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Jason was in the middle of typing up some routine paperwork for the latest case he had helped to solve at the Seattle PD when his intuition kicked into overdrive, warning him that his life was about to change forever and filling him with a sense of impending doom. His intuition came in fits and starts, rarely offering specific information, which was frustrating and made him wish it wasn’t part of the package that came with his newfound category seven abilities. An instant message from Elijah, the chief of police, popped up, ordering him to report to his office immediately regarding an important matter. Jason ran a nervous hand through his black, wavy hair as a lump of cold dread settled in the pit of his stomach. Jason’s loose-fitting blue dress shirt and black pants suddenly felt uncomfortable and restrictive. His robin egg blue eyes conveyed apprehension as he lifted his gaze from his computer screen to gaze at his colleagues, Trevor and Willow.

“I just got an instant message from Elijah. He wants me in his office right away,” he said nervously.

“That’s unusual,” Willow said in a contemplative tone.

“He didn’t give you any idea what it’s about?” Trevor rose from his seat and circled the cluster of desks to peer over Jason’s shoulder and read the message.

“He said it was urgent but didn’t give me any details,” Jason fretted.

“I’m sure you’re not in any kind of trouble,” Willow said, glancing at him and correctly reading his anxiety. “It’s probably an important assignment or a high-profile case. You’d better go. You don’t want to keep the chief waiting.”

“You’re right.” Jason locked his computer and leapt up from his chair as though it had just burst into flames. Anxiety continued to flood through him as he rushed out of the room. He took several deep breaths as he sailed down the hall at a brisk pace. When he reached the closed door to the chief’s office, he took another deep breath and raised his hand to knock. Before he could do so, the door opened, and a man in his fifties dressed in a sharp blue suit glared at him with piercing blue eyes. 

“What took you so long, young man?” he asked tersely.

“I was locking up my computer.” Jason felt his face grow hot under the stranger’s intense, disapproving stare.

“Please have a seat, Jason,” Elijah said, standing behind his massive desk. He was in his forties, slender and of average height with black, wavy hair, hazel eyes and a kind face. He was even-tempered, trustworthy, and always protected his employees to the best of his ability. Jason stepped inside the spacious room and claimed one of the two chairs facing Elijah. The unnamed government official took the other. Elijah sank into his chair and continued speaking. “Jason, this is Director Hurst from Homeland Security. He has something important to discuss with you.”

Hurst swiveled in his chair to pin Jason with a heavy, stern gaze. “You have been registered as a category seven wizard for several months now and reports indicate you have mastered your new abilities. Key government officials have been concerned about your status as a lowly psychometrist for the police department. You can do so much better than that. Why have you limited yourself to this position? Why have you rejected offers from federal agencies to become an enforcer?”

“I help a lot of good people and have solved a record number of cases for the police,” Jason replied.

“And you could help even more people if you were an enforcer.”

“I’m not interested in going into combat and living in a government base.”

The director’s jaw clenched in irritation. “It doesn’t matter what you want anymore. You have been officially declared an essential asset to the U.S. government and offered a job as an enforcer for the army. You are one of only two people in the entire world who are designated category seven. You are legally obligated to accept my offer of employment. You must make your decision by Friday.”

“I don’t want to be an enforcer,” Jason said.

“I remind you that as a six, you are required by law to accept this offer,” Hurst said sternly. “If you refuse, you will be thrown in a maximum security prison for the rest of your life.”

“Technically, he’s a seven and that designation didn’t exist when the laws were passed,” Elijah pointed out.

“Those laws were changed a week ago.” The director’s words held an undercurrent of smugness. “Most people aren’t aware of it since it wasn’t considered big news. The wording of the laws has changed to any designation that exceeds a category five.”

“I read the newspaper every day and I would have noticed if I’d seen that,” Elijah said.

“Concerned high-ranking government officials pulled strings to get new legislation passed quickly and quietly,” Hurst acknowledged. He extracted a manila folder stuffed with papers from his gray, leather briefcase and handed it to Jason. “This is your official offer of employment and the accompanying paperwork. There are three documents for you to sign. Your primary duty is to apprehend any individuals or organizations that pose a threat to national security. You can sign the papers now or I can return on Friday to pick them up. You will start work for us on Monday.”

“I will need at least four weeks before I can release him to your department,” Elijah countered.

“You have until Friday,” Hurst said with a smarmy smile. 

“That’s only three days,” Jason said.

Hurst pinned him with a stony look. “Are you going to sign the paperwork now or are you going to make me come back with armed escorts on Friday?”

“You are required by law to give him three days,” Elijah interjected. “He’s going to need some time to look over the paperwork and make sure the compensation and terms of employment are fair.”

“I assure you the salary is generous,” Hurst bit out.

“The working conditions are important too.”

“You won’t be able to change the terms of the offer.” Hurst leveled a hard look at Jason. “Do yourself a favor and accept the agreement now.”

“He’s going to read it over first.” Elijah’s tone was implacable as he rose from his chair and towered over the director. 

Hurst got to his feet and had to look up to meet the chief’s unyielding face. “Have it your way. I will return on Friday.”

The director stormed out of the office and Elijah pressed a button on his desk phone to page his administrative assistant and instructed her to ensure that Hurst left the building. Elijah made a sweeping gesture, using telekinesis to close the door before he sat down.

“Let’s look over those papers,” he said.

Jason opened the manila folder, and his eyes jumped to the salary, which was considerably higher than his current position as a psychometrist. He wasn’t as motivated by money as many of his peers. He preferred certain working conditions over monetary compensation. He realized that he would be living in a military base where he would be required to spend all of his off-duty time except for one week of vacation per year. His work week would consist of a minimum of fifty hours per week.

“It doesn’t matter,” Jason said in resignation. “The law is the law. I can’t negotiate for better terms. It looks like the government owns me now.”

“Let’s look it over anyway,” Elijah said.

They took their time reading over the material.

“At least I’ll get to spend at least half my time creating enchantments for myself and the army,” Jason said in a dismal tone. “I don’t like the sound of this. ‘Jason agrees to subject himself to any mental conditioning enchantments that his superiors deem are necessary or beneficial.’”

“No, that doesn’t sound promising,” Elijah acknowledged. “You’ll also need to go through six months of field training, which will be rough. It’s like boot camp.”

“What happens if I don’t pass the training?” Jason asked.

“You have one more chance to go through the program and if you fail a second time, you spend a year in jail before you can enroll again,” Elijah explained. “If you don’t enroll, you stay in jail indefinitely.”

“This is so unfair,” Jason said. “I wish I could go back to being a normal, average person.”

“You were never truly normal,” Elijah countered. “Your gift of psychometry was unheard of for someone with average magical strength.”

“Too bad I can’t get that life back,” Jason said.

“You may have another option.” Elijah’s expression grew pensive. “When you helped Josephine Freeman end the war with Briodanis and restore their country back to white magic, you impressed a lot people, including Josephine’s supervisor. Director Hamilton has a field office in Seattle. I’ll bet if you talked to her, she could offer you a position in MADA. Their primary role is research and development of advanced magic and technology. If you had a job working at MADA, that would shield you from the obligation of becoming an enforcer.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Jason said. “Do you really think she would want me as part of her team?”

“You saved our country from invasion.” Elijah’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Of course she will want you on her team.”

“What if she doesn’t have any openings?” Jason asked.

“I’m sure she can come up with something,” Elijah said reassuringly. “I’ll give her a call and see if I can set up an appointment for you to see her.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Jason said.

“You’re welcome,” Elijah said.

“Thank you.” Jason’s face flushed with embarrassment as he awkwardly rose to his feet.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I have news,” Elijah said.

When Jason returned to his desk, Willow and Trevor fixed him with expectant looks. He filled them in on what had just occurred.

“That’s so wrong!” Willow exclaimed in outrage. “I had no idea those kinds of laws still exist.”

“Some of them were repealed when Josephine helped save this country from enemy threats but sixes are still regulated,” Jason informed her.

“We’re going to miss you, buddy,” Trevor said. “Hopefully, you’ll get to work for MADA. I know you’ve always wanted to invent and improve enchantments.”

“I’m sure Director Hamilton will want you on her team,” Willow said reassuringly.

It turned out that Jason didn’t have long to wait. Elijah informed him that Director Hamilton wanted to see him right away. Jason left the station and walked over to the MADA field office, which was only two blocks away. The building was tall and comprised of titanium with sloping, rounded curves dominating the graceful and elegant architecture. Jason had to call the director on his cell so she could buzz him in. He took a seat on one of the four rows of benches in the small lobby. He could sense Director Hamilton’s presence just before she entered the room because they were part of a magical network that Jason had agreed to join as a favor to Josephine to save the life of her son. The director was a short brunette who looked to be in her forties. Her charcoal business suit fit loosely over her curvy frame. An emerald pendant in the shape of a triangle and framed in silver made her green eyes stand out. Like most government officials, she had a privacy field that prevented her thoughts and emotions from leaking out and imprinting on nearby objects. The privacy field was so well crafted that Jason didn’t even get a whisper of any psychic impressions when he shook her hand.

The director led him to her office, a decent-sized room with a polished, redwood desk and brown, leather office chairs facing it. Her desk held a computer that was surrounded by a variety of framed family photos. Wisps of faint psychometric energy floated through the room and alerted Jason to the fact that Director Hamilton belonged to a close-knit family. Only the most acute category six or stronger wizard would be able to detect any information about her from this room. A full-length mirror framed in copper gilding hung on the wall facing the door. Jason could sense powerful magic emanating from it and could tell it was directly tied to the Seattle vortex, which kept the enchantment permanent and fully charged. He guessed that it was a teleportation mirror within a network of two or more mirrors that allowed for instant travel within the network.

“It’s good to see you again,” the director said warmly.

“Thank you for setting up this meeting on such short notice, Director Hamilton,” Jason said.

“Please call me Virginia,” she said. Her expression grew solemn and a bit troubled. “Your unfortunate circumstances have put me in an awkward situation.”

“Really?” Jason felt deflated upon hearing this announcement, which he assumed indicated that the director wasn’t going to extend an offer for him to join her team. 

“I had planned on offering you, Amy and Benjamin positions in MADA,” Virginia said. “Having relatives working in the same department can be tricky, even if they aren’t working together on a day-to-day basis. I currently have just one opening approved. Because of your current circumstances, I am extending you a job offer for a research analyst. Your primary role will be researching and developing new enchantments while investigating threats to national security involving advanced magic. I’ve had the paperwork printed out already.”

Jason was so relieved about the job that he chose to wait to get clarification on the director’s comments regarding relatives working together and being in an awkward situation. She pulled a blue folder from her desk and handed it to him. He glanced at the first few pages and liked what he saw.

“I accept the offer,” he said as he withdrew a pen from his pants pocket.

“I encourage you to read everything first,” Virginia said. “We have plenty of time.”

Jason carefully sifted through the documents, signing both the acceptance letter and the confidentiality agreement. 

“Welcome to my team.” Virginia’s warm smile looked genuine as she accepted the signed papers.

“I have some questions,” he said.

“Certainly,” she acknowledged.

“What did you mean that you are in an awkward situation?” Jason asked.

“I was referring to the possibility of your brother and cousin joining the team at a future date,” she explained. “There may be competitiveness or jealousy between the three of you and I hoped to avoid any signs of perceived favoritism by extending the offers at the same time.”

“You have nothing to worry about,” Jason said reassuringly. 

“It’s extremely difficult with my limited budget and what I can offer in terms of salary to get fives and sixes to join MADA,” Virginia said.

“I don’t see why.” Jason regarded her in confusion. “The salary you offer is substantially greater than what I’m currently making as a psychometrist.”

“But it’s a lot less compared to what an enforcer earns or what the private sector can offer,” Virginia explained.

Jason nodded in understanding as he thought back to some of the offers he’d received.

“You’ll need to be careful for the next several weeks—especially over the next five days before your official start date for MADA,” Virginia warned him. “I suspect that someone already has one or more specific missions in mind for you or that you are wanted for experimentation to see what makes your genetic profile different from everyone else. There are always unscrupulous people trying to figure out how to become a six.”

“I’ll take every precaution,” Jason promised. “In fact, I’ll teleport directly to work and to my house for the next week or so.”

“You have enough teleportation enchantments to do that?” Virginia asked.

“I’ve made a lot of hybrid and mainstream magic enchantments over the last few months,” Jason replied. “And I’ve even worked with some white magic.”

“That’s impressive,” Virginia said. “It sounds like you’ve got your bases covered. I would like to let you know a few important details about the Seattle field office. I have a larger staff here compared to the office in Sarasota but there are no fives or sixes here. Our focus at this location is technology. We’ve made a lot of advances with terramezic-powered devices and generators. You will be provided with a DPU for all company communications. I want you to avoid using your smartphone for anything related to your work. DPUs are far more secure.”

Jason had never owned a DPU before. They looked like a smartphone but were a great deal more sophisticated and included holographic technology. Only high-level government employees, corporate executive officers and the wealthy owned these devices.

“I understand,” Jason acknowledged.

“Great.” Virginia rose to her feet and an affable smile curved her lips. “Welcome aboard.”
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Jason found the last few days of work at the police department to be extremely stressful as he kept a watchful eye out for any threats. He stayed at home over the weekend even though his friend, Michelle, wanted to meet for lunch and drinks at McNamara’s Pub, which was one of their favorite places to eat. He invited her over to his house for lunch instead. Benjamin and Amy both stayed at home to provide support in case any covert agencies launched an attack and tried to kidnap Jason. Jason made shepherd’s pie and death by chocolate cake for their lunch get-together. They were both favorites that his friends and family requested frequently. Radha joined them at the dining room table as they sat down to eat even though she normally didn’t consume “people” food very often. She was a light being that had maintained the white magic power center of their property for generations. She spent a great deal of her time flitting about the yard and the atrium as a green hummingbird. 

Her highly reflective feathers glistened in the sun as she tended to the white magic power center. When she was in human form, she was almost as tall as Jason and slender with fiery red hair that spilled loosely just past her shoulders and made her vivid green eyes stand out like beacons on her smooth, youthful face. Even though she was well over two hundred years in age, she would always look to be in her mid-twenties, thanks to the gift of white magic immortality, just like everyone else in the room.

“This is extraordinary,” Michelle said as she finished her first bite of the shepherd’s pie.

“Thank you.” Jason shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with the praise.

“You make great stuff when you’re feeling guilty,” Benjamin chimed in.

Jason ignored his younger brother’s jibe and swept a grateful gaze over the group. “I just want to thank everyone for your support and for giving up your weekend fun to make sure nothing happens.”

“I have to work tomorrow so you’ll be one man short,” Benjamin teased.

“You probably don’t need us for protection.” Amy’s robin egg blue eyes were filled with compassion as she fixed her gaze on Jason. Her long, black, silky hair was restrained in a ponytail and she wore a pink tunic and black leggings. Her family resemblance to her two cousins wasn’t apparently obvious except for the striking color of her eyes, which was an identical match to Jason’s. She continued voicing her thoughts before Benjamin could toss in any more jokes. “You are probably one of the strongest wizards on this planet. With the vortex here to boost your mainstream magic and the white magic power center combined, I don’t think anyone would stand a chance if they attacked.”

Jason didn’t share his cousin’s confidence although he was grateful for it. “I’m just one person. We’ve seen what a large group of attackers can do if they’re armed with powerful magic. No matter how much power a single person wields, what matters more in a fight is who is better prepared. Whoever has more allies and is better armed will always come out ahead.”

“White magic is the most powerful,” Michelle said with conviction. “Now that we are part of a large network that allows us to combine white magic and mainstream magic into hybrid enchantments, we have the best of both worlds.”

“That’s true but hybrid magic is something new and untested,” Jason said.

“I hate to say this but you’re wrong.” Benjamin’s expression was smug as he enjoyed pointing out mistakes that his older brother made since he didn’t make them very often. “The original White Knights of Sorianne have been using hybrid magic for over a millennium.”

“The original White Knights of Briodanis have always said that hybrid magic is inferior,” Jason argued. “Since both lost cities haven’t been around for very long, we don’t know who to believe.”

“I believe in the white magic practitioners of Sorianne,” Michelle said. 

“I’m not sure which group is right,” Amy remarked. “They both trapped themselves by accident in suspended animation with white magic enchantments and may never have woken up if modern-day people hadn’t discovered them.”

Benjamin had a mischievous expression on his face as he opened his mouth to speak but was cut off by the doorbell ringing. 

“I wonder who that could be?” Amy said.

“It’s Virginia,” Jason informed them as he rose to his feet.

“Are you sure? I don’t sense anyone at the door.” Amy’s brows furrowed in concentration as she performed a psychic scan.

“She has a privacy field and it has a special property that allows it to blend in somewhat to its surroundings,” Jason explained. “It makes her invisible to casual scans.”

“Then how do you know it’s her?” Benjamin shot him a curious look.

“I can sense her in the network,” Jason replied as he crossed the room to answer the door.

“I can’t.” Amy’s face was tight with frustration.

“I can’t either.” Benjamin didn’t look overly concerned.

Amy, Benjamin and Michelle belatedly got to their feet and hurried to catch up with Jason, which wasn’t that hard to do since the front door was so far away. Their house was enormous, with so many rooms and so much space that the three residents could probably avoid seeing each other indefinitely if they wanted. Every floor of the massive dwelling had its own kitchen, dining room, multiple living rooms, library, exercise room, and recreational rooms, all of which were equipped with numerous powerful mainstream and white magic enchantments. Jason opened the front door to reveal Virginia who was casually but stylishly dressed in a maroon outfit with a large, maroon purse hanging from her right shoulder. It was difficult to say if she was surprised to see so many people or if she had been expecting it because her smile was warm and confident with no trace of hesitation on her face.

“I’m glad you’re all here,” she said. “I have some urgent news I would like to share with you.”

Jason ushered her inside and they took seats in the living room. Virginia withdrew a blue folder from her purse and passed out papers to Benjamin, Amy and Michelle.

“I printed these out at the office when I found out about your mission.” She leveled a concerned gaze at Jason. “These are confidentiality papers and acceptance letters to become contract employees for MADA if the need arises.”

“How did you know we would be here?” Benjamin regarded her with puzzlement.

“You are all Jason’s closest allies,” Virginia responded. “It seemed likely you would support him while his fate may be in jeopardy.”

“Why do you need us to be possible contract employees?” Michelle asked.

“It allows me and Jason to share high-clearance information with you,” Virginia explained.

“I see.” Michelle frowned at the papers as she read through them. When everyone had signed their papers and returned them to Virginia, she tucked them away in her purse.

“I just found out that there was a mission already earmarked for Jason,” she said. “It involves the Ebullio. Over the last several weeks, their presence has been detected by sixes in missing persons cases. The psychometric trace energies were so faint that the only impression that could be read was the fact that the Ebullio were involved. It is very unusual for the Ebullio to kidnap people. In the past, they have always studied and experimented on their test subjects without disrupting their lives. Your family is a prime example. The Ebullio have also been involved in recent kidnappings in foreign countries like France, England, Mexico and Australia. This new and unusual risky behavior leads government officials to believe the Ebullio are preparing to make a big move and it scares them.”

“Radha has neutralized the mind control enchantments that were allowing my family to be experimented on and their memories erased,” Jason said. “We are no longer susceptible to the Ebullio’s magic.”

“Even without the mind control enchantments in place, the Ebullio may soon attempt to kidnap you,” Virginia warned him. 

“The Ebullio have thousands of test subjects,” Amy said. “Why do people think our family is going to be a target?”

“There have been fourteen kidnappings over the last several weeks throughout the world and there is one remarkable similarity between all of them,” Virginia replied. “Like your family, they all suffer from terrible migraines if they don’t live in close proximity to a power vortex.”

A shocked silence descended over them.

“I didn’t think there was anyone else who had that problem,” Jason finally said.

“Because they possess average or below average magical strength, it was never discovered until recently,” Virginia informed them. 

“That means Dad, Benjamin and I are possible targets,” Jason said.

“It’s strange that yours and Josephine’s category seven powers became active when your magical network expanded to include a larger group of people but Benjamin’s abilities are still the same,” Amy noted.

“Maybe it’s because those specific genes given to us by the Ebullio were already activated before we became part of a larger network,” Jason hypothesized. “Benjamin’s category seven genetic profile is still dormant. Now that we know what it is, perhaps it’s time to activate it.”

They all turned to face Benjamin who stared back at them with a hooded expression.

“What do you think?” Amy asked him when he failed to say anything.

“I guess it would be all right,” Benjamin said.

“You activated my power accidentally with a healing enchantment,” Jason said. “I think that’s the best course of action for awakening your new talent. White magic is the safest way to go.”

“Agreed,” Benjamin replied.

Jason left the room and returned with two white wands. 

“What if the genes the Ebullio gave me aren’t an exact match to yours?” Benjamin asked.

“We had a medical scan at the hospital, which confirmed an exact match between us,” Jason reminded him.

“There are other dormant genes that each of us has that are different, though,” Benjamin argued. “It’s possible that multiple genes are needed for the category seven abilities.”

Jason watched his younger brother with concern. “If you have any doubts, we don’t need to do this.”

Benjamin turned away from everyone and stared off into space for a moment. When he turned back, he locked gazes with his brother.

“If there is any danger to the activation of the genes, then the white magic will keep them dormant or make repairs,” Benjamin said decisively. “I need the full extent of my abilities to help keep all of us safe.”

Jason pointed one of the wands and activated the healing enchantment inside of it. Gold and white effervescent energy gushed from the wand like water and engulfed Benjamin’s body. Jason directed the healing spell with careful precision. It took him only a couple of moments to activate the targeted genes. Once he had finished, he deactivated the enchantment and the power from the wand died out. Benjamin’s body glowed a bright white but with the spell completed, the light swiftly faded and was gone in seconds. Jason gasped in shock when he saw a drastic change in his brother that he hadn’t expected. Amy, Radha and Virginia noticed the same thing and stared at him in surprise and trepidation.

“What’s wrong?” Benjamin asked.

“Look in the mirror.” Jason gestured at the large, round, silver-framed mirror across the room. Benjamin shot him an annoyed look before he crossed the room and gazed at his reflection. He immediately noticed that his eyes had changed color from blue to robin egg blue. Jason walked over to him and rested a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you all right?” Jason asked, feeling guilty about pushing the issue with activating the category seven genes.

“I guess we’re like twins now,” Benjamin said sardonically.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Jason replied with a twinge of annoyance but he was also relieved that his brother didn’t look overly concerned by the unexpected alteration of his looks.

“I wasn’t expecting for my appearance to change,” Benjamin said.

“We need to talk to Dad,” Jason said.

“He isn’t part of a large magical network so his abilities may remain dormant,” Virginia said.

“That’s true,” Jason acknowledged. “We need to warn him that people might be planning on kidnapping him.”

“Yes, that would be an important conversation to have,” Virginia agreed. “I will have several military operatives keep a close eye on him.”

“Do you have people you can trust in the military?” Jason regarded her with a wary look.

“Yes, I do,” Virginia said.

Jason’s attention shifted back to his younger brother. “Do you feel different?”

“Not really,” Benjamin replied. “I think we should worry about my new powers later. Right now, we need to see Mom and Dad.”

“Remember not to share classified information,” Virginia cautioned them. “You can tell your parents that you have reason to believe someone may wish to kidnap your father but you can’t mention the Ebullio.”

“We understand,” Jason acknowledged.

“Guards will be arriving at their house and your house shortly. They will be discreet and watch from a distance in hiding,” Virginia informed them.

“Can we tell our parents about the guards?” Jason asked.

“One of the guards will let your parents know so that is fine,” she replied.

Virginia took her leave. Jason teleported Benjamin and Amy to his parents’ house using white magic. Kent and Frances were tending to their immense garden, which took up more than half of their backyard, when their visitors arrived. Kent and Frances gazed at Benjamin in alarm. Kent’s robin egg blue eyes were wide with concern as his shiny, silver hair glinted in the sun. Frances’s long, gray hair was restrained in a ponytail as she gripped a small, blue garden trowel in her right hand.

“What happened to your eyes?” Kent peered at Benjamin in alarm.

“We have a lot to discuss,” Jason interjected before a long conversation outdoors could ensue. They gathered in the living room and he brought his parents up to speed on Benjamin’s new category seven status and that Kent was a likely target for a kidnapping.

“Why would anyone target me?” Kent’s face was tight with anxiety and puzzlement.

“It’s part of a classified case I’ve been assigned and I really can’t say who the attackers may be,” Jason replied. His stomach twisted in knots as he wished he could give his parents more information. He desperately needed them to be safe. “Now that I’m a seven, I have the ability to use white magic to safely activate your dormant seven genes. It will make you less vulnerable.”

Kent’s expression darkened with displeasure. “It will also make me immortal. No, I don’t want that.”

“If you’re worried about Aunt Frances, she can become immortal too if she joins our magical network,” Amy said.

“What about the rest of the family and our friends?” Kent’s tone indicated he wasn’t in the least bit tempted by their offer. “I refuse to watch everyone around me grow old and die while I live forever. It would be a nightmare. Besides, as soon as you become immortal, you have a bunch of people running around trying to kill you.”

“Even if we wanted to join your network, I think it would be next to impossible for me to link with you,” Frances jumped in before Jason could argue further. “White Knights and powerful wizards are usually the ones who can do that. My abilities are just average.”

“We would cast the linking spell every day until we succeeded,” Jason said stubbornly. When his parents gazed back at him in stony silence, he knew there was nothing further he could do to convince them at that moment. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t bring the subject up later when they least expected it. 

“Can you at least think about it?” Benjamin asked.

“I’m not interested in becoming a seven.” Kent’s tone was adamant. “I think there’s been a mistake. I’m a nobody. There’s no good reason why someone would want to kidnap me.”

“You have very rare genes resulting from advanced scientific experimentation that has recently been proven to give extraordinary power,” Jason said.

“There have to be other people who would make easier targets,” Kent argued.

Jason, Benjamin and Amy exchanged troubled looks. Jason was tempted to say more but he had probably already told his parents more than he should have.

“Dad, it’s the Ebullio that want to kidnap you,” Benjamin blurted in desperation. “You have to protect yourself.”

Jason glared at his brother. “That is classified information. Do you know how much trouble—”

“I don’t care!” Benjamin gazed at his brother in defiance.

“The Ebullio don’t kidnap people,” Kent said in confusion.

“They’re willing to make an exception to that rule when it comes to gaining category seven power,” Jason said grimly.

“There must be other test subjects that would make easier targets,” Kent protested.

“The Ebullio have taken a number of people who we suspect have the category seven genes.” Jason’s tone was dire. “We believe they’re kidnapping all of the test subjects in this particular experimental group.”

“Why do they need all of them?” Kent asked. “Why not just a couple?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Jason said. “The Ebullio never activated these particular genes so that tells me that they may not have been able to. White magic may be the only thing that can safely do that.”

Benjamin frowned at his brother. “What do you mean by ‘safely’?”

“When I used the healing enchantment on you, there were definitely healing alterations that took place,” Jason explained.

“I don’t like the sound of that.” Apprehension darkened Benjamin’s face.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Jason said. “White magic has safeguards that would prevent activation of something that would be harmful.”

“That’s not always the case,” Benjamin argued.

When the guards arrived, one of them came to the front door to let them know and that they would set up a teleportation inhibitor field to prevent uninvited guests from popping in. Jason teleported Benjamin and Amy back to their house.
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Jason sat cross-legged on the granite flagstones of a clearing in the massive atrium of his home. At three in the morning, one would expect it to be dark but numerous large larimar boulders and smaller larimar rocks, lining the various pathways that cut through the indoor shrubbery and flowers, glowed with a gentle blue radiance. The relaxing fragrance of herbs and flowers wafted around him as he worked in silence over the three fist-sized quartz crystals resting in front of him. Turquoise and silver rivulets of energy flowed from various points of his hands and fingers as he wove a complex enchantment into the crystals. Radha stood off to his side with an uncharacteristic, disapproving frown on her face as she watched him work with advanced white magic that could only be performed by a White Knight elder or an inventor. 

Jason finally finished the enchantments and opened his eyes, straightening his back as he tilted his head to peer up at Radha. “I believe it worked.”

“I must caution you that these enchantments are extremely unstable and the results will be unpredictable,” she warned him.

“You’ve been saying that for days.” Jason plucked one of the crystals from the ground and rose to his feet. 

“I was hoping I could talk some sense into you,” Radha said. “This could be dangerous.”

“White magic is very safe.”

“You’re using hybrid magic and you’ve mixed a lot of wild magic into the enchantments.”

“Hybrid magic is the same thing as white magic,” Jason argued.

“It’s completely different.” Radha’s vivid green eyes widened in alarm as it became apparent that he was about to cast the spell. “Hybrid magic is half white magic and half mainstream magic.”

“It still has the exact same safeguards as white magic no matter what you call it.” Jason was growing weary of this argument. “It will be fine. You’ll see.”

He held his hand out and gazed down at the crystal lying at the center of his palm. Radha’s lips pursed in disapproval but she didn’t protest further. The crystal began to glow with a silver-white luminescence as he activated the enchantment. After several seconds, a mist-like turquoise stream of energy gushed from the stone and gathered into the shape of a humanoid. The energy transformed into a seven-foot-tall, wiry man with jet-black hair and blue eyes wearing a short, white kurta with gold and maroon trimming, jeans and sandals. 

An elated grin spread across Jason’s face. “My guardian enchantment worked!”

“That remains to be seen.” Radha’s words dripped with skepticism. 

“Please identify the imminent threat and the individual that needs protection,” the man said in a deep, resonant voice that was somehow intimidating and soothing at the same time.

“I need you to protect my parents from the Ebullio,” Jason said.

“Clear your thoughts of everything except for your parents.” The man’s gaze intensified and he took a step closer to Jason. Jason sensed a telepathic presence press gently against his mind, waiting for permission to enter.

“I didn’t program you with telepathy,” he said nervously. “I didn’t think that was possible for an artificial construct.”

“Apparently it is,” Radha murmured.

“I will show you a picture.” Jason pulled out a photo of his parents from his pants pocket that he had brought just in case his guardian enchantment worked. He wasn’t about to let an artificial intelligence enter his thoughts—especially one that had just become active. The guardian accepted the photo without comment and examined it closely. Finally, his gaze lifted from the image of Kent and Frances.

“I need a picture of the Ebullio,” he requested.

“We haven’t been able to identify individuals from that organization,” Jason replied. “Will that be a problem?”

“No, it will just make it more difficult for my program to identify threats,” the man responded.

“You should have the ability to create white magic shields and to use telekinesis,” Jason said. “I want to make sure you can do both of those things. Place a shield around that bench.”

“Acknowledged,” the guardian said as he extended his hand toward the bench. His intent gaze remained on the bench for a long moment but nothing happened. He reminded Jason of a statue with his arm held at an awkward angle showing no sign of fatigue.

“It seems you can’t do it,” he finally said.

“You are correct.” The man dropped his arm to his side and turned to face Jason without any sign of frustration or irritation over his lack of success.

“Try to use telekinesis to lift the bench,” Jason ordered.

“Acknowledged.”

The man turned and extended his arm towards the bench. When nothing happened after several seconds, Jason took a slow, deep breath as disappointment flooded through him. He should have listened to Radha. He had wasted his time trying to craft an enchantment that was impossible to do without some kind of instruction. He knew that there was a white magic counterpoint to a construo letalis curse, but he should have learned more about them. At the very least, he should have asked Josephine if she could arrange for him to speak with an original White Knight. Without warning, the bench rippled as though it had become a reflection on the surface of a pond in which a pebble had just been dropped. Jason flinched in surprise, and an instant later, the bench was gone. His attention jerked back to the guardian who was now facing him. Radha shuffled several feet away from him.

“What did you do?” Jason asked.

“I don’t have telekinesis but I am able to extend a field of invisibility,” the man explained. Without turning away, he made a sweeping gesture with his arm and the bench rippled back into sight.

“That should be useful,” Jason noted, relieved that his enchantment could do at least one piece of magic. “Do you have any other abilities?”

“Working.” The guardian’s gaze shifted so that he was staring off into space. He finally nodded his head. “I can move very fast and possess superior dexterity.”

“Do you also have greater strength than people?” Jason asked.

“No.”

“It’s better than nothing,” Jason said.

“That is correct,” the guardian acknowledged.

Radha slowly moved closer to them until she had reached Jason’s side.

“You should name him,” she suggested.

“Why?” Jason asked. “He’s just an AI. He’s not alive or anything.”

“I know but I think it’s a good idea,” Radha said.

“I’m not sure what I should call him.” Jason felt oddly uncomfortable with the idea of naming the guardian. “He won’t be around for that long anyway. The enchantment will only last for a week or so.”

“What’s all the commotion?” Benjamin stepped into sight with a curious expression on his face. He wore jeans and a blue polo with “Xtreme Donuts” etched across the chest in gold embroidery. “I could hear you guys all the way in the kitchen.”

“That’s impossible.” Jason’s tone was flat but his eyes widened as he suddenly realized what must have happened. “You read our psychometric energy.”

“I don’t think so,” Benjamin said.

“You can sense the power vortex in our house and you can tap into it,” Jason said. “You should be able to read psychometric energy now. There’s no way you could hear our voices from the kitchen.”

Benjamin opened his mouth to argue but then his face lit up with sudden realization. “You’re right. I wasn’t even aware of what I was doing.”

“You’ll need to start practicing your new abilities,” Jason said.

“Who is this?” Benjamin gestured at the guardian who hadn’t reacted to his presence.

“It’s the guardian enchantment I’ve been working on,” Jason explained.

“You’re kidding.” Benjamin peered at the man with a critical eye. “I didn’t think you could do it.”

“Radha thinks we should name him but I’m not sure what to call him,” Jason said.

“How about Fred?” Benjamin suggested.

“I think Ciaran would be a good name,” Radha said.

“Guardian, do you have a preference?” Jason asked.

The man was still as a statue for several seconds and then he nodded. “I prefer Ciaran.”

“Very well, that’s your name,” Jason said decisively. “Now let’s take you to my parents’ house.”

He activated the teleportation enchantment in one of his pockets. In the blink of an eye, they were standing at the front door of Jason’s parents’ house.

“A little warning would be nice,” Benjamin chastised his brother. “I can’t be late for work. My boss gave me a written warning yesterday.”

“They seem pretty easy-going at Xtreme Donuts.” Radha regarded him in surprise.

“Well, I’ve sort of been running late almost every day,” Benjamin confessed.

Jason’s jaw clenched in irritation. “You need to take your job more seriously.”

“Hey, I obviously did something right or I wouldn’t have been promoted to one of the assistant managers,” Benjamin said.

The door opened to reveal Frances.

“What a pleasant surprise.” She beamed at them but her smile dropped away when she saw Ciaran. “Who’s this young man?”

“I’m Ciaran, your guardian,” the man said.

“Interesting.” Frances scrutinized him closely and then turned to Jason. “This is some kind of enchantment you created, isn’t it?”

“Yes, how did you guess?” Jason was puzzled by his mother’s observation since he hadn’t told her about his guardian enchantment.

“It just has your handiwork written all over it, sweetie,” Frances said as she opened the door wider. “Come inside.”

They took seats in the living room. Frances claimed the spot on the couch beside her husband where he was reading the newspaper. Jason explained about Ciaran.

“I don’t like it.” Kent’s face was taut with disapproval and guardedness. “How do you know we can trust this thing?”

“It’s a white magic enchantment,” Jason said.

Kent’s expression turned sarcastic. “Oh, so that makes it okay. We’ll just invite this unknown and powerful AI into our home and there’s no chance it will turn against us.”

Ciaran remained silent during the entire exchange. His face remained passive and he didn’t look tempted in the least to defend himself.

“His only purpose is to protect you,” Jason bit out.

“I don’t want that abomination in my house,” Kent said. “AIs can’t be trusted. They all have the potential to become self-aware and to rewrite their original programming.”

“This is white magic we’re talking about,” Jason argued.

“I don’t care.” Kent scowled at his son in vexation.

“Are you saying you won’t let him stay here?” Jason asked.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Kent said heatedly.

Jason shot to his feet. “I guess we should be leaving then.”

Radha and Benjamin moved closer to him so he could teleport them out but Ciaran remained standing on the far side of the room.

“Ciaran, come over here,” Jason ordered.

“I must protect Kent and Frances,” the guardian said.

“I am rescinding those orders,” Jason said.

“You have already activated me,” Ciaran said calmly. “My orders to protect Kent and Frances can’t be undone unless you replace them with a new target.”

Kent threw Jason a smug, triumphant look. “I rest my case.”

“My parents are no longer under your protection,” Jason said firmly, making a point to ignore his father’s comment. 

“Acknowledged,” Ciaran said and moved closer to him. “You are now under my protection.”

Jason teleported them to the living room of his house.

“I guess I’d better be heading for work.” Benjamin looked reluctant to leave.

“You don’t want to be late,” Jason acknowledged.

“Hey!” Benjamin’s face lit up with excitement. “You made three guardian enchantments, right?”

“Yes, why?”

“Can you activate one of them and make the guy look like me?” Benjamin asked. “He could go to work in my place and then I could practice my new powers that you’re nagging me to do.”

“I’m not nagging you.” Jason leveled an affronted gaze at his younger brother.

“Sure you are,” Benjamin said easily. “If you think learning my new abilities are that important, you should give me plenty of opportunity to do that.”

“I’m not helping you get out of work,” Jason said.

“Fine, be that way,” Benjamin said with annoyance as he headed out of the room. “I guess I’d better drive fast since you’re probably going to make me late.”

“I can teleport you to work,” Jason volunteered.

“Are you sure you have enough of those things to spare?” Benjamin feigned concern. “You don’t want to be shorthanded in case there’s an emergency.”

“I think I can handle it.” Jason narrowed his eyes at his brother with annoyance. “Do you need a ride or what?”

“Yes, please.” Benjamin walked over to him.

Jason teleported the two of them to Xtreme Donuts and then he returned back to the living room. 

“Your brother is correct. You should conserve your teleportation enchantments,” Radha chastised him.

“He was just yanking my chain,” Jason said. “Don’t worry, I still have plenty.”

“You plan on teleporting to and from work every day,” Radha said. “Your supply of charged teleportation enchantments will dwindle very quickly.”

“After a week, I’ll need to take it easy,” Jason admitted. 

“The Ebullio will be a threat for much longer than a week,” Ciaran said.

“Why do you say that?” Jason asked, puzzled by how the guardian had just inserted itself in their conversation, which was beyond what he had programmed for its behavior.

“You are under my protection,” Ciaran reminded him.

“No, I’m not.” Jason watched the AI with annoyance. Ciaran didn’t argue but Jason could sense that the guardian had silently gotten the last word. He could practically hear the magical AI saying, “Yes, you are,” in its deep, rich voice. Jason turned to Radha who was thoughtfully gazing at the guardian.

“Do you think my parents will change their mind about him?” he asked.

“Of course not.” Radha’s eyes danced with amusement. “Your father is more stubborn and reckless than you.”

“I’m not reckless.”

“Hmm.” Radha’s tone spoke volumes and it prodded Jason to argue further.

“Name one thing I’ve done that’s reckless,” he challenged her.

“On your first week living at this house, there were three construo letalis curses waiting outside to kill you and you weren’t equipped with the means to protect yourself against them but you left the sanctuary of the property wards so you could report to work on time,” Radha pointed out.

“I was almost entirely certain I wasn’t their primary target and that they would ignore me,” Jason argued.

“Even so, your parents, your boss, your co-workers, your brother and your cousin all said it was reckless,” Radha said.

Jason would have challenged her to list several more things but he had a feeling if she could come up with one example on the spur of the moment that originated all the way back to his first week at the house, she probably had a whole list ready to recite at will.

“I’m worried about Dad,” he said.

“There’s only so much you can do,” Radha said. 

“I’m not going to let the Ebullio hurt my family anymore,” Jason vowed.
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Chapter 4
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Nerezza was a picture of grace and poise as she entered the main living room of Jason’s home. She wore a maroon tunic with gold trim that made a striking contrast to her blue eyes, black jeans and a large amethyst pendant on a gold chain. Her silky, black hair was secured in a French braid and she clutched a small purse that precisely matched the color of her tunic. A privacy field prevented Jason from detecting what magic she possessed but she was a guest and he was certain he could trust her. Jason had already placed a silver platter with an assortment of crackers, cookies, silver pitchers for coffee and tea, cream, coconut milk creamer and sugar on the coffee table. Nerezza glanced at the refreshments and looked faintly amused.

“Since I haven’t heard from you in over a year, I’m guessing you need my help with something,” she said.

“I’m sorry about that but you have to admit you kept a pretty big secret from us,” Jason said. 

“I couldn’t confide in you until I got to know you better,” Nerezza said. 

“You’re a Dark Knight,” Amy said in a tight voice. “What did you expect would happen when we found out?”

“I let you scan me and my home so you could verify my honorable intentions,” Nerezza reminded her. 

“You could have used an ignotus enchantment to destroy any incriminating psychometric trace energies from being read,” Amy argued.

“I did save your lives.”

“I’m sorry that we gave you the cold shoulder for so long,” Jason interjected before Amy could argue further. “I would have kept in touch but I didn’t want to go behind my cousin’s back. She felt very strongly that we couldn’t trust you. I don’t share that opinion and I promise to stay in touch in the future. We’ve kept your secret so you’ve been able to maintain your cover and your job as a council member so I hope you’ll cut us some slack.”

Nerezza glanced at Amy’s distrustful expression. “Your cousin still doesn’t trust me.”

“I trust you,” Jason said. He deactivated his privacy screen that he kept active while away from the house as a show of good faith. He knew he didn’t radiate much psychometric energy so there wouldn’t be much to read except for bits and pieces that had collected inside his home over time. Nerezza’s gaze went distant and her expression was pensive as she performed a psychic scan of her surroundings. Amy tensed visibly at the intrusion but Jason couldn’t fault Nerezza for checking them out.

“Would you like some coffee or tea?” Jason asked belatedly in an attempt to ease the tension. Nerezza didn’t immediately react to his offer and he wasn’t entirely certain she had heard him. He was just about to repeat his offer when her gaze flicked over to his face.

“That would be lovely,” she said smoothly.

Her face was a stoic mask as she used telekinesis to pour herself a mug of coffee with cream and sugar. The mug drifted over to her waiting hands and she took a dainty sip.

“Excellent,” she said.

“Thanks,” Jason murmured as he reached for the silver pitcher of coffee to pour a mug for himself and for Amy. 

“Tell me how I can help,” Nerezza said.

“I’m about to give you some classified information,” Jason said.

“I’ll keep it to myself,” Nerezza promised.

Amy shifted uneasily and looked like she wanted to say something but she remained silent. Jason briefly outlined the situation with the Ebullio and the abductions.

“The Ebullio have always been cautious and patient,” Nerezza said. “They’ve never jeopardized their endgame before, which tells me that they must be very close to achieving their ultimate goal.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Jason replied.

“They want to create a utopia and they want to be in charge of it,” Nerezza said.  

“Secret societies always want world domination,” Amy said in exasperation.

“What do they consider a utopia?” Jason asked.

“I’m not exactly sure,” Nerezza confessed.

“Part of their goal must be learning how to become a category seven,” Jason surmised.

“I agree. That ability gives them unlimited access to a power vortex no matter where they are,” Nerezza said.

“There’s one new ability that I have and that Amy has that could give us an edge against the Ebullio,” Jason said.

Surprise registered in Nerezza’s blue eyes. “You have the power of a Gold Knight?”

“Yes, and I also have the power of a White Knight elder,” Jason added.

“I’m intrigued,” Nerezza said. “How did you gain these abilities?”

“I assumed it was part of my category seven talent combined with my extended magical network that is a mix of mainstream wizards and White Knights,” Jason replied.

“Yes, of course.” Nerezza nodded and her eyes lit with understanding. “Hybrid magic allows you to straddle both worlds of magic. It’s an unexpected bonus that having just one Gold Knight in your group would be enough to allow you to work gold magic too. Are you certain?”

“I was able to draw in dark energy and convert it to gold energy,” Jason confirmed.

“The properties of gold magic are very different from that of mainstream and white magic,” Nerezza lectured them. “Gold energy taps into the power of certain morphogenic fields that encompass this world and it can’t be easily blocked with either light energy or dark energy. When you tap into that power, you can create a gold magic enchantment very quickly; however, a standard gold magic enchantment can only be used once.”

“We haven’t been able to find any books that explain how to make the enchantments,” Jason said.

“That’s because no books are needed. The magic is completely intuitive. It’s wild magic in its purist form,” Nerezza explained.

Amy’s face was a stormy mask of frustration. “That’s impossible! Every enchantment must have a specific framework and matrix in which to operate. You can’t add more than a little bit of wild magic or else the whole thing just falls apart.”

“Gold energy is completely different,” Nerezza lectured her. “It’s not something that can be structured and replicated. Intuition, emotion and intent are the foundations of this magic.”

“You’re mistaken,” Amy said.

“That’s why there are no instructional books,” Nerezza said. 

“Perhaps Gold Knights are so rare that no one had the opportunity to create instructions,” Amy argued. “You said there were only ever a handful of them at any given time.”

“That’s true. Because of their unique abilities, gold magic practitioners attract powerful enemies so they generally aren’t long-lived even though they’re immortal. And perhaps you’re right that there may be some elusive instructional book out there somewhere that teaches you about gold magic.”

“I don’t understand how I can use gold energy,” Amy said in frustration.

“When you tap into your gold magic power, you must focus on your intention and shape the structure of the enchantment using pure intuition,” Nerezza explained. “You can’t try to use logic or the principles of mainstream magic or white magic. Because it’s wild magic, it’s extremely unpredictable. You must also remember that gold magic doesn’t have the same safeguards as white
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