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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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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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