and revealing Gretchen. She quickly stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

      Juliette and Gretchen shared a look laden with understanding and mentor-ly patience. Then, Gretchen spoke.

      “Ma’am, I presume Trenton has informed you of your unscheduled guests. Your eleven o’clock appointment also just canceled, so you have time if you’d like to speak with them.”

      Juliette responded with a question. “Any idea why they’re here? I normally don’t see the Secretary of Magic, except at the weekly cabinet meetings.”

      Gretchen merely shrugged. “You’re guess is as good as mine. Ted’s holding his cards pretty close to his chest.”

      “Fair enough. Show them in. If Ted blindsides me with something, we’ll have words about that later.”

      Gretchen jerked her head toward the door, and Trenton opened it and left ahead of her. Gretchen followed suit and returned just a moment later with Theodore “Ted” Villers, the Secretary of Magic and a Tri-Sphere, and Ignacio Mendez, the current Envoy to the United States from the Magocracy.

      Juliette stood and met them halfway between the doorway and the Resolute desk, shaking their hands, before gesturing for them to take seats on the sofas that she used for her security briefings. She claimed the sole armchair.

      “Good morning to you, gentlemen. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

      Ted and Ignacio shared a look before Ted met her eyes. “Ma’am, I have received a formal question from the Magocracy asking if the government intends to secure the Unknown Mage until such time as they identify themselves and submit to the Assembly’s guiding principles.”

      Well, that certainly didn’t take them long. Juliette leaned back against the armchair and made eye contact with each man in turn. She made about three complete cycles, her focus flicking back and forth between them, before she ultimately shook her head.

      “No. Unless and until the Unknown Mage commits a crime, the United States will not attempt to apprehend them or otherwise pursue them.”

      She noticed the increased tension around Ignacio’s eyes the moment it appeared. That plus the barely noticeable frown fairly screamed to her that he did not appreciate her decision.

      “Madam President, it is a matter of international law that all mages must be evaluated and must register with the Magocracy.” There was an edge to Ignacio’s voice that Juliette wasn’t sure she liked, but he was still being respectful… mostly. “As long as this… this… individual remains unknown, they are violating that law and are—therefore—a criminal. If the United States government fails to apprehend this criminal—or worse, encourages them—the Magocracy will have no choice but to consider leveling a sanction against your country.”

      Juliette resisted the urge to smirk and felt a bit of pride that she did. “And just how would the Magocracy have us apprehend them, then? They have demonstrated mastery over ten Spheres, Ignacio. Arcane Investigators with the US Marshals have certified that. If they have ten, why not all twelve? And is the Magocracy’s system even capable of supporting the registration of a ten-Sphere mage?”

      Now, Ignacio’s frown overtook his entire expression. “I fail to see what that has to do with anything. The United States is harboring⁠—”

      Juliette leaned forward and speared the man with her own glare. “It has everything to do with it, Ignacio, and the fact that you deflected without admitting that the Magocracy’s registration database only supports a maximum of five Spheres tells me this is more mindless flailing and discontent over being shown up on the global stage than any kind of reasoned response from the Magocracy. The Unknown Mage cannot be an unregistered criminal if the Magocracy’s own system doesn’t support a full and accurate registration.”

      Now, Juliette leaned back against her seat and took a slow, deep breath. Then, took another. After the third, she felt calm enough to continue in a more reasonable mien.

      “Ignacio… look… I get it. You probably have the Assembly breathing down your neck over the Unknown Mage, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re melting down a little bit, too. It’s not every day that a mage demonstrates mastery over five-sixths of the Arcane Spheres… twice what Merlin is verified as having, at least according to the Magocracy’s own press. The Magocracy basically has two choices. One, accept the Unknown Mage’s existence and do nothing until they prove themselves a threat. Or two, go after whoever this is hardcore and make them a threat. Whoever this is just spent four days hopping around the country healing dying children, Ignacio. Dying children. If you honestly think the Magocracy will win in the court of public opinion right now, you’re… well… not the man I thought you were. I’ve always thought we had a good, cordial relationship… both you and I as well as the United States and the Magocracy. Don’t let the Magocracy ruin it.”

      She could see the uncertainty seep into Ignacio’s demeanor. What she wasn’t prepared for, though, was when he turned to Ted as if silently asking for his support.

      But he merely shook his head. “I tried telling you this wasn’t a smart tack for the Magocracy to take, Ignacio. I told you that the first time you brought it to me. I wish you would’ve listened without making me waste the President’s time.”

      “Okay, Ted… I’m going to stop you right there.” Juliette lifted her left hand in a ‘stop’ gesture. “This was not a waste of my time, because you are not the head of state. For my various sins, that is me… at least for the next two-and-a-half years.

      “Ignacio, I’m willing to let this go quietly into the night, just as it is. But if the Magocracy keeps pushing on this, I’ll call a press conference and announce our position to the world in front of the largest screen I can find that is showing pictures of the Unknown Mage healing dying children on repeat behind me. They did it for four days straight, I can’t help but think we could get enough b-roll to backdrop a press conference. Trust me when I say that the Magocracy does not want that… not at all.”

      Ignacio pursed his lips and shook his head. “No. They wouldn’t want that. And besides, from my information, the resolution to send the formal question barely passed in the Assembly. Considering those seats are elected, I cannot imagine anyone wanting you to hold that press conference. I suspect the mage community would call for a vote of No Confidence in every Assembly member who voted for the formal question.”

      Yeah… she didn’t doubt that would happen within two weeks if she made this public. And unlike other venues, a vote of No Confidence against someone in the Assembly actually removed them from the seat and forced an emergency election to replace them. Even a whiff of a rumor that they wanted to punish someone who healed children would vacate over half the seats in a figurative heartbeat. The only doubt in Juliette’s mind about it was whether the votes of No Confidence would happen before she finished the press conference.

      Ignacio stood and gave her a respectful nod. “Thank you for seeing me today, Madam President, and I apologize that I toed the line of losing my temper earlier.”

      Juliette stood and held out her hand. “Don’t worry about it, Ignacio. We all face stressful situations in life, and what matters is that you handled this one well. Give my regards to your wife and children.”

      The deepest shame flashed across Ignacio’s expression before it vanished. That didn’t make any sense… oh, no. She placed her hand on his shoulder in what she hoped was a comforting gesture. “He healed Esmerelda… didn’t he?”

      Ignacio’s eyes shone with extra moisture as he jerked a choppy nod, refusing to make eye contact with her. “My… Maria took her to Bethesda, the day the Unknown Mage was there. She didn’t even tell me she was doing it. The Assembly called me into an emergency meeting over what they were doing with the children’s hospitals, and I came home to find my daughter healed and happier than I’d seen her in a long time.”

      His voice trailed off at the end, and he heaved a ragged breath that sounded two notches away from an open sob.

      “When they ordered me to deliver the formal question, I wanted to resign in protest. I was so angry. But… my family… I need this job, at least right now.”

      “Oh, Ignacio… I had no idea it was tearing you up so bad. You did the right thing by bringing the matter to me. Don’t doubt that for an instant.”

      An idea sparked in the back of her mind, but there were too many things that had to happen before it became viable. After all, she hadn’t even met the Unknown Mage yet, so how was she supposed to know if they were even receptive to the idea of a formal governmental liaison? But if they were?

      Well… it would get Ignacio out of his situation that would probably become only more untenable over time.

      There was always the chance that the Magocracy would see reason and calm the hell down, but she didn’t expect that to happen util the Unknown Mage rubbed their noses in just how inferior they were, compared to them. From what Gianna hinted in a few of their calls lately, whoever the Unknown Mage was wouldn’t enjoy that confrontation, but Juliette didn’t see a way to avoid it. Their existence was too destabilizing to the status quo.

      “Thank you, Madam President. I appreciate your concern and understanding. It means a lot.”

      “Here… wait just a moment.”

      She pivoted on her heel and strode over to the Resolute desk. She grabbed a piece of her personal stationary and wrote a quick note expressing her hopes that everyone in his family was well and in good spirits. Then, she folded it in half and slipped it into one of the envelopes, before returning to him and presenting it.

      “There. Something to put on the refrigerator with all the artwork.”

      “Oh, ma’am… you didn’t have to⁠—”

      Juliette waved that away. “Of course, I didn’t have to do that, Ignacio. I wanted to do it.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” He jerked his head in another unsteady but respectful nod and almost fled the Oval Office.

      Ted started to walk past her to follow him, but she held out a hand to stop him just long enough to lean close and whisper, “Take care of him, Ted. He’s in a bad spot right now, and I think we’ll have a job for him semi-soon.”

      He just chuckled and shook his head. “More strays, ma’am?”

      It was no secret that she tended to fill her administration with people who needed a better situation and could do the work, rather than people she wanted to curry political favors from.

      “Why, Theodore… I have no idea what you mean.”

      And she even managed to say it with a straight face.

      At least all her years in politics were good for something…
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      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      11 August 2025, 11:15am (Central)

      

      Jake smiled as he watched the stone skip along the pond’s surface. That one made it four skips before disappearing beneath surface with a ploop. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d skipped rocks, and it was kind of refreshing to do something just because it made him smile.

      He didn’t use any of his power, either… at least no sorcerer power. Just hand-eye coordination and flicking his arm.

      He shifted another of his collected rocks to his right hand and gave it throw. Nice! Five skips! That was the best so far.

      Shortly after he’d fed the jaguars and sat with them for a little while, he’d left the house and started off on a ramble through the Grove. He felt rather confident Bianca knew where he was the whole time, as he kept noticing faint touches against his awareness that felt like her.

      He didn’t mind her keeping tabs on him, especially since they needed to be able to find him if the Unknown Mage were suddenly needed. While he didn’t feel like the world had any claim over him beyond those good deeds he chose to do, that didn’t mean he was going to ignore great calamities, either.

      Part of him wondered just what his teleportation range was. He hadn’t really pushed himself yet… at least the portals to and from New York hadn’t felt like they pushed him. Which made him wonder in turn about the entry requirements for arriving in other countries by portal.

      Were customs stations set up at the portal hubs? Was it even possible to portal to… say… London from the United States? He hadn’t heard of anyone doing it before, but he hadn’t ever followed the crafter scene, let alone mages.

      But he knew someone who did… almost religiously.

      A grin that was wholly unrelated to skipping rocks took over his expression, and Jake dropped his remaining stones, right before teleporting back to the house.

      

      Jake actually appeared in the backyard and headed straight for the patio doors. Without missing a stride, the doors opened at his approached, and he levitated just enough that he could remove his shoes and leave them with the others before his feet touched the living wood that made up the entire house.

      Bianca stood at the kitchen island, her back to the counter, and her eyes widened a little at the display before she smiled. “Wow… that was pretty smooth.”

      Jake smiled. “Thanks. I’ve been practicing.”

      He went upstairs to his room and collected his phone from where he’d left it before texting his first best friend.

      Hey, Mike… you working today?

      Jakey! It’s been a minute. Yeah… I’m on days right now. About to head to lunch. Why?

      I’d like to pick your brain about something. Can I buy you lunch at Marci’s?

      When have I ever turned down free food? When do you want to meet?

      Whatever my drive-time is from the Grove?

      Sold! I’ll see you there.

      Jake grabbed the key fob for his SUV and went back downstairs. As he neared the bottom of the staircase, he teleported his shoes from where he’d left them to the front porch as he crossed the short distance to the kitchen island.

      “I’m going to meet Mike for lunch. I want to pick his brain about a few things mage-related.”

      “You could probably ask Callista whatever you want to know,” Bianca countered as she chopped vegetables.

      “Sure, but she’s already caught in the middle regarding me and my status. I don’t want to make her situation any worse than it already is.”

      Bianca chuckled. “Jake… she knows the one piece of information everyone in the world wants to know right now. The identity of the Unknown Mage. Do you honestly think she doesn’t already feel quite a bit of pressure?”

      “Oh, I’m sure she does to some degree, but I don’t want her thinking I’m trying to leverage that. Besides, it’s been a while since I’ve caught up with Mike. Gerald and Emilia went to the clinic today, right?”

      “Yes. They left around 7:45, as Gerald’s first appointment was 8:30. Oh… hey… Founders’ Day is coming up soon. You might want to brush up on your dance moves.”

      For a split second, icy claws of terror raked across his heart. He’d never had to worry about dancing with anyone at any of previous Founders’ Day festivals. The festival itself commemorated the dedication of the Hornbeam city hall, the day the new city’s charter was approved and ratified. If he remembered correctly, this was the twenty-third Founders’ Day celebration.

      “Emilia is going to want to dance, isn’t she?”

      Bianca just grinned. “Wouldn’t be surprised, but I’m not sure if she has ever square-danced before. She might want to hold out for a waltz or something.”

      Jake nodded as he made a mental note to discuss it with Emilia later. He didn’t want to be late for lunch with Mike, and ever since his manifestation, he couldn’t forget anything he wanted to remember. He couldn’t forget stuff he didn’t want to remember, either, so his improved memory was a bit of a double-edged sword.

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Bianca. I’ll talk it over with her.”

      “Have fun with Mike.”

      

      Marci’s Diner stood on a street corner a block or two down Main Street from Percy’s grocery store. From the look of the parking lot, the lunch crowd was already starting to filter in… but that only made sense, given that Marci’s was one of the best diners for dozens of miles in any direction.

      Jake pulled into the open spot beside the Hornbeam PD cruiser and hustled inside, smiling when he saw Mike sitting at his favorite booth. He crossed the dining room and settled into the side that put his back to the wall.

      “Hey, buddy… how’s life?” Mike asked as Jake situated himself.

      “Going pretty well, I’d say.”

      Mike grinned. “How are you and that hottie from New York getting along? She still all over you like moss on a stone?”

      “We’re doing all right. She’s with Gerald at his clinic today.”

      Marci arrived just as Jake finished speaking. “Hello, Jake. It’s been a little while.”

      “Yeah… I don’t have as much excuse to come into town, now that I’m not working at Percy’s anymore.”

      “What would you boys like to drink?”

      They gave her their drink orders, and she bustled off after promising to be back ‘in a jiffy.’

      “So, Jakey… what’s on your mind?”

      “What can you tell me about how international portals work?”

      Mike blinked. “Okay… uhm… didn’t expect that. I’m not a Spatial mage.”

      “No, no. Not that. The legal aspects. Like customs and passports and all that.”

      “Oh! Yeah… should’ve realized that. Sorry. It’s been a little bit of a crazy morning. So, as far as I know, there aren’t any Spatial mages capable of opening an intercontinental portal. I could easily be wrong about that, but I don’t think so. Last I read, the record for portal range… heh, maybe the record for known portal range… is only fifteen hundred miles or so. To portal from North America to… say… Europe, you’d have to portal into Canada, then to Greenland, then to Iceland, then to Scotland or Norway. From either of those places, you’d have a lot more destinations to choose from.”

      Mike paused as Marci returned with their drinks and took their food orders. She shook her head at them when they ordered pretty much the same food they always did as she left their booth.

      “Now, then… given how rare Spatial mages are, even fairly short-range portals can cost you upwards of first-class airfare to the same destination, so I don’t even know how much it would cost someone to portal from North America to Europe. And trying to portal from North America to Asia is even worse. You have to go up through Alaska to the Aleutians and then to Japan. That’s the most expensive route in the world, because the link from Attu Station in Alaska to Abashiri in Japan is right at the edge of that fifteen-hundred-mile record I mentioned earlier. In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, most people prefer international flights, just on the basis of cost alone. But yeah… the designated international portal hubs all have customs and passport stations at them. They’ve been that way since passports and customs have been a thing.”

      Jake leaned back against his seat and considered everything he’d just learned. The first major hurdle he saw was that he didn’t have a passport. He’d never needed one before. But… if he was going somewhere as the Unknown Mage, did that really matter? It wasn’t like he’d be going through customs if he was responding to an incident.

      It wasn’t long until the food arrived, and Jake used that ‘interruption’ to consider everything further. At the moment, the biggest challenge to his mind was just knowing if he could portal direct to… say… London. Or maybe Sydney. What did it mean if he could?

      From what little experimentation he’d done with portals so far, he had zero doubt that sorcerers of old could travel anywhere in the ‘known’ world anytime they chose. The known world was so small from a ‘western’ point of view back then, that it would’ve been nothing to go from Rome to Alexandria in the blink of an eye. Or from Aleppo to Carthage.

      Ohhh… now, that was a thought. Did Carthage not have any sorcerers of their own? Was that how Rome was finally able to end the Punic Wars? None of the records that had publicly survived to the modern era said anything about Crafters in those wars—let alone sorcerers—but he was from a Patrician family of sorcerers. Or was not everyone of the Aternius line like he and his parents?

      Maybe it was time for another visit with his parents.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      11 August 2025, 4:07pm

      

      Jake had not been able to shake the restless feeling he’d had since leaving Marci’s Diner earlier that day. It was both frustrating and annoying. He didn’t remember having these feelings before he manifested, but maybe he just didn’t remember them.

      His normal solution to situations like this provided no help or respite. He’d already spent an hour exercising, and even pushing himself as hard as he could failed to burn the restlessness out of him.

      Practicing with his power was less than helpful at this point, given how easy using his power had become in the wake of his birth parents’ revelation. Sure… he supposed he should maybe work on using progressively more power, but doing what? It wasn’t like there were any major construction projects or excavations or anything like that going on that would really challenge him.

      He hadn’t visited his birth parents. He felt too keyed up for that, if he was being honest. He didn’t like to agitate them, and he knew his moods were infectious sometimes.

      Well… maybe not infectious as such. More like they sympathized or empathized with him, allowing his disquiet to unsettle them.

      So, what was left?

      A whole lot, truth be told. But he wasn’t sure what—if any of it—would help settle his mind.

      If he was being truly honest with himself, he kinda missed engaging the mage terrorists or doing the healing rounds, even if those marathon sessions at the children’s hospital and its clinics had tired him almost more than anything else.

      He took the steps necessary to arrive at the tree the jaguars lounged under, and they graciously moved apart to give him enough room to sit between them. They promptly snuggled close and gave him a pair of feline armrests.

      As soon as he was comfortable, he leaned back to rest his head against the tree’s trunk. That he missed being the Unknown Mage was major realization for him. He wouldn’t have expected that.

      But how could he have more time being the Unknown Mage?

      The fact that he was a sorcerer made him almost a strategic-level asset. He hadn’t attempted creating anything close to a nuclear detonation, but if he did… and succeeded… what would that mean for him? What would that mean for the rest of the world?

      His phone’s ringtone interrupted his thoughts, and he retrieved it to check the screen. Callista McMahon… now, why was she calling him?

      He thumbed the ‘accept’ button. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Jake. This is Callista McMahon. I’m the Magocracy rep for Illinois. I’m not sure if you remember me, but I drove down to Hornbeam a few months ago. I happen to be in the area following up on a few things, and I was wondering if you had time to meet.”

      Why in the world was she acting like they hadn’t spoken since the visit where she accused him of falsifying his registration? That made no sense… unless she was worried about someone monitoring her calls or his.

      “Oh, yes… I remember you, ma’am. My calendar is rather open at the moment. Where would you like to meet?”

      “Are you still out at Wainwright Grove?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I probably will be located here while I’m learning from Bianca and Gerald.”

      Talk about an utter fiction…

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll drive out there. I’ve been cooped up in meetings and briefings and cities and towns for quite some time, and I remember the Grove as being very peaceful and relaxing.”

      “Of course, ma’am. I’ll be here when you arrive.”

      “See you in twenty minutes or so. Bye now.”

      “Goodbye, ma’am.”

      Jake didn’t have time to thumb the ‘end call’ control before Callista ended it from her side.

      “Huh… well, that was a little odd,” he almost muttered as he stared at his phone.

      “What was it?” Smokey asked.

      “Callista called and acted like we hadn’t spoken since she first visited, which was odd because she texted me from the same number after the Elementalist fight. Maybe she’s not worried about her phone or my phone but, instead, worried about her surroundings? There’s really no way to know, I guess, until she arrives.”

      

      The passage of fifteen minutes found Jake and the jaguars on the front porch of the house. He’d already warned Bianca about their imminent visitor and, not really having anything else to do, had went outside to the front steps to wait. The jaguars bracketed him, once again providing armrests while subtly encouraging him to pet them.

      He hadn’t been sitting on the porch all that long when a car he didn’t recognize passed through the opening in the hedge. It braked to a stop beside his SUV, and Callista soon exited the vehicle.

      Jake stood and made his way to meet her about halfway to the house. They exchanged a respectful handshake, and Jake gestured for her walk with him back to the porch.

      As they walked, he asked, “So… would you like to talk inside or outside?”

      “I didn’t see anyone lingering around the Grove on the drive in, so I see no reason we can’t chat on the porch. It’s a lovely day, and I feel like I need the soothing ambiance of Nature.”

      Jake simply nodded. “Well, then… do you want the porch or the back patio?”

      Callista stopped and did a slow turn, her expression considering. She stopped, and her eyes seemed to settle on the vehicles in the parking area. For the briefest moment, she almost seemed to glare at the modern technology. “The back patio, I think.”

      “This way, then.”

      Jake led Callista around the side of the house, and they soon took up residence in two of the patio’s chairs. The glass end table separated them, and they sat facing each other. Callista seemed to almost melt into hers and laid her head back against the rest, closing her eyes and basking in the peace and quiet that surrounded them.

      After a few moments, she opened her eyes and lifted her head to face Jake. “Like I said on the phone, I’m in Hornbeam following up on a few matters, specifically the aftermath of your confrontation with the Elementalist. Since your whirlwind tour of that children’s hospital and satellite clinics, there’s been a veritable firestorm of activity within the halls of the Magocracy… all regarding you. At least you in your persona as the Unknown Mage. As far as I’ve been able to determine, no one has even considered associating Jake Adams with the Unknown Mage, and as long as you don’t do anything as Jake Adams where an investigator would realize you share the same arcane signature as the Unknown Mage, I highly doubt anyone will ever suspect you. After all, why would a twelve-Sphere mage masquerade as an exceptional Tri-Sphere? A lion would never spend his days acting like a house cat, you know. Just isn’t done.”

      Jake leaned back against his seat as he processed what he’d just heard. He wasn’t surprised the Magocracy was all atwitter over the Unknown Mage. It made perfect sense, especially when one considered that even Quad-Spheres were rare in the modern age.

      Callista held her silence for a little longer, then sighed. “The Magocracy even went so far as to have the rep in D.C. submit an Official Question to President Evans over whether the United States would enforce the registration laws, regarding the Unknown Mage. I don’t know what was said, but the fact we haven’t heard anything publicly on that front suggests to me that the present told the Magocracy just where they could take that demand and what they could do with it when they arrived there.”

      “How bad is… whatever… in the Magocracy? Do you think I should step up and reveal myself?”

      Callista was quick to vehemently shake her head. “No… absolutely not. All my reasons for you not trying to register as a twelve-Sphere mage still stand, and I’ve even developed a few more since then. The Conclave of Grandmasters are going nuts right now. No one can deny the Unknown Mage’s power or ability, and everyone is pissed they can’t claim them as their own and bring them to heel. A dark and evil part of my soul is very certain this situation will get way worse before it gets better, and frankly, anyone with half the sense God gave a goose will get as far away from it as possible. Neither of us have that particular luxury, I’m afraid.”

      “What about chatter from the mage terrorist groups? Any movement on that?”

      She just shook her head. “Either there’s no new activity, or no one has shared it with me yet. They are too damned proficient at going to ground and kicking off operations without any public chatter at all. As much as everyone would prefer otherwise, we probably won’t hear anything they don’t want us to hear until they act. Scary, I know… but there’s not a lot we can do.”

      “Would you like some refreshments or anything? I should’ve asked that already.”

      “Thank you, but no. As much as I would love to bask in sheer tranquility this Grove affords, I have to get back to town. I have a meeting in less than an hour that I need to do some minor prep for, but I wanted to bring you up-to-date on the situation with the Magocracy and… frankly… put aside everything else in my life for a few moments.”

      “I get that. You’re always welcome here, Callista, and if I can ever help you, you need only make me aware.”

      Callista stood, fatigue of all stripes glaring throughout her entire demeanor. “I appreciate that, Jake. I really do. I hope I don’t ever need to call on you, but it’s comfort knowing I can if necessary.”

      She started walking back to her car, and Jake fell in beside her.

      “Should the Unknown Mage lay low for a while? Maybe give all this fervor a chance to die down?”

      She snorted her contempt at that idea. “Hell, no. Live your life according to your values and beliefs. Over half of this mess is a stew of the Magocracy’s own making, so let them simmer in it. It will eventually come to a boil, regardless of what you do, so just do your thing and be ready for them when they finally come after you.”

      They walked the rest of the way back to her car in silence, while Jake considered her words. They shook hands at the car, and he stood in silence as he watched her drive away.

      He couldn’t deny the truth of her statement. A confrontation with the Magocracy was inevitable in many ways. He wasn’t sure he liked that, but at the same time, he could only do so much to avoid it. After all, they could always force the issue somehow. He didn’t like that, but again, there was only so much even he could do.
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      Hornbeam General Hospital

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      14 August 2025, 9:35am

      

      Emilia tried to keep her mind on her studies as she followed Gerald through the halls of the county hospital. Since her mother first dropped her off at the Grove all those weeks ago, she felt like she had really come into her own, and the sights and smells and sounds of the hospital—or Gerald’s clinic—had become almost a second (or maybe third) home to her. She was strong enough now that she could heal deep lacerations and life-threatening clots. As much as this felt like significant progress and she was proud of it, it was hard sometimes to fight off the “Why even bother?” feeling that Jake’s power and abilities so easily inspired.

      Seriously… he healed entire hospitals from half a block away whenever he was in the mood. Yeah, she joked about it with him that one time, but how was she or any other medical professional supposed to compete with that?

      The simple fact was that they weren’t. Weren’t supposed to and weren’t even capable of competing with that.

      There were times it threatened to overwhelm her and get her to give it all up.

      But then… she would step into an ER exam room and see a patient that she could help. Like the exam room she just left. A single dad brought his daughter into the ER with a gash on her arm that was deep enough to require stitches. Emilia felt the little girl was entirely too proud that she was finally tall enough to reach the knife drawer, but she also understood things like that happened… especially when she felt a faint resonance with the girl.

      Yeah… the girl would probably manifest the Earth Sphere someday, but that was a matter for another time.

      Healing that gash had challenged her skills, but it felt good to leave a healed child without needing to call on Gerald for help. He still followed her, overseeing and advising and mentoring, but largely left the ‘easier’ issues for her to heal.

      When she almost walked into a wall of suit, she blinked away her distraction and took a step back.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so lost in my thoughts.”

      The man standing in front of her smiled and shook his head. “Think nothing of it. I’m actually looking for you and Doctor Wainwright. My name is Carl Ramos, and I’m part of Governor Miles’s advance team. He’s coming here to commemorate the brave men and women who survived the Elementalist’s attack last month.”

      Wow… had it only been a month? With everything that had happened since then, it seemed like it had been so much longer.

      “Oh… well… it’s nice to meet you. Is there anything you need from me?”

      Carl shook his head again. “The governor was hoping all those who were here during the attack could sit up front in the center section of the stands.”

      She didn’t like that. She hadn’t done anything besides hide under Gerald’s desk. She shouldn’t be recognized for that. The patients in the ER waiting room had faced so much worse. The Elementalist had even come close to killing a couple of them before Jake healed everyone after handling the terrorist.

      But how was she supposed to refuse? She didn’t want to garner that kind of attention for herself, either. She glanced back at Gerald over her shoulder, and he seemed to understand everything in that one, fleeting movement.

      “I’m not sure we’re the ones the governor should be celebrating,” her mentor said, stepping into the conversation and moving to shield her from the advance man. “We didn’t do anything. We didn’t even heal any of the people the Elementalist wounded.”

      Carl’s expression shifted to something approximating ill at ease. “Yes, well, the governor would like to recognize the Unknown Mage for their bravery and assistance, too, but no one knows how to contact them.”

      It took all Emilia’s willpower not to smirk. The Unknown Mage didn’t come up too often in conversation around town anymore, so she didn’t encounter the topic too much beyond discussing his exploits with the man himself… often while she claimed Jake as her own, personal body pillow. That probably wasn’t the best thing to admit at the moment, though.

      “I understand that,” Gerald continued, “but I also know it was a very traumatizing time for my student. I for one would prefer that she not be forced to relive that time. I don’t believe we’ll be attending.”

      Carl seemed to take his refusal in stride, moving back a few steps as he lifted his hands in surrender. “You’re not the first I’ve heard say something like that, and for what it’s worth, several people on the governor’s staff tried talking him out of this. I realize I shouldn’t be saying that, but everyone feels it’s too soon.”

      Emilia could hear the smirk in Gerald’s voice as he replied, “But he’s facing serious opposition from his challenger in next year’s primary, isn’t he? So, he’s trying to capitalize on everything he can.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Carl replied without hesitation… but his expression veritably screamed his agreement.

      Yeah… this was the kind of insensitive idiocy that could cost him the election. Emilia wasn’t a politician at all, and even she could see that. Unless he handled everything just right, the governor would come across as uncaring and opportunistic. Even though she wasn’t from this state and didn’t know this governor, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he wouldn’t handle everything just right.

      “I’ll go,” she said, suddenly entering the conversation once again. “I won’t sit anywhere near the front, and I don’t want to be called out in public, but the people in the ER that day faced what I’m sure they thought was certain death. And I think they should be supported in getting past that.”

      That seemed to relax Carl a little bit, even as Gerald turned and asked, “Are you sure?”

      Yeah… he knew it wasn’t that long ago that she’d still had the occasional night terror. Oddly enough, snuggling with Jake made it difficult for them to get any hold on her, though.

      She gave him her best encouraging smile. “Yeah, I am, but I want to be just part of the audience. No special seating or recognition or anything like that. Honestly, I think the same for the people who were in the ER waiting room that day. They don’t need to be trotted out like some spectacle for people to ‘oo’ and ‘ah’ over.”

      Carl met her eyes, and something seemed to pass between them in the ensuing silence. After a few heartbeats, he nodded once. “I agree, and I will do what I can to ensure that’s what happens.”

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      ER Parking Lot

      Hornbeam General Hospital

      14 August 2025, 11:45am

      

      Hannah Gaines stood to one side of the stands hastily assembled for the event. Her back to the ‘stage’ that only rose six inches or so above the pavement, she scanned the assembling crowd and the terrain beyond. She was technically part of the security for the event, one of several mages within the US Marshals’ Arcane Division that tagged in when local law enforcement didn’t have sufficient mages to round out their dignitary protection teams.

      Like many of the whispered comments she’d heard, a month was too soon. The governor was being insensitive and a bit crass, and it wasn’t that hard to see it. At least he’d given up on the nonsense of having a special section for the ‘survivors.’

      As if there’d been any casualties to begin with…

      The Unknown Mage hadn’t allowed for casualties to persist, if the Elementalist had even harmed anyone to start with.

      She honestly didn’t remember. That investigation was too many investigations ago now for the better recall she normally had for recent cases.

      A commotion reached her ears from over her left shoulder, and she turned to see if she needed to respond. Someone was having a minor disagreement with the ‘normal’ security, but it didn’t look like anything requiring a US Marshal or a Tri-Sphere mage… at least not yet.

      She still faced the disagreement when she felt it. The unmistakable aura that had almost literally bathed half the hospital the day she came to investigate. Even though she didn’t remember particulars like wounded, there was little chance she’d forget that aura anytime soon.

      Turning back toward the stands and the event entrance, she scanned the faces of the crowd, as if she could pick out the source of the aura by sight alone. Not likely, but might as well try…

      But it was too pervasive… too strong… too everywhere and all at once.

      There was no doubt in her mind that the Unknown Mage sat in the stands—or somewhere close—and if she was being honest, that provided a measure of comfort. Yes… the threat profile on the governor wasn’t high for this event, but the Elementalist of all people had seemed to appear out of nowhere.

      If something like that could happen once, it could happen again.

      At least with the Unknown Mage here, she and her associates had serious backup if someone decided to be an idiot.

      Her eyes landed on a pair in the center of the highest section of the stands. Two faces she recognized. She didn’t remember their names, but she remembered Isabel—the dragon—introducing them as her apprentices or some such at that convenience store in Oklahoma. The question of why they were there started to rise in priority… until she remembered that one of the doctors here at the hospital were training them in the Life Sphere. Some part of her mind finally teased that little nugget out of the dark recesses of her memory. Then, she remembered that both the doctor and the young woman had been in the hospital and working the ER during the attack.

      Okay… so, yeah… it probably wasn’t too remarkable that they were here.

      She started to look away, but in the process, she made eye contact with the guy. Static—like a taser but not quite—ran through her. There was something in his gaze… something in his demeanor, maybe? Something about him suddenly unsettled her. She jerked her eyes away and resumed scanning the area, but that deep, unsettled feeling remained. Resonated, even.

      Understanding settled around her shoulders like a weight vest during strength training.

      Power. Looking into his eyes was like looking into the eyes of her Sphere’s grandmaster… but it was also so much more. He could crush her like an empty soda can, with as little effort or awareness, and that meant only one thing. He was the Unknown Mage. He had to be. No one else had ever made her feel like that.

      What should she do now, though?

      That unmistakable aura was so pervasive and so strong that she didn’t see any way to truly triangulate the source. It would be like trying to triangulate one specific raincloud during a torrential downpour. Why bother?

      She was sure she should report her experience. Bring it to someone’s attention higher up the chain. But then she remembered a terrified phone call with Isabel. One where the dragon assured her that the Unknown Mage was not—and never could be—a threat. How it simply was not part of who he was as a person.

      And so she made a decision that would probably get her fired if it ever came to light… maybe even imprisoned.

      She pulled her focus back to that young man in the stands and found him looking at her still. She made eye contact, held it for a heartbeat or two, and nodded once.

      Their personal silence extended as the crowd’s noise seemed to fade away, but after another few heartbeats, he nodded back and turned his gaze to the stage.

      In that moment, Hannah chose not to go back to her case notes of the griffin matter. She knew the guy’s name was in those notes… at least the name Isabel had given her.

      But that didn’t matter.

      He was just an exceptional Tri-Sphere, after all.
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      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      14 August 2025, 3:57pm

      

      Jake sighed as he wandered around the Grove. His mind all wound up over his experience at the… event… today. It didn’t feel right calling it a rally. It certainly wasn’t a memorial. Not even the governor seemed to know what to call it, either, so why should Jake?

      But that wasn’t the event on his mind. No… it was the silent interaction he’d had with Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines.

      Oh, yes… he’d recognized her.

      In a way, it was almost impossible for him not to. He clearly remembered her from the griffin case, and he also knew she was part of the investigating team after he’d confronted—and unfortunately killed—the Elementalist.

      And now, it seemed she knew he was the Unknown Mage. Or at least suspected.

      He didn’t know how, but that was what he’d taken away from the exchange. He didn’t know whether that was good or bad. Sure… she could communicate her suspicions to someone, but they were just suspicions, right?

      Still, though… he didn’t get the feeling she had any intention of acting on those suspicions. Sure, he could be wrong; he wasn’t exactly the most well-versed when it came to people, but the exchange hadn’t left him feeling like he now needed to be ready for the full might of the US government to descend upon him. That calm nod at the end… that hadn’t conveyed she was about to sound the alarm.

      Maybe that’s why she did it, but that didn’t feel right to him.

      His wandering took him back to the house and into the great room, where he found Bianca and the jaguars watching a news program. It only took a couple moments from him to catch up that the program showed a high-speed pursuit along an interstate somewhere farther west… maybe Colorado or New Mexico. The reporter hadn’t called out their location again yet.

      But… what she did call out was that the vehicle fleeing law enforcement had been carjacked with a baby in the backseat.

      The moment he heard that, he dashed upstairs to don the clothes he chose to wear when he acted as the Unknown Mage. Then, he activated his shroud and vanished from his room at the Grove to appear in the air above the fleeing car. He kept pace with it as he flew backward some thirty feet above it, just far enough ahead of the vehicle for the driver to be able to look up and see him.

      He lifted his left hand and pointed at the driver with his index finger, and a simple thought was all it took to lift the car from the highway. Another thought teleported the driver to hover in the air beside him, as he manipulated the vehicle to shift the transmission into Park and carefully return it to the side of the highway, where it wouldn’t impede traffic. Then, he flooded the backseat—where the baby wailed in its car seat—with Life energy, making sure the baby was well and just scared.

      He then turned his full attention to the suspect and made sure his voice would carry—and mentally resonate—for quite some distance in every direction.

      “I do not care for anyone who would so negligently threaten a child. I do not have the words to describe how much I yearn to express my dislike upon you that would leave people whimpering in terror for decades. But doing so is not the way, and so, you may consider this a citizen’s arrest.”

      By now, most of the pursuing police cars had arrived and blocked off the highway. Almost all of the officers stood with their sidearms drawn, but none pointed theirs anywhere close to Jake. With a thought, he teleported the man to stand on the white dotted line of the highway in front the mass of law enforcement, and he made one last statement.

      “Please… run.”

      Fortunately, the suspect demonstrated he was more intelligent than he initially seemed, as he quickly complied with the officers’ shouted orders to get down on the ground. Jake waited in silence, surveying the scene from his thirty-foot-high vantage, while officers secured the suspect and EMS rushed to the car to check on the baby.

      Jake focused on the EMS team and touched that portion of his mind that had allowed him to communicate with the jaguars for so long, and he made sure that it ‘sounded’ like the Unknown Mage.

      * I healed the child. He is just frightened and unsettled… or perhaps hungry or in need of a fresh diaper. *

      The lead EMS person gave him a thumbs-up as they arrived at the car. Jake turned his attention back to the suspect and found him struggling with the officers.

      “Did you forget I was still here? Do you think resisting will save you at this point? If you feel whatever fate awaits you within the justice system is somehow unfair or inappropriate, we could always return to my first choice for you.”

      The suspect immediately went limp as a wet noodle and very meekly complied with every request the officers made.

      “Remember this, the next time you feel like making the officers’ lives worse. They do not protect society from you. Oh, no. They protect you from me.”

      Several of the officers snorted as if they could stop him from doing anything he wanted, and when they glanced his way, he simply shrugged and gave them the mental impression that he was smiling and appreciating the joke with them.

      He waited until the officers had transferred the suspect to a police vehicle, then vanished to return to the Grove.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he returned to the great room, every news channel was awash with commentators discussing the latest appearance of the Unknown Mage. Out of everything he’d done, Jake would’ve thought they might focus on how he flew backward keeping pace with the fleeing car… or maybe held both the suspect and the car at the same time without harming either or the baby in the car’s backseat… or maybe even how everyone for a solid mile in any direction ‘heard’ him.

      But nope!

      Almost to a man, they focused one thing… just one thing… and it was something he said: But this is not the way.

      It seemed everyone had latched onto that and were now making wild speculations about his philosophy or religion or whatever. A couple even seemed to be eager for him to publish his manifesto.

      A manifesto? Seriously? What was he… some kind of terrorist? Wait… did more people than terrorists have manifestos? He wasn’t sure about that, but he’d only heard of that word being used in association with terrorist groups or individuals.

      He didn’t like that people thought of him as the kind of person to have a manifesto and kinda wished he’d just kept his mouth shut.

      He also wished there was someone he could discuss it with, someone who wasn’t automatically on his side and who would give him an honest answer. The problem was… he didn’t know who that might be. The Unknown Mage wasn’t exactly on speaking terms with people, and everyone who knew he was the Unknown Mage was probably already biased in his favor.

      Bianca must’ve seen something in his demeanor that betrayed his upset. “What is it?”

      He pulled his focus away from the TV and looked at her. He started to just shake his head, but then sighed. “I don’t want to be the guy who has a manifesto. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut. What was that quote by Abraham Lincoln? Something like, ‘It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak up and remove all doubt?’”

      Bianca laughed as she stood and crossed the short distance to him, pulling him into a bear hug. “Oh, Jake… I will guarantee you that no one thinks the Unknown Mage is a fool. Yeah… I agree that it’s a little odd that they’ve focused on that one, specific phrase, but at the same time, other than re-hashing what you did, what else do they have to talk about? They have to fill the twenty-four-hour news cycle somehow, and they’ll take anything they can get.”

      Jake started to make a joke about how recently she’d started watching TV, but then, he remembered that she’d manifested in high school. Which meant that she’d probably watched TV prior to that and maybe even for a while afterward. They hadn’t really discussed when she and Gerald stopped using technology.

      Instead, he simply nodded, trying to communicate that he understood what she was saying all while not really feeling like saying anything. Then, something the current talking heads were saying managed to break through, and he smiled as he turned back to the TV.

      “I honestly don’t care what they said,” some guy in a suit claimed from his position at the round table filled with commentators. “By focusing on that—any of what they said, really—you’re missing the point.”

      “And what point is that, Brady?” the lead anchor asked as she angled her torso toward him.

      “The Unknown Mage lifted a recklessly speeding car off the highway and held it there, while teleporting the driver out and holding him, and letting the car run down before they put it in Park and set it on the side of the highway… and they did all of this while maintaining that illusion they wrap around themselves and hovering some thirty feet off the ground. After keeping pace with the car while flying backward. Name one other mage outside of fiction who could do that. Seriously… right now… name someone else who could do that.”

      Brady paused and let the silence around the table linger for a couple heartbeats before he continued.

      “Oh, that’s right… you can’t. Because what the Unknown Mage can do is so far beyond unprecedented that the word becomes laughable when trying to apply it to them. All of you are chattering on about what their supposed manifesto might be, like it’s some sort of Holy Grail for understanding them… when we know almost literally nothing about them. I’ve always heard that actions speak louder than words. You care so much about their damn manifesto? Look at what they do and how they do it. That’s their manifesto.”

      The table of commentators fell silent at that. It seemed like an almost-perfect mic drop moment.

      Jake had to admit that he liked Brady quite a bit in that moment. It also made perfect sense. People wanted to know what the Unknown Mage was all about? Look at what the Unknown Mage did and how he did it. It couldn’t be much simpler than that.

      But apparently, the other talking heads around the table didn’t agree. They leaped into rebutting Brady’s argument with a fervor second only to true believers stamping out heresy. It was like Brady became chum in the water, and the other people were the sharks.

      And yet… he simply sat there. An almost self-satisfied smile curled his lips as he let his associates wind up their fervent rhetoric. Jake watched the program for another ten minutes, waiting to see if Brady spoke again or fought back against all the vitriol. But he never did. He just… sat there and let everyone else damn-near scream themselves hoarse and—perhaps not incidentally—making themselves look like a pack of rabid dogs.

      That was probably unkind of Jake, but they really didn’t portray themselves very well.

      It didn’t take Jake long to grow bored of it all, and he shook his head as he left the great room, intent on finding the jaguars and brushing their fur for a while.

      Besides, he still felt like he wasn’t spending as much time with them as he should with everything involving the Unknown Mage, and he didn’t like that. Not one bit.
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      A Mediterranean Villa

      Along the coast between Nice and Genoa

      15 August 2025, 7:42am (Central European Time Zone)

      

      Several individuals lounged around the patio as the early morning sun caressed the landscape around them. At the moment, silence reigned. But if one were to listen closely, one might notice the fierce breathing many of the individuals exhibited… almost like they had just exerted themselves.

      And in a way, they had.

      These fifteen people were all that remained of the leadership of the group once headed and guided by Simon Aguilar, the feared Elementalist. They had been the third tier; his immediate subordinates now enjoyed the hospitality of the Triangle for their invasion of department store in Pueblo, Colorado.

      They were all floundering, and they all knew it. Never before had they needed to worry about strategic vision or group morale or simply what to do next. They had never needed to be the planners, no. They were the doers… or at least the motivators of the lower echelons who often carried out the plans.

      “I still say Hornbeam needs to be punished.”

      Francesca said that, but several nodded along with her. They all understood why she said it. She’d been the Elementalist’s… well… mistress was perhaps the politest term one might use. Even though the Elementalist had never been married.

      “That’s all well and good, Francesca, but just how would you go about that? Even the Tri-Spheres among us are nowhere close to exceptional. Hell… most of them only have weak affinities to their Spheres. The mages in the Marshals’ Arcane Division would walk all over us, given half a chance, and you think we should stick our heads out and attract the Unknown Mage’s attention? No, thank you. I’m happy right where I am.”

      Francesca hissed at him. “You’re such a coward, Bertrand. You always have been. It wouldn’t be too hard to create a distraction. Find something with suitable stakes, and the damned fool would absolutely respond. It just has to be far enough away that they can’t get back to Hornbeam in time. Because I absolutely want whatever we do to go out across every network in the world. We need to teach the cattle that they should still fear us. That their pathetic lives would be so much better off if they simply bowed to us and granted us our rightful places.”

      It was clear from the dubious expressions the others shared among themselves that not everyone shared Francesca’s opinion of their exalted place among the populace of Earth, but that was fine. She didn’t care. If her man wasn’t around to whip these curs into shape, she’d just do it herself.

      “Do you all not see that we are the laughingstock of the world right now? Do you like that? Is that what you want your children to see when they think of you? We should be leading this world! We always should have been. But where are we? Cowering in some ancient villa as if it’s a spa day. We’re pathetic, the lot of us.”

      No one met her eyes, and their expressions might as well have screamed they didn’t agree.

      It was Pietro who broke the silence.

      “It all well and good to tell us what our feelings on the matter should be… what our place in the world should be… but how do you propose we achieve that? Hmmm? Everyone openly agrees that the Unknown Mage is a twelve-Sphere mage, Francesca. Twelve! Spheres! How are we supposed to combat that?

      “Yes, fine… we create a distraction to keep them occupied while we lay waste to the place where Simon died, but what then? Do you honestly think whoever’s behind that shroud would just let us fade back into the woodwork? Especially if we kill children this time? Hmmm? You saw the news reports of that highway pursuit just like the rest of us, and not even you can be so deluded as to think they would not take exception to death of dozens of children. Especially since they did what they did for just one. Look… I get it. We all do. You’re still grieving Simon, and that’s fine. The rest of us are, too, in our own ways. But that doesn’t mean we throw our lives away on some hair-brained scheme to try to ‘punish’ the place where he died. And what would that get us anyway?”

      He leaned back in his seat and shook his head.

      “No, Francesca. The way you propose will carry us to our ends. Whether we die or spend the rest of our lives in the Triangle… either way, our lives would be over. At least as things stand right now, we still have some measure of respect among the other groups. I cannot support any effort that would degrade that even further.”

      She glared at Pietro, hissing at him too. “Cowards I called us, and as long as we hide here, I shall stand by that. Audentis fortuna iuvat, Pietro.”

      He glanced around the room to see if anyone else wanted to step in. No one did. Fine. A sigh and shake of his head. “The bold, Francesca. Fortune favors the bold. Not the stupid. And what you propose is nothing short of stupidity. If not madness. After all, didn’t Einstein declare the definition of insanity to be doing the same thing over and over while expecting a different result? From where I sit, attacking Hornbeam again is just expecting a different result. No. I will not support you in this.”

      Tired of facing off against her with everyone else content to sit back and watch, he surged to his feet and left the patio. He had enough to do that he had little time to suffer fools.

      Francesca watched Pietro leave. If she was honest, his lack of support didn’t surprise her. He’d always been one of the more resistant to Simon’s vision. Losing him wasn’t all that great of a loss. She brought her attention back to the others and quirked a sultry eyebrow.

      “Well… how about it? Are you letting him have the last word? When he has always been opposed to mages taking their rightful place in the world?”

      The others shared looks among themselves, and the more seconds that passed, the more she saw them sliding toward her side of things.

      She fought the urge to smile. It wouldn’t do to let them know how much they pleased her yet. Oh, no. Better to wait until a few outright voiced their support. When she showered them with praise and favor, the others would fall in line soon enough.

      That was all it often took, really. Most people were little more than herd animals. They hated being left out. Simon had been a true pioneer, unafraid of going his own way. It was one of the things she loved most about him. And she would bathe her rage over his demise in the blood of all those innocents who’d stood by and let the Unknown Mage kill him.

      Oh, yes… she absolutely would.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      15 August 2025, 9:56am (Central)

      

      Jake leaned back against the tree, smiling as he idly rubbed the jaguars’ backs and sides. The way they languidly swished their tails suggested they were very much in favor of the action, and he had to admit that he enjoyed it, too.

      They were so uncomplicated, even though they had long since developed higher reasoning and cognition.

      Even three days later, some commentators still discussed his intervention with the high-speed pursuit. At least by now, no one focused on what he said, simply that he’d acted to ensure the safety of the child.

      Every time someone tried to raise a ruckus that he had somehow overstepped or interfered where he shouldn’t have, other people were quick to chime in—even police officers—with questions like what they would want if it was their child in the backseat of a stolen car. Would they want to sit back and hope the police could resolve the chase without injuries? Or would they be cheering when the Unknown Mage stepped in and just ended it?

      Yeah… the ruckus-raisers didn’t last long against those types of questions, and that made Jake smile.

      He lifted his attention from the jaguars and saw Gerald and Emilia walking to the vehicles. She stopped long enough to wave goodbye and blow him a kiss. He smiled and clutched a fist against his heart in reply, as he watched her go to the car and leave.

      He treasured the memory of seeing her in those scrubs, even though he was relatively sure he’d see her again that evening. She was the kind of beautiful that lifted his spirit. Or maybe it wasn’t her beauty so much as the awareness that such a wonderful woman chose him.

      It was not difficult at all to remember what it was like before he’d manifested. Before she had helped him to understand why he unsettled the people in town like he had… and to a degree, still did. He’d fully expected he’d be alone the entirety of his life, and now that he wasn’t, he never wanted to go back to that.

      Yes… granted… he wasn’t truly alone. He had the jaguars and his parents and… now… even his birth parents to a degree. But none of those relationships were the same as what he had with Emilia. That was apparent on so many levels, and he smiled as he leaned back against the tree and simply basked in the feelings she inspired.

      And the best part? She hadn’t even batted an eye when she learned of his intervention in the pursuit. Well… of course… he’d intervened. There was a child at risk, after all.

      She appreciated him for him, and he hoped he returned that in kind.

      A rueful chuckle broke loose at the thought that he still didn’t know what he was going to do for the day. He did know that he wasn’t going anywhere near a news broadcast. They never shared good news, and he honestly didn’t want to see anything that pissed him off to the point that he felt he had to act.

      He had no problem being a strategic resource. Like Isabel was with the US Marshals, in a way.

      His phone interrupted his meandering thoughts, and he stopped rubbing Bandit to use that hand to check it.

      Callista McMahon. Huh… okay. He quickly thumbed the ‘accept’ control and lifted the phone to his ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey. I hate doing this. You shouldn’t have to be everyone’s panic button. But I just learned of a situation in Chicago. CPD SWAT was called upon to serve a high-risk warrant, and the team they deployed has three mages. I don’t know anything about the mages, but they now have a house full of barricaded suspects after the subject of the warrant and several associates beat back the SWAT team. The subject of the warrant is a dual-Sphere himself, and he has a handful of friends in the townhouse with him. There are countless children in the area, and CPD is concerned the mages will escalate to wide-area attacks. They’ve just called for a negotiator, but the barricaded suspects have sufficient power between them that they could probably stand the police off for quite a while… or harm a lot of innocent bystanders if they go that route. I would not bother you with this, if I thought there was anyone else—or even a team of anyone elses—close enough to de-escalate this before more people get hurt.”

      “Thank you for calling me, Callista. Are you safe?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m up here doing quarterly reviews the Magocracy likes for mage police officers and heard it over the radio. I’m nowhere near it. I’m pacing around the parking lot to make the call.”

      “Gotcha. Okay. Can you text me the address?”

      “Sure can.”

      “Thanks. I’ll handle it.”
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        * * *

      

      There were days Sergeant Mitchell Lorenzo hated his job. He was one of the most veteran negotiators on the force in Chicago, and he wasn’t making any headway at all with the barricaded suspects in the townhouse… when they actually deigned to speak with him.

      Their demands were wholly unreasonable, and he gave it even odds that they knew that.

      And everyone on the force wanted a piece of them after they’d injured the SWAT team sent to serve the high-risk warrant. They caught so much shit for using SWAT teams for high-risk warrants, and here was yet another instance that—to him—reinforced the policy. These people would’ve eaten a regular sheriff’s deputy alive.

      The situation had escalated to the point that the only recourse he had left was to contact the US Marshals’ Arcane Division for one of their Strategic Response Units. He didn’t know where the closest one was or how soon they could be here, but he didn’t see any other… oh, shit.

      He’d been staring at the front door of the townhouse, and suddenly, the Unknown Mage was just there.

      “Attention, occupants of the townhouse,” they said in that eerie-as-all-hell voice. “You are threatening a residential neighborhood with… over one hundred children in close proximity, not to mention other innocents. I give you this one chance to surrender peacefully to the Chicago Police Department… or I will respond.”

      Lorenzo grimaced. Yeah… they’d done their best to evacuate the area, but the Unknown Mage wasn’t wrong. Based on the SWAT team’s report of the suspects’ affinities, they could do some serious damage if they simply unleashed.

      Three minutes seemed to pass at an almost-glacial pace.

      “Very well. I interpret your continued silence as a refusal of my offer. So be it.”

      The Unknown Mage was not directly between Lorenzo and the townhouse’s front door, so nothing prevented Lorenzo from watching said door crumble to sawdust before the Unknown Mage turned to face them.

      “Officers, all occupants of the townhouse are unconscious and will remain so for the next four hours. I will provide healing if the SWAT team is still injured.”

      The SWAT captain stepped forward. “We appreciate that, but we have a Life mage on staff who already handled the very minor injuries the suspects delivered. Thank you for intervening when you did. I know there are some who would say it was not your place, but everyone here knows just how quickly the situation was going downhill. And I’m not sure anyone here knows where the closest Arcane Division SRU even is. Seriously… thank you.”

      The Unknown Mage nodded once before replying, “You are welcome, officer.”

      At that point, they vanished. Just winked out as if they’d never been there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      16 August 2025, 6:47am

      

      Jake laid in bed, a blissful stupid smile curling his lips. Emilia snuggled close, making him her own personal body pillow as always, sleeping soundly as she did so. He loved how she called him ‘snuggles’ in her sleep when he had to leave the bed. He loved that she felt so safe and secure with him. He couldn’t ever remember feeling anything like this before in his life, and he never wanted it to end.

      He was overjoyed that today was the first Saturday in weeks that Gerald—and therefore she—didn’t have to work in the hospital. She could sleep in, and he could savor her doing so.

      He wasn’t quite sure the last time he’d told her he loved her, and he made a mental note to do so once she was awake. He even went so far as to concentrate on his equivalent of the Mind Sphere to make that note unforgettable until he did the act it reminded him to do. It wasn’t often he did that.

      Even though he knew her alarm wouldn’t ring at seven, which was when she normally woke to go with Gerald to his clinic or the hospital, he wasn’t all that surprised to see her start to stir not too much later.

      She wasn’t completely awake yet as she mumbled, “Mmm… snuggles warm,” and clutched him tighter.

      Soon enough, though, she lifted her head from his shoulder and blinked her eyes at him as she half-yawned.

      He leaned his head forward and stole a kiss, just as her yawn ended, and wrapped his arms around her.

      “I love you, Emilia.” He watched her eyes soften in response. “I realized while I watched you sleep that I didn’t remember the last time I’d told you.”

      She giggled and playfully swatted his chest. “You silly boy. You told me yesterday morning when you left the bedroom to go feed the jaguars.”

      He blinked. “I did? I wonder why I didn’t remember that…”

      She shifted into a sitting position, not bothering to cover her nude form. “Well… if I were a little bit more full of myself, I’d suggest that maybe the scenery had something to do with it.”

      Jake grinned. “Is that so? You think you’re just that wonderful?”

      She slipped her hand under the covers. “It doesn’t matter what I think. This right here is proof enough that I have your attention.”

      “You always have my attention, Emilia… especially in those almost-too-tight scrubs you like to wear.”

      “Oh… you like those, do you? Maybe you should show me what they bring to mind, then.”

      His grin became a full-on smile.

      They were very late for breakfast, but no one seemed to care.
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam General Hospital

      16 August 2025, 1:37pm

      

      Emilia tried not to resent her chosen career as she followed Gerald through the staff entrance of the hospital. The day had started off so, so well… and it was supposed to be their day off. But this was the life of a medical professional, especially a doctor who was also Life mage. She wasn’t a doctor yet, but she was absolutely a Life mage.

      Even though it was over an hour past noon, all she wanted was to spend the Saturday snuggled up with Jake. He inspired such a feeling of peace and safety—especially when he held her in his arms—that she couldn’t imagine ever wanting anyone else.

      She’d seen the look in his eyes when Gerald had answered the phone call from the hospital. His immediate reaction had been to go to the hospital as the Unknown Mage and heal everyone again… and there was no doubt in her mind that he would’ve been doing it for her.

      “Hey, Luce… what have we got?”

      Gerald’s voice pulled Emilia out of her thoughts, and she realized she’d followed him on autopilot to the nurses’ desk of the Emergency Room.

      Lucy Cavanaugh was the charge nurse of that shift, and Emilia wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen the normally unflappable woman so harried before.

      “Ten-car pile-up on I-57, and we’re getting them all. The next closest trauma facilities have their own situations to handle. A couple have already been life-flighted to Springfield, but otherwise, we’re all they have.”

      Gerald simply nodded.

      Before Gerald could reply, an aura unfolded across the ER, and Emilia couldn’t help but smile. She watched Lucy look over Gerald’s shoulder as her jaw dropped, and she turned already knowing what—no, who—she’d see.

      The Unknown Mage hovered six inches above the floor in the very center of the ER waiting area. What had been a room filled with pained screams and moans became quiet as a church during services. Everyone stared at him, and she couldn’t blame them.

      Even though Emilia knew what was beneath the shroud, that shroud was still damn-impressive.

      Without any gesture or display, a burst of healing flooded the area. It was so strong that Emilia suspected he’d just healed the entire hospital.

      “Is that everyone?” the Unknown Mage asked in their eerie voice with its unsettling mental echo.

      Lucy shook herself and replied, “The worst cases from the wreck were already here, but they’re still pulling people out of the pile-up, and I’m sure there are ambulances in transit.”

      “I shall return.”

      In the blink of an eye, the Unknown Mage vanished.

      Everyone kind of looked around, their expressions a mixture of bewilderment and disbelief and the barest hints of joy.

      Emilia turned back to Lucy when Gerald did and fought the urge to smile at the charge nurse’s stupefied expression.

      “Luce? You okay there?” Gerald asked.

      Lucy shook herself again and scanned the area as if looking for what she should be doing. “I… I’ve never seen the Unknown Mage in person before. That… was incredible.”

      “Try being a mage when they pop off with one of those healing bursts. ‘Incredible’ doesn’t begin to describe it.” Gerald glanced around the waiting area again before nodding as if he’d just come to a decision. “Emilia and I will stay long enough to be sure any new arrivals are stabilized until the Unknown Mage can return, but otherwise, I’d say you’re out of the woods and don’t need us anymore.”

      Lucy absently nodded, still looking a bit gobsmacked. “Yeah… I’d say so.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake appeared above the pile-up on I-57. The sounds and smells took him back to that wreck he’d helped with the day he’d met Callista all those weeks ago. He saw the Emergency Management tent off the side of a nearby on-ramp, and he almost went to check-in. But he stopped himself.

      Karen—Alexander County’s OEM director—didn’t seem to be staffing the tent this time, and he didn’t know the person who was. After some thought, he saw no reason to introduce himself to whoever that was.

      He took a deep breath and teleported every victim of the wreck out of their vehicle and lined them up in front of the staging EMS personnel. Then, he healed them. He wasn’t surprised at everyone else’s reaction to a line of injured people appearing and then almost instantly healing. It would’ve been quite the sight to him not that long ago.

      He closed his eyes and focused his other senses on the massive wreck, double-checking that no one was left in need of help. His senses focused on a few corpses near the very front of the pile-up, and he teleported those to another collection of EMS personnel, laying them out with as much dignity as he could.

      With the people cleared, it became a small matter of un-piling the vehicles. He started with the top-most vehicles that didn’t have any other resting on or against them. He moved them to the side of the highway, repairing them as he went.

      It took him an hour to clear the highway.

      Not because the wreck was that complex, but for the simple fact that he wasn’t a car guy and had to almost ‘feel’ his way through restoring the vehicles to their pre-wreck conditions. By the time he handled the final vehicle, a crowd of people watched him work. Their expressions and mannerisms betraying their awe and disbelief at what he did.

      He wouldn’t have been surprised if he didn’t get the vehicles completely right in his restoration, but they were a damn-sight closer than they had been.

      As soon as both lanes of traffic were open once more and the wrecks sat along the highway as restored as he could make them, he called upon his equivalent of the Spatial Sphere and re-appeared in the ER of Hornbeam General.

      The waiting area was far less chaotic than it was when he’d first appeared there a little over an hour before, and he flooded the hospital with healing, making sure he touched all floors and wings and not just the areas closest to the ER.

      He smiled at seeing Emilia standing at the nurses’ station with Gerald, and he couldn’t help but feel a little happy that she looked at him with pride and warm regard in her expression. Despite his wishes otherwise, he made sure to act as though he didn’t know anyone there, and as soon as everyone in the hospital was healed, he teleported back to the Grove.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy Cavanaugh shook off the after-effects of the Unknown Mage’s healing. It was the second (or maybe third) time they’d done that, and for whatever reason, it always left her feeling a little dizzy for a couple seconds. Luckily, she was sitting at the nurses’ station and not walking around.

      “Damn… they should really give people a warning.” Her voice wasn’t more than a mutter, but Emilia—Doctor Wainwright’s apprentice—zeroed in on her like a tank turret.

      “You okay, Lucy?” she asked.

      Lucy was quick to nod a ‘yes,’ saying, “Whenever they blast out healing like that, it always leaves me feeling a little dizzy for a few seconds. Never very long. It usually just lasts long enough for me to be aware of it, but in the right circumstances, I could see it being a problem.”

      Emilia blinked. “Huh… I’ve never heard of anyone reacting to healing like that. Have you ever been evaluated at an AEC?”

      “No. I didn’t manifest. Why would I get tested without manifesting?”

      “You might not believe this, but I’ve read of cases where the manifestation was so mild that the people who had them didn’t realize they had manifested. On your next day off, you might want to run up to Springfield. That’s the closest AEC to us. It’s where Jake went.”

      Lucy couldn’t keep a frown from furrowing her brow. “I don’t know. I’d hate to waste someone’s time. Besides, what if I did manifest? If I wasn’t aware of it, I’m probably too weak to bother with it.”

      Now, Emilia offered her a warm smile. “Just because you’re not the Unknown Mage doesn’t mean you shouldn’t learn to use all your talents. Even weak affinities are nothing to joke about.”

      “Okay. I’ll think about it. But what was that look you were giving them? Looked to me like someone has a crush on the Unknown Mage.”

      A faint blush colored Emilia’s cheeks as she rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Oh, come on… I do not. With all they’ve done, it’s really easy to like them.”

      Lucy countered with a smirk of her own. “Uh huh… sure. Whatever you say, Miss Mage.”

      Emilia’s blush deepened as she rolled her eyes again, just as Gerald arrived at the nurses’ station.

      “Okay, Lucy. I’ve double-checked everyone. I’m not even sure the hospital would have a case for holding them for observation. Since it seems like everything has calmed down, I think my apprentice and I will be returning to our regularly scheduled day off.”

      The charge nurse smiled. “Sounds good to me, Doctor Wainwright. Thanks for coming in.”

      “You’re welcome, but it is the job.”

      Gerald threw her a wave as he led Emilia out of the hospital to where they’d parked the car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The White House

      Washington, D.C.

      18 August 2025, 6:23am (Eastern)

      

      President Juliette Evans sat at a small dinette table in the Residence. She felt more rested than usual, since she’d managed a whole, whopping six hours of sleep the night before. Come to think of it, that might have been a record… or at least tied the record.

      She wasn’t sure what it said about the government that the demands of the job often kept the head of state sleep-deprived. Everyone knew that wasn’t a good situation for decision-making, and yet… no one seemed to do anything about it.

      She tried to go to bed at a reasonable hour; she really did. There just never seemed to be enough hours in the day.

      Take this weekend, for example. One of the headlines that didn’t garner a lot of attention, but did make it into her Monday Morning Round-up, was that the Unknown Mage had visited Hornbeam, Illinois, again. From what the news story indicated, they had healed the survivors of a ten-car pile-up that had happened on I-57 in Alexandria County and even repaired the vehicles in question as part of their efforts to clear the highway.

      Repairing the cars to the degree they did was, frankly, almost beyond belief. The story’s reporter contacted one of the Earth Sphere grandmasters in Illinois for comment, a woman who routinely worked with construction and demolition crews. The Earth grandmaster straight-up admitted that she would’ve have managed maybe—maybe—three vehicles before she would’ve tapped out. She knew her associates well enough that felt comfortable saying they would’ve been in the same situation. So, the Unknown Mage had done the work of at least four grandmasters just in clearing the highway… not to mention all the healing they did at Hornbeam General.

      She took another bite of breakfast and fought the urge to contact Gianna to demand a meeting. After all, it was probably the height of unwise to demand anything of someone who could most likely wipe the entire metro area off the face of the world.

      That thought pulled a memory of her earliest conversation with Gianna about the Unknown Mage. She’d said something about the Unknown Mage only being an enemy if the government made them an enemy.

      The Magocracy seemed dead set on going down that path. Their communications had become increasingly… well… vehement. It seemed like, the more the Unknown Mage revealed their capabilities, the more the Magocracy seemed to be affronted at the Mage’s very existence.

      She saw only one outcome of that little disaster-in-the-making, and she hoped there was enough warning for her to be somewhere else when the Unknown Mage finally had a “heart to heart” with the Magocracy’s Assembly. Yeah… a state visit to sub-Saharan Africa—or maybe Australia—sounded like a damn-fine idea when the Unknown Mage and the Magocracy finally threw down; she’d happily return and pick up the pieces… and score some political points against the Magocracy in the process.

      All other things being equal, she knew that she’d normally come down on the Magocracy’s side in this, especially since there really wasn’t a provision in the international treaties for mages not to register. But at the same time, the Unknown Mage really couldn’t register. The Magocracy’s database only allowed up to five affinities.

      Yeah… that was a situation she wanted no part of, and the longer it festered, the worse the ‘settlement’ would probably be when it happened.

      Politically, she knew ducking out to Africa or Australia would be career-suicide. But damn… the idea looked awfully attractive.

      If she could just speak to them… discuss the situation somehow… it might ameliorate the worst effects. Not that she expected the Unknown Mage to endanger innocents during their half of the discussion. But there was always the other side—the Magocracy—to keep in mind. They might be rabid enough when they finally slipped their leash that they didn’t care who or what they harmed in the process of bringing the Unknown Mage to heel… not that she thought they could.

      The whole situation was a massive, thoroughly tangled furball that anyone sane wanted nothing to do with. Alas… she was no longer sure that anyone who chose to run for President of the United States truly counted as sane. Her time in office thus far had battered away at that so-called certainty rather well.

      Her utensil struck the dish, and that pulled her from her thoughts to see she’d finished her breakfast without realizing it. Yeah… being so deep in thought that one didn’t realize they’d finished all their food probably wasn’t a good thing, either.

      Since she didn’t have any more food at the moment, though, she didn’t have any further excuse to avoid the office.

      Guess it was time to face the Oval Office…
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam General Hospital

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      18 August 2023, 8:23am (Central)

      

      Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines led her fellow Deputy Marshal and portal mage, Carol Bergman, into the Emergency Room. When the headline about the Unknown Mage responding to a pile-up over the weekend finally reached their boss’s desk that morning, he sent them to investigate the incident and confirm that it truly was the Unknown Mage and not some copycat.

      The idea that there might be a mage out there capable of copycatting the Unknown Mage was a scary thought that no one wanted to face.

      Fortunately, as soon as the ambient magic settled after Carol’s portal closed, Hannah had no doubt—none whatsoever—that it had been the Unknown Mage who acted on Saturday. A hair less than two days later, she still felt his aura rippling through the ambient.

      “Can you feel that?” Carol asked.

      Hannah simply nodded.

      Carol shook herself almost like a wet dog. “How powerful is this mage that we can still feel their aura rippling across the ambient pretty much two days after they were here?”

      Hannah shook her head as she closed her eyes and concentrated on the sense that all mages had for the ambient power. She wasn’t aware of anyone ever giving it a name, but even single-Spheres had it.

      “I’m not sure we have a power scale that goes that high, Carol. The official word from the Magocracy is that a grandmaster Tri-Sphere will resonate against the ambient for about eighteen hours. We’re a few hours shy of forty-eight with this resonance, and it doesn’t feel like it’s fading all that quickly.”

      “That… that’s kind of scary. And we’re sure they’re one of the good guys?”

      Hannah opened her eyes and shrugged, adding a sigh for good measure. “As sure as we can be when we haven’t had a lot of meaningful interactions with them. Someone I trust with my life told me that we had no reason to worry. I’m not going to put that in any report, though, because I’d have to reveal my source. I’m not about to do that.”

      “Really? That’s not like you.”

      She turned to face Carol and tried to communicate that she should let it go with just her expression as she said, “What can I say? I’m crunchy and taste good with ketchup.”

      Carol frowned her confusion for a few moments, but Hannah knew the moment she understood. Her eyes shot wide, and she went white as alabaster. She even weaved on her feet just enough that Hannah feared she might faint again.

      “Oh… uhm… okay.”

      Yeah… it was like that. When a freaking dragon said she trusted the Unknown Mage, Hannah damn-sure wasn’t going try swimming against that current. She was glad Carol let the matter drop.

      She’d already sensed enough that she could swear under oath that it was indeed the Unknown Mage who’d responded to that wreck on I-57, but due diligence meant she would take a walk through the ER waiting area. There was no reason whatsoever to do so, beyond professional ethics, but she wanted to build a reputation to be proud of. That meant going above and beyond.

      Carol fell into step with her, and they crossed the short distance separating them from the emergency room’s entrance.

      

      The small waiting area was just inside two sets of double doors that activated by motion sensors. It was on the smallish side for an emergency room to Hannah’s eye, but then, Hornbeam General was on the smallish side for a hospital, too. She was used to ‘big city’ hospitals that occupied the majority of a city block… if not the entire block.

      A woman in scrubs sat behind the reception desk that doubled as a nurses’ station, and she did not look happy to be there. At least the waiting area was empty, so she wasn’t inflicting her misery on some random citizen.

      She raised an eyebrow when Hannah stopped to survey the waiting area. In truth, she focused on the ambient magic, and the Unknown Mage’s resonance was even stronger here. She must have been standing close—if not on top of—ground zero for the healing burst. Damn… just how powerful was this kid?

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked in almost a growl.

      Hannah replied with her best greeting smile as she approached. “Hello. I’m Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines, Arcane Division. This is my associate, Deputy Marshal Carol Bergman… also Arcane Division.”

      She held up her badge folio that held a transparent section for her photo ID in addition to her badge. Carol did the same beside her.

      “We’re just evaluating the site to confirm that the Unknown Mage was indeed who responded to the wreck on I-57 and not a copycat. We’ve already established that the resonance here and out in the parking lot does indeed match the resonance at other sightings. That’s really all we need, so we’ll be on our way now.”

      The woman snorted. “Just how the hell do you think anyone could copycat a twelve-Sphere mage? You think they grow on trees or something?”

      “No, not at all.” Hannah tried to strike a balance between amused but not patronizing. “We just have to do our due diligence. I accepted the task fully aware that it could only be the Unknown Mage, but now, we’ve proven that beyond any doubt. Proof always makes belief or knowledge better.”

      “Yeah… I suppose you’re right. Thanks for confirming. With all the craziness in the world, we don’t need more fear than we just have to have.”

      Hannah nodded once. “You’re welcome… and thank you for understanding. I hope you have a good day.”

      The nurse snorted. “Not likely. The nurse that was supposed to work this shift called off, and they called me. I was supposed to have today off.”

      “Well, best wishes to you, all the same.”

      Hannah turned and led Carol back out of the hospital’s emergency room. The only task left was to write up the report and swear to the facts and truthfulness thereof.

      Once they were far enough from the hospital, Hannah nodded to Carol, who opened a portal back to their office. With a simple step, they disappeared from Hornbeam and bypassed what would’ve been more than a five-hour drive.
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        * * *

      

      Stygium Tower

      New York City

      18 August 2025, 9:13am (Eastern)

      

      Mister Cato leaned back against his seat as he gazed out the window that looked out over Manhattan. He was supposed to be reviewing project updates, but right in that moment, he couldn’t force his mind to focus on that. He hadn’t looked in on Gaius for a time, and his mind was proving to be remarkably resistant to any other topic.

      Which struck him as… rather odd.

      ‘Family’ carried no pleasant associations with him. No one in his immediate circle had ever praised him or seemed to value him simply for him. No matter his achievements, he had always lived in the shadow of his older brother, Flavius.

      And it didn’t matter what was said or done. He had never been good enough.

      Their father disowning him had simply been the icing on the pastry.

      He hadn’t seen Gaius, not even a picture. A major part of him didn’t want to, either. He feared his reaction if the boy reminded him too much of Flavius.

      It would be all too easy to continue as he had done all those centuries ago… pursue the ruination of the Aternius family with a single-minded ruthlessness that would make even Atilla, Genghis Khan, or Hitler fear his dedication.

      A part of him wanted to do just that. As long as Gaius lived, his revenge against the family that had never valued him was not—and could never be—complete.

      And yet… he had never been one of those people who believed the sins of the father passed to the son. If he had believed such… well… the weight of their father’s sins should’ve crushed both Flavius and himself to paste long, long ago.

      It was such a vexing situation. Such a frustration. He was over two thousand years old, and he still fought against his adolescent impulses.

      Even after all these years, he still wanted his family’s approval.

      It sounded so childish when he thought of it. Here he was, his age measured in millennia and possessed of wealth greater than any other soul walking the Earth… and the one thing he wanted most? He could never have. His family was long past gone.

      In truth, he’d even helped them along… well… indirectly at least. When the mobs sought sorcerers for their pyres and tortures, he made sure that the Aternius family did not escape notice. At the time, he’d felt they’d deserved it for casting him out as they had.

      But now?

      He wasn’t so certain. Not anymore. Hadn’t been in quite some time.

      He pushed himself to his feet and crossed the short distance to the window, standing mere inches away from it.

      Did any of that matter anymore? He wasn’t sure. Part of him said yes, but another part disagreed.

      Even if he reconciled with his family using Gaius as a proxy, he couldn’t see himself doing what the boy did. He didn’t care about people enough to act like ‘the Unknown Mage.’

      He cared about his business empire, his projects, and… what else? Maybe Gaius? Maybe not?

      He set the griffin on his nephew almost without fully considering the action and its consequences. When Gaius handled that with aplomb, he made sure the worlds foremost mage terrorist was in a position to ruin the boy’s life.

      But were those actions truly the best actions?

      He suspected he knew what Gaius would say. He might be wrong, but something deep inside him said he wasn’t.

      He chuckled at a new thought that forced its way into his focus. He was living proof that Life didn’t get easier as you got older. He was pretty sure he was the oldest human in the world, and there were many aspects of his life even yet that were nowhere close to easy.

      Perhaps… just perhaps… he might try opening a dialogue with the boy. Somehow.

      How to do that, though? Would it be so simple as arriving at the entrance to that Grove and asking permission to speak with him?

      He stopped, frowning as he considered that idea. It might just be the best tack to take. It would undoubtedly throw the boy for a loop. He couldn’t see any way in which it wouldn’t.

      But maybe—just maybe—if Gaius could find it within himself to forgive his uncle, perhaps his uncle might see a way clear to forgiving himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Villa

      Mediterranean Coast

      18 August 2025, 4:22pm (Central European Time)

      

      Francesca sat at a massive table that occupied what was the villa’s formal dining room. She felt every moment of her forty-plus years, having worn herself out with all of the research and investigation represented on table. Photos. Maps. Time-tables. Flight listings.

      The group of her faithful was down to ten now. More cowards had fled, once she showed them the depth of her resolve. But that’s fine. If they were so weak to begin with, they had no business being so close to her.

      Once again, she keenly felt Simon’s loss. Planning and strategy were his gifts, not hers. She felt like she was muddling through at least decently, but she knew her efforts would’ve been the ham-fisted approach of an inexperienced toddler next to Simon’s finesse and artistry.

      There was nothing to be done about it, though. Not now. All she could do was the best she could do and hope she had time to learn from her mistakes and make the next operation better.

      The difficult part of planning a distraction for someone like the Unknown Mage was to make it both sufficiently compelling and sufficiently distant that she and her people could get into that vile hamlet, raze it to the ground, and get back out again before whoever-they-were learned of it. Or even better… the distraction should require sufficient effort and attention that even if the Unknown Mage learned of it, they couldn’t do one blessed thing until they’d seen to the distraction.

      She settled on a plane.

      Choosing that allowed for a rather target-rich environment, given the hundreds and hundreds of flights that left Europe for North America each day. It also created a certain level of challenge, too. Planes could glide for quite some distance even without their engines, so she’d have to time her sabotage well enough to ensure there were no airports within the glide range of the chosen craft when the crew of the plane finally realized her sabotage.

      She looked over the schematics of what was one of the most common planes used in transatlantic flights. Those schematics dominated the table, and she focused on the fuel system. Specifically… the feed system that carried the fuel from the tanks to the engines.

      A slow enough leak would have the engines die while in the air over the Atlantic, too far from any airport to return to safety. Even better, her research suggested that the communications systems in the plane would last long enough to carry word of their situation and (hopefully) attract the attention of the Unknown Mage.

      Not even Simon had ever attempted something like this.

      Yes… ‘complicated’ was the enemy of good operations, and this idea certainly had plenty of moving parts and dependencies. Still yet, she liked the idea. If she and her people could pull it off… well… it would make history. It would place her right up there in the same company as the brave souls who achieved the Independence Day attacks all those years ago.

      Her rough sketch so far seemed viable. The next step was peer review. Calling in her closest people to look over the plan and help her improve it.

      This was going to be the achievement of a lifetime. Her peers would cheer her name after this.

      Footfalls heralded the arrival of her inner circle, and she couldn’t resist the predatory smile that curled her lips.

      It was time to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam General Hospital

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 August 2025, 11:45am (Central)

      

      Emilia followed Gerald out of Exam Room Four, where she had been the primary healer of the patient. That felt… good.  It was her first broken bone, a compound fracture of the right tibia. The patient was a local high school sports star, who had made some unwise choices that resulted in wrapping his vehicle around a tree. It should probably go without saying that the event was almost as bad for the teenage driver as it was for the vehicle. From what she’d heard, though, the tree came through the ordeal very well.

      Healing the bone and tissue had been a challenge. No doubt of that. But as she stood in the hallway outside the exam room, she reflected on her performance and Gerald’s quiet, understated praise. When it came to praise, Gerald measured with a teaspoon… if not a thimble. So when something was good enough that he commented, it was probably really good to the average person.

      She knew he didn’t want her to develop an ego. That was a danger for all too many healers, regardless of their ability with magic. It was not uncommon for those Life mages who chose a career in medicine to fall prey to it… and fall hard.

      A rebuttal forced her to grin. These days, though, it wouldn’t be too hard to pop a Life mage’s ego bubble. Jake saw to that every time he did something outlandish like it was a normal Tuesday afternoon. Hornbeam General Hospital was a sprawling complex, and when he’d responded to the final victims of that pile-up the other day, he’d taken the time to heal everyone in the facility, not just the wreck survivors.

      There wasn’t a Life mage on the planet who could do that. Not even if all the certified Life grandmasters in the world pooled their power, effort, and knowledge could they even come close to duplicating it. And… well… they didn’t appreciate that, at least based on the public comments and official statements.

      Jealousy was alive and well, and it was an ugly, vicious thing. It was a wonder that Jake seemed totally unaware of it. Or maybe he simply didn’t care. Even still yet today, he was oblivious to a lot of things. That boggled her mind sometimes, if she was being honest.

      “Emilia, you have a visitor.”

      Gerald’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts, and she looked around. It didn’t take her long to focus on Jake leaning against the hallway wall near the nurses’ station, and she beamed him a smile.

      “Hey, you! What are you doing here?”

      Jake gave that one-shoulder shrug she both loved and hated. “Ehhh… I was a little tired of knocking around the Grove, and we’re running low on steaks for the kids, so I decided to deal with my restlessness and replenish their stock at the same time. I didn’t know what your schedule was like today, but I’d love to take you to lunch if you can get away.”

      Emilia pivoted on her heel to ask Gerald, fully aware that her expression was probably a tad more hopeful than it maybe should’ve been. But that was fine. She didn’t care.

      Gerald smiled. It was a warm, happy smile that suggested their behavior reminded him of days long past when he and Bianca were still very new in their relationship.

      “Go. Have fun. You’ve already handled the biggest case on the docket so far… and did it well. Text me when you get back, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Thanks!”

      Emilia spun back to Jake who looked at her with his own happy smile as she asked, “Marci’s Diner?”

      “It’s the best place in town.”

      It was also pretty much the only place in town, but strangely enough, Emilia had gotten used to the small town. As Jake claimed her hand in his and walked with her out of the hospital, she realized that she didn’t miss the city life anymore. She missed her friends… or at least felt like she should… but she also realized that they hadn’t put forth a lot of effort to keep in touch with her, either.

      Almost as if not being in the city meant she didn’t exist anymore. Goodness, had she been that shallow when her mom brought her out here? She hoped not but feared so.

      She waved to a couple nurses she was friends with as they passed, and they seemed to wink at her after giving her their mostly silent approval of Jake. That she dated him—lived with him for the most part—wasn’t a secret, but he still very much kept to himself and didn’t socialize a lot.

      Oh… that reminded her.

      “A couple of friends from the hospital are having a get-together tomorrow night. A training nurse who mostly works night just passed her boards to become a certified RN. They invited me and said I should bring my boyfriend, too. Are you interested in going?”

      They passed under the canopy protecting the ER entrance from inclement weather, and she looked up to gauge Jake’s expression when he didn’t immediately respond.

      He turned his head to meet her eyes with his own and smiled. Then, leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “Honestly, no… but you’re important to me, and this is important to you. I don’t want you to feel like I’m agreeing to it under protest or something like that. I just want to be clear that helping you have a good time is far more important to me than some kind of social event.”

      She tugged her hand free from his and wrapped her arms around him, holding him for a moment in a tight hug. “Have I told you lately that you’re awesome?”

      He stepped back when she released the hug and reclaimed her hand, adopting a thoughtful expression. “No, I don’t think you have. I’ve always thought so, myself, but it’s nice to have confirmation.”

      The sudden grin and chuckle undermined the deliberative mien, and Emilia shook her head as she freed her hand again, only this time to playfully swat his arm.

      “You are such a cad, sometimes.”

      He smiled as he put his arm around her and held her close. “Well, I would never want you to be bored. I’m pretty sure that’s a bad thing.”

      By that point, they were close to his vehicle, and he unlocked the SUV with his fob, opening her door when they arrived. She knew he watched her climb into the passenger seat, and she also knew that she wore her scrubs rather well, even if she did say so herself. It felt really good to have a guy in her life who appreciated her that way without making it sleazy or sketchy, and she wished Jake could take her home after lunch, instead of back to work.

      She had a way she’d much rather pass the afternoon.
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 August 2025, 3:43pm

      

      Jake gave up on trying to practice, choosing instead to sit with the jaguars and give them some time. His thoughts swirled around Emilia, and he wasn’t used to having such difficulty concentrating. Was this common with new relationships at their stage? Or was it some kind of reaction to this being his first, serious relationship?

      He didn’t know how to go about answering that, either… so he hoped that playing with the jaguars for a while would let him reset and be able to focus on things.

      “Something is on your mind, Jake,” Smokey said, and Jake smiled at how natural her speech was becoming.

      Bandit turned to look at them, as if to focus on the conversation.

      “Yeah, there is. I had lunch with Emilia today, like I mentioned, and I’m having difficulty concentrating on anything that isn’t her this afternoon. It’s kind of a marvel that someone can inspire such feelings of happiness. I didn’t expect that at all.”

      Bandit angled his head to the side. “You mean we don’t make you feel happy?”

      Jake grinned and gave him some scratches under his chin. “Not in the same way, no. You two make me happy, no doubt about that, but…”

      “We are simply not potential mates,” Smokey said, finishing Jake’s thought.

      “Right.”

      Smokey swatted Bandit’s front leg without claws. “You should know this, fur-butt.”

      Bandit flicked his tail and seemed to smile. “Yeah… I do.”

      Smokey gave him a flat look, and it wouldn’t have surprised Jake at all if she contemplated swatting him again. A swat without claws seemed to be her favored method of Bandit correction, and she applied them rather liberally.

      “Say… Emilia mentioned some kind of party or something she wanted to go to. I think I’ll ask her if we can bring you two. Would you like to go to a party?”

      Bandit looked from Jake to Smokey and back again. “What’s a party?”

      “I know you’ve seen them in movies and shows, fur-butt. It’s a gathering of humans, often with music and food and drinks, for entertainment and socialization. You even told me you’d like to see one sometime.”

      Yeah… Smokey was definitely the more mature of the two. She could absolutely get rambunctious and enjoy playtime the same as Bandit, but Bandit… well… he seemed to enjoy playacting the uneducated adolescent a lot.

      Bandit yawned and flicked his tail again. “Okay, sure… see what Emilia says, but it might be fun.”

      “All right. I’ll ask her when she gets home. See what she thinks about it.”

      At that point, the jaguars snuggled closer to him, and he leaned back against the tree and closed his eyes. Maybe a day off was just what he needed, after all…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Villa

      Mediterranean Coast

      21 August 2025, 4:08pm (Central Europe Time)

      

      Francesca dropped her pencil on the table and leaned back against seat. She rolled her neck and shoulders before running her fingers through her hair and massaging her scalp. She was a little surprised at how exhausted she was. The past several days had been a whole different level of wearying that she hadn’t encountered before.

      But then again… this was her first operation she was planning.

      Simon had made it look so effortless. Just take a couple photos, jot a few notes, and everything came together like clockwork.

      A fresh spike of rage brought out a snarl. They had no right to kill him. No right! And they would pay for their transgression. She would see to that if it was her last act on Earth.

      The pain of her nails digging into her palms jerked her out of her spiral. She made a conscious effort to unclench her fists and stretch her fingers, just as she chose to pull back from the rage that threatened to overtake her. Simon always said that amateurs planned from emotion, while professional planned from rationality.

      She didn’t see how the gaping wound that was the loss of Simon could ever heal, but she wasn’t about to lose herself in grief and anger and forget his wisdom.

      She took a deep breath and, as she slowly exhaled, pushed all of her anger out with it. It still amazed her a little bit at how such a simple, life-sustaining act—when done with intent—could be so calming. Still feeling a little wound up, she repeated the deep breath and slow exhale.

      Then, a third time. There… not perfect but still much, much better.

      The plan was coming together too well to permit a mistake out of anger or grief or some other form of emotional upset.

      She had two people in the Paris airport. They had worked there for years as part of the ground crew, and it was a simple matter to pick a flight for the diversion on one of the days they worked. They were both Earth mages, with full affinity. It would be simple for them to compromise the fuel feed system just enough to start leaks in each wing.

      The plane she was leaning toward choosing had a fuel capacity slightly beyond one-hundred-seventy thousand liters but only burned roughly ninety-five hundred liters per hour. Based on that alone, the leaks would need to be more significant than she originally thought. Too slow of a leak, and there would never be an emergency. But too fast of a leak, and the crew would realize there was a problem while still in range of potential landing areas.

      It was a very tricky tightrope to walk.

      This was one instance where she felt pretty much forced to do something she almost loathed… trust other people with something crucial to the plan. Yes… when it came to plans with multiple moving parts, she always had to trust that the people involved would do their parts.

      But Simon always built his plans around multiple people not doing their parts, just as a safeguard to still ensure success. That was where most of her stress and frustration stemmed from. She did not have Simon’s ability to think so many moves ahead and at different angles for contingencies.

      Still, though, she felt that she was doing a good enough job that her chances of success were still pretty good. That was her hope, anyway.

      She felt her emotions trying to run away with her again, so she leaned her head back, closed her eyes, and went through deep breathing cycles until she felt fully calm and rational again.

      There was no excuse for allowing emotions to take control of planning, at least not according to Simon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaylee Robinson’s Residence

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      21 August 2025, 6:25pm (Central)

      

      The location of the party was a cute two-story house that was a little on the small side. It was white with green, ornamental shutters, and it sat on a decently sized lot in Hornbeam’s residential area. A privacy fence enclosed the backyard. The front lawn appeared to be well-maintained, and from what Jake could see, the owner kept the house in good condition as well. He knew it was one of several rental properties in town, as the owner was a friend of his adoptive parents.

      Emilia led him up the walk to the house. He wasn’t quite approaching it as her leading him to the gallows, but he firmly expected that the evening was not going to be fun for him. He could already hear music reverberating inside the house, and he was a solid thirty to forty feet from the porch.

      When they realized how wary and resigned to the party Jake was, the jaguars opted to stay at the Grove. They much preferred their visits to the town park, anyway. They loved when small children would run up to them to pet ‘the kitties.’

      Emilia rung the doorbell, and it opened almost immediately, revealing a woman about Emilia’s age and a cluster of guys around her. The guys beamed Emilia a smile that abruptly vanished when they took in Jake’s presence.

      “Emilia! I’m so glad you came!” the woman gushed. She threw her arms around Emilia.

      The guys remained far less enthused.

      “So, who’s this?” one of them asked, eying Jake over Emilia’s shoulder. He was the tallest of the group, and Jake thought he remembered him as being something of a bully in school.

      “Don’t pull that crap, Lyle. We were in the same class in high school.” Jake’s tone was flat and unemotional.

      Lyle snorted his contempt. “Yeah, that’s right. We were.”

      Emilia quickly read the room and pulled Jake close. “Kaylee, this is Jake Adams, my boyfriend. Jake, this is Kaylee Robinson; she just passed her boards to become a fully certified RN.”

      “Oh, wow… we knew you were dating someone, but you so rarely talk about your life outside medicine that none of us were really sure who. It’s nice to meet you, Jake. Emilia’s a very lucky woman.”

      Jake offered his best social smile. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Kaylee, and I prefer to think that I’m the lucky one. Congratulations on passing your boards. I’ve heard horror stories of them.”

      Jake thought that Lyle or maybe one of his posse was about to say something, but Kaylee overrode them through the simple expedient of not knowing they were preparing to speak.

      “You have no idea. Mine were brutal, and from what I’ve heard, I don’t think I was the worst of our group. Come in.”

      She turned to go back inside, waving over her shoulder for them to follow, but there was a momentary traffic jam when Lyle and his posse were too busy almost glaring at Jake and didn’t get the memo. Kaylee didn’t seem to appreciate it, either.

      “Seriously, Lyle… what’s your issue? You’ve been pissy since you got here. Move already. We need to clear the door.”

      Lyle didn’t deign to reply, but he did move himself and his posse out of the way.

      Jake almost commented to Emilia on the situation using the same method he communicate with the jaguars, but he kept his thoughts to himself. He didn’t want to affect her enjoyment of the party. She was far more social than he was.

      Kaylee led them to the drinks table, and Jake couldn’t help extending his senses to make sure that the drinks didn’t have any additives they shouldn’t have. Seeing Lyle and his posse made him more cautious than he otherwise would’ve been.

      Then, the hostess turned to him. “So, Jake… what’s your pleasure?”

      “No, thanks.” He added a small shake of his head for reinforcement. “I prefer not to drink.”

      Lyle put his thumb and index finger in his mouth and produced a shrill whistle, followed by shouting, “Party foul! We have a party foul! Mister Adams here isn’t drinking!”

      “Lyle! That was incredibly rude of you… not to mention unbelievably juvenile. Stop it.” Kaylee’s tone was sharp enough to mark a steel plate, and Jake wondered if someone should check Lyle for lacerations.

      Lyle’s expression developed a hardness that Jake wasn’t sure he liked, and he almost asked Emilia if she was okay with staying. But something kept him from doing that. It was elusive. Refused to settle in his conscious mind. The same part of his mind that hadn’t evolved past thinking harnessing fire was the bleeding edge of technology insisted he be at the party now.

      The music resumed, and people went back to their partying, but the ambiance was subtly different. A little more subdued than it had been just moments before.

      Kaylee pulled Emilia over to a group of her friends, and Jake settled on propping up a section of wall, close enough to the group to be nearby without looming or lurking or breaking their personal space.

      It wasn’t long until Lyle found him.

      “It wouldn’t hurt you to relax your control a little bit, Jake. You don’t have to be an overachiever all the time.”

      Jake fought the urge to laugh. He had never thought of himself as an overachiever, but to someone with no ambition, he probably seemed like exactly that.

      “Trust me when I say that you have no idea how much you do not want me relaxing my control. Now, why don’t you hassle someone else? I’m not in the mood for your stupid shit; I never have been.”

      Lyle cut loose with a low growl and took one step closer.

      Jake simply shook his head. “Go; get out of here. We both know the only reason I never beat your ass in school was that you always had the good sense not to start the fight. As for now? Do yourself a favor and keep what little sense you have left.”

      The base of Lyle’s neck flushed red, but before he could say anything, one of the women with Kaylee and Emilia held up an empty glass and rocked it back and forth.

      “Lyle, honey, be a dear and get me a refill, please?”

      Jake actually saw Lyle’s indecision in his expression before he shot Jake another scowl and stomped over to the woman.

      Then, he stopped and reconsidered from the angle that Emilia was asking and not some random person he didn’t know. Yeah… if it had been Emilia, he would’ve moved without a second thought. He couldn’t really fault Lyle, then.

      

      By eight o’clock, the house had filled up, and the music was really thumping. It was a wonder that the windows weren’t vibrating in their frames in time with the beat. Matter of fact, it would be a wonder if the police didn’t show up in response to a noise complaint; it was a weeknight, after all.

      As the evening wore on, he also noticed that Emilia had taken to staying close to him, never moving beyond the distance that was about arms’ length plus one, normal stride. That told him she was unsettled by something, but she didn’t choose to share that with him or say she wanted to leave, so Jake just kept himself close and wary.

      The music lulled as the player switched tracks, just in time for someone’s voice to carry throughout the whole house.

      “Brent, stop! You’re hurting me.”

      Jake wasn’t the bouncer or the designated sober person, but at the same time, he simply could not let something like that continue without at least speaking up. But he wasn’t stupid, either. Even as he made his way through the crowd of people, all of whom were impaired to a greater or lesser degree, he kept part of his senses focused on Emilia and her immediate surroundings.

      Pushing through the last cluster of people, he saw one of Lyle’s posse holding a woman on his lap and groping her. She seemed sufficiently impaired that escape was unlikely.

      “Brent… is it? Why don’t you do the smart thing at this point and let her go?”

      Brent glared at him, and he ran his free hand over her one last time before he pushed her away. Jake held out his hands and let the woman catch herself, using his forearms to steady her. Then, as she started to move away, he angled himself to block Brent from her.

      As soon as Brent was out of her direct line of sight, she broke down and clutched at Jake like a terrified child while sobs wracked her body.

      “Hey, it’s okay. You’re safe now. Do you want to call anyone? Maybe the police or an ambulance?”

      He led her away from Brent and the people clustered around him angling for the front door and the porch outside, and he noticed when the sobbing seemed to ebb and she stood straighter.

      “Yeah… yeah, I think I do.”

      She immediately put word to action and withdrew her phone from a hip pocket. He watched her dial 911 and lift the phone to her ear.

      His senses were so heightened—so active—that he didn’t notice right away that he could hear both sides of the phone call.

      “911… what is your emergency?”

      “Hi. I’m at a party on Holcomb Street in Hornbeam. A guy at the party—Brent—pulled me onto a patio couch a groped me really hard. I feel tender everywhere he grabbed me.”

      “Ma’am, are you safe? Are you in any danger right now?”

      By this point, they had exited the house, and she stood alone on the front porch while Jake stood in the doorway and watched the crowd. It was a rather surreal experience, hearing both sides of the phone conversation all while keeping a sliver of awareness fully focused on Emilia and her immediate area.

      He was even aware when the woman glanced his way with a faint smile.

      “Yes, I think I am. Another guy at the party came over and helped me get away from Brent. I’m outside the house now, and he’s standing in the doorway looking back into the house.”

      “What is your name, ma’am? And do you know the name of the gentleman who helped you?”

      “Cassie… well, Cassandra… Webb. And uhm…” She turned to Jake. “They’re asking for your name, too.”

      “Jake Adams,” he answered without hesitation or sacrificing any of his awareness. “Technically, Thornton Adams, but I go by Jake.”

      The woman—Cassie, apparently—relayed that information.

      “Okay. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      If anyone knew how Hannah Gaines was spending her hard-earned vacation time, they’d probably think she was crazy, stupid, or maybe a mixture of both.

      The outskirts of Hornbeam, Illinois, rolled past as she drove into town. The place was no tourist destination; anyone could see that. But she had been fighting the urge to come back here ever since developing her educated guess on the true identity of the Unknown Mage.

      She didn’t know why she felt drawn here… not really… but as much as she believed it would be sheer folly to confront him, she simply couldn’t take being so far away from the matter anymore.

      Using vacation time for her meant that she was not expected at the office nor expected to be on call for the duration of the time. Naturally, exceptional circumstances could—and usually did—override that, but she was only a portal away at the worst.

      The unmistakable aura or presence or whatever of the Unknown Mage unfolded across the ambient magic all at once and with no warning whatsoever. It took all her willpower not to slam on the brakes.

      Not even five minutes later, her portable radio in the passenger seat locked on the local dispatch frequency and broadcast, “Two-Oh-Four, Dispatch.”

      “Dispatch, Two-Oh-Four copies.”

      “Two-Oh-Four, roll on 1753 Holcomb Street. Possible sexual battery at a party. Caller reported assistance from one Jake Adams to escape the alleged attacker. EMS also requested. Suggested response Code Two.”

      “Dispatch, Two-Oh-Four. I am rolling on that call, Code Two.”

      Hannah whipped her vehicle into an open spot along the curb and plugged ‘1753 Holcomb Street’ into her GPS. If she was right about Jake and some dumbass pushed him too far… well… she hoped he was a good enough soul to heal whatever he did to the poor sod afterwards. As soon as the GPS showed directions to the address, she checked her side mirror and blind spot, then barked the tires pulling back onto the road.
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        * * *

      

      Worry tried to take hold of Mike as he almost sped through the streets of his hometown. And it wasn’t worry for the caller, either. If Jakey truly was there and he decided the caller wasn’t getting hurt… well… she wouldn’t get hurt.

      No… he was worried about what some dumbass might do, because they wouldn’t realize they were confronting the Unknown Mage.

      Luckily, the streets were fairly quiet, and he cut his lights as he turned onto Holcomb Street. He knew from the radio traffic that the ambulance wasn’t far behind him, along with two other responding officers. Aside from the desk sergeant back at the station, those two officers represented the entire on-duty crew for the Hornbeam Police Department. When Chief Sykes radioed that she was responding as well, he let loose a surprised whistle. It was supposed to be her day off.

      He slowed to stop two houses down from the address. Yeah… it wasn’t precisely according to protocol, but he didn’t want to spook anyone in the party with lights or a siren.

      When he walked into full view of 1753, he saw Jake standing in the open doorway of the house with Brent Logan confronting him. He couldn’t tell whether the confrontation had attracted the attention of the rest of the party-goers, but when Brent drew back a clenched fist, he exploded into a sprint as he shouted.

      “Hornbeam Police! Stop right there!”
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        * * *

      

      Brent emerging from the party crowd with a scowl on his face didn’t surprise Jake at all. In fact, he was surprised the guy had waited so long. No one else seemed to be paying any attention, and he was glad of that. This was supposed to be a party to celebrate a happy occasion, and these idiots were screwing around.

      That was dirty pool.

      “Stand aside.” Anger laced Brent’s tone as he stopped well inside Jake’s personal space.

      “Why should I? There’s at least one other door out of the house, so I’m not keeping you from leaving the premises.”

      “Listen, bud… if you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the hell out of my way right now.” Brent’s eyes flicked to his right, and he must’ve been positioned well enough to see that Cassie had her phone to her ear. “Is that bitch calling someone? Seriously, man… get out of my way before I beat your ass. She should know better than that.”

      Jake simply crossed his arms and gave a minute shake of his head. “Nah… I like it right where I am, thanks.”

      His senses were still on full alert, and while he was pleased to see that neither Lyle nor any of his posse was messing with Emilia or her immediate vicinity, he also noticed Mike turning onto the street off to his right.

      Time to see if he could help things along a little bit…

      “She has every right to call whoever she so chooses, but I suspect a few people will want a word with you fairly soon. You might want to hang around.”

      Somehow, Jake saw Brent’s intent to push him out of the way even before the guy started to move. In the split-second he had, he drew on the equivalent of the Earth Sphere and steadied himself all while reinforcing the porch, doorframe, and the house overall. For the next few moments, he became the immovable object.

      And Brent was nowhere close to being the unstoppable force. He might as well have been trying to push the Empire State Building off its foundation. He would’ve had better odds of success.

      When Brent pretty much bounced off Jake, his scowl vanished, replaced with a slightly slackened jaw and furrowed brow. Through his expanded senses, Jake ‘saw’ Mike come around the next house over just as Brent spiked into a rage and drew back a fist.

      “Hornbeam Police! Stop right there!”

      Brent froze, fear now flashing across his expression. He pivoted on his heel, but Jake grabbed his shoulder.

      “Now, where do you think you’re going? The party’s just getting started.”

      Personally, Jake wished Mike had remained silent until after Brent broke something in his hand trying to solve his problems with a fist, but that ship had sailed. He felt Cassie had enough of a case against Brent to settle things without the assistance of additional charges from him.

      The commotion at the front door was beginning to filter its way through the crowd, and people turned their attention that way to see what was going on. It was also the moment Lyle made a terrible decision; he dropped a small pill into Emilia’s drink that dissolved at a rapid pace. Luckily, Jake’s position and angle were such that he saw Lyle lean forward while behind everyone around Emilia and out of their view.

      * Don’t take anymore of your drink. Lyle spiked it. *

      It was a simple matter to touch that part of his mind that he used to use for communication with the jaguars and warn Emilia. She immediately turned back around and claimed her drink, before standing and heading toward the door.

      Mike arrived at his back, so Jake released his hold on Brent and stepped back to place himself between anyone leaving the house by the front door and where Cassie stood on the porch, saying, “This is the guy Cassie called about.”

      “What did you see, Jake?” Mike asked as he grabbed Brent by his upper arms and pulled him out of the house.

      Brent glared as he passed Jake. “Shut up right now if you don’t want a beating.”

      “And that’s assault with an order of attempted witness intimidation on the side,” Mike remarked.

      By the time Mike had pulled Brent into the front yard, two more officers and the chief in plain clothes had stopped in front of the house and were out of their cars. Mike turned his head toward his associates to report the situation, and Jake saw Brent try to make his play. He pushed his arms back against Mike’s chest.

      The move gave Brent enough room that he spun and drew back his fist, but faster than the officers could respond, Jake flexed his power to place a pin-prick of light ten times brighter and more concentrated than the sun from Venus’s orbit right behind Brent’s pupils. He chose the full spectrum, too… every wavelength of visible light plus infrared and ultraviolet.

      Brent screamed, collapsing to his knees as he clutched at his face. He continued to scream, nearly reaching an octave that Jake thought was the sole domain of small children and Opera-trained women. Mike dropped him to his stomach and wrestled his hands behind his back. Jake heard the ratcheting click of handcuffs all the way at the porch.

      As soon as the officers had Brent secure, Jake left the porch and crouched to place his hand on Brent’s shoulder. He didn’t need to do that, but no other Life mage could heal without touching their patient, so he had to maintain the ruse.

      Brent stopped screaming before the Life energy had fully faded from his body, and he stared at Jake when Mike and another officer hauled him to his feet.

      Jake simply regarded him with a non-expression as he said, “Exceptional Tri-Sphere… Time, Life, and Light. Don’t make me stop you again.”

      Then, before anyone else could say anything, he turned and walked back to his spot between Cassie and anyone leaving the house. The ambulance arrived before he reached the porch steps, and Cassie hurried off the porch to the paramedics. She whispered a thank you as she passed him.

      Emilia pushed her way through the crowd spilling out the front door, somehow still carrying her drink. She marched down the steps and walked up to Mike.

      “Officer, I have reason to believe my drink has been tampered with. Do you have a test kit for date-rape drugs?”

      Mike glanced Jake’s way for the briefest moment. “I do, ma’am. Let me secure Brent, here, and I’ll get it.”

      Chief Sykes was quick to speak. “Mike, go ahead and focus on Mister Logan. I have a kit in my car.”

      Through his senses, Jake picked out Lyle pushing his way through the crowd toward the house’s backdoor. That would not do… not at all… and he fired off a quick thought.

      * Lyle spiked her drink with something, Mike. He’s making his way through the crowd in the house toward the back door, right now. *

      Mike didn’t acknowledge the thought but turned to his associate who wasn’t the chief. “Frank, I’ve got him. Go make sure no one leaves through the back. Grab anyone who does.”

      The officer in question took off at a jog, circling through the driveway to go around the house. Moments later, a shout echoed.

      “Police! Stop right there!”

      Jake focused his senses and found Officer Frank sprinting after Lyle who was most of the way across the backyard to the back gate in the privacy fence. When Lyle responded to Officer Frank pulling him off the privacy fence with a fierce elbow to the area of Frank’s right eye, Jake decided to intervene and took off at a jog.

      He reached line of sight for the altercation just as Lyle was getting the upper hand with Officer Frank, straddling the officer and pummeling him with a fist, and Jake gave him the same treatment Brent had enjoyed not so long before.

      Lyle collapsed to the ground mid-punch, proceeding to scream for all he was worth… and he was apparently worth quite a bit. Officer Frank extricated himself from Lyle’s legs and pushed him to lay on his stomach, quickly securing Lyle in handcuffs.

      Jake reached them just as Officer Frank was double-locking the cuffs and canceled the light, before healing Lyle.

      “Don’t heal me yet,” Officer Frank was quick to interject. “We need to get pictures for the charges.”

      Jake regarded the split lip and developing bruises as he nodded. “Sure. If neither of the paramedics are Life mages, I’ll get you as soon as someone takes pictures. By the by, I’m pretty sure this guy was the one who doctored Emilia’s drink. He was standing right behind where she was sitting, and when everyone focused on the front door, I was able to see him lean forward with his right arm outstretched.”

      “Okay… good to know. Looks like you get to fill out a second… or maybe third… statement this evening.”

      Officer Frank helped Lyle to his feet, and Lyle regarded Jake with a sullen glare. He was, however, smart enough to keep his mouth shut, and Jake let them pass before he fell in line a few strides behind Officer Frank.

      

      When they rejoined everyone in the front yard, Jake stopped a healthy distance from the officers while Frank took Lyle to one of the patrol cars. Jake focused his perceptions on the house and its crowd, even going so far as to close his eyes.

      It wasn’t long before Chief Sykes approached him, stopping a respectful distance away right at the same time an old friend approached from the street.

      “You know, Jake… if you’re going to keep intervening in events, you might as well join the force. Keep doing stuff like this as just a civilian, and it might get difficult to keep saying it’s ‘Defense of Another.’”

      “Well, Chief… I’d be happy to deputize Mister Adams for the night if that would help,” Hannah Gaines said from about ten feet behind Sykes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike fought with all his willpower to keep a straight face. Deputy United States Marshall Hannah Gaines had just offered to deputize his best friend, Jake Adams… who just also happened to be the Unknown Mage.

      The dramatic irony—at least to him—was extreme.

      Hannah Gaines stood a respectful distance away from Chief Sykes, holding her badge up in full view. She wore it around her neck on one of those necklaces made of small, metal beads.

      Chief Sykes turned and gave her a single raised eyebrow. “And just what brings you to our lovely town, Deputy Marshal?”

      Gaines let her badge fall back to her chest. “Oh, not much, really. I decided to burn some vacation time and spend it on a driving tour. I travel so often by portal that seeing the countryside from a car is almost a novelty. My radio picked up the call, and since Mister Adams is a registered mage, I decided to make myself available in case I could be of help.”

      Chief Sykes maintained her speculative expression as she regarded the newest arrival. “I see. Well… thank you for your timely arrival. I don’t think we’ll need you, but the night is young.”

      Frank Vickers passed by him as he approached Chief Sykes, and the chief turned to him. “Yes, Frank?”

      “Neither of the paramedics is a Life mage, ma’am, and… well… they just finished taking pictures of Lyle’s handiwork. I was wondering…”

      Chief Sykes sighed and nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Frank met Jake halfway, who held out his hand as if to shake. Frank complied, and when he turned around mere moments later, there was no sign he’d ever been injured.

      He asked, “You good, Mike? I’ll resume watching the backyard if you are.”

      Mike simply nodded, and Frank headed on his way.

      “As much as I would like to take you up on your offer, Deputy Marshal, I do not think it is a good idea, ethically… given that Mister Adams was attending the party himself.”

      “Okay, yeah… I can see that. Probably a good call, there. Would you like me to hang around for a few minutes just in case?”

      Chief Sykes turned and surveyed the front of the house and the crowd spilling out of the door. “Yeah, that might be a good idea. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake walked over to the driveway, where it ran along the side of the house, and proceeded to lean against the porch’s railing. While he walked, he noticed more than a few of the people on the porch eyed him with a noticeable level of concern, or possibly unease.

      That made sense in a way… not that he liked the reaction. As a mage, he possessed a level of personal power at least a couple orders of magnitude beyond what the people on the porch could claim, and if they knew he was a sorcerer and knew what that meant… they’d probably be even more afraid of him.

      Seriously, though… they didn’t need to worry. He didn’t go around threatening random people or throwing off random blasts of power. As long as people didn’t play stupid games around him, they wouldn’t win stupid prizes.

      As the situation settled, it took all his willpower not to freak out over all of his personal revelations that evening. He somehow passively read Brent’s mind with sufficient time to react… without consciously realizing it. And that was after expanding his senses to cover the area of about a block that Holcomb Street sliced right down the middle.

      Was the thing with his senses common? If it was, how far could it go? And just what all could he do with it?

      It absolutely was not the time to deal with that, and he put some effort into reining in the unbridled stampede of thoughts.

      The best thing to do was ask his birth parents about it when they made it back to the Grove. Surely, they’d know what he was experiencing and how to train it. Being able to use his senses like that seemed like a handy skill to have.

      He watched Hannah Gaines approach him through his senses without focusing on her with his eyes. When she stopped a respectful distance away from him, he turned his head to make eye contact.

      “You’ve come a long way from the nervous young man I met at a convenience store in Oklahoma.” Her tone was matter-of-fact with a hint of amusement.

      Jake shrugged. “Practice makes proficiency, and proficiency builds confidence. Thank you for the kind words.”

      “Are you sure they’re kind?”

      “I can’t say how you intended them, but they felt kind to me.”

      Hannah nodded her acceptance of that and regarded him in silence for several moments, then asked, “Have you ever considered joining the Marshals? You’d be a valued addition to the Arcane Division; we don’t have too many… Life mages.”

      The way she said ‘Life mages’ led Jake to think there was some subtext, there. He suspected she’d connected a couple dots at the governor’s event the other week, and now, this comment and its inflection added weight to that conclusion.

      “I appreciate you thinking of me so highly, Deputy Marshal, but I can’t help but think signing up with the Marshals would curtail my time to focus on certain interests.”

      She didn’t blurt out what she thought those interests might be, but she did allow herself a slight smirk.

      “Well, keep it in mind. You never know when a career change might be your best choice.”

      He watched her walk back to stand on the periphery of the officers. He glanced over to where his girlfriend stood by the ambulance and couldn’t hold back a smile. The paramedics had offered to check her out, too, but she’d told them she hadn’t drunk any of the champagne that had turned out to be compromised with Rohypnol.

      Now, all that was left was waiting for the officers to take their statements, so he and Emilia could go home… which made him feel bad for Kaylee. There was no doubt in his mind that this was not what she had wanted when she set up a party to celebrate passing her RN boards. It was rather unfortunate that events had unfolded as they had.

      All the same, he was glad he’d come with Emilia. Given everything that had happened, there was no way to know how the evening would have unfolded if he hadn’t been there to nudge Fate from time to time.

      

      Silence ruled as they left Holcomb Street in Jake’s SUV. It had been an eventful evening, and not in the way either of them had expected going into the party. After a couple minutes, as he slowed to a stop for a stop sign, Jake broke the silence.

      “I’m sorry if the evening wasn’t what you wanted.”

      Emilia offered him a soft half-smile. “It could’ve been a lot worse. Thank you for helping Cassie. I don’t know her that well; she tends to work nights, but none of the nurses there were bad people. It’s scary to think how the party might have gone. It was kind of odd that the deputy marshal from the griffin case showed up, though.”

      No, it wasn’t. At least not to Jake.

      “I’m pretty sure she knows, Emilia.”

      “Knows? Knows what?”

      Jake grinned. “The Unknown Mage?”

      “What? How could she know that?”

      “Remember the governor’s thing at the hospital not too long ago? That was the first time I practiced with extending my senses, and she was at the foot of the stands we sat in. She’s trained to identify mages, simply from their auras… or maybe the resonance of their power might be better. Anyway… she looked right at me, and we had a moment. It wouldn’t surprise me if she shows up at the Grove tomorrow or maybe invites me to a chat over lunch.”

      Silence took over once again for several moments. Finally, Emilia spoke.

      “It’s kinda scary how many people know about you now, or at least suspect. Does it worry you, too?”

      Jake began his reply with a one-shoulder shrug. “I dunno. I’m not all that worried for me, but it’s the age-old dilemma. What if someone comes for you or the jaguars or Gerald and Bianca? Or even my adoptive parents? That’s why I decided to keep my identity secret in the first place… protect the other people in my life. I guess all I can do is keep the knowledge to as tight of a circle as possible.”

      They left the town on the road that would soon turn to gravel.

      When she spoke, Emilia’s voice was tentative “You could… stop. Being the Unknown Mage, I mean.”

      “On the surface, it’s kind of an attractive thought. I mean… I guess I’m doing okay on money, what with investing the rewards for those robbers and living off part of the interest. If I did stop, what would that mean for us?”

      Emilia grinned. “Well… I’m not opposed to having a house-husband during medical school.”

      Jake laughed. “I bet you’re not.”

      “Seriously, though, Jake… I’m not with you because you’re a sorcerer. Yes, it put me in a position to meet you, but what I feel for you isn’t because of—or connected to—that at all. If you want to leave it behind, I’m fine with that.”

      “I appreciate that, Emilia. I really do.” A sigh interrupted him. “I’m just not sure I can. Since I have the power to act, don’t I have the responsibility to do so? What good is being a sorcerer if I don’t use it to help people… or stop people from hurting others?”

      Emilia reached across the center console and patted his leg. There was still enough light to see her smile.

      “And that’s one of the reasons I love you, Jake. You care so much about others.”

      It wasn’t long until they passed through the hedge, and Jake slowed the SUV to a stop where he usually parked it.

      He claimed Emilia’s hand as they walked from the vehicle to the house, and after they spent a few minutes updating Gerald and Bianca on everything that had happened, Emilia pulled Jake upstairs to bed, stating she wanted her snuggles.

      She eventually got them.
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      The Antediluvian Inn

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      22 August 2025, 6:35am

      

      Hannah Gaines sat on the balcony of her room on the top floor of the Antediluvian Inn, Hornbeam’s only hotel. The name implied the hotel had existed before the Independence Day attacks; it had not. But she suspected the name primarily focused on the pictures that hung on the walls of common areas throughout it. St. Louis and its famous arch. New Orleans and Bourbon Street. Even the economically depressed Cairo, Illinois, that had existed where the core of Hornbeam now stood made an appearance or two.

      It would be easy to pass off the pictures and framed newspapers as something tacky or inconsiderate. Maybe—to the owners—that’s all it was. But to Hannah, who dimly remembered the world that came before, those pictures and framed newspapers and magazines carried a tone of “Lest We Forget.”

      Even if the hotel didn’t offer all the amenities of a five-star hotel, the service certainly qualified. It was the best night’s sleep she’d had in quite a while. The front desk staff had been very pleasant, even asking her what style of mattress she preferred on the soft, semi-firm, or firm scale. She went with semi-firm and had not been disappointed.

      Hornbeam seemed to be a place specializing in a nice, quiet life. Laid back. Peaceful. The quintessential sleepy, small town.

      She was a city girl, herself, having grown up in Denver before being recruited into the US Marshals’ Arcane Division right out of college. They cared more that she was an exceptional Tri-Sphere with a Criminal Justice degree than an experienced law enforcement officer, and she’d bounced around major metropolitan areas ever since.

      She’d planned to simply drive and see the countryside for her vacation… but now… spending the next few days in Hornbeam didn’t seem so bad.

      Hannah leaned back against her seat as the first true rays of sunshine started to peak over the distant horizon. She’d always loved watching the sunrise, and she made a point to do so whenever she could manage it.

      Part of her wanted to seek out Jake Adams and speak with him. Maybe if spar with him. There was no doubt she’d be punching far above her weight class if she did. Feeling the aura of his power from so far away last evening had been a humbling experience. If anything it was almost stronger than it had been the day she’d first connected the dots and identified him.

      Of course… there was always the chance it might have been that strong even back then. She hadn’t been the better part of two miles away that day, so there was no telling how far his aura had projected the day of the governor’s event at the hospital.

      She wasn’t sure she even wanted to think about what he might be capable of with that kind of raw power. Even with Isabel Taylor’s assurances that he was one of the good guys, he was still scary. Anyone with sense and a pulse would agree with her.

      What’s more… he seemed very level-headed, which she greatly appreciated. Everyone could be driven to the ragged edge, but she hoped—and even prayed—that he possessed sufficient resilience to weather whatever came his way without being worn to such an extent. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see what would be left if the Unknown Mage was ever pushed past his ethics and self-restraint. There was no doubt in her mind it would be beyond terrifying, if it ever happened.

      On that note, she pushed herself to her feet and headed for the door. She needed to extend her stay.

      

      It was not difficult at all for Hannah to reach the Wainwright Grove. A question to the server at the diner in town returned excellent directions, since the Grove did not publish its address anywhere and did not have a listing on any of the mapping apps.

      The multi-colored flowers spelling out ‘Wainwright Grove’ in the hedges arch that passed over the entrance was absolutely beautiful. Something about it lightened Hannah’s spirit and inspired a smile.

      The moment she passed through the arch, she felt something brush her mind and soul. A presence or maybe an awareness… whatever it was it possessed no aura that she could sense, certainly nowhere close to Jake’s aura when he drew on his power. She’d never experienced anything like it before in her life… not that she could remember, anyway.

      * Hail and well met, Hannah Gaines. I am the genius loci of this Grove. You may address me as Beauregard. Forgive me, but I must ask your purpose for visiting and your intentions. *

      Holy shit… the Wainwright Grove had a genius loci? Why wasn’t that included in the Arcane Division files?

      There hadn’t been too much discussion of genius loci in her Arcane Division orientation. It had covered what they were… sapient spirits that developed at or around a place of power. But the rest? Well… it basically amounted to “don’t piss them off.”

      “Hello, Beauregard. I would like to speak with Jake Adams if he is agreeable. I have no intentions beyond that and will depart immediately with no repercussions if that is desired.”

      * Hold at your chosen parking space. I shall alert the young master and deliver his response anon. *

      She slowed to a stop beside the cars in the parking area and settled in to wait. She didn’t wait more than a minute.

      * The young master welcomes you to Wainwright Grove, Hannah Gaines, and he will meet you at the front porch of the residence. *

      Whew… she hadn’t realized the concern she carried until it faded. She took a couple deep breaths and slowly released them before she exited her vehicle. Looking toward the house, she saw Jake already stood at the top of the steps leading up to the front porch.
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        * * *

      

      The Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      22 August 2025, 10:37am

      

      Jake lounged in one of the patio chairs, a lap desk supported by the chair’s armrests. His sketchbook—or grimoire as Isabel had called it—and his pack of colored pencils occupied the desk’s working surface.

      When he’d finally learned ‘the secret’ to wielding power as a sorcerer, he’d expected that he’d never touch the sketchbook again. He was pleasantly surprised that had not been the case. He’d discovered that sketching out what he wanted to achieve helped him design the effect in his mind and made it easier to direct his power.

      His birth parents hadn’t made much mention of how much conscious thought versus subconscious thought should be applied to using his power, and frankly, he’d never asked. Even though they were by no means inaccessible, he much preferred asking them questions only when he couldn’t puzzle out the answer on his own.

      Which led him to sitting out on the patio one fine morning during the final days of August.

      He’d already filled several pages with diagrams and notes in the special code he’d developed when he first started using the sketchbook, and he tapped his current pencil against his chin as he considered the latest diagram.

      But the arrival of Beauregard pulled him out of his thoughts.

      * Young Master, Hannah Gaines has entered the Grove and desires to speak with you. *

      Jake couldn’t keep a half-smile from curling one side of his mouth. That didn’t take too long. He figured she’d reach out to him somehow within a few days of the party if she was going to do it at all.

      “She is welcome, Beauregard. I’ll meet her on the front porch.”

      * Very good, young master. I shall inform her. *

      Beauregard’s presence vanished from the patio, and Jake carried the lap desk, sketchbook, and pencils inside on his way to meet the deputy marshal.

      He reached the porch before she had even exited her vehicle, and from what he could tell, she seemed to be doing some breathing exercises or something… not that he cared. While he did understand why people were frightened of him—at least intellectually—he very much did not understand it emotionally. There was no reason to be afraid of him… none whatsoever.

      Well… not unless you were one of those idiots who wanted to see the world burn and planned to take steps. Those people probably should fear him.

      But the average innocent person? Or even small-time criminal? Not so much. Sure… if a purse-snatching or shoplifting happened right in front of him, he’d act. But it wasn’t worth his time to go out of his way chasing down petty criminals. That’s what law enforcement was for, after all.

      The sound of a car door opening and closing pulled him out of his thoughts, and he saw Hannah Gaines heading his way.

      “Hello, Deputy Marshal. I must confess that I suspected you’d contact me somehow, after you put in an appearance at that dumpster fire of a party the other evening. Would you like to talk here on the porch, inside the house, or out back on the patio?”

      “Is anyone else here with you?”

      “Bianca is somewhere inside, but both she and Gerald are aware of… well… me. We can talk around her, but we don’t have to.”

      Hannah pursed her lips and looked down at the steps in front of her. “Would it be too much of an imposition to talk on the patio?”

      “Not at all. We can even get there without going through the house.”

      Jake led her to the patio by walking around the side of the house and gestured for her to claim whichever seat suited her. He followed suit.

      “Before we get started, would you like refreshments of any kind?”

      “No, thank you,” Hannah replied.

      Jake nodded and waved at her to start, saying, “Very well. Procedamus.”

      “Huh?”

      “That’s Latin for ‘let us proceed.’”

      “Oh. Okay. I’m not really sure why I wanted to talk to you, if I’m being honest. The feeling that I need to has been steadily increasing since that event the governor put on at the hospital. Am I right? Are you the Unknown Mage?”

      Jake allowed a slight smile. “Who’s asking? Hannah Gaines or Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines of the Arcane Division?”

      “I’m not wearing my badge, Jake, and it’s not even in the car.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Jake stood and stepped away from where they sat, so he’d have more room. Then, at a mere thought and faster than a finger-snap, he activated his shroud.

      “Yes, Hannah; I am the Unknown Mage.”

      He waited until the shroud included the mental echo of his words before canceling it and resuming his seat.

      A full-body shudder ran through Hannah. “That is… so unsettling. You know that, right?”

      “Of course. If people are busy thinking about how freaking weird the Unknown Mage’s voice is, they’re not focusing me and trying to discern who I am.”

      Hannah snorted a laugh. “You got that right. So, are the rumors right? Are you a twelve-Sphere mage?”

      “Yes. Back when twelve-Sphere mages were more common, we were known as sorcerers for the most part. The ancient Greeks used the sorcerers of the time as the basis for the Titans in their mythology, and I’m pretty sure they based the Olympian gods and goddesses on children of sorcerers and plain, vanilla humans.”

      “So… modern mages are the way we are because of thousands of years of genetic dilution?”

      “Probably. As far back as I’ve been able to discover, there have always been mages… but for most of the antiquity, there were also sorcerers. But not everyone handles our level of power well, and there were enough bad apples that the people spent lives like there was no tomorrow to eliminate the sorcerers. The last confirmed sorcerer to exist died just outside the Parthian border around 36 BC.”

      “If you’re the first sorcerer in over two thousand years, how do you know that? For that matter, how do you even exist?”

      Jake chuckled and shook his head. “Sorry, Hannah. I’m not sure you’re ready for that.”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t pull that. If I’m asking the question, I’m ready for the answer.”

      “Are you sure? I mean… really, really sure?”

      “Hit me.”

      Jake lifted his hands in the classic surrender gesture. “Okay. But remember… you asked for it. I was born in my family’s villa just outside of Herculaneum right around the time Caesar crossed the Rubicon with his army.”

      Hannah sat silent, blinking several times. Finally, she spoke.

      “Bullshit. You have school records, here in Alexander County.”

      “Yes, I do… and it’s not bullshit. I am a Roman citizen. I was born just as the attacks on sorcerers were really gaining steam, and my birth parents were somewhat opposed to an angry mob propping me up on a pitchfork and lighting me on fire. Understandable, I’d argue. So, they devised a method of hopefully saving my life. They used their lives to power an effect that sent me forward through time and across space; I appeared in my woven-reed basket at the altar in a church just outside of Dallas in 2000. The church had been locked all day, and the security footage showed no one entering the building until the pastor found me. The pastor arranged for my parents to adopt me, and I was young enough that they registered my birthday as the day they found me. I can show you a letter my birth parents included in the basket with me; it’s written in Latin and is written on papyrus that an archeology professor from the University of Chicago has verified as being either an exquisite fake or genuine and very well preserved Roman papyrus.”

      Hannah stared at him in silence for so long that Jake feared she was having some kind of medical emergency. After almost five minutes of no response, another full-body shudder ran through her.

      “Holy shit… if what you’re telling me is true… I’m not even sure how to handle it. You have no reason to worry that I’ll reveal you. How the hell would I even put that in a report? They’d take my badge and have me committed.”

      Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head a few more times. Finally, she waved her hands as if she was leaving the whole matter to him.

      “Okay… well, then… so, what do you want? I mean… President Evans has made it very clear that she wants to meet the Unknown Mage. Will you ever meet with her?”

      Jake nodded. “Yes. I absolutely will. But I wanted to establish a track record and public uses of my power in the hopes of minimizing the government being stupid. I’ll be honest, Hannah… trying to capture me and make me some kind of government asset stored away in a black site somewhere will not go the way the government thinks it would. Not at all. I don’t want to hurt anyone, and in the classic ‘if I had known then what I know now,’ I would not have killed the Elementalist when I confronted him in Hornbeam General’s ER. As far as I know, I haven’t killed anyone since.”

      “No, you haven’t. I’ll give you that.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I won’t defend myself. Yes… I understand that it’s common knowledge that what one mage does another can undo, but there is precedent that the power level of the mage who does it comes into play. If I put my full power behind… say… putting a SWAT team to sleep until the effect is broken, do you honestly think even the Magocracy’s Assembly could break that?”

      Now, Hannah leaned back against her seat with wide eyes as she considered that. After a moment, she leaned forward again and shook her head. “No, I doubt it. I’ve actually been at the Triangle while the Assembly enacted the ritual that maintains its wards and protections. The aura of that working wasn’t even half as strong as your aura the other night at the party.”

      “And Hannah? I wasn’t going full out at the party. That aura you felt? It was just from me extending my senses to cover the house and surrounding territory.”

      Hannah paled. “That… that wasn’t… holy shit. Thank goodness you’re one of the good guys.”

      Jake let silence claim the patio, giving Hannah time to process everything she’d learned. It wasn’t long before color returned to her complexion.

      “Okay… so… what do you want?”

      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      “It’s not a trick question, Jake. You revealed yourself for a reason, and you did so while hiding your identity. You must have a purpose or a goal or something. What is it?”

      “Ah, okay.” Jake took a deep breath and released it as a slow exhalation. “Knowing what all I can do, how can I sit idly by and not help in situations where the conventional forces are outmatched? Things like the Elementalist taking the ER hostage… or those mage terrorists in that department store in Pueblo… or all the children with terminal diseases regular Life mages can’t touch… what kind of person would I be if I knew I could help and did nothing? So, yeah… I want to help. Isabel is the Marshals’ escalation contact for cases the Arcane Division cannot handle. I want to be one, too. When a mage or mages are acting up and the local authorities do not have mages of their own capable of handling the situation, I want them to be able to call me… and I will handle it. And I don’t want to be just an American resource, either. If there’s something happening somewhere else in the world… assuming I don’t already know about it… I’d like for there to be some kind of hotline that the local government can request my help.”

      Before Hannah could speak, Jake continued.

      “And I’m not talking socio-political machinations, either. I will not act in support of military operations. I won’t do that. But stuff like natural disasters or bombings or other large-scale terrorist attacks? Yeah, I’ll help with those and gladly.”

      Hannah leaned back against her seat, slowly nodding her head. “You would be great for that, and you’re already developing a reputation for helping during a crisis. What about something more mundane, like an active shooter?”

      “Yeah… call me. Especially if it’s in or near a school. Those assholes piss me off. I won’t harm them, I promise… but I will absolutely give them something to fear.”

      The conversation started winding down, and it wasn’t long before Hannah bid Jake goodbye. She did accept his contact information, though, as Jake walked her to her car. Jake stood at the edge of the parking area as Hannah left, and once she drove out of sight, he walked back to the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The days passed as they do, and it wasn’t long before Summer gave way to Autumn. The trees soon donned their Fall colors, before decorating the countryside with the leaves they no longer needed. The time for the town’s Harvest Festival quickly approached, and it was one of those events that the whole town came together to make happen.

      The autumn equinox was September 22nd, and the town planners decided to have it kick off the week-long Harvest Festival that year. Planning and preparation began in the early days of September, and carried through right up to the weekend before.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere over the Atlantic

      20 September 2025, Roughly Midday

      

      Cecelia Matthews hated to fly. Hated it. Her husband was from Germany, and they always made at least one trip to visit his family each year. They always chose to fly, because the fees for a trip to and from Europe by portal were… well… rather extreme in her mind.

      They were flying back to the States after spending two weeks over there. Her husband’s uncle died suddenly and without any warning whatsoever. It upset the family—and her husband—quite a bit, and understandably so.

      She normally spent the flights listening to audiobooks when she wasn’t sleeping. Noise-cancelling headphones helped immensely, but they made her ears sweat. And she’d long ago developed the habit of carrying a couple hand towels in her tote-size purse to deal with that issue.

      She had just draped her current towel across her purse at her feet and was about to resume listening to her current audiobook when an eerie silence claimed the cabin. It took her a few moments to parse it, and when she did, she felt like she was on the edge of a massive panic attack.

      The engines had just died. Both of them. The little fans overhead died with them. So did the ‘Fasten Seat Belts’ sign and all the other lights.

      One of the flight attendants fast-walked up the aisle toward the front of the plane as the people around her looked to one another. The door to the cockpit opened for a few minutes, and the flight attendant conversed with either the pilot or co-pilot. By the time she turned away from the cockpit door—now closed once again—the other flight attendants had made their way forward as well.

      They huddled up for a quick conference, before they separated. The attendants for the main cabin walked back through First Class; one stopped just beyond First Class, and the other stopped halfway between him and the far end of the passenger cabin.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the flight attendant for First Class began, “we are currently experiencing an in-flight emergency. As you can tell, the engines have died. Now, it is important to remain calm and not panic. The plane is capable of gliding to a safe landing without any power whatsoever and has battery backups to power the flight controls and maintain cabin heating and air pressure. The flight crew will switch the cabin fans over to it as soon as we finish discussing this. As you know, the fans can make it a little hard to hear. If you’ll remember the safety briefing at the beginning of the flight, your seat cushions will act as floatation devices in the event we have a water landing. Now, please be calm and patient while the other flight attendants relay this throughout the cabin, and we’ll answer what questions we can afterward.”
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        * * *

      

      Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 12:37pm

      

      All morning, Jake had assisted Gerald, Bianca, and Emilia with delivering supplies to cover their agreed-upon tasks to make this year’s Harvest Festival a success. He was pretty sure this would be the last trip they’d need to make between the Grove and town.

      Just as he was reaching for the last items to carry out to the vehicle, his phone rang. He retrieved it from his hip pocket and frowned at seeing it was Hannah Gaines of all people. He showed the screen to Emilia right before accepting the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, thank goodness, Jake. I’m glad you answered. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time, but I just received a notification through the Arcane Division. There’s an airliner over the Atlantic that has just experienced total engine failure. It’s out of fuel, so they’re not getting them back. That would not be a problem normally, because all planes have a certain glide distance engineered into them. Except they’re too far out to sea. They’ll glide right into the North Atlantic, and it’s already cold enough that they’ll go into hypothermia before they can be rescued. Is there anything you can do?”

      Jake heaved a sigh. “I… I don’t know. I can teleport to the plane, of course. That’s not a problem. But I’m sure the airline would appreciate having their plane and their people. I’ve never made a portal that large, Hannah.”

      “The passengers and flight crew are the only priority, of course. If you can portal or teleport the people on that plane to safety, no one will give a damn about the plane. I promise you that.”

      “Where is the flight going?”

      “JFK in New York.”

      “I’m going to try for the entire plane. If I can’t manage it, I’ll pull the people first and then the luggage. I have to go, but thanks for calling me.”

      “Bye, Jake. Good luck.”

      Jake put the phone back in his hip pocket and turned to find Emilia at his side, her expression concerned.

      “So, I don’t know what you gleaned from my half of the conversation, but a plane on a transatlantic flight is out of fuel and has gone into engine failure. I’m going to try to get the entire plane, but I’ll settle for the people and their luggage. The fob for the SUV is in the cupholder. Do you mind⁠—”

      “Why are you even asking? Go, go.”

      Jake nodded and dashed upstairs, where he changed into the clothes he wore when acting as the Unknown Mage. As soon as he was ready, he created his shroud, feeling himself rise up to hover a few inches above the floor.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and centered himself. This was by far the greatest use of his power he’d ever contemplated, and he wanted to be sure he was as centered and calm as he could be. He did not expect it to be easy.

      It only took moments, and he was ready to leave. But he had a stop to make before intercepting the plane.
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        * * *

      

      Air Traffic Control Tower

      John F. Kennedy International Airport

      New York City, NY

      20 September 2025, 1:45pm (Eastern)

      

      Ed wasn’t sure he’d ever seen ATC in such a dither. Even greater tension than normal blanketed the space, and it took extra effort to maintain focus and professionalism. Everyone had already soaked their shirts with sweat in the short time since word came in from an airliner that was out of fuel over the Atlantic.

      Word was already going up the chain that the plane would ditch in the water, because there was no suitable landing site anywhere within glide range.

      A sudden breeze from air displacement heralded the arrival of the one person Ed thought he’d never see outside of news reports. The Unknown Mage hovered in the open space above the stairwell, their head mere inches from the ceiling.

      Despite every protocol, all activity stopped as everyone in ATC turned to stare.

      “I need a runway.” The Unknown Mage spoke in that eerie voice with the mental echo. “I will try to bring the entire plane with its passengers and luggage first. As I do not know if I can communicate with you from the plane, it will need to be a runway you do not need. The plane will not need to slow down, so the runway does not need to be long.”

      Chatter erupted throughout ATC until Sam Burns—the shift supervisor—shouted for quiet. Within moments, they allocated a section of taxiway that was never used, showing the Unknown Mage where it was on the airport map. With nothing beyond a ‘thank you,’ they vanished, only to reappear over the specified location.

      * Is this the location? * Everyone in ATC heard the question in their minds and shared looks between them.

      Not knowing how else to respond, Sam said, “Yes. You’re in the very center of it.”

      Without another word, the Unknown Mage vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam Fairgrounds

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 1:27pm (Central)

      

      Emilia fought to keep her focus on helping set up for the Harvest Festival. Her mind kept trying to drift to Jake and the situation with the airliner. A part of her railed against the idea of him teleporting an entire plane directly to JFK from over the Atlantic. No Spatial mage would even consider it. No Spatial mage would even be able to get the people off the plane.

      But if anyone could do it, Jake could.

      She hoped he didn’t kill himself trying. That was her ever-present fear. That something too much for him to handle would happen, but he’d try to handle it anyway… and die in the attempt.

      And she couldn’t shake the feeling that was how Jake would die. She only hoped it happened after she died… whenever that happened to be. She didn’t want to live through losing him like that. As a Tri-Sphere with full affinity to Life, her lifespan was even more unknown than it would be for the average person. The current Life mage who sat on the Assembly was almost three hundred years old and was just now developing the gray hair and wrinkles associated with old age, and she was just a dual-Sphere.

      Movement in her peripheral vision pulled her out of her thoughts, and she looked that way… only to see Hannah Gaines.

      “May I help you with your work here?” she asked. “I… well… I need to be busy right now, and I don’t know what else to do.”

      Emilia replied with a soft smile and a nod. “Sure. From what Gerald and Bianca said, helping hands are always welcome here.” She paused and decided to say what she almost left unsaid. “I was with Jake when you called.”

      Hannah froze mid-step. “Oh… uhm… sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. If he can’t help, many of those people will end up with frostbite from the cold waters… if they even survive the water landing.”

      “Yeah, I get it. You don’t need to feel sorry. He wants to help. Okay… so, this is what I’m doing.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, Emilia and Hannah had developed an efficient rhythm. They were cruising through their assigned tasks and kept going back for more. Their current focus was setting up the seats and music stands for the bandstand when an aura of mage power erupted nearby… followed almost immediately by the echoes of screams.

      Unlike almost everyone else there, they dropped what they were doing and ran toward the commotion.

      They found fifteen people at the entrance, throwing their power around. Injuring, maiming, or killing innocents. Destroying property.

      Gerald and Bianca soon arrived at their side… just in time for one of them to speak.

      “People of Hornbeam, I am Francesca Babineaux. A little over two months ago, you allowed some nameless freak to kill Simon Aguilar, whom you might know as the Elementalist. He was our leader and, for some, a dear friend. Your lives, your property… your very town… is forfeit for your crime. And we have come to ensure you reap what you have sown.”

      Hannah took a step forward. “I am Deputy United States Marshal Hannah Gaines. If you stand down now and surrender, I will do what I can to see that you receive mercy in the courts.”

      “Oh, how sweet,” Francesca replied. “What a magnanimous offer, Deputy Marshal… but I’m afraid we must decline. Franklin?”

      A man a few people to Francesca’s right stepped forward. His eyes tightened as he made a gesture with his hand, and a dark cloud of Death coalesced around Hannah. She fell dead before she could even respond.

      “Now, then… where were we?” Francesca’s voice was almost a purr.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere over the Atlantic

      20 September 2025

      Captain James Worthington was certain his career as a commercial pilot was over. Even if he managed a controlled water landing that everyone aboard survived, he didn’t see how any airline would ever let him fly again. Somehow, everyone associated with pre-takeoff procedures had missed the fact that the plane didn’t have enough fuel to make the trip. Either that, or the ground crew had missed conditions for a fuel leak.

      Regardless, they had no fuel. Their onboard battery backups ensured critical systems would have power beyond their glide time, but it was a nerve-wracking situation, regardless.

      Maybe he’d be lucky and not survive this to face the airline and NTSB…

      He glanced at the read-out on the backup power systems again and noticed his co-pilot jerk and point out the cockpit windshield. He looked… and gaped.

      The Unknown Mage hovered above the plane’s nose… and kept pace with the aircraft as if it was nothing to him.

      * What is your flight number? *

      He heard the question in his mind, and from the startled look his co-pilot shot his way, she’d heard the same thing.

      “Uhm… Flight 9504.”

      * Thank you. *

      There was a brief pause, and then…

      * People of Flight 9504, I am the Unknown Mage. * Even through the secured cockpit door, James heard the cheers. * I have secured a location at John F. Kennedy International Airport, and I will attempt to deliver the plane there in its entirety. Yes… I mean the plane, the flight crew, you yourselves, and your luggage. If this proves to be beyond me, I will ensure everyone aboard reaches safety first, before attempting to recover what luggage I can. I ask you find your seats, buckle your seatbelts, and keep activity to a minimum. Pilots, lower the landing gear if you can, please. *

      James and his co-pilot shared a look, and then, he complied with the Unknown Mage’s request. The extra drag from the lowered landing gear would slow the plane even faster, thereby reducing their glide distance… but from the sounds of it, that would be a moot point soon enough, anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Flight 9504

      Somewhere over the Atlantic

      20 September 2025

      

      Jake watched through his senses as the people aboard the airplane hurried to find seats and then strap themselves in. Honestly, he didn’t need them to be buckled, just calmly sit in their seats… and he might not even need that. But they were used to being asked to buckle their seatbelts, and if there was an unforeseen issue, those seatbelts might help.

      His plan was to create a portal wide and tall enough for the plane to pass through. Passing through would also slow the plane enough that it could quickly coast to a stop and still be on the taxiway and nowhere close to an active runway.

      If he succeeded, it would be the largest portal ever created by a mage in the known history of the world. He’d have to ask his birth parents if a sorcerer had ever done something like it the next time he spoke with them.

      The final person aboard the plane secured themselves in their seat, and that meant the time for stalling was over. He cleared his mind, focused on his intent, and willed his power to create the portal. It appeared far enough ahead that he and plane passed through it with ease.

      The next thing the people on the plane knew, they were coasting to a stop… on land at an airport. His senses dutifully informed him of the cheering that broke out aboard. When he noticed the emergency services that were staged close enough for a quick response, he smiled… even though no one would ever know.

      He wasn’t prepared for how much power the portal had required. Or maybe it was what passed through the portal. Either way, he lowered himself until he was just a few inches above the pavement of the taxiway and waited to be sure he was no longer needed.
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam Fairgrounds

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 2:15pm (Central)

      

      They were dead. Everyone was dead. Structures all around her burned or lay in rubble.

      Gerald and Bianca lay not far away, and Emilia was at just the right angle to see them looking at each other while they held hands.

      She was dying just like they were. Just like everyone else had. She didn’t know how much time she had left, but she knew it wasn’t too long. That was the major drawback of being a Life mage. They used their own energy reserves to heal, and if their situation was too dire, trying to heal themselves or anyone else would just hasten their death to no further effect.

      She suddenly realized she sensed Beauregard close by and heard Bianca speak, though it was little more than a whisper.

      “Why?”

      * Forgive me, Mother, Father, and Young Mistress. This is the fixed point in time that cannot be avoided. It is necessary, and know that it rends my spirit to watch it come to pass. Know that I will mourn thee for as long as I exist. *

      That wasn’t much consolation, but there wasn’t much Emilia could do. Her vision was already narrowing, the darkness claiming her. A thought shot to the forefront of her mind, and she wasted a little effort on a smile.

      She touched that portion of her mind that she used to use to speak with the jaguars and put every scrap of power she had left into a sending. She hoped it would be enough.

      And then, the world faded…
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      John F. Kennedy International Airport

      New York City, New York

      20 September 2025, 3:15pm (Eastern)

      

      Jake felt fully recovered from moving an entire airplane through a portal that spanned several hundred miles. He still hovered at the edge of the response area, even though most of the people had already been moved to the airport terminal. Shuttle buses made continual trips to pick up people who passed EMS screening.

      There had been one person—an older lady—who had a heart attack, but Jake staved that off with a concentrated burst of healing. He wasn’t really sure why she went into a heart attack after he had arrived to save them, but he wasn’t going to question it too much. It was all in the past now, anyway.

      After that, there wasn’t really much for local EMS to do.

      He was just about to leave, teleporting back to the Grove, when he felt the faintest touch on his mind. He dropped his enhanced senses and devoted his entire focus to that feeling, and it soon resolved into a mental communication.

      * I love you, Jake. I love you so much. *

      It faded right at the end, but there was no mistaking the source. Faster than a finger-snap, he willed himself to teleport to Emilia’s location…

      …and arrived in what could only be described as a suburb of Hell.

      The Hornbeam Fairgrounds were almost unrecognizable. Fires burned all around him. The structures that were not actively burning lay in piles of rubble. And no matter where he looked, bodies lay scattered all over the ground. Those still recognizable, he identified as being members of the setup crew for the festival.

      But where was Emilia? Where was…

      He turned… and his world shattered. He drifted over to the one body he hoped he wouldn’t find and allowed his shroud to fade as he collapsed to his knees.

      Tears streamed down his cheeks as he pulled her onto his lap and cradled her. She hadn’t been dead long enough for rigor mortis to set in, but her eyes were already glassy and dead.

      He felt… he wasn’t sure what he felt.

      Why did he wait so long at the airport? As soon as he saw the emergency services waiting, he could have teleported back. He could’ve…

      “I’m sorry, Emilia. I’m so, so sorry.”

      He hugged her close and pushed enough healing power into her to cure everyone in the United States… at once. But it just dissipated into the ambient. There was no life for it to latch onto. He clutched her to his chest and cried all the harder.

      Why had he taken so long saving that plane? Why…

      “What the hell? That’s the Unknown Mage? He’s little more than a kid.”

      The voice pulled him out of his self-recrimination, and he turned to look. Fifteen people stood in a rough line not too far away. A woman near the center stepped forward.

      “Was she important to you, boy? Was she… precious?”

      There was an edge to her voice that Jake didn’t like. He thought he saw… glee?… in her eyes.

      “Did you do this?” He asked.

      “Does it matter? It’s done. And all that remains is to move on… like you forced me to move on.”

      In an instant, all the sorrow and anguish and heartache Jake felt sublimated straight to anger. He eased Emilia back to rest on the ground before he willed himself to rise. It was slow, stately. Determined, even. Perhaps… inevitable.

      And what he spoke, it was a shout that carried a mental assault that damn-near shredded their minds.

      “DID. YOU. DO THIS?”

      More than one of the fifteen fell to their knees, clutching at their heads as blood poured from their ears, noses, and eyes. The woman who’d spoken still stood, but she too bled.

      “Of course we did!” Her voice was ragged, rough. As if she was on the verge of going hoarse for screaming for hours. “You killed my lover. Did you think you could get away with that? Everyone in this pissant town is dead… as they deserved… because of you. Every time you face the choice of intervening, remember this⁠—”

      Whatever else she might have said no longer mattered. With a single thought, Jake ripped their souls from their bodies. The fifteen corpses collapsed to the ground, while their animating spirits writhed above them in silent agony.

      And then… just because his anger—no, his rage—demanded it… another thought shredded those souls to nothingness. As if they’d never been.

      But he wasn’t sated. Not even close.

      With no more targets, his anger and rage faded. Returned to the raw heartache that threatened to overwhelm him.

      He turned back to Emilia, allowing himself to descend until his feet touched the ground.

      “If only I’d arrived here earlier…”

      Earlier. That was the key, wasn’t it?

      It was a crazy thought. There was no way it would work. No way. But he’d never forgive himself if he didn’t try.

      A thought recreated his shroud, faster than the blink of an eye, and he once more hovered a few inches off the ground.

      Then, he pulled every scrap of ambient power into himself that he could as he devoted his entire focus to a single desire. When he felt saturated with power a thousand times more than he’d ever been before, he applied his will to that desire.

      A portal tore an opening into reality and swallowed him, vanishing immediately after.
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        * * *

      

      Stygium Tower

      Manhattan, New York City

      20 September 2025, 4:35pm (Eastern)

      

      Mister Cato stood at one of the floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed him to look out over the city from his office. This window faced north, and Manhattan stretched out before him as far as the mundane eye could see.

      It had been a good day. His businesses made excellent progress on his projects. His archaeological team seemed to be closing in on the location of the Aternius family vault. And Gaius had just rescued an airliner, it seemed.

      If that was indeed the case, the boy was truly coming into his own. He’d have to introduce himself before too long.

      A wavefront of power passed through the building, striking the breath from his lungs. He staggered back and gripped the arms of his desk chair before he allowed himself to collapse. It had been over two thousand years since he’d felt such power, and there was no mistaking his purpose.

      He quickly recovered and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He then placed his head in his hands.

      “Oh, Gaius… what have you done?”
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      Hornbeam Fairgrounds

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 1:45pm (Central)

      

      Fear unlike anything she’d felt since the bank robbery gripped Emilia’s heart. She didn’t know how she was going to survive the fifteen people arrayed out before her. She didn’t have Hannah’s training in recognizing and evaluating mages’ auras, but they felt powerful to her. Way more powerful than she could fight.

      Gerald and Bianca might be able to help, but they and Hannah—not counting her—were the only mages at the fairgrounds.

      She watched Hannah take a step forward, and she guessed the deputy marshal was going to try talking to them.

      But she didn’t get the chance…

      In the most powerful concussion of raw power Emilia had ever felt, the Unknown Mage appeared almost exactly between the fifteen mage terrorists and where she stood with Gerald and Bianca and Hannah.

      “My entire soul cries out to kill you for what you’ve done. To make you suffer countless agonies across centuries before I let you die. It would be easy for me. So easy. But that is not the person I want to be. You shall live to face the fate you’ve created for yourselves.”

      Even though she knew who was beneath the shroud and that eerie voice with its mental echo, Emilia’s fear spiked to new levels. She’d never heard Jake talk like that. She’d never heard him contemplate even a tenth of the torture he claimed he wanted to inflict upon the mage terrorists.

      Faster than a finger-snap, the Unknown Mage’s power flared, and the fifteen mage terrorists collapsed to the ground. Hannah rushed to them and knelt beside the woman who’d just spoken. Francesca, Emilia thought she’d said. The deputy marshal pressed two fingers to Francesca’s neck, and moments later, the visible tension in her shoulders eased.

      She looked back over her shoulder, the angle of her face and eyes suggesting she focused on the Unknown Mage. “They’re alive… unconscious.”

      Her relief was obvious in her voice.

      “Of course they are. I refuse to kill unless there is no other option… no matter the provocation.”

      That voice and its echo was damn-near close to driving an icepick into her brain, but Emilia didn’t mind enduring it. Because she and everyone around her was alive. And safe.

      She approached the Unknown Mage, asking, “What about the plane? Did you leave it to come to us?”

      The Unknown Mage turned as if they looked at her beneath the shroud. “No. The plane is safe.”

      * I’m going back to the Grove, Emilia. When you’re finished here, find me there. *

      Between one second and the next, the Unknown Mage vanished.
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        * * *

      

      The Residence

      The White House, Washington, D.C.

      20 September 2025, 2:45pm (Eastern)

      

      President Juliette Evans lay stretched out on her favorite sofa, a book in her hands. It wasn’t often that she had a day off—even weekends—but every now and then, she made a point of taking just one day where she only responded to crises. She tried to take one of those days at least once a month.

      And today was September’s day.

      Until it wasn’t…

      An in-flight emergency had already interrupted her reading, as that was absolutely the kind of thing worthy of interrupting her day off. She’d already made the decisions she could, but until there were more developments, it felt safe to return to her book. It was just starting to get good, too.

      A fierce pounding erupted on the door, followed shortly by a female Secret Service agent peeking her head in.

      “Madam President, the National Security Advisor, the Secretary of Defense, and the Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs say they have a critical matter you need to know.”

      She closed her eyes and sighed. Then, she placed a bookmark between her current pages and closed the book, putting it on the coffee table as she shifted into sitting up.

      “Send them in, please.”

      The agent pulled back from peeking in and stepped into the room, opening the door wide. Her three guests trooped in, and their expressions and demeanors were not immediately readable. The Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs carried a manila folder.

      She stood to receive them and shook their heads as she gestured for them to take seats.

      “So, is this an update on the airliner that’s gliding to a watery landing somewhere in the Atlantic?”

      Her three guests shared a look. And that unsettled her just a bit. It wasn’t like them to do that.

      Kyle Franks, the National Security Advisor, answered after a moment. “Yes, Madam President… in a way.”

      He gestured for the Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs to take over. General Amy Carstairs opened her manila folder and laid out two prints that Juliette immediately recognized as satellite photos.

      “Madam President,” the general began, “these are satellite imagery of the taxiway at JFK and Hornbeam, a small town in Illinois. We zoomed in to these two locations and enhanced them for finer detail. May I ask what you see in the center of the frame?”

      Juliette leaned close, focusing on the center of each print in turn. “It looks like an almost top-down view of the Unknown Mage. They intervened with the airliner?”

      “Yes, ma’am. They did. It is on the ground, and people are evacuating it as we speak. Ma’am, if you would, have a look at the time stamps in the top-left corner of the prints.”

      Juliette picked up the first print and pulled it closer to bring the small text into better focus with her bifocal lenses. Then, she did the same with the second, and… that couldn’t be right. The time stamps were mere seconds apart.

      She turned her attention back to her guests. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “No, ma’am. The only modification these photos have undergone is zooming in and enhancing to make sure the center object is recognizable.”

      “So… there are two of them?”

      Her guests shared another look, and the National Security Advisor took that one. “We do not have any evidence of that so far, ma’am, but as every scientist worth the title will tell you, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”

      She returned the pictures to the coffee table between them and reached for the phone on the end table at the right side of the sofa. It didn’t take long for an operator to come on the line.

      “Get Deputy US Marshal Hannah Gaines on the phone… right now. I don’t care if she’s in the bath.”
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam Fairgrounds

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 1:57pm (Central)

      

      Hannah sat in a folding chair. It had been the better part of fifteen minutes—maybe twenty—since the Unknown Mage had appeared, made their statement, knocked the mage terrorists unconscious, and vanished once again. They… no, he… wasn’t here more than five minutes.

      And she still felt violently ill from how Jake had turned the ambient power into a seething and roiling mass worse than a hurricane at sea.

      She knew she should be calling people. The Hornbeam Police, if no one else. But it was taking all her focus not to vomit. She wanted to hug Emilia for getting her a chair to sit down before she fell down.

      Her phone rang, vibrating against the chair’s seat in hip pocket. She pulled it into view, and one look at the Caller ID displayed on the screen made her upset stomach disappear. Cold dread replaced it as she accepted the call.

      “Hannah Gaines.”

      “Please hold for the President,” a pleasant-sounding woman said.

      There was a faint click, and Juliette Evans said, “I will apologize to your superiors for jumping the chain of command as bad as I have, Deputy Marshal, but I need to know where you are right now. I’ll be sending a Spatial mage to deliver you to Hornbeam, Illinois.”

      “I’m already in Hornbeam, ma’am.”

      “You are? Excellent. Do you have a preliminary report on the Unknown Mage event that happened there? That was excellent response time, by the way. I’ll write up a commendation for your team and your supervisor for such quick action.”

      “Not a response, ma’am. I was on vacation. But yes… I was… the Unknown Mage appeared right in front of me.”

      “They did? Oh, that’s perfect. Hannah, it is imperative that you can swear to the answer of my next question in a court of law without any fear of perjury. Was it the same Unknown Mage that has been around these past months?”

      “Yes… ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. His arrival was much more… unsettling… than it usually is. The ambient power is still churning to such a degree that it’s making me extremely nauseous. I’m too jumbled up right now to give you a well-articulated answer, but something stands out to me that I’ve never experienced outside of classroom conditions.”

      When Hannah fell silent for too long, the President prompted her. “What is it, Hannah? What did you feel?”

      “His teleport arrival wasn’t just Spatial, ma’am. There was just as much resonance of the Time Sphere, this time, as there was Spatial. Maybe more. It’s going to take hours for the ambient to settle enough for me to get you any better evaluation than that, but in the meantime, ma’am… I need to alert someone that we have fifteen unconscious mage terrorists here. I was just about to ask them to surrender when the Unknown Mage appeared and said something about wanting to kill them for what they’d done before putting them all to sleep. I have honestly never been so afraid in my life. I had no doubt whatsoever that their ideal response to these terrorists was to eradicate them from the world as painfully as possible. But they didn’t. I… I don’t know what’s going on with that, ma’am, and we probably never will.”

      “Thank you for your time, Hannah. I need to go. Expect to hear from me in the near future.”

      The call ended before Hannah could even decide how to reply.
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        * * *

      

      The Residence

      The White House, Washington, D.C.

      20 September 2025, 3:01pm (Eastern)

      

      Juliette returned the phone’s handset to its cradle, ending the call. Then, sagged back against her seat. Hannah had said the Unknown Mage’s teleport arrival carried a strong resonance of Time… as much as it resonated Spatial if not more.

      The Unknown Mage could travel through time. How the hell was she supposed to deal with that?

      “Madam President?”

      The words jerked her out of her thoughts, and she realized she still had guests.

      “Are you okay?” Kyle asked. “Do we need to call someone?”

      She shook her head. “No, Kyle… I’m fine. But thank you. I am simply at a loss as to how to respond to what I learned from the deputy marshal. Never in all my wildest dreams did I ever think I’d hear something like that.”

      Her three guests shared another look. Kyle bravely ventured into the breach. “May we know what she said, ma’am?”

      “She said…” Damn. There was no way they’d believe her. “She said that the Unknown Mage’s teleport arrival resonated the Time Sphere as much as Spatial… if not more so. Their arrival was so powerful that she was still nauseous almost twenty minutes later.”

      Her guests shared another look, and they immediately began discussing it. It wasn’t until she heard the words ‘kill them’ that she realized she’d zoned out on them, her thoughts swirling around the fact that someone had apparently just traveled through time.

      “I’m sorry… what did you say?”

      The Secretary of Defense cleared his throat. “I said that we may have no option but to kill them, ma’am. The Unknown Mage presents a potentially grave threat to national security. If we can’t find some way of controlling them, I don’t see how we can let them live.”

      Juliette rubbed a hand down over her face. She normally didn’t do that, for fear of fouling her makeup or hair, but she only realized afterward that she’d done it this time.

      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. I really can’t. You honestly think the best response to a person having the power to travel through time is to kill them? One of our own citizens, even? Are you insane? Do you have any concept of their response if you fail the first time? I cannot believe that’s the kind of thing you’d get a second chance on. What the hell, Emery… I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “But Madam President⁠—”

      “No, Emery. I will not have it. Do you understand me? Do you hear what I’m saying? I will fire anyone who advances such an asinine idea, and ask the Justice Department to investigate whether such conduct merits charges of treason. You will not put into motion any form of plot or initiative or black ops program that seeks to determine how to kill the Unknown Mage. None of you will. Do you understand me? And every one of you had better answer ‘yes’ and mean it, or you’ll leave this building unemployed, and I’ll have staffers ship your personal effects to you from your offices. Now… I’m waiting.”

      Her three guests shared another look before they answered yes.

      The National Security Advisor held out an open hand, palm up. “Madam President, please⁠—”

      “No, Kyle. I will not allow anyone in my administration to perpetuate this insanity. The only action I can think that would even come close to approaching an attempt to kill the Unknown Mage is offering to share research data on the Manhattan Project with Hitler. And if this somehow leaks to Congress? All three of you had better pray I never find you, because I’ll be coming for all of you, just the same as whoever leaked it. Now… get out of here, but leave the pictures with me.”

      She didn’t bother standing and seeing them out, but she did watch them as they left. She feared that she’d let her voice carry to far while her emotions ran high, and she only hoped the agents outside would keep their damn mouths shut.

      She waited no more than three minutes after the door closed, before crossing the room to retrieve her personal phone from its perch on the nightstand. She thumbed through her contacts as she returned to the sofa, and the phone was already ringing when she sat once more.

      It wasn’t long before she heard, “Hello?”

      “Hello, Gianna. It’s Juliette Evans. Is now a good time?”

      “Of course, Madam President. I always have time for you.”

      “I’m sure you don’t, not really… but I appreciate the thought. Listen… we have a situation that I feel it is imperative your mage friend be aware of.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes… they attracted too much attention today, Gianna. I’ve already had to shut down the Secretary of Defense and the National Security Advisor from developing a plan to kill them if we can’t contain and control them.”

      “What?” The shock in Gianna’s voice didn’t surprise her at all.

      “It’s true, Gianna. We have very strong evidence that they traveled through time. I don’t know why, and I probably never will… but I have in my possession two satellite photos. Each one clearly shows the Unknown Mage. One shows JFK in New York, and the other Hornbeam. A deputy marshal from the Arcane Division was there when they appeared in Hornbeam. She told me his arrival resonated as much of the Time Sphere as it did Spatial… maybe even more. It shocked me so much that I told the National Security Advisor, the Secretary of Defense, and the Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs what the deputy marshal said.”

      Silence ruled for several moments.

      “I… see, ma’am. Very well.”

      “Gianna, that sounded very determined. Like you came to a decision. What are you going to do?”

      “Me, Madam President? Not a thing. Not one, blessed thing. Matter of fact, I think I’m overdue to visit my daughter. She’s in Hornbeam, too, you know. Will there be anything else, ma’am?”

      Gianna’s daughter was in Hornbeam, too? Was she hinting that her daughter was the Unknown Mage? Surely, that couldn’t be true. Could it?

      “Uhm… no, thank you, Gianna. Safe travels if you go.”

      “Thank you, Madam President. Best wishes to you, too.”

      The call ended before Juliette could say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      The Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      20 September 2025, 2:45pm (Central)

      

      Ever since he’d teleported home from the fairgrounds, Jake had prowled around the Grove like a caged predator. He couldn’t get the image of holding a lifeless Emilia out of his mind. It took all his willpower to keep from blasting things, as if he could burn off his emotions at the same time he burned off some power.

      As much as he preferred otherwise, he didn’t think it worked that way.

      He still wore the black clothes he preferred when he went out as the Unknown Mage. He wasn’t even aware of how dirty the pants were, starting at the knees. The idea of changing them had never entered his mind.

      A thought came to the forefront of his mind, and it was so absurd—so out of left field—that it startled a laugh out of him. He was technically about two hours older than the Jake who’d just left JFK in New York. Plus or minus. The time zones made the math a little tricky, especially once you factored in the whole ‘time travel’ thing.

      Damn… if he was going to break—or at least bend—the laws of physics, he might as well do it right. No time like the present to start a Back to the Future marathon. Those were some of his adoptive parents’ favorite movies, and it had been a few years since he’d last watched them. Hrmmm… maybe hold off on starting it and invite them over to the Grove for a big movie night?

      He didn’t like inviting people over to Gerald and Bianca’s home without consulting them, first, and this absolutely was their home. The ‘transfer on death’ deed they’d drawn up at Beauregard’s insistence couldn’t activate. After all, they hadn’t died.

      Just because he’d seen them dead, didn’t mean his memories would invoke that deed… not that he wanted to own the Grove.

      Beauregard’s presence settled on the area, and it took all of Jake’s willpower not to lash out at least verbally to the genius loci. He could at least hear what Beauregard had to say first.

      * Forgive me, young master. What you saw… before… it was the fixed point in time I warned Mother and Father about. Gaia Herself would not allow me to intervene. *

      “If you’re not the same Beauregard who witnessed their deaths, how do you even know what I saw?”

      * Gaia informed me of what transpired. She sees all things that unfold upon this world… in all times. She said that she felt I should be aware that the fixed point in time has been met and surpassed… and shall not come again. At least not that one. Thank you, young master, for what you did to negate it. Thank you very much. I have known since I achieved sapience that I will outlive Mother and Father, and I am glad that fate will not come for many, many years now. *

      Jake simply nodded. He didn’t know what to say. He felt like the standard you’re welcome just wasn’t appropriate, but that was probably his lingering—and unnecessary—grief talking. But new arrivals saved him.

      He spun to look when he heard the door open, and Emilia rushed across the room to throw her arms around him in one of the tightest hugs she’d ever given him. And he returned it just as strongly.

      “I love you, Jake. I love you so much.”

      Those words—heard through his ears, instead of his mind—jerked him back to that ghastly scene. He felt the weight of her body in his arms as he rocked back and forth on his knees. Smelled the smoke that filled the air.

      Before he realized what was happening, tears ran down his cheeks like twin rivers, coating Emilia’s shoulder as vicious sobs wracked his torso.

      Emilia stepped back, looking at him with an expression of deep concern. “Jake… what’s wrong? Something has been off ever since you appeared at the fairgrounds. Are you okay?”

      Jake took a deep breath and exerted his will to regain his self-control. He closed his eyes, inhaling and exhaling several deep breaths until he felt calm enough to relay what he’d seen. Part of him said that he shouldn’t discuss it. But that future wouldn’t happen now, so what did it matter?

      Just as he was about to speak, Emilia’s phone rang.

      He watched her roll her eyes as she fished the device out of her hip pocket, and she frowned as she looked at the screen.

      “This is Mom. Are you okay with me answering?”

      Jake just nodded, and Emilia accepted the call.

      “I’m not sure now’s a good time, Mom. Is it an emergency? Or can I call you back later?”

      She fell silent, and Jake couldn’t resist extending his senses to hear what Gianna had to say.

      “I just finished a phone call with President Evans, Emi. I have already taken steps, but we need to talk… the three of us… now. Is a portal to the Grove available?”

      Jake didn’t even wait for Emilia to look his way. He simply willed Gianna to teleport from wherever she was to her daughter’s side. When full awareness of what he’d done permeated his mind, he almost couldn’t believe how easy it had been for him.

      For her part, Gianna seemed to weather the teleport well. Emilia, however, screamed and jumped to the side.

      “Dammit, Jake! Warn a girl before you do that. How did you even know she wanted to come here?”

      “I heard her ask if a portal was available,” he answered with a shrug. He looked down and, for the first time, noticed how filthy he was. “Shit… I’ve been tracking this all over the house. Okay. Time out while I change and shower. I’ll clean up the mess later.”

      Before either of the women could say a word, he vanished, teleporting up to his room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      When he came back downstairs, this time by walking, Jake found Emilia and her mother sitting on the sofa in the great room. He felt so, so much better after a quick shower and dressing in fresh clothes. The memories didn’t seem as bad now.

      Still very bad… but not horribly so.

      He walked over and sat in one of the armchairs that faced the sofa across a coffee table. Each woman regarded him with expectant expressions. But Gianna took the lead.

      “So, Jake… care to share what all that was about? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so worked up, and Emilia just told me that she definitely hasn’t.”

      Not knowing what else to do, Jake leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees while maintaining eye contact with them. “Well… I was watching the evacuation of the airplane at JFK. They had allocated a section of the taxiway to me, well outside of any planes’ normal taxi patterns…”

      By the time he finished, both Emilia and Gianna stared at him, gobsmacked expressions dominating their demeanors. It was clear they didn’t know what to think. That was fine; he wasn’t sure he knew what to think, either. And he’d done it.

      “Then, the President was right… you were in two places at once,” Gianna said at last, barely above a whisper.

      “Yeah… I guess you could say that, but really, we weren’t the same person. I’m technically two-ish hours older than I should be right now. If Isabel is right and I can’t die of old age, then I don’t see it mattering much, but… yeah… for a few minutes, there were two of me in the world.”

      “How can you just sit there and be so matter-of-fact about it all?”

      “Do you really think I’m as calm, cool, and collected as I seem, Gianna? I held a dead Emilia in my arms, mere moments after she’d used her dying spark to tell me she loved me one last time. I swear on whatever you hold dear that I am far from ‘matter-of-fact about it,’ but believe me when I say that you do not want me losing control right now.”

      By the time Jake finished speaking, his aura filled the great room. It was an almost-palpable presence that pressed down against their very souls.

      But then…

      Jake leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and began deep breathing exercises. Over the next few moments, his aura pulled back, fading to little more than it normally was.

      The next thing he knew, a warm weight settled in his lap. He recognized it—no, her—immediately. Emilia put his arms around her and leaned toward him, kissing his left cheek and then his right. Before kissing him full on his lips.

      “It’s okay, Jake. I’m right here. I’m not dead. Gerald and Bianca aren’t dead. You prevented that. We’re all safe now.”

      Jake tightened his arms, pulling her closer to him. “I know. I know that. But those… other… memories are still so strong. So real. It might take a couple days to get past them.”

      “I’m sure it will. Seeing your… well… people you love right after they died is difficult. But you’ll get past it. I know you will, and I know just how to help.”

      Gianna cleared her throat before saying, “Before you get started on that, there is a matter we need to discuss. The President told the National Security Advisor, Secretary of Defense, and the Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs that you traveled through time, Jake… and then immediately shouted them down from building a plan to kill you if they couldn’t control you. She tried impressing upon them how foolhardy even one attempt would be, but she called me immediately afterward to tell me what happened. I have since set events in motion to handle it. I have every reason to believe that those events will be successful, but it will take a few days before we know for sure. Do not be surprised if the President steps up her game on wanting a meeting with you. She even has the perfect excuse now, with how you saved that airliner. Do you mind sending me back before you become otherwise occupied?”

      “Thank you for giving me a heads-up on that, Gianna. It’s always good to be aware of what the government—well, aspects of it, anyway—are doing.”

      Without another word, Jake willed Gianna to teleport back to her home. He didn’t know if that was where she’d been when he’d pulled her to the Grove, but he figured she could take steps from there if it wasn’t.

      Emilia stood and reached down to take his hands in hers. “Now then, Mister Adams… I believe it’s time to make some new memories for you.”
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      The White House

      Washington, D.C.

      7 October 2025, 9:25am (Eastern)

      

      Emilia still struggled with the idea that she stood in the White House. She and her mother had arrived in the city yesterday, and they’d been given a personal tour of the historical mansion by the White House historian that afternoon.

      Meeting the president and her family was a bit intimidating, but it soon became apparent that—aside from her job—Juliette Evans, her husband, and their son were just regular people in a lot of ways.

      Now, they stood with the President in the Blue Room on the State Floor. Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines was also in attendance. The President mentioned that she’d also invited the National Security Advisor and a couple others, but they were not feeling well.

      At precisely 9:30, Emilia sent Jake a message, using her Mind Sphere like she’d once conversed with the jaguars. They practiced that daily, at his request, in an effort to de-sensitize him to it once more and bring it back to being a normal part of their lives.

      Even all these days later, he still struggled at times with the memory of the future that would never be.

      Jake’s arrival interrupted her thoughts, and she was fine with that. He hovered a few inches off the floor, his shroud active and blanketing the area with his mage aura.

      President Evans not-quite stared at him, her expression edging toward awe.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I thought we should keep the group a bit small, this first time. I, of course, am Juliette Evans. This is Deputy Marshal Hannah Gaines. My advisor Gianna Harcourt, and her daughter Emilia.”

      “Greetings, Madam President. Deputy Marshal… face to face at last.”

      Emilia fought the urge to shudder. Jake’s voice with the shroud active was an eerie thing, and that mental echo? It unsettled her more than anything else she could remember.

      President Evans glanced at Hannah, and the deputy marshal gave a small nod. Barely perceptible.

      “Oh?” President Evans asked.

      “Just because I do not have a public address does not mean I do not keep up on current events. I know Deputy Marshal Gaines has been point on investigating all the times I have intervened since the confrontation with the Elementalist. Aside from the Hornbeam Fairgrounds, we have never been in the same place at the same time, and even there, she was to my left and behind me. Now… I am sure you have questions. I am content to stand, as it were, but you should make yourselves comfortable. Especially if this conversation becomes… extended.”

      President Evans led them over to a sitting area, gesturing for Gianna to join her at her right side with Hannah on her left. Emilia was very content to sit off to the side and keep the focus off of her.

      “There has been considerable speculation about your affinities.” President Evans left it as a statement.

      The Unknown Mage seemed to nod. “Indeed there has, and those who have speculated that I have affinity to all twelve Arcane Spheres are correct. Except for me, they are not individual Spheres. It is simply my power. The mages of the world perceive this power… magic, let us say for lack of a better term… through the lens of their capabilities. As they are limited in what they can do, so are they also limited in what they can sense. Magic appears to be twelve Arcane Spheres to them, because each Sphere appears to have discrete divisions.”

      “So, it’s true then. Modern mages are descendants of the sorcerers of old.”

      President Evans revealed her knowledge right there.

      “Yes. I was not there, but my information says that modern mages descended from the children of sorcerers and regular, plain humans. The ancient Greeks based the Olympians of their mythology on that first generation.”

      “The Titans,” President Evans remarked. “So, what do you want? I mean… I can’t help but think you have some kind of agenda, especially since you waited so long to accept my invitation for a meeting. That might be my life as a politician showing, but it’s what I think regardless.”

      “I want… to help. I did not choose to be a sorcerer, Madam President. But I am. So, when there are natural disasters where fast, capable response will save the most lives… or when local authorities face mages beyond what their resources—or even the Arcane Division—can bring to bear… or—admittedly—when some idiot does something that simply pisses me off like that carjacker who ran off with a baby… I would appreciate it very much if you—or someone—called me. I will not become an agent of the United States government. I will not support military actions across the world. That holds no meaning for me. Humanitarian efforts… perhaps. And anyone thinking they can somehow smuggle me off to some black site… well… they are welcome to try, and may whatever god they revere have mercy on them.”

      Because I won’t he left implied.

      “And just how are we supposed to contact you?” President Evans asked.

      “I will work on that. Once I have a method that will not compromise me, I will share it with you, and you may distribute it as you see fit.”

      President Evans looked at the Unknown Mage with a speculative expression for several moments before she spoke again.

      “If you have nothing to hide, what does it matter if your identity is public? The Magocracy is already frothing at the mouth and shouting themselves hoarse over your apparent violation of the registration requirements. The mage registrations are not public, so why not allow key people to know who you are?”

      Silence reigned for several moments, and when they finally spoke, the Unknown Mage was not kind. “Are you really that stupid, Madam President? Let the people of world focus on discovering who I am beneath the shroud; it will keep them busy and permit me to help where I can. But the moment my identity becomes public, all those I hold dear fall under threat. I have lost people close to me once. IT. WILL. NOT. HAPPEN AGAIN.”

      Everyone in the room—even Emilia—shuddered at the sheer power resonating in those final words. After sufficient silence to make their point, the Unknown Mage continued.

      “I trust you understand, Madam President, and… I think this might be a good stopping point. So that you can take time to consider what we’ve discussed today.”

      President Evans shot to her feet, her open hand held out palm up. “Wait… one last question?”

      “Proceed.”

      “What should we call you? ‘The Unknown Mage’ is a bit of a mouthful, after all.”

      When they spoke, Emilia heard hints of amusement in the tone… but she doubted anyone else did. She only picked up on it, because she already knew the answer.

      “You may call me… Hyperion.”

      Faster than the blink of an eye, the Unknown Mage… no, Hyperion… vanished.

      Silence settled over the room, and Emilia saw that Hannah already had her phone out, tapping away on it. A few moments later, she spoke.

      “It says here that Hyperion was one of twelve—or maybe thirteen—Titans in Greek mythology. There’s not much more than that, but what there is gives me the feeling that it is where the ancient Greeks took an idea and ran with it.”

      President Evans turned to face her. “Are you sure there isn’t a hidden message in their choice of name somehow?”

      “Beyond it being one of the Titans, I doubt it. Not unless they have a sister somewhere with whom they fathered three gods. The only thing I can think of is that they were hinting at their gender by choosing one of the male Titans.”

      “What do you think, Gianna?”

      Emilia couldn’t believe her mom kept a straight face as she answered.

      “That’s probably all it is, whoever they are stating that they’re a ‘he’ instead of a ‘they.’”

      “Very well. We shall proceed from that standpoint. Thank you all for attending this meeting with me. I’m sure we should let the security types know that we’ve survived.”

      She walked to the door and opened it, telling the agents standing there that all was good and that the Unknown Mage—who had identified himself as Hyperion—had already left. That done, she returned to the sitting area and struck up a discussion of their impressions and thoughts on the encounter.
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        * * *

      

      The Wainwright Grove

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      28 October 2025, 10:17am (Central)

      

      Even three weeks after his meeting with President Evans, the whole experience still seemed a bit surreal. He, Emilia, Gerald, and Bianca had brainstormed names for hours across days before he’d settled on Hyperion. He wasn’t a fan of the whole ‘incest’ implication, but he liked the name otherwise.

      It was already taking the world by storm.

      The President had held a press conference later the day of their meeting, and she announced that they had reached an agreement whereby the people of the world could call upon him in times of crisis. They were setting up just how people would go about contacting him, and she would communicate that with decision-makers around the world once it was established and tested.

      Fan sites and groups, as well as gatherings to debate the attendees’ favorite moments, were popping up left, right, and center… all over the world. And social media was just insane. He’d already lost count of the number of women offering to marry him, which made him laugh a bit. Emilia, however, didn’t see the humor in it.

      In a rather startling turn of events, the National Security Advisor had been diagnosed with rapid-onset dementia. Very rapid, it seemed. He was already in an assisted-care facility and spent his days talking to those around him as if they were his fellow children from the town where he grew up.

      Thirty-six hours after President Evans had no choice but to remove the National Security Advisor from his post, the Secretary of Defense had been found dead in his Georgetown residence, hanging from what had to be the most robust ceiling fan ever made. For some reason, the news—in a somewhat macabre fashion—seemed to latch on to the fact that he’d been wearing wolf slippers when he was found.

      As soon as the Secretary of Defense made the news, the Chairwoman of the Joint Chiefs announced her retirement. Nothing untoward had befell her yet, and Jake privately wondered if it was her retirement that saved her. According to the press release, her resignation would take effect on the end of October, and she was spending the intervening days burning her accumulated vacation time.

      Jake felt almost sure that Gianna had something to do with those three events, but he wasn’t going to ask. After all, ‘need to know’ was a thing… and he didn’t. There were already enough skeletons in his closet, no need to add more.

      His thoughts carried him to area where the Death Tree had stood when he first visited the Grove. The jaguars leaned against him from either side. Looking at the ground now, one would never know it had been a dead circle just a few months back; the grass that had grown in was green and lush and vibrant. Even this far into October.

      Come to think of it… he’d never seen anyone mowing the lawn. Part of him wanted to ask Bianca about that… but another part was okay not knowing the answer. Even with all he could do and had done, it would probably rock his world a little bit.

      A flare of power drew his attention. His knee-jerk reaction was that it felt like his power… and yet… not.

      A man walked through the arched entrance of the hedge. He looked no older than his early thirties, and he wore a gray vest with a white shirt and a purple tie. A faint smile curled his lips when he noticed Jake, and he angled the direction of his walk toward him.

      There was something… familiar… about him. But whatever it was, it was elusive. Lurking around the fringe of Jake’s awareness and refusing to gel.

      He felt drawn to the new arrival. Like he should want to know him somehow. He couldn’t remember ever feeling anything like it before.

      Soon enough, they stopped a respectable distance from each other, and the man offered a handshake. Jake gave him a handshake, more out of reflex than anything else.

      “Hello, Gaius.”

      What? How did he know…

      “I am known in this time as Mister Cato, but I was born Valerius Aternius. Your father, Flavius, was my brother, and I have been looking forward to meeting you for quite some time now.”
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        Do you want to stay up-to-date with the latest news about my stories and receive exclusive content?

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter.
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        The story continues in Tribunal.
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