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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Gianna is a young novice in one of Earth's oldest secret societies. She faces a nigh-impossible task: search the Archives for references to the recent Blood Moon.

      

      Jake craves challenge. He stagnates in his hometown, but feels it hides his greatest challenge yet.

      

      What Gianna and Jake each find will change the world.

      

      If you love stories where Earth is a high-magic world...

      

      If you love stories with intelligent animal companions...

      

      If you love Contemporary / Urban Fantasy...

      

      Make Dawn of the Sorcerer your next read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Regional Field Office

      The Harpocratic Society

      New York City, USA

      26 June 2000

      

      The smell of old paper, books, and scrolls pervaded the underground level given over to the Archives, and Gianna trapped her foot on a dense mass in her futile search for the light switch. Her right arm windmilled as she caught her glasses with her other hand. Fall averted, she stopped and took a deep, calming breath. She closed her eyes and pictured herself communing with the structure. Oneness with the brick-and-mortar edifice achieved—or so she thought—she slapped her hand to the wall where she knew the light switch to be. It wasn’t there. Frustration charged the gates of her serenity, but the defenses held, valiant and steadfast.

      “Three paces into the room along the right wall,” Gianna muttered the memorized location of the switch. “I’ll just back up to the door and re-orient myself.”

      A half-step back. A second. Her confidence swelled. She took a full step, and… she backed into something at knee height, then sat heavily on a crate. Had the room been lit, Gianna would have seen an epic mushroom cloud of dust rising into the air from her nuclear-grade failure.

      Not for the first time, Gianna cursed her supposed mentor’s oddball criteria for advancing her novitiate. Find the Archives light switch without a light… while on an assigned search.

      “I’d like to see him find this never-sufficiently-damned light switch,” Gianna growled as she fished a tiny flashlight out of her pocket. A quick click of a button, and the palm-sized modern torch illuminated a circle in front of her. She swung the light around and gaped at the distance to the entrance. She sat on a crate over twice as far into the Archives as she thought she was.

      For just a moment—no longer than two heartbeats—she gave into frustration and allowed her shoulders to slump. But after that moment… she stood, tromped to the switch, and flicked on the lights.

      The Archives of the New York City Field Office didn’t quite rival the warehouse at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, but it was a near thing. She had yet to pace out the basement level, but just looking down the rows and aisles of shelves filled to bursting with crates, tomes, grimoires, scrolls, and countless other items, the space appeared to be at least twice the size of the building’s exterior footprint.

      She turned off her flashlight and returned it to her pocket as she examined the note that Master Gregory gave her. “Benedictine collection, Box 57.”

      She went to the index that was slightly more accurate than a card catalog assembled and curated by a blind drunk and sought the entry for the Benedictine collection.

      “Ah, ha. Aisles 76 through 99, part of the Italian Relocation during World War II.” Gianna closed the index with care—lest another explosion of dust assault her senses—and marched off in search of her quarry.

      

      A short time later, Gianna lugged the wooden file box into her mentor’s office and tried not to drop it on his desk. She failed. It must’ve weighed close to thirty pounds.

      Master Gregory looked up from his newspaper and smiled. “Excellent work, Apprentice. Your next task is to comb through that box for any reference to a blood-red moon. I remember something about a blood moon being important, but I can’t recall why. I do know I read it somewhere in the Benedictine collection.”

      “It’s amazing you remembered which box it was in. The collection looked like it had hundreds of these things,” Gianna remarked, her tone betraying how impressed she was with her mentor.

      Master Gregory blew a raspberry and shook his head. “Perish the thought. There are one-thousand-seventy-three boxes in the Benedictine collection, and I have no idea where I read it. I just like to start my searches with box numbers that match my age. Proceed as you like if your search takes you past that one.”

      Gianna clenched her fists around the box’s carry handles and lugged it across the room to her meager desk. She contemplated whether she had sufficient provocation for justifiable homicide. Surely, no one in the Society would miss him… right?
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        * * *

      

      Three days, several paper cuts, and the occasional splinter later, Gianna sat cross-legged on the floor of the Archives, working her way through Box 94 of the Benedictine collection. Box 94 seemed to contain half the collected writings of Silas, a monk of the Carthusian order of Benedictines in the 1300s. What his surname was—if he had one at all—appeared lost to time. What’s more, he must’ve been some kind of vintner for the Carthusians, because every document seen thus far held at least one wine spot. At least, she hoped they were wine spots.

      The sheaf of writings that held her current interest chronicled Silas’s work to translate a writing brought to him by a monk from Rome. The writing defied every attempt at translation up till then, and Silas was renowned for his translations… in his own mind, anyway.

      Gianna couldn’t make heads nor tails of Silas’s narrative, as she hadn’t learned Latin yet, but it seemed someone had. A crumpled note occupied a corner of the box, and upon inspection, it revealed someone had enjoyed him- or herself translating Silas’s Latin.

      

      
        
        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.

      

      

      

      Gianna stared at the wrinkled paper. It looked old, maybe late 1800s or early 1900s, and the verse was an assault upon the senses. Still, she dare not discount it. It was the first mention of a blood moon she’d found thus far.

      Hope swelled within her soul, and she collected both Silas’s Latin narrative and the crumpled paper before returning Box 94 to its place on the shelf. Now, to see if she was finished with her despised search.

      

      “Master Gregory?” Gianna asked as she approached her mentor’s desk. “Sir?”

      He snorted himself awake and dropped his feet to the floor, angling his chair upright. “Yes, Apprentice? Have you found something?”

      “Yes, sir.” She presented the documents for evaluation.

      Master Gregory looked at the rag paper first. “Ah, good old Silas. Some of his documents are so wine-soaked we have no idea what he wrote.” Then he eyed the crumpled note and snorted. “Yes… yes. This abysmal verse. This was what I remembered. Apprentice, do you know why I sent you to find this?”

      “Because of the blood moon the night of the twenty-first?”

      “Very good, child. And why might that blood moon be important?”

      Gianna wracked her brain for something besides the moon shining red as blood for a whole night. Her eyes shot wide when she connected the dots. “The total eclipse at noon a week ago!”

      “Excellent. I have high hopes for you. Take these with my compliments to Headmistress Selene, if you please.”

      Gianna collected the rag paper and crumpled note from her mentor and turned. Before she counted her tenth step, she heard snoring behind her.

      

      The Office of the Headmistress looked as though someone decided to cram a library and tea parlor into the same physical space. Every flat surface groaned under the weight of many tomes, papers, and scrolls. Deep pile carpet stretched from wall to wall, and the smell of a citrus tea struck Gianna when she crossed the threshold.

      Headmistress Selene sat behind a massive handmade oaken desk that bore the crushing weight of its uncounted years in subtle dignity. Wavy hair the color of driven snow cascaded past the woman’s shoulders, though her unwrinkled skin belied her age. When the leader of the field office betrayed no awareness of Gianna’s presence after several minutes, the young apprentice rapped her knuckles on the doorframe.

      Selene’s head shot up, and she peered at her visitor over pince-nez glasses. “Yes, child? How can I help you?”

      Gianna approached the desk and held out her delivery. “Master Gregory asked me to bring these to you. He seemed to think them important.”

      The older woman erupted out of her seat and charged around the desk. She snatched Gianna’s cargo and perused it at speed. When she read the crumpled paper, her shoulders slumped.

      “Damn and blast.” Selene stalked back to her seat. “Our order’s greatest labor has begun.”

      Gianna frowned, then spoke. “I’m sorry, ma’am? I don’t understand.”

      “Did you read what you carried, child?”

      A rueful chuckle escaped Gianna’s self-control. “Carried, ma’am? I scoured the Benedictine collection for three days at Master Gregory’s behest. I did more than read them, though I haven’t learned Latin yet.”

      The headmistress leaned back in her seat and plucked the pince-nez off her nose. She held one end between her finger and thumb while she bit the opposite corner of the frame. After several moments of evaluation, she broke into a smile.

      “By all that’s holy, child, you have a fire about you. I like that. You’re wasted on that lazy git Gregory. The Harpocratic Society does not just catalog and preserve documents too valuable to be lost to time. Our order evolved into that mission when our primary task showed no signs of beginning after several centuries. A task made all the more difficult by the modern age. Do you know how many children are born—on average—every day? Three-hundred eighty-five thousand, and that is doubled, because the blood moon shone on both the twenty-first and the twenty-second. That’s seven-hundred seventy thousand babies we must watch and evaluate, because one of them is the first Titan to be born since ancient times.”

      “Please, forgive me, ma’am. I still don’t see how Greek Mythology connects with all this.”

      Selene tossed the pince-nez to the top of her desk and gave Gianna a patient, understanding smile. “Because the Titans and Olympians of Greek Mythology were not gods, though they seemed as such to the common people. Tell me what you know of the classes of crafters as delineated in Rasputin’s Ruminations on Crafting.”

      Gianna fought to keep her surprise from showing. “Uhm… the weakest crafters are warlocks and witches. They possess no affinities to any of the Arcane Spheres and can only work rituals and use imbued items triggered by command word. Next are the Divine crafters. Through True Faith and Belief, they can channel their chosen deity’s power on Earth; they are very rare, but their power is limited only by how well their deity favors them. The third group are Druids. These crafters possess a hyper-affinity to Nature, which is a subset of the Life Sphere. Inside their chosen groves, they are like gods, but beyond those spaces, it’s rare for them to be more powerful than any other single-affinity crafter. The fourth and final are the Mages. These crafters possess affinities to one or more of the Arcane Spheres, with more affinities meaning a more powerful mage. Mages with one to two affinities are common. Powerful mages have three to four and are rare. Legendary mages have five, and multiple sources claim Merlin had six.”

      “Very good,” Selene complimented, “but you’re missing one group: the sorcerers.”

      “Nothing I’ve read thus far mentioned such a group, ma’am.”

      Selene threw back her head and laughed. “I’m not surprised. The Parthians killed the last known sorcerer somewhere around 36 BC. Every group of supernaturals feared the sorcerers. Every. Single. One. Thankfully, they were always rather rare, for they possess affinity with all twelve Spheres.”

      The room spun around her as Gianna contemplated the headmistress’s words. Affinities for all the Spheres? How was that possible? Merlin—the most powerful mage ever known and founder of the Magocracy—possessed five affinities that were well-documented, though many scholars argued he possessed a sixth. What could a crafter do with twelve?

      “And that, dear child, is why the ancient Greeks called them Titans.”
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      Hornbeam, Illinois

      14 May 2025, 08:35am

      

      Thornton Adams despised his given name. The sole other instance of it he’d ever encountered was John Wayne’s character in The Quiet Man, and he had yet to work up the courage to ask his parents if that’s where it came from. He went by Jake instead and managed to win his parents over to the idea after a valiant and relentless effort spanning years.

      Jake stood six feet and two inches tall, before hair or shoes, and sported broad shoulders and toned muscles that he developed after surviving puberty and maintained across uncounted hours of extreme physical labor. There was just something about the kind of physical work anyone else would call back-breaking torture that left Jake feeling satisfied and complete.

      The best part was how his body never complained and demonstrated uncanny resilience. No matter how extreme a day’s work, the soreness never endured beyond the next evening. Cuts, tears, bruises, or pulled muscles never lasted past the second day, and tiny injuries like paper cuts often disappeared within hours, if not minutes.

      

      Jake swallowed his emotions as he trudged across the parking lot that led to Percy’s Grocery. It was his least favorite job: bag boy and stocker. Oh, sure… it was nice helping the town’s older citizens to their vehicles, but no part of his work at Percy’s challenged him. He craved challenge. He hungered to test himself and win like a starving man craved food. It had been a long time since any work around his hometown delivered that satisfaction.

      Feminine laughter reached his ears, and he gave no outward sign that he knew Jolene Chesterfield held court in one corner of the parking lot. Jolene had been the captain of the varsity cheerleading team and Prom Queen their senior year, and she ruled her crowd of vapid sycophants like the small-town royalty she knew she was. Every guy Jake’s age and three years above or below wanted to date her, and she played them all against each other in a virtuoso performance of well-choreographed social symphony.

      The laughter faded as he reached the closest point of approach to Her Majesty, and Jake knew the ladies watched him as he passed. More than one of his fellow guys bemoaned Jake’s toned physique and begged him to teach them how he kept his body so perfect. Which might lead one to think Jake could have Jolene—or really, any lady—whenever he chose.

      But such was not the case.

      Jake carried an unsettling aura about him. A subtle something that set most people’s nerves on edge. It tripped a survival sense buried deep in the human psyche, honed across many thousands of years to know when dangerous predators stalked unseen through the shadows just beyond the campfire’s light.

      The bullies and other n’er-do-wells around town felt it, too. They stayed well away from Jake, lest he take offense and choose to act… not that he ever did. Still, at the mere sight of Jake across the street, more than one petty thief graciously returned purloined items with anxious, rapid apologies before fleeing in a full sprint.

      This was the true tragedy of Jake’s young adulthood, for he was a kind and gentle soul, who greeted everyone with a welcoming smile. Regardless of how much he hungered to find greater personal challenges, Jake enjoyed helping people when he could and possessed not the slightest idea why most people shied away from him or tensed at his approach.

      That would’ve probably driven most people to seek answers… some form of explanation for how everyone reacted to him. But as far back as he could remember, he’d carried a sense of… difference. He knew beyond any doubt that he was fundamentally different in some way from those around him and especially his peer group. Not better. Not worse. Not greater. Not less. Just… different. So, he held that feeling around him like a blanket and went from day to day as best he could.

      “Good day, ladies,” Jake said, nodding his greetings and paying Her Majesty all due respect.

      As Jake increased his distance from them, the ladies of Her Majesty’s court exploded into urgent whispers. His hearing wasn’t acute enough to pick up what they hissed, but in the long run, it was probably just as well. He had no desire to pursue any of them; he saw how they treated people. He continued walking across the parking lot to the store.

      “Good day to you, young Jake,” Percy Senior intoned as Jake approached the pavilion where the older man perched most pleasant days. Percy Senior took over the store from his father and re-named it at his father’s posthumous request in the will, then rebuilt it in the wake of the Independence Day attacks. Now, he was retired and had entrusted the store to Percy Junior.

      “Hello, Mister Hendricks. How are you today?”

      “Oh, I’m fine, young man, just fine. It’ll be a busy day in the back. Today’s a truck day.”

      Jake nodded and smiled indulgently at the information he already knew. Today’s truck was the sole reason Percy Junior called him to work. “Thanks for the warning, sir.”

      “Well, you better go on in. I’d hate to make you late just because you’re too polite to tell an old man to shut up so you can get to work.” Percy Senior chuckled.

      “All right, sir. Have a great day.” Jake gave him a nod of respect, taking the place of tipping his non-existent hat to the man.

      Percy Senior was what his parents called ‘good people;’ more than once, Jake had seen him send people home with armloads of groceries, regardless of their ability to pay. He oftentimes allowed an exchange of work for groceries if a family simply did not have the money. Recessions tended to hit Hornbeam harder than most places, but Percy Senior—and his son after him—never let anyone go hungry.

      Entering the store felt like stepping into a cooler to Jake, but he didn’t mind. The store’s loading docks were not air-conditioned, so he’d be able to work up a good, honest sweat. He wasn’t sure why Percy Junior kept the store just a little on the cool side; he would’ve thought people lingering would be better, maybe buying more as they remembered items they forgot to put on the list. But either way, it was none of Jake’s business; he was only here to help unload the delivery.
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        * * *

      

      Hornbeam, Illinois

      14 May 2025, 02:47pm

      

      Emilia Harcourt fought the urge to look for banjo players as her mom drove into the sleepy little town of Hornbeam, Illinois. A city girl born and raised, Emilia already missed everything about her home. Where were the streetlights? Taxis? Did the place even have traffic lights? What about nail spas? Or clothing boutiques? Okay, so she didn’t expect one of the continent’s premiere Druids to settle in Central Park, but damn… her time here would be nothing short of roughing it.

      Emilia was a Tri-Sphere mage—possessing a full affinity with Life and strong affinities with Mind and Spirit—and when she graduated from NYU with a Bachelor’s in Biology, her mother suggested she might find value in training up her magic a little before pursuing advanced degrees. After all, many universities tended to give preference to applicants with some experience—especially mages—over those fresh out of school.

      But she never thought she’d have to leave civilization to get said experience.

      “I know, I know… it’s not New York City,” her mom said, unconsciously echoing her thoughts. “But give it a chance. Gerald and Bianca are two of my oldest friends, and no one else in North America knows Nature magic like Bianca. On top of that, Gerald just earned his Grandmaster certification in the Life Sphere a couple of months ago, and he’s still in his forties. There is a lot you can learn from them, and it will better position you to become a doctor or work in any other field of medicine you choose.”

      “Mom… seriously… Harvard or Johns Hopkins are the only paths for me. How can you think I’d choose some lesser school?”

      Her mom gave one of those parent chuckles that implied more experience and greater understanding of life’s mysteries, and Emilia just rolled her eyes and turned to look out the passenger window. What did her mom know about any of this anyway? She was a freaking librarian of all things. It wasn’t like she knew anything about major life goals or the calling to advance the frontiers of medicine.

      Her mom braked for a 4-way stop sign before turning right, and Emilia blinked her surprise. A guy about her age trudged along the sidewalk. He kept his head down and his hands stuffed in his pockets, but she didn’t care. He was dreamy. The sleeves of his t-shirt strained to surround his biceps at rest, and his hair was the perfect shade of milk-chocolate brown. The car rolled past him as her mom drove, and she turned to check the caboose. Oh, yeah… the complete package right there.

      “See anything you like?” her mom asked, jerking Emilia out of her laser-focused examination so hard she flinched.

      “What? Huh?”

      Another mom-chuckle, only this one edged toward a full-on mom-laugh. “That’s what I thought.”

      Emilia looked in the side mirror, but it was the ‘objects are closer than they appear’ one… which meant a horrid view. It totally did zero justice to whoever that hottie was. Then, she sighed her frustration, contemplating ways to meet him. Gerald and Bianca would give her time off from studies, right? Let her explore the town?

      “So, where is this grove exactly?” Emilia asked, aiming for total innocence in her voice.

      Another mom-laugh. “Only a few miles outside of town, but don’t worry. I’ll leave you the car.”

      Emilia frowned her confusion. “But if you leave me the car, how will you get home?”

      “There’s an Amtrak line that runs through here; I’ll just hop a train to Chicago and fly home out of O’Hare. I’d prefer a portal, honestly, but I don’t think there are any Spatial Mages close who could gate me all the way back to New York.”

      The Spatial Sphere was one of the three rarest Spheres in terms of affinities. It was second in rarity only to the Time Sphere.

      “What are Gerald’s affinities?” Emilia asked, her mind shifting to how she could make the most of this educational exile.

      The corner of her mom’s mouth curled into a half-smile, but she didn’t comment on Emilia’s change of heart. “He has full affinity with Life and strong affinity with Shadow, and Bianca of course only has her hyper-affinity to Nature magic with the rest of the Life Sphere being a strong affinity at best.”

      Well, that seemed a little anti-climactic. These people could only help her with one of her Spheres. But then, understanding clicked. Druids were the best alchemists bar none. Bianca could teach her things about the discipline Harvard or Johns Hopkins didn’t even know existed, because no Druid ever considered teaching at such an institution, regardless of the prestige. They avoided cities like the plague.

      Maybe this wouldn’t be such a hardship assignment after all…
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        * * *

      

      Jake paid no attention to the cars passing him as he walked home, thinking about his time at the grocery. The burn in his muscles was not quite satisfying. He experienced exactly what he expected at the grocery store, so there was that. On the other hand, though, he felt an underlying disappointment.

      But was it disappointment? Was that the most accurate description for what he felt? Yes, kind of. Disappointment was a part of the complicated furball that was his emotional state, especially when he considered his physical exertion at the grocery store. He knew it wouldn’t challenge him today, and it didn’t. So, aside from helping Percy Junior and getting paid for his time, the effort was of no practical value to him.

      On the other hand, if he included all of his values as part of his consideration, the day was not a total loss. He helped Percy Junior. He made a difference today for the better. That much was beyond apparent when he walked in on Percy Junior learning his other stocker called off sick. So, Jake was all the man had… for the whole day. On the ‘other people’ side, the day was a huge success.

      He needed to find something to keep challenging his body. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew—knew beyond any doubt—that he had not even scratched the surface of his potential. There was more just waiting for him to reach it, and it felt oh so tantalizingly close. Almost close enough to grasp. And yet far beyond his reach, all at the same time. Because in all of his exercise and challenging his body, Jake never felt that he tapped into whatever it was that seemed to hover so close. It was a hummingbird dancing around him, taunting him to catch it, all the while ensuring that he didn’t.

      Another facet of the problem was how he felt drawn to Hornbeam. He’d gone on class trips and such throughout his school years, but he always felt… something… pulling him back to Hornbeam. Somehow, the little town was where he needed to be, and he didn’t understand that.

      His parents had told him during his middle school years that he was adopted. They didn’t go into a lot of detail about it, but from what they said, he knew he was a foundling. Left at a church near where they had lived at the time. As far as anyone had ever told him, no one knew anything about his birth parents or where he was from or if he even had a name before Thornton Adams.

      It was frustrating.

      

      Jake’s thoughts swirled around the topic the rest of his walk home. Jake’s adoptive parents owned a large piece of land on the northern edge of town. It was kind of a long walk to and from anything in Hornbeam, but Jake appreciated his home and felt no need for a car. In fact, Jake persuaded his parents to put the money that would’ve gone to his first car into a care package for his best friends. They were—admittedly—very recent friends to be considered his best friends, but Jake didn’t doubt their loyalty to—or regard for—him in the slightest.

      He walked through the gate separating the sidewalk and street from the large front yard and remained so focused on his thoughts that he almost missed the surprise attack from one of his friends. A sixth—or maybe seventh?—sense penetrated his focus in time for him to drop flat on the ground so his friend sailed over him in what would’ve been a chest-high flying tackle.

      The melanistic jaguar’s front paws touched grass first, and the rest of him returned to ground in a graceful landing. Jake pushed himself back to his feet as the big cat spun and trotted back to him, then brushed against Jake’s left leg in a silence that somehow managed to communicate images of welcome and love in Jake’s mind. Not to be undone, the black cat’s white—and only—littermate trotted up to Jake’s right side and brushed that leg, adding her own welcome and love.

      Jake reached down—but not that far—and scratched each jaguar behind his and her ears, then proceeded to rub his way along their spines as they pushed against his hand to communicate their appreciation and interest in more rubs.

      * We missed you today. Welcome home. * The white jaguar—Smokey—didn’t speak; after all, jaguars did not possess the necessary equipment for human speech. But Jake heard them both in his mind as if they did.

      He ‘heard’ them for the first time shortly after rescuing them, and it had freaked him out to no end. However, after a few experiments, he had decided that he was indeed ‘hearing’ them and that his mind wasn’t making it all up.

      * Yeah! You missed all the fun. * The melanistic jaguar—Bandit—said as Jake stopped the ‘welcome home’ rub and started walking with them to the house. * There was a new mail carrier. *

      Jake froze and scanned the yard for any discarded pieces of mail. The kids—as he liked to think of his jaguars—enjoyed playing with Vern, the regular mail carrier, and they—well, Bandit at least—didn’t always make allowances for substitutes when Vern had to take a day off. And no matter how many times Vern warned the subs, they always flipped out when Bandit came charging toward them at a full sprint, mere seconds after they passed through the gate. More than one hardy soul—supremely confident that he or she could handle anything the postal service threw at them—resigned in a screaming fit after meeting Bandit.

      He didn’t see any envelopes or other out-of-place items on the lawn, so the carrier must’ve held the presence of mind to stuff the mail back into the shoulder bag. If that was indeed the case, maybe this sub would stand the test of time.

      Returning his focus to the house, Jake saw that the kids were a cat-length or two ahead of him, from where he stopped to look for tossed mail. They both paused to wait for him to catch up, and Bandit asked, * Hey… when are you going to claim a female and bring her home to the den? *

      Smokey immediately expressed her displeasure with her brother through a half-strength and no-claws slap across his jaw. * Shut up, fur-butt. That’s not how humans handle mating. * Then, she looked back to Jake. * Don’t listen to him. He doesn’t hang around for the afternoon shows your mom and I watch. But the point is a little bit valid; you need a female in your life. *

      Jake fought the urge to sigh. This wasn’t the first time the kids had brought up that topic, and his position on it hadn’t changed, either. He wasn’t asexual or interested in guys, but he hadn’t met anyone who held his interest or—heaven forbid—impressed him. Besides, he was only twenty-five; he had plenty of time to find someone who wouldn’t object to sharing him with a couple of (mostly) friendly jaguars.

      “We’ve been over this before,” he replied, “and nothing has changed. I don’t feel… I don’t know… there’s just no one around here who holds my interest.”

      * That just means you need to explore a different batch of females. * Bandit immediately shot back. Feelings of faint sorrow tinged Bandit’s ‘voice.’ * I miss Momma. *

      Smokey moved closer and brushed against her brother, expressing her care and support. * I miss her, too, fur-butt. *

      Jake marveled at how their mental development had grown over time. When he first brought them home, their thoughts were not complex. In fact, their communication with him amounted to little more than raw emotion. But… as he interacted with them, caring for them and raising them, their mental acuity had improved by leaps and bounds to the point that he now felt they were on par with an average adolescent human, depending on one’s definition of ‘average.’

      He wasn’t sure if he should be concerned about that or not. It wasn’t like he could go to anyone with more experience and show them what was happening, then ask for advice. It was almost like they were increasing not just their knowledge around him but also their base intelligence. And he had no idea how that could happen.

      Regardless, they were as much a part of his life as his parents were, and he worried that someone would one day come to take them. After all, he was pretty sure having them outside an accredited zoo was probably illegal.

      But that was a problem for another time. Now, it was time to shower, then have dinner with his parents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wainwright Grove

      Five miles north of Hornbeam, Illinois

      14 May 2025, 3:17pm

      

      Emilia watched her surroundings shift from a small town to the small town’s attempt at suburbs… and then all at once, most signs of modern civilization stopped. The pavement ended in a roundabout that had a gravel road leave it, heading a few points west of north, and no other turn-offs. She wanted to be concerned, but her mother drove on without missing a beat.

      “Uhm, Mom?”

      “Yes, Sweetheart?”

      Emilia wrestled with how to express her concerns. The terrain was so unlike everything she was used to, everything she wanted or loved.

      “I don’t know how to ask what I want to know. Will my cell phone work there?”

      Emilia saw a smile curl one side of her mom’s mouth as she replied, “No, I’m afraid not. Gerald and Bianca have a land-line phone, and the telephone company does a good job of keeping the local infrastructure working… unlike some places I’ve seen. They don’t have internet access or television. They get their news from various newspaper and magazine subscriptions. Yes, they may be a day or so late in getting the news, but they consider that a small price to pay to live how they prefer.”

      The crushing weight of her sentence hit Emilia full force. No internet? No cell phone service? How was she supposed to live? How was she supposed to keep in touch with her friends?

      “That’s the main reason I’m leaving you the car, dear,” her mom continued. “That way, you can drive into town and visit a local coffee shop or cafe and keep in touch with everyone. But don’t think you’ll be running into town willy nilly. If they conduct their training even slightly like how we were trained, don’t expect to have more than two days for your own time each week, usually just one. And those days probably won’t always line up with the weekend.”

      There was no doubt about it now. As much as this experience might benefit her in the long run, it was most definitely a sentence, definitely worse than a hardship post. She stared out the window and tried to keep from scowling at the countryside as it rolled past. Not even Central Park was this green and undeveloped.

      Emilia fought back a snort at her own thought; there wasn’t anything undeveloped about Central Park. It was all carefully landscaped and maintained, every square inch of it. This… this was raw, untapped Nature. She would never admit it to her mom, but it scared her a little. She knew the city. Knew the mores. Knew where to go, where not to go, and when she could get away with going where she wasn’t supposed to go. She knew how to be safe, no matter where she was in the city. But here? Where were the sirens? The subway? The police? It was so peaceful here, and that was a subtle itch she couldn’t reach.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” her mom said as she slowed for a farmer to herd sheep across the road, “but it’s not so bad. You’ll adapt quickly. You always have. Gerald and Bianca are good people, and don’t be surprised if they already know a few things about you. I’m a very proud mom, you know.”

      Emilia tore her gaze away from unending green to regard her mom. “How did you meet them?”

      “We all had the same arcane internship during high school. All three of us manifested before we graduated, so they adjusted our schedules to permit the necessary basic training all mages must complete.”

      “Is it common to manifest so early?” Emilia asked. Her affinities had not manifested until her sophomore year of NYU. Until then, she had no idea that she was a mage like her mom; most of the instructors said it could—and often did—skip generations.

      Her mom snorted and managed a shrug as she drove. “Who knows? The Magocracy would have you believe they’re all-knowing and have everything well in hand, but I can tell you such is not the case. Nowhere close to it, in fact. It would terrify you to know just how much we don’t know about magic. Why we’re mages when others are witches or warlocks. Why some people are Druids. What determines the strength of our affinities. What determines how many affinities we have. And these are just the first things the Magocracy can’t explain that popped into my mind. You could probably fill a decent-sized book with the list of everything we know for certain our supposed ‘greatest minds’ simply do not understand. Oh, here’s a good one. Why do people with a weak affinity to Life sometimes live far longer than those with strong or full affinities? No idea. Magic is like magnetism to a great extent. We can work with it—make it do what we want most of the time—but we cannot explain why it works the way it does. Just like we can’t explain why magnetism works. Or what causes it. Or what it is. We define both magic and magnetism based on what we perceive them doing.”

      Okay… Mom was right. That was kinda scary. For someone who liked being in control of herself and her immediate surroundings, the idea that such a fundamental part of her life was unknown to such a degree was more than a little unnerving.

      They approached what looked like a fence or wall made of hedge, rising some ten to fifteen feet into the air. The hedge ran perpendicular to the road as far as she could see in either direction, leaving a space large enough for delivery trucks to pass through. A span that was at most a foot thick curved over the road, joining the two sections, and a mixture of red, yellow, and orange flowers spelled ‘Wainwright Grove’ in living letters that followed the curve of the hedge arch.

      “Oh, wow,” Emilia said, her voice somewhere between normal volume and a whisper, saturated with awe.

      Her mom chuckled. “Bianca was doing this kind of stuff in school within a month of her manifestation. The Magocracy never devised gradients for the different levels of affinity, so there’s no way to know, but I suspect Bianca is easily among the top three most powerful Druids in North America… if not the Western Hemisphere. Nature just responds to her, like it’s part of her or she’s part of it. I’ve never seen anything else like it.”

      They drove through the opening in the hedge, and Emilia felt something during their passing. Something brushed her mind; that much she knew. But she either wasn’t strong enough in Mind or wasn’t trained enough to recognize whatever it was. After a few brief moments, the sensation passed, and a feeling of a deep, unwavering, warm welcome suffused her entire being.

      “Mom…”

      “It’s okay, dear; I felt it, too. There’s no reason to be concerned. It was only Beauregard.”

      Emilia sent both a confused frown and a mild hairy eyeball toward her mom. “Huh? You wanna try again? Maybe in English this time?”

      Her mom chuckled. “Bianca has tended and evolved this grove for so long that it has developed an… awareness, for lack of a better term. And when it comes to Bianca and Gerald, ‘protective’ does not even begin to describe it… well… him. The awareness identifies as ‘he’ and ‘him.’ Bianca spent the better part of a year going through names, until he finally settled on Beauregard.”

      “Protective? Really? What can a hedge and some trees do against mage-haters with Molotov cocktails and firearms?”

      Emilia frowned when she saw a shudder escape her mother’s control. “I was here during the last upswell of anti-mage sentiment in the country, when a group of ‘good ole boys’ came to ‘save Hornbeam from the influence of these devil-worshippers.’ For one thing, the hedge doesn’t burn. Trust me; I know it should, but it doesn’t. They finally tried spraying it with gasoline and only succeeded in lighting themselves on fire. But that was nothing next to the earth constructs.”

      Her mom’s voice trailed off to the point that Emilia turned to look at her, concerned. After several moments of silence, her mom spoke again.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. Some idiot climbed the sole tree outside the grove and managed to shoot Bianca with his deer rifle. Beauregard went nuts. Five massive constructs—made completely of rock—rose out of the ground and stomped through the hedge. They were human-shaped to a degree; their heads were just rounded protrusions on top of the bodies, no faces or anything like that. The arms ended in stone spheres covered in spikes, like the medieval spiked maces. And they destroyed the mob. Ruined over ten vehicles, some of them brand new electric models. Out of something like thirty people, I think maybe five escaped unharmed, and no more than fifteen lived. The constructs were halfway to town before Gerald healed Bianca enough that she could talk Beauregard down.”

      “But the authorities cleared Bianca and Gerald, right?” Emilia asked. “I mean, they’re still here and doing their thing.”

      Her mom eased the car to a stop beside a sedan and truck. The sedan was a newer, top-of-the-line electric model, but the truck was not.

      “The Arcane Division of the US Marshals and the US Attorney’s office for the state ruled the incident as justified self-defense, but honestly, I think they were too afraid of having to do something about it if they ruled otherwise. The Magocracy sent in a team when the Feds chose not to touch it with a ten-foot pole and spent about an hour trying to get through the hedge before they dismissed the case,” her mom answered as she unbuckled her seat belt.

      Emilia gaped. “What? I’ve never heard of the Magocracy dismissing a case.”

      “Beauregard met them at the hedge with two constructs. And no matter how hard Bianca talked, he would not stand down. One of the mages—a Tri-Sphere with full affinity to Death and strong affinities to Earth and Fire—decided he was going to put Beauregard in his place. Well… Beauregard’s still here, and the Magocracy acts as though the Wainwright Grove doesn’t exist. I’ve had nightmares about what happens if Bianca dies from something that isn’t natural causes.”

      “So, how did he get to be so strong?” Emilia asked as she helped her mother unload the luggage.

      “Again, it comes back to how little we truly understand magic. The Druid recognized as the preeminent Grandmaster in the world visited to research or investigate Beauregard and the grove in general after the Magocracy dropped their case. She left without developing any meaningful conclusions. She did certify to the Magocracy that Bianca didn’t set out to create Beauregard, so Bianca’s off the hook for that if anything ever happens. But as for how he came to be so strong or why he is? No one really knows.”

      Emilia collected her luggage and followed her mom out from behind the car and promptly fought the urge to freeze in surprise at the sight of the two people approaching. To many, the term ‘Druid’ or ‘Druids’ conjured images of an unwashed soul in primitive clothing with twigs and flowers and who knew what else in his or her hair. To a certain generation and in certain places, it was almost synonymous with ‘hippie.’ The two people walking down the path from the house shattered those preconceptions.

      The gentleman looked like he was around the age of Emilia’s mother. Strands of gray dominated his temples and haphazardly streaked through the rest of his dark hair. He wore a polo shirt, khaki cargo shorts, and what looked like deck shoes without socks. He looked exactly like Emilia pictured her dad looking, if he had lived to reach a similar age.

      When she directed her attention to the woman, Emilia’s breath caught in her throat. Yes, she did have a flower woven into her wavy strawberry blond hair, but that was the only similarity to the stereotypes. She wore a floral print t-shirt and cut-off denim shorts that were a few inches too long to be called Daisy Dukes, and strappy sandals clung to her feet. The woman’s light blue eyes shone with a vibrancy Emilia would not have expected to see even in someone her own age.

      Before Emilia and her mother could reach their hosts, though, a swarm of animals converged on them. Squirrels, chipmunks, birds, two deer, and a small family of rabbits ringed the parking area. The birds flitted around Emilia like fighter pilots dodging flak cannons during World War II.

      * Hello. *

      * You’re tall. *

      * Do you want to see my nest? I have a very nice nest. Where’s your nest? *

      All these voices and more invaded in Emilia’s mind, threatening to overwhelm her.

      “Here, now,” the woman said, “ease off. They’re our guests, not interrogation subjects. You’ll have more than enough time to meet them and visit with them, once they’ve settled from their trip.”

      The birds pulled back to the fringe of the parking area with the rest of the non-human welcoming committee. As Emilia rejoiced in the sudden silence within her mind, the woman who spoke swarmed her mom, enfolding her in a tight hug.

      “Gia, it has been too long,” she said, her voice betraying the fierceness of the hug. “How was the drive?”

      Emilia’s mom—Gianna, or Gia for short—smiled and returned the hug. “It was okay. Long but okay.”

      The gentleman stepped in and hugged Gianna then, offering his greetings. And all three turned to her.

      “This is my daughter, Emilia,” Gianna said. “Emi, this is Gerald and Bianca Wainwright, two of my oldest friends.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” Emilia responded, shaking their hands in turn, “and thank you for agreeing to teach me.”

      Bianca beamed. “Think nothing of it. You and your mother will always have a place here. Beauregard already likes you. He’s of the opinion you’ve come home at last.”

      Emilia blinked her surprise. “Uhm… I don’t want to offend him, but…”

      Bianca chuckled and dismissed the concern with a wave. “Pay it no mind at all, dear. I gave up trying to understand even half of what Beauregard tells me a long time ago. Would you believe he’s been nattering on about a Titan being in the area for twenty-some years now?” If Bianca was aware of how Emilia’s mother froze at the mention of ‘Titan,’ she gave no indication. “I don’t even know how he learned Greek mythology; it’s not like I have any of it in the library. The only thing I can think of is that it’s just Beauregard being Beauregard. But! You two must be wrung out after two days of driving. Come on. Both of you have your own room, each with its own ensuite. Ger and I will get dinner ready while you freshen up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wainwright Grove

      15 May 2025, 8:15am

      

      Emilia entered the Wainwrights’ kitchen and found her mom and the Wainwrights already gathered in the breakfast nook. She ambled over to them, accepting a cup of coffee as she slid in next to her mom.

      “Time zones…” her eyes flitted to her audience as she allowed her voice to trail off, unsure of the language customs.

      “…suck?” Gerald Wainwright offered.

      She nodded her agreement. “Yes. They thoroughly suck. I wish they would do away with Daylight Savings Time altogether and put us all on Standard Time. I know the time change was in March, but it is ridiculous to do this to ourselves twice a year.”

      “Preaching to the choir, dear,” Bianca remarked. “So, your mother told us you just graduated NYU with a course load for Pre-Med?”

      Emilia nodded. “Either Harvard or Johns Hopkins are my first choices. I watched one of my closest friends die in the hallway when we were in the tenth grade, and there was no reason for it. She had a rare blood disorder that has not enjoyed a lot of research because there aren’t enough cases to draw the big money. Well, I have decided that I will find a way to stop it… either through medicine or magic. I will not settle for anything less than complete eradication in my lifetime.”

      Gerald and Bianca shared a look before Gerald replied, “That is a very tall order. Are you prepared for the possibility that you might not succeed?”

      “There is always the chance that I won’t succeed,” Emilia agreed, “but I refuse to allow that to happen.”

      “Dear,” Bianca began, “it’s not always within your control.”

      Gianna nodded, interjecting, “I’ve been trying to tell her that for over five years now.”

      Emilia felt a little swell of anger. Weren’t these people supposed to teach her? What business was it of theirs anyway?

      * They desire to spare you heartache, Young Mistress. *

      Emilia froze, coffee cup halfway to her waiting lips, and her eyes shot wide.

      “What is it, Sweetheart?” Gianna asked.

      Emilia’s eyes flitted between the three of them as her mind scrambled for what to say so she wouldn’t sound crazy. Nothing immediately came to mind.

      Amusement danced in Bianca’s eyes. “Just say it, dear. I promise you that we’ve heard crazier, probably this week even.”

      “I… I just heard another voice in my head, but it didn’t sound like the birds. It didn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard.”

      The amusement fled from Bianca’s demeanor. “Kinda deep, undertones of relentless patience?”

      Emilia nodded.

      “Why would Beauregard speak to her?” Gerald asked. “He hasn’t had time to get to know her yet.”

      * I have known her since I accepted my purpose, Father. *

      The expressions staring back at Emilia told her all four of them heard the voice that time.

      “And just what is your purpose, Beauregard?” Bianca asked.

      * I await the coming of the Titan. Forgive me, Mother; the rest is not for you to know. *

      Before she fully considered it, Gianna blurted, “And why do you await the Titan?”

      * That is even beyond thy ken, Disciple of Harpocrates. I shall not speak of it. *

      At mention of ‘Harpocrates,’ a strangled “eep!” escaped Gianna’s lips, and the color drained from her face.

      “Harpocrates…” Emilia repeated. “That sounds Greek. Any relation to Hippocrates?”

      * To some extent, Young Mistress. Harpocrates was their appropriated god of secrets and confidentiality. Thy mother is not a mere librarian as you believe. *

      “Beauregard!” Bianca’s voice cracked like a whip. “That secret is not yours to share.”

      * I make my own choices, Mother, and there are truths Young Mistress must know if she is to achieve her brightest destiny. Excuse me. Poachers approach the northern hedge. *

      The silence that settled over the breakfast nook was deafening. Moreover, the subtle presence Emilia had sensed all around her after passing through the hedge the evening before seemed… elsewhere… now. Her brightest destiny? What did that mean? And what was that business about a Titan? Weren’t the Titans just part of the ancient Greeks’ origin myth?

      A quick glance at her mom showed Emilia she still wore something of a haunted, unsettled look. It was like her entire demeanor radiated uncertainty and a figurative lack of footing now. Like she didn’t know what to do or how to proceed.

      “Well, there are some errands to run in town,” Bianca abruptly said, shattering the awkward silence. “Who wants to go with me?”

      At first, Emilia thought her hosts going shopping would give her an excellent opportunity to get her mother alone and find out what was going on, but Gerald demurred any interest in the trip. Damn… she might as well go into town then. Maybe she’d get to meet that fine example of masculinity she saw last evening.

      “I’ll go.” Emilia tried not to notice how relaxed—perhaps even relieved?—her mother seemed in the wake of her statement.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The town of Hornbeam was not the first town or settlement to exist on the site it occupied. On July 4th, 2001, a terrorist group used mages to bring the horror of overseas terrorism to the United States through a series of crippling attacks across the country and sparked a decades-long War on Terror in the process. They spared no American holding; Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico, Guam, American Samoa, the US Virgin Islands… all territories endured at least one attack timed to coincide with those on the mainland.

      One of those attacks on the mainland was a cross-planar rift to a dimension of pure water; before the Magocracy could respond with an emergency team comprised of all the grandmasters of the Spatial Sphere in the world, the rift dumped over five hundred trillion gallons into the upper Mississippi River just north of the Minnesota state line… in the span of an hour, two at the most. The sheer volume of water created a torrent of raging destruction reminiscent in size to an Ice-Age glacier that swept clear a swath of land almost ten miles across.

      St. Louis—like several small towns and hamlets up-river—ceased to exist; even its famous arch did not survive. The small town of Cairo, Illinois, which had stood at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers since shortly after the Civil War and survived countless economic crises, simply vanished… along with every other town, city, or settlement in the water’s path.

      The river delta where New Orleans once thrived became the site of a monument to all those lost in the Independence Day attacks. Over a million souls across all the devastation.

      

      Emilia stared out the window as Bianca drove down the gravel road. They weren’t back to pavement yet. She still couldn’t believe how verdant it was, how unlike New York City.

      “It’s so green and peaceful here,” she said, giving voice to her thoughts. “It’s… I think I might learn to call it beautiful.”

      Bianca sighed. “It is now. It wasn’t when Gerald and I first came out here.”

      “Really?”

      Bianca nodded as she drove. “The mass of water from the Independence Day attack here stripped away everything—houses, pavement, topsoil, trees… everything—from the Minnesota state line to the Gulf of Mexico. It was like a liquid glacier that stretched five miles to either side of the Mississippi River. Where our house stands now was bare bedrock. Given my status as a Druid and Gerald’s full affinity to Life, the government offered us an obscene amount of money to join the resettlement effort and oversee part of the restoration, but the money wouldn’t have mattered.”

      Emilia frowned, expressing her confusion. “Why not?

      “Shortly after the water receded, revealing the true extent of the devastation, I felt… a call for lack of a better term… toward the west. Even today, I can’t really explain it. I just knew my future was out here somewhere. That I belonged out here. It wasn’t until we stood on the site of the former national forest several miles north of here, that whatever it was drew me south. When I felt it change to something like ‘right here,’ we stopped and set our campsite. It took hundreds of thousands of people putting in countless man-hours just to restore the topsoil. Gerald and I founded our core grove once the topsoil was restored, but we still spent the better part of fifteen years on the road traveling as far north as the Minnesota-Iowa border and as far south as Tennessee, encouraging growth to return. It was brutal. But we did it. If it weren’t for the pictures at the Mississippi Monument down at the delta or old maps in libraries, you’d never know the river country wasn’t always like this. We still make four to six trips a year, just making sure all the ecosystems are thriving as they should.”

      Emilia couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer scope of the effort Bianca described. The Independence Day attacks happened before she was born, so she only knew of them from classes in school. Talking to someone who experienced them was different… powerful.

      She shook her head. “I can’t imagine. I simply cannot imagine what that was like. Do the history classes do it justice?”

      “I doubt it,” Bianca answered. “My soul wept.”

      The conversation faded into a companionable silence at that point. There wasn’t really any way to segue off from such a topic. At least Emilia finally understood why the town’s suburbs seemed so fresh and made her think they were trying too hard, especially compared to the ‘big city’ suburbs she knew.

      The fields soon gave way to the outskirts of Hornbeam, and before long, Bianca turned into the parking lot of one of the town’s banks. She put the car in Park and tapped the button to turn off the engine.

      Emilia unlatched her seatbelt and was out of the car before Bianca, falling into step with the Druid once she emerged.

      “Okay, so we have a little account business to handle here, and then, I’d like to visit the library. They called yesterday to tell me that one of my inter-library loans arrived,” Bianca remarked as they approached the lobby’s doors and entered the bank.

      Passing through the second set of double doors, Emilia scanned the lobby. Its architecture was modern in style with lots of glass and angles and shiny metal surfaces. The maintenance staff had waxed the tiled floor to the point it was almost a mirror, and she couldn’t help but smile in return when several of the personnel waved and greeted Bianca.

      Then, Emilia scanned the people waiting in line and felt the icy claws of shock reach for her heart. There he was! The gorgeous hunk from the sidewalk last evening! He stood in the line they approached, only three people ahead of where they would be. She would not stare. She would not! She was made of sterner stuff than that.

      They stopped at the end of the line for the teller windows, and Emilia forced herself to pay closer attention to the paintings along one wall. They resembled pieces she remembered from her Art Appreciation class in college, but she couldn’t quite place them. But then again, she wasn’t devoting her full faculties to art identification.

      Emilia heard the inner doors move over her right shoulder, and she turned to look in time to see four people in masks and trench coats reveal shotguns.

      One of them shouted, “Everyone on the floor! This is a robbery!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Hornbeam, Illinois

      15 May 2025, 8:45am

      

      Jake sighed as he trudged along the sidewalk. He journeyed to the bank that morning. The Adams’s elderly neighbor, Mrs. Feldman, asked Jake if he would take a check to the bank and bring her the money from cashing it. The sweet old dear had to be one of the few people in the town—maybe the state—who didn’t use a debit card. Checks and cash all the way, with her. Still, though… it wasn’t the worst thing to do after breakfast, and he did enjoy the leisurely walk. It was a beautiful day.

      He turned the corner and laid eyes on his destination. He passed a white panel van with an Oklahoma license plate, and the oddest feeling overtook him. There was something wrong about that van. Or there would be something wrong with it… soon. The feeling was little more than a fleeting impression, not lasting in his mind long enough to examine and try to understand, but there was no denying the strength of it for all its brevity. His first reflex was to turn and take a closer look, but the part of his brain that had never evolved past thinking fire was the bleeding edge of technology implied very firmly that he should keep right on walking.

      Never one to ignore his hunches, Jake did exactly that; he kept right on walking. He did, however, slip his phone out of his pocket in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner and texted his friend Mike, who just happened to be one of the town’s police officers. Hornbeam tended to be a rather quiet place, so it wasn’t unusual for there to be only one or two officers on any given shift.

      His phone buzzed in his hand, and he checked it, discovering a reply from Mike.

      
        
          
            
              
        A white panel van with Oklahoma plates? You SURE?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Very sure. It gave me an odd feeling. Want me to turn and grab a pic?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NO!!!! Keep doing what you’re doing. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Walking along Fourth Street to the bank on Main. Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You say you’re going to the bank?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah, Mrs. Feldman asked me to cash a check for her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure you’re not hungry or something? Maybe want to grab a bite at Marci’s diner before heading over there?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jake growled. Something had Mike spooked, but what?

      
        
          
            
              
        Mike… seriously, bud, what’s going on?

      

      

      

      

      

      No response came, and Jake already stood at the bank’s entrance. He shook his head and returned the phone to his hip pocket as he opened the first set of doors and walked inside, only to see long lines at every teller window. Several tellers smiled and waved as he entered the lobby, and Jake returned their smiles and waves as he ambled to the end of the closest line.

      Over the next ten minutes or so, the line creeped forward, and a couple other people moved to stand behind him. He was lost in the world of =his thoughts—not focusing on much of anything—when the door opening again caught his attention. He turned to look and felt all moisture vanish from his mouth.

      Bianca Wainwright entered the bank with a young woman Jake didn’t know, and the young woman was stunning. Wavy blond hair over the classic Mediterranean olive complexion. More of an athletic build than Jake usually favored, but she carried herself very well.

      Her head started to turn toward him, and panic swelled in his chest. He jerked his head back and focused on his toes, praying she hadn’t caught him staring. He glanced the opposite way, toward the manager’s ‘office’ with its glass walls and the security desk outside the offices. Ned Packingham sat at the desk, the phone’s handset held to his head, and his expression looked grim. Jake watched him nod several times in quick succession as his lips moved, then hang up the phone and scurry over to the manager. He entered the office without knocking and walked straight to the manager. He gestured for her to swivel away from the lobby and leaned close to speak near her ear.

      Seriously… what was going on around here? First, Mike. Now, Ned.

      He heard the lobby doors move and turned to look that way. Four people in black ski masks and black trench coats entered the lobby. They opened their coats long enough to pull shotguns as the one in front shouted, “Everyone on the floor! This is a robbery!”

      “Don’t move!” Ned Packingham shouted from behind Jake. “Hornbeam PD is already on the way, and they’ve notified Illinois State Police. Don’t make this any worse; just lay down the shotguns and surrender.”

      The leader swung his firearm around to point it at Ned. As the barrel flashed across several people in line—including the gorgeous stunner with Bianca—they all dropped to the floor, crossing their arms over their heads.

      “Why don’t you surrender, Mister Security Man? You have a lobby full of people. Care to find out how many I can kill before you take me down? Clickety-BOOM, baby!”

      Jake knew he should be terrified. Knew it. But he wasn’t. His lizard brain didn’t broadcast any fear signals. No… instead, he felt something gradually saturating his very being. Whatever it was defied his efforts to describe or name it. The only thing he could think of was potential energy from physics class in high school. Yes… that made sense. His body readied energy stores in preparation for something, but what? And what kind of preparation didn’t trigger his fight-or-flight response?

      “Hey, kid! I’ve about had it with you. Get on the floor or get in a grave. Move it!”

      Jake blinked, refocusing his attention to the situation at hand, and realized the muzzle of a pump shotgun pointed right at him from a distance of about ten feet. He turned his head, looking side to side, and saw he was the only person still standing aside from the robbers and Ned.

      “Huh… I guess you were talking to me,” Jake remarked, his voice not carrying even a scrap of fear or terror.

      Jake saw the pair of eyes behind the mask narrow, just as the robber said, “Ah… hell with it. It’s been a while since we delivered a lesson anyway.”

      The robber’s finger squeezed the shotgun’s trigger, and Jake’s awareness exploded. For less than a tenth of the time it takes to snap one’s fingers, he felt time itself. From its beginning all the way through to its end. In the wake of that overwhelming sensation, his awareness shifted, and he sensed the vibration of every atom and molecule around him… except everything barely moved. The world around him—down to the atomic scale, maybe even the quantum—seemed to move exponentially slower than even the slowest slow-motion replay he’d ever seen. He felt like he could reach out and touch the molecules in the air.

      It was then that he first felt a little fear. He didn’t hear his heartbeat or feel his body breathing. Oh, shit… was he dead? But how could he be dead? He still moved his head and arms.

      DUB

      Understanding flared in his mind as he felt the first half of his heartbeat, except it was drawn out and beyond slow. It was like he existed between the seconds. Or maybe each second filled the span of a minute? He wasn’t sure.

      But the one thing he was sure of was that this weird time effect was fading. He didn’t know how he knew; he just knew. It wouldn’t be long before he answered to time once more, instead of time answering to him.

      Jake shot a glance behind him and saw Ned was out of the direct line behind him in case his idea didn’t work; the manager wasn’t in sight. Then, he jumped forward, ripped the shotgun out of the robber’s hands, reversed it, and placed it back into the robber’s hands, being sure to squeeze the guy’s fingers as tight against the firearm as he could. Then, he returned to a spot as close to his starting point as he could manage, hoping no one would notice the difference.

      DUB

      As Jake felt the second half of his heartbeat, time reasserted itself with the BANG! of the robber’s own shotgun appearing to obliterate his chest. Several pellets ripped through his back and peppered two of his associates, with at least one even shattering the window beyond them.

      The robber collapsed to the floor like a puppet with cut strings, and after a split-second’s hesitation, Ned charged into the confusion with his sidearm drawn, yelling for the remaining robbers to get down on the floor. The town’s police force erupted through the doors behind the robbers, adding their shouts to Ned’s, and those robbers still standing under their own power quickly complied.
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        * * *

      

      Emilia was ashamed that she’d cowered on the floor with her arms over her head, afraid of watching Death come to claim her.

      Then… she wasn’t sure what happened. She’d never felt anything like it before in her life. An explosion of power erupted that reduced every mage she’d ever met to a tiny candle before a raging bonfire. It settled on and around the bank’s lobby, enshrouding everyone—even her—like the favorite, heavy quilt that’s always so snuggly warm on the coldest days of winter.

      She should feel fear. That much power should terrify her right down to her bones. But… it didn’t. Somehow, it felt protective. No. Not protective. Defensive. It was a wall thirty feet thick standing between her and anyone who might even consider harming her. In that instant, she knew beyond any doubt that she and every other customer in the bank was safer than if they were babes wrapped in their mothers’ arms.

      It made no sense. How could such raw power make her feel so protected? So defended? She didn’t understand it, but at the same time, there was no question in her mind. No harm would come to the innocents in the bank. No harm at all.

      The BOOM of a shotgun made her flinch across her entire body, and for the first few moments, she hunched her head even closer to her torso before she processed that she was still alive. She risked a glance upward just in time to see the loudmouth with the shotgun hit the floor, the center of his torso a bloody mess. After that, everything seemed to happen all at once and too fast for her to follow, but the remaining robbers soon lay on the floor with their hands cuffed behind their backs.

      But what struck her as the oddest part of all was the expression Bianca directed toward the hunk. It was almost an appraising frown, like she wasn’t sure if the hunk was a good guy or not and leaned in favor of the thought that he wasn’t.

      “Miss, are you hurt?” a young man in a police uniform asked, crouching at her side.

      “Hmmm? Oh… no, I’m fine. No harm.”

      The officer nodded and moved on, but Emilia’s eyes never left the Druid and how she stared at the hunk, the only customer in the bank who never dropped to the floor.
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