
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Corruption

 


 


 


 


by

 


John O’Riley


 


Corruption

John O’Riley

Copyright 2013 by John O’Riley

Smashwords Edition

 


No part of the book may be reproduced,
scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without
permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of
copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Name of
Cover Artist/ Shutterstock.

 


 


 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events or locales
is entirely coincidental.

 



 


Acknowledgements

 


 


I want to thank all of my readers and fans
for your encouragement. I also want to specifically mention Joy
O’Riley, Dolores Peterson, Christa Fields-Howser, Tracey Koch, Lori
Page, Rosemary Blair, Suzette Gradilla, Sue Otterness, and Jennifer
Ashlock.

 



Chapter 1

Josephine and her two friends, Helen and
Alice, gathered at the dining room table inside her spacious condo
with their mugs of coffee. They all owned their homes in this
retirement complex and their ages ranged from the mid-seventies to
the mid-eighties. Helen wore a bright pink sundress with a pink bow
in her fluffy, gray hair. Helen chose not to wear much makeup this
morning except for the obligatory glossy pink lipstick. She reached
out with her gnarly, wrinkled hands to grab the deck of cards and
began shuffling them. Alice and Josephine both wore loose-fitting
blouses with jeans. Alice’s wrinkled face formed a scowl of
annoyance as Helen continued shuffling the deck after several long
moments. Josephine’s body thrummed with energy and her smooth,
youthful skin resembled that of someone in their thirties.
Josephine was tall and slender with silky, jet black hair and brown
eyes. As a category six wizard, she enjoyed the benefits of
extremely slow aging and would live a very long life barring any
unfortunate accidents. Category six wizards were excellent
psychometrists so they were mandated by law to help with any police
investigation where lesser wizards were unable to read the crime
scene and evidence was lacking.

After the Disaster that had occurred over 50
years ago, virtually everyone in the world had become a wizard of
one degree or another. Most individuals measured on the scale of a
category two through four. The most prestigious wizard was a five,
as they had great control as well as massive power. Category six
wizards possessed massive amounts of power but it could be volatile
and they sometimes lacked the control needed for complex spells.
This is the reason they were required to wear a ring embedded with
an aequitas enchantment at all times because they were forbidden
from performing anything beyond very simple spells. Any attempt to
work with more than a mere trickle of power would cause the
aequitas enchantment to knock them unconscious. Theoretically,
there was no way to tamper with the magic or to take off the
jewelry but Josephine had deactivated the aequitas enchantment in
her turquoise ring over a month ago. Alice cast another moody frown
at Helen before sipping more coffee and slamming the mug down with
much more force than necessary. Helen and Josephine flinched with
surprise and gazed at Alice with bemusement.

“You seem a bit grumpy this morning,”
Josephine observed.

“Unlike you, I don’t have centuries to wait
around while someone shuffles the cards for an eternity,” Alice
grumped.

“I’m sorry. I spaced out.” Helen cast an
apologetic look at both her friends.

She began passing out cards so they could
start playing rummy. They played in companionable silence for a
moment until it was Helen’s turn and she was staring at Josephine
with intense scrutiny. Alice shot Helen a dirty look and cleared
her throat to gain her attention. Josephine looked up from her
cards with confusion and her gaze flicked from Alice to Helen.

“Isn’t it your turn, Helen?” Josephine
prodded.

“I’ve been noticing something different about
you over the last week or so. I finally realized what it is. You’re
looking younger.” Helen’s lips curved in a pensive frown.

A pleased laugh burbled from Josephine. “You
flatterer. I’ve been jogging along the beach every morning.”

“She’s right. You definitely look like you’re
in your mid-twenties now.” Alice’s expression turned dour with
concern.

“You don’t look too happy about it.”
Josephine leveled a perturbed look at her friend.

“I think it’s because you’ve been tapping
into the vortex at the beach,” Helen stated.

There was a power vortex at Siesta Key beach.
Normally, category six wizards couldn’t tap into them because of
their aequitas enchantments but Josephine took full advantage of
her freedom by connecting with the vortex while running at the
beach every morning. It always gave her such a rush.

“Helen’s right, you didn’t really start
making a habit of it until about two weeks ago. That’s when you
changed,” Alice remarked.

“Obviously, it’s done me a world of good! I
look and feel great!” Josephine’s face lit up with an ecstatic
grin.

“I believe category six wizards that tap into
the vortex every day become immortal.” Helen took a sip of her
coffee while her friends were shocked into stunned silence. “It’s
kind of like being a vampire, I guess.”

Josephine’s eyes flashed with indignation.
“I’m not a vampire!”

“We all know there’s no such thing but I
think it’s cool that you’re like a vampire now. You get to live
forever. Think of all the knowledge and life experience you’ll
accumulate over the years.” Alice regarded her friend with
admiration.

“Why do I get the feeling I’m being
insulted?” Josephine grumbled.

“Probably because you’re too sensitive,”
Alice said.

“Is that your professional opinion as a
retired psychiatrist?” Josephine teased.

“Yes, it is.” Alice jutted her chin out at a
stubborn angle. “And I think you need to start taking precautionary
steps to protect yourself. You need to start thinking like a
vampire.”

“I’m not a vampire!”

“Of course not.” Alice cast a commiserating
look at Josephine. “But you have to realize now that you’re an
immortal, people will eventually notice. You’re breaking the law
when you tap into the vortex and it’s a federal crime to shut off
your aequitas enchantment. You’re bound to get caught at some point
– especially if people notice that you never age.”

“It will take quite some time before anyone
pays attention because they’re used to the fact that I age very
slowly,” Josephine said.

“That’s true but you’re going to need to
start thinking about the future. You’ll need to learn how to create
a new identity for yourself like a vampire would,” Alice
explained.

“I wish you’d quit comparing me to
vampires.”

Alice offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry,
it’s just an easy analogy to make.”

“And they’re your favorite shows,” Josephine
said.

“It would be beneficial for you to make
connections in the law enforcement,” Helen said.

“I’m already called in practically every week
to help out the police,” Josephine grumbled. “I never get to enjoy
my retirement. I worked hard for my entire life and I think I
deserve some time off.”

“If you live forever, your earlier life is
just small change,” Alice pointed out. “I think it would be a good
idea if you apply for a full-time position in the workforce. Helen
and I found a position for a psychometrist specialist in the police
force for the Sarasota-Manatee County districts.”

“The two of you went behind my back and
looked at job openings for me?” Josephine sputtered with
outrage.

“We’re trying to help you. With your criminal
tendencies, we came to the conclusion that you would be safer
keeping tabs on active investigations in case one such
investigation ever focuses on you,” Alice explained.

“If I worked in both Sarasota and Manatee
county, I’d have to do all kinds of traveling. It’s bad enough that
I’m forced out of retirement but the thought of driving hundreds of
miles every day gives me a headache.”

“You have to think of the positives. You’ll
no longer be on a fixed income. You’ll be around young, attractive
men,” Helen said.

Josephine cocked a brow of bemusement. “I
suppose there might be a few small perks.”

“You’ll probably get to see Jake more often,”
Alice pointed out.

Josephine nodded with agreement. Her
grandson, Jake, was a detective in his mid-twenties who lived in
Sarasota but had little free time to spare. He was lanky with black
hair and brown eyes like his grandmother. His dark, smoldering good
looks turned a lot of heads. Josephine had advised him on many
occasions that he’d make an excellent model and encouraged him to
pursue that career so that he wouldn’t have to put in such long
hours at the police station. Unfortunately, Josephine couldn’t get
him to listen to her sage advice. Youngsters rarely listened to
their elders anymore.

“There’s one thing you’re both forgetting.
There are two other category six wizards that live in this area. If
either one of them applies for the position then I’ll never get
it,” Josephine said.

“You can’t think like that. Besides, you’re
older than them and have a lot more experience helping the police.”
Alice leveled an encouraging look at her friend.

“What about Detective Whiney? I don’t think I
could stand working with him all day long, seven days a week,”
Josephine said in reference to Detective Riley, who was partners
with Jake.

“It’s true you’d have to work with him more
often but you would be working with all the detectives,” Alice
pointed out.

“You should probably stop calling him
Detective Whiney,” Helen advised.

“I suppose I could try.” Josephine grimaced
as though she’d bitten into something sour. “There are so many
concessions I’ll have to make if I give up my comfortable
retirement.”

“I don’t really think you like it,” Alice
said.

Josephine regarded her friend with
puzzlement. “What do you mean?”

“I think you get bored when too much time
goes by without a call from Riley,” Alice said. “Whenever you fail
to get work after a week or two, you’re just not yourself.”

“All of this is overwhelming. I’ve been out
of the workforce for almost a decade. I’d have to whip up a résumé,
fill out one of their applications which I’m sure is pages and
pages long because it’s a government position and then I’d need to
brush up on my interview technique.”

“Helen and I already created a résumé for you
and filled out an application. All you have to do is turn it in,”
Alice said.

Josephine smiled at her two friends with
affection. “I’m so lucky to have the two of you. I hope we’ll get
to keep our morning routine.”

“Of course. We always start around five.
You’re always finished with your jog, showered and changed before
then so you’d still have plenty of time to get ready for work after
our morning coffee.” Alice leveled an encouraging look at her.

“You’re right.” Josephine was relieved she
wouldn’t have to give up the time she spent with her life-long
friends.

“How much sleep have you been getting?” Helen
asked.

Josephine hesitated as she hadn’t been
keeping track. “I guess I only need about five hours.”

“Wow! That really IS like a vampire,” Alice
exclaimed.

Josephine shot Alice a dirty look but
refrained from arguing the point. Someone knocked at the door.
Josephine placed her cards face down on the table with great
reluctance as she wondered who could be visiting her at this
ungodly hour. Josephine opened the door to reveal three spheres
comprised of a viscous black liquid the size of tennis balls
floating in front of her face. Josephine yelped with alarm as they
swept past her and into the condo. One of the spheres splattered
against the living room wall, the second one landed on the floor
and the third splattered near the center of the table. They formed
three black puddles of goo and black smoke billowed from them,
permeating the air with the distinct odor of skunk. Josephine
activated one of her personal shields and stepped out into the hall
just in time to see Dale turning the corner as he fled to safety.
Dale was a bald man in his seventies with a thin, skeletal frame.
He had green eyes and his flabby, wrinkled skin was heavily marred
with liver spots.

“I’m going to jinx you good, you old fart!”
Josephine called out.

“You don’t belong here, slut!” Dale shouted
back from out of sight.

Josephine stepped back into her condo which
reeked and was quickly filling up with black smoke.

“Let’s go play cards at my place,” Alice said
as she wrinkled her nose with disgust.

“Sounds good to me.” Helen rose from her
seat.

“Maybe I should try to neutralize the jinx.”
Josephine raised her hands as she viewed the condo with her second
sight and focused on the energy matrices that created the odious
spells.

“I don’t think so. The last time you tried to
do that, you made things even worse,” Alice said. “In two hours or
so, the spell will be spent and you can return without any sign of
the jinx.”

Alice and Helen lived in the same building so
it didn’t take long to arrive in Alice’s condo. The three women
resumed their card game at Alice’s table as they waited for fresh
coffee to brew.

“Dale is such a pain in the ass. I’m going to
make something really special for him.” Josephine’s lips curved in
a sadistic smile.

“You should try to mend fences with him. It’s
not good having enemies when you’re trying to blend in,” Helen
said.

“I don’t see any reason to blend in. I think
I’ll booby trap his bed with manifestations of hissing cockroaches
that appear as soon as he lays down on it.” Josephine’s eyes
twinkled with mirth.

“What happens if one of these days, he
follows you to the beach to booby trap your car or something and
finds out you’re linking with the vortex there,” Helen said.

Josephine’s expression turned pensive as she
mulled this over.

“I don’t think he’d ever do that,” Alice said
after a length pause.

“As much as I hate to say it, Helen may be
right about this. I really should try to keep a low profile,”
Josephine said.

“Let me get that application and résumé that
Helen and I finished before I forget.” Alice jumped to her feet and
left the room.

She arrived with the documents and set them
down in front of Josephine. Josephine threw both of her friends
grateful smiles.

“I appreciate your help with this,” Josephine
said. “I have a lot to consider though.”

“Like what? It makes perfect sense,” Alice
argued.

“For starters, I need to talk to Jake. He may
not feel comfortable with his grandmother working in the police
force,” Josephine said.

“He’s really laid-back. He won’t mind,” Helen
said.

“Nevertheless, I’m going to at least talk to
him about it. I’ll let myself into his house this afternoon and fix
him some dinner. I have a new lasagna recipe I’ve been wanting to
try and maybe some peanut-butter fudge cheesecake,” Josephine
said.

“That’s very thoughtful of you. I’m sure
he’ll be grateful to have a home cooked meal waiting for him after
a hard day at work,” Alice said.

“What if tonight’s one of his late nights?”
Helen said.

“That’s okay. I’ll bring a book and wait up
for him,” Josephine said.


Chapter 2

Josephine inhaled the aroma of her lasagna
with satisfaction as it baked in Jake’s oven. She had decided to
make the cheesecake first as it took longer to set and was cooling
in the refrigerator. She had gotten a late start so dinner wasn’t
quite ready yet even though it was after seven. Jake’s house was
spacious and tastefully yet modestly furnished and located in an
old neighborhood in Sarasota. Jake arrived with a dark-haired young
man who was average height with brown eyes and a muscular frame.
Like Jake, the stranger was wearing business casual so they were
probably colleagues although he looked fresh out of high school.
Jake took his grandmother’s unexpected visit with his usual
grace.

“Hey, Grandma. How’s it going?” Jake
said.

“Hi, Jake. I thought I’d surprise you with a
home-baked dinner,” Josephine said.

“Sounds good. This is a new intern at the
station I’m working with. His name is Mark Freeman. Mark, this is
my grandmother, Josephine O’Connor,” Jake said.

Mark’s eyes lit up with sudden interest.
“You’re his grandmother?”

“Yes and I also do part-time consulting for
the police as well. That’s part of the reason I’m here.”

Jake’s easy-going smile immediately became
business-like and concerned.

“Is there something wrong?”

“Not as such,” Josephine said. “I’ve been
thinking long and hard about my life.”

Josephine found herself at a loss for words
and an uncomfortable silence ensued.

“I think it’s so cool to finally meet you!
You’re like a legend!” Mark gushed.

Josephine regarded him with surprise. “Are
you serious?”

“Everyone talks about how fast you solve
cases when you’re called in.”

Jake threw Mark an amused smirk. “This is
only your second day, how can you say you’re excited to FINALLY
meet my grandmother?”

“You should hear what everyone says about
her,” Mark said. “I wish I was a category six.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,”
Josephine said.

“You seem too young to be Jake’s
grandmother.”

“I age well. It’s one of the few perks of
being a six.” Josephine leveled a pleased smile at Mark.

“You’re beautiful,” Mark said.

“Thank you, young man. I think it runs in the
family. Jake is a real looker, too. I keep telling him he should
model,” Josephine said.

Jake laughed with mirth and shook his head
no.

“You could model, too,” Mark suggested.

Josephine cocked a bemused brow. “I don’t
think so.”

“You’re gorgeous. I think you’d do extremely
well.”

Josephine turned her attention back to her
grandson and cleared her throat as nervousness began to take
hold.

“Jake, I’ve decided with how much energy I
have and all things considered, I should go back to work. There’s a
position open for a full-time psychometrist specialist,” Josephine
said.

Jake’s smile dropped away as his expression
reflected the utter shock her words elicited from him.

“I think that’s a great idea! You’d be a
shoe-in,” Mark said with great enthusiasm.

“What do you mean by that?” Josephine
regarded him with puzzlement.

“PD’s hardly ever get a six to work for them.
They usually don’t tolerate the stress of picking up the psychic
impressions of violent crime very well,” Mark explained.

“He’s right. You might want to think about
another avenue to work in,” Jake suggested.

“I want to work in law enforcement and this
is one of the safest positions,” Josephine said. “I’ve been doing
part-time consulting work for you and Detective Whiney for years. I
know I can handle the psychic energy from crime scenes.”

The kitchen timer rang to indicate the
lasagna was ready. Josephine pulled it out of the oven and served
everyone healthy portions. They gathered at the dining room table
to eat and continue their conversation.

“If you can handle the work, I think you
should go for it,” Jake said.

“I wanted to talk to you first before I did
anything because I wasn’t sure how you would feel about working
with me,” Josephine said.

“I think it would be great to see you more
often.” Jake offered an encouraging smile before he took his first
bite of the lasagna. “This is great.”

“It sure is. Thank you for including me,”
Mark said.

“Any friend of Jake’s is a friend of mine.”
Josephine threw him a gracious smile.

“I was wondering if you might want to go out
for drinks sometime,” Mark said.

Josephine started at the obvious attempt for
a date and wondered if this youngster was even past the age of
consent yet. Even so, she couldn’t imagine ever feeling comfortable
going steady with a guy fresh out of high school.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Exactly how
old are you?” Josephine asked.

“I’m eighteen and a legal adult,” Mark
said.

“But you aren’t old enough to drink,”
Josephine pointed out.

“So?”

“How can we go out for drinks?”

“I was thinking coffee,” Mark said.

“I see.” Josephine mulled this over for
several seconds then decided to throw in a compatibility test she
had devised over the years. “How do you like your coffee?”

“With plenty of cream and sugar,” Mark
replied.

“Do you prefer tea or coffee?”

“Coffee.”

“How do you drink your tea?” Josephine
asked.

“Same as I do my coffee.”

“Do you like dogs and if so what’s your
favorite kind?”

“I like dogs but I don’t really want a pet
right now. I prefer small dogs, I guess,” Mark said.

Jake’s eyes twinkled with mirth as he
observed his grandmother interrogating Mark. Jake already knew all
about Josephine’s test for selecting a suitable match and that Mark
had passed with flying colors. Josephine had told Jake on several
occasions that no matter how unlikely the prospect, she would give
a guy a chance if he answered her questions correctly. Josephine
exchanged a meaningful look with Jake before turning back to level
a forced smile at Mark.

“I think it would be nice to meet for coffee
sometime,” Josephine said.

“That’s great! Let’s exchange phone numbers.”
Mark whipped out his cell phone.

Josephine dug out her own cell which was a
recent acquisition and swapped numbers with Mark. Josephine enjoyed
herself as they continued to converse over their dinner. She didn’t
return to her condo until late in the evening but had trouble going
to sleep as doubts about leaving retirement plagued her mind.
Josephine looked over the application and résumé that her friends
had completed for her before turning it in the next morning.
Josephine’s body tensed with nervousness as she drove home. She
planned on changing out of her professional attire and into shorts
and a blouse so she could go jogging at the beach but as soon as
she reached her condo, Alice and Helen came over to visit.
Obviously, Alice had been keeping a vigilant watch from her guest
bedroom window which offered a perfect view of Josephine’s parking
spot.

“How did it go?” Alice asked.

“A clerk took my application and told me
they’d call me for an interview if my qualifications were a good
fit,” Josephine said.

“The government runs very slowly. I heard it
can take weeks or even months before they contact any applicants,”
Helen said.

“I don’t know if my nerves can take that,”
Josephine said.

“You just need to do something to fully
occupy your mind,” Helen suggested. “I would go running with you
but I’m afraid I’m out of shape.”

“I think we should work on some jinxes to use
on Dale. We’ll break into his condo and set up some surprises for
him.” Alice’s eyes gleamed with mischief.

“I think you should try to extend an apple
branch to him. See if you can mend fences,” Helen said.

“Extend an olive branch,” Alice
corrected.

Helen’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm. “That’s
exactly what I think!”

“I think Helen’s right. I’m going to prepare
some enchantments as a goodwill gesture. Or maybe I can just use
something I’ve already made,” Josephine said. “What do men like and
dislike?”

“They’re a bunch of pigs,” Alice said with a
moody frown.

“They tend to be lazy,” Helen supplied with a
helpful smile.

Josephine snapped her fingers and pointed at
Helen with elation. “That’s exactly it! I’ll give him a couple of
my cleaning enchantments. They’re advanced and do a thorough
job.”

“That’s perfect,” Alice agreed.

Josephine grabbed two of her small, thin
wands programmed for cleaning with a small label wrapped around the
handle to indicate their use. She placed them in a shiny, gold
decorative box and went over to see Dale. As soon as Dale opened
the door and realized who was paying him a visit, he slammed it
shut in her face. Josephine scowled with irritation as her
instincts screamed at her to shell out some payback.

“Dale, I just want to talk,” Josephine called
out.

“What’s stopping you?” Dale’s sarcastic voice
was muffled through the door.

“We can’t carry on a meaningful conversation
like this,” Josephine said.

“I’m not going to invite a slut into my
home.”

Josephine’s face flushed as righteous
indignation swept through her. “I’m not a slut.”

“You don’t belong in a retirement
community.”

“I’m older than you,” Josephine retorted.

“You have all the advantages of youth and
shouldn’t get to use any retirement benefits.”

“I contributed to taxes and social security
the same as you.” Josephine strove to keep calm as she began to
harbor doubts about her goodwill mission.

“Why don’t you take your slutty ass and march
it on out of here,” Dale said.

Josephine opened her second sight and
examined the security enchantments and wards protecting Dale’s
condo. It took her only a couple of moments to disarm everything.
She made a sweeping gesture with her hand as she forced the door
open with a potent burst of telekinesis. Dale gaped at Josephine
with stunned disbelief for several seconds before he turned to
flee. Josephine reached her hand out and used telekinesis to toss
Dale across the room and pin his body against the wall. Josephine
made a sweeping motion at the door to cause it to slam shut as she
approached Dale. Her mind simmered with hostility and anger. Dale’s
fearful gaze locked onto hers as he tried to pry himself away from
the wall to escape. Josephine halted in front of him and frowned at
him with reprisal.

“You’re making it very difficult to be nice
to you,” Josephine said.

Dale’s mouth opened and closed several times
in a comical fashion that almost made Josephine burst out in
hysterical laughter. She bit her lower lip to keep the amusement at
bay as she didn’t think it would help her cause.

“What do you want?” Dale asked.

“I want to call a truce. I don’t plan on
jinxing you anymore if you stop pestering me,” Josephine said.
“Don’t you think it would be nice to enjoy your retirement without
looking over your shoulder all the time?”

“You don’t scare me,” Dale said with false
bravado.

“I come with a peace offering.” Josephine
held up a gift box which caused Dale to flinch with alarm. “It’s a
powerful cleaning enchantment. I thought you might find it
useful.”

Josephine released the telekinetic hold on
Dale and he pushed away from the wall but didn’t try to flee. Dale
regarded the box with obvious suspicion.

“How do I know you don’t have it jinxed?” he
demanded.

“I’m trying to show you that I want to be a
good neighbor,” Josephine said. “Do you think we can stop slinging
spells at each other?”

“I’ll think about it,” Dale said.

“That’s all I ask.”

Josephine held out the gift box and Dale
hesitated before accepting it. Josephine’s lips formed a strained
smile.

“Thank you for giving this a chance, Dale,”
she said.

“I’m still thinking.”

Josephine left Dale’s condo with mixed
feelings. Mending fences could prove to be a prudent course of
action; however, Josephine didn’t trust the old fart and seriously
doubted he would stop hounding her. Early the next morning, on the
drive to Siesta Key beach, Josephine thought she saw the same blue
sedan tailing her for almost the entire trip. Josephine tensed with
nervousness as she wondered if someone suspected she was illegally
tapping into the vortex. When she turned into the parking lot, the
blue sedan continued on down the road without slowing down. She
heaved a sigh of relief and wondered when she would stop suffering
from guilt and paranoia over shutting off her aequitas enchantment.
Just because category six wizards were so powerful didn’t mean they
should be banned from doing what everyone else could do.

Josephine reached out with her mind and
linked with the vortex. Potent energy flooded through her mind and
body. Josephine jogged along the shoreline in her bare feet,
enjoying the feel of the soft crystalline sand against her skin.
She took deep breaths of the salty air but never grew tired as long
as she maintained her psychic connection with the vortex. Her body
thrummed with pleasure and she savored the delightful sensation,
wishing these moments would never end. A male figure heading her
way came into view. Josephine’s temporarily enhanced psychic senses
immediately recognized her friend, Gary Eslinger. He was
medium-set, in his mid-thirties, with hazel eyes and brown wavy
hair. Sometimes, Gary and Josephine went jogging together or he’d
come over to visit but it had been a couple of weeks since she’d
seen him. Gary was clad in just swim trunks and he looked
preoccupied in spite of the rush obtained from the vortex. Like
Josephine, he was a category six. There were only three of them who
lived in the area.

“Gary, it’s been a while. Mind if I join
you?” Josephine asked.

“Sure.”

Josephine turned and ran beside him in
silence for several moments.

“What have you been up to? Is everything
okay?” Josephine said.

“I’m trying to figure things out,” Gary
said.

Josephine could understand that. She’d helped
the police catch a serial killer who was experimenting on his
victims in an attempt to create an enchantment that would increase
a wizard’s power to a category six. The killer happened to be
Gary’s older brother and had succeeded in the enchantment with his
latest victim who’d survived the brutal magic he’d inflicted on
her. Josephine had caught him before he could enhance his own
abilities.

“I can understand that but you shouldn’t
isolate yourself,” Josephine advised.

“Maybe I’ll come over this weekend,” Gary
said.

“I look forward to it.”

“It’s strange,” Gary said.

“What is?”

“I’m feeling hunted like someone’s following
me around.”

Josephine’s stomach clenched with anxiety.
“Have you seen anyone?”

“Not really.”

“You don’t sound so sure of that.”

“My mind’s just playing tricks on me. I think
it’s a side-effect of Dan’s mind control and memory suppression
hexes he did on me all those years,” Gary said.

“You don’t have to worry anymore. Your
brother is safely locked away now where he belongs,” Josephine said
in a reassuring tone.

“I know but my mind is still healing. Alice
said it could take a long time to recover after all those years of
damage.”

“She’s willing to help speed up the healing
process. I’ve helped her create some mentis curatio enchantments
just for you,” Josephine said.

“She told me but I have a hard time trusting
anyone,” Gary said.

A shiver of apprehension tingled along
Josephine’s spine when her gaze flicked to the parking lot and she
saw the same blue sedan that had followed her parked near her car.
Josephine took advantage of her heightened senses to probe at the
stranger. A powerful and seamless shield kept her from accessing
the mind of the stalker.

“Gary, try to see if you can sense who’s
driving that car. I’m sure he followed me here.” Josephine pointed
at the parking lot.

The car turned and raced out of the area.
Josephine lost her hold on the intruder and turned to face
Gary.

“Did you get anything?” Josephine shot him a
hopeful look.

“Nothing.”

“Damn!” Josephine exclaimed with fervor.
“Only a category five or six could hold out against us like that
which means it’s probably an enforcer.”

Gary’s eyes conveyed a sense of dread. “We’re
under investigation. I wonder why they didn’t arrest us since we
were caught red-handed linking with the vortex here.”

“You’re right. It must be someone else. We
should probably report this to the police except that we’ll be
assigned enforcers to protect us.”

“We won’t be able to risk connecting with the
Siesta Key vortex anymore if that happens.”

Josephine mulled over their situation as
anxiety clawed in her gut.


Chapter 3

Josephine, Alice and Helen were gathered at
Josephine’s dining room table playing rummy and enjoying coffee.
Josephine shifted in her chair with nervousness and found it
difficult to focus on the game.

“I’m getting too old for this kind of
stress,” Josephine grumbled.

“I think you made a good decision not going
to the police,” Alice said. “You can’t afford to have enforcers
hanging out at your condo with what you’ve been doing.”

“I suppose I could do an ignotus spell to get
rid of any trace psychometric energy,” Josephine said.

“You work in the investigative world. When
criminals try to wipe out those energies, it’s impossible to
completely remove them. You’re always able to read enough to see
who it is. No one ever gets away with anything,” Alice said.

“You’re right. I just hate to think that
someone out there might be stalking me.”

“What’s the worst that can happen?” Alice
said in a reasonable tone.

“They may kidnap me while I’m sleeping and
experiment on me to try to figure out how to create more category
sixes.” Josephine’s brown eyes conveyed her terror.

“You’ve created the most powerful wards on
your condo that I’ve ever seen. No one will be able to break in.
The only thing you have to worry about is being caught unexpected
while you’re out shopping or jogging at the beach,” Alice pointed
out.

Josephine nodded her head in agreement.
“You’re right. Whenever I leave my apartment, I should just make
sure to wear plenty of protection amulets and be ready to activate
half of them at a moment’s notice.”

“Exactly! There’s no way anyone’s getting
their hands on you.”

“And what about Gary?” Helen regarded her two
friends with grave concern. “He’s just a boy. He’s vulnerable.”

Alice threw Helen a disgusted look. “For
heaven’s sakes, he’s a grown man in his thirties and he would be
locked up for deactivating his aequitas enchantment and linking
with the power vortex at the beach just like Josephine.”

“Category sixes are better at performing
ignotus spells. I think they should do it and tell the police so
that an enforcer can protect them,” Helen said.

Josephine leveled a serious look at her
friend. “I wish I could do that but for right now, it’s too great a
risk. My freedom is too important to me. I’m sure we’ll both be
safe. If it will make you feel better, I’ll have Gary stay with
me.”

“That’s a great idea,” Helen said with
approval. “It would make things a lot less risky.”

“Alright, I’ll call him later and let him
know the plan,” Josephine said.

Alice picked up the entire discard pile so
she could play four aces and four kings which caused Josephine to
cry out with indignation. Alice shot Josephine a smug grin and
played four queens. Josephine smacked the table with frustration
and cried out with annoyance. Alice still didn’t discard. Josephine
narrowed her eyes at Alice who continued to smirk.

“There’s no way you can possibly have
anything else to play,” Josephine said.

Alice waited several seconds before playing
four jacks and discarding her last card which ended the game.
Josephine squealed with outrage and slapped her cards down on the
table.

“I can’t believe this!” Josephine wailed.

“I win again,” Alice said.

Helen took her defeat with typical grace.
Losing didn’t seem to bother her most of the time. Josephine
flinched when her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket
and placed it on the table.

“I don’t recognize this caller. It’s not
Detective Whiney unless he changed his number which is a sneaky
move I wouldn’t put past him,” Josephine said.

“I can’t believe you let Jake talk you into
getting one of those. You’ve got a perfectly good landline,” Helen
said.

“I’m going to get one, too. There are some
pretty cool ones out there,” Alice interjected.

Helen shot Josephine a pointed look. “Are you
going to answer the phone?”

“I’m thinking.” Josephine frowned at her cell
as she struggled to make up her mind. “Who could be calling me at
this ungodly hour?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Helen
said.

“Just let it go to voice mail,” Alice
advised.

Josephine reached out and answered the
phone.

“This is Josephine,” she said.

“This is Chief of Police, Ben Nutter. I’m
calling about the application you turned in,” a rough, deep
penetrating voice came over the line.

Josephine swallowed as anxiety rushed through
her body.

“Thank you for contacting me.” Josephine
hoped she didn’t sound as nervous as she felt.

“If you’re available, I want to interview you
today,” Ben said.

“Yes, I can do that. When would you like me
over?”

“If you could be here in an hour, I’d
appreciate it,” Ben said in his booming voice.

“Yes, I can do that,” Josephine said.

“You know where my office is.”

“Yes, I do.”

The phone went dead and Josephine
disconnected the call with a frown.

“You’re being interviewed already?” Alice
smiled at her friend with excitement.

“Yes. He wants me over there in an hour.” A
surreal feeling took hold of Josephine. “This is so sudden. I don’t
understand.”

“It means they’re serious about hiring you.”
Helen’s eyes twinkled with delight. “I’m so happy for you. This is
a great opportunity.”

“If it’s so wonderful, why didn’t YOU ask for
the job?” Josephine shot her a sardonic look.

“You’re the six here, young lady.”

Josephine heaved a grievous sigh. “You’re
right. I just hadn’t completely given up on retirement yet.”

“You’ve got so much energy and passion and
youth in you! You’ll love working again,” Alice said.

Josephine decided she’d better end the game
early so she could prepare for the interview. Alice and Helen were
only too happy to give her a mock question and answer session.
Josephine arrived at the police station and was ushered to Ben
Nutter’s office by one of the administrative assistants, Anita.

“You’ll do great.” Anita threw her an
encouraging look as they neared Ben’s office.

“Thanks.” Josephine forced a strained
smile.

Anita patted Josephine on the shoulder and
retreated down the hall toward her desk. Josephine knocked at the
closed door.

“Enter,” Ben’s booming voice carried easily
to Josephine’s ears.

Josephine stepped inside the office and shook
hands with Ben before seating herself in one of the two black,
cushioned office chairs facing the modest-sized desk. The office
was small and cramped with several rows of filing cabinets and a
couple of large orchids in the corner of the room. Josephine was
tempted to open her second sight and probe the chief of police for
psychometric energy so she could pick up what he was looking for
and how to impress him but she refrained from doing so. It just
wouldn’t be right. Besides, he may have an m-detector which would
pick up on any magical activity. The chief of police was an
imposing man in his forties with close-cropped blond hair, piercing
blue eyes, and a mustache. Josephine disliked mustaches and beards
and couldn’t help think that men who sported them were hiding
something. Ben’s blue uniform was decorated with an impressive
assortment of medals.

“So we finally get to sit down and have a
conversation.” Ben’s loud, penetrating voice pounded against
Josephine’s eardrums.

“I’m honored that you’re interested in
speaking to me about this.” Josephine leveled a friendly smile at
the chief of police.

“You have an impressive record. I don’t know
if you realize this but not all category sixes crack every case so
quickly. You’re exceptional.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I do want to make sure you’re prepared for
the stress of this assignment. Technically, a psychometrist
specialist is considered a detective so you will be performing the
same type of police work.” Ben’s gaze turned assessing.

Josephine forced herself to keep still and
maintain a neutral position so her body language would show
confidence and competency. Under Ben’s intense scrutiny, she felt
like a bug being dissected but he’d already admitted that he liked
her consulting work. Josephine knew from hearing the police talk at
crime scenes that they could often get people to spill their guts
by allowing gaps in conversation. As much as it pained her to do
so, she forced herself to remain silent.

“Are you aware that most category six wizards
are unable to perform their full-time duties for more than a couple
of weeks?” Ben said.

“Yes, I am.”

“Do you find yourself stressed after reading
a crime scene?”

“I usually feel energized,” Josephine said
and was surprised to realize that this was a statement of fact.

“You’re a rare breed, Ms. O’Connor.” Ben cast
an admiring gaze at her.

“Thank you, Mr. Nutter.”

The chief of police proceeded with more
interview questions that lasted for over an hour. The combination
of his blaring voice along with the challenging and sometimes
personal inquiries left Josephine shell-shocked when the meeting
concluded.

“I’ve heard enough.” Ben offered an approving
smile. “All new hires are on a one month probationary period before
they become officially permanent. During that time, you may resign
without notice or any negative consequence. On the same token, we
may terminate your employment effective immediately.”

“I understand.”

“Congratulations. You’re hired,” Ben
said.

“Thank you so much!” Josephine beamed at
him.

Ben explained more of the details of the job
and that she worked for the county of Sarasota. Apparently there
were two positions – one in this county and one in Manatee.
Josephine was thrilled to know she wouldn’t be required to commute
vast distances. The psychometrist specialist was considered the
same level as a police detective so Detective Riley would be a
colleague rather than a superior officer. Sarasota had one other
psychometrist who happened to be a category three wizard named Kyle
Chastain. Josephine had never met the man but had heard of him.
There was a huge difference in ability to read psychometric energy
between the various categories of wizards. Of course, comparing any
category to that of a six was like night and day. Josephine knew
she would run circles around Kyle as a full-time employee.

Josephine returned to her condo in a bright
mood. Her anxiety returned just a little when she thought back to
the stalker but the wards she’d created at her residence were
resilient enough to withstand an army. Alice and Helen came over
right away to hear about the outcome of the interview. They took up
positions on the living room couches.

“I’m in!” Josephine exclaimed. “I got the
job!”

“I knew you could do it!” Helen praised
her.

“Congratulations!” Alice said with great
enthusiasm. “Tell us every detail – no matter how small. Helen and
I are living vicariously through you.”

Josephine laughed at her friend’s antics then
complied with her request and filled them in. When she finished,
her lips curved in a smug grin.

“So, Detective Whiney will no longer be my
boss. We’re peers now,” Josephine said. “And the chief of police
has the discretion to promote me to a senior psychometrist. From
there, I could even become a sergeant and move up along the ranks
based on performance.”

“That’s really good news but I still think
you should call him Alex or Detective Riley,” Helen advised.

“I’ll think about it.” Josephine’s tone
implied just the opposite.

“Are you going to visit Jake tonight and
celebrate?” Alice asked.

“No, he’s got that kid hanging out with him.
He’s an intern for the police department and I guess he’s friends
with Jake. He was flirting with me like crazy and Jake wasn’t
helping the situation. I gave the compatibility test knowing he’d
fail but he passed.”

Helen and Alice both gasped with surprise and
exchanged puzzled looks.

“I suppose it was bound to happen
eventually,” Alice said. “How old is he? What’s his name?”

“His name is Mark and he’s only 18. Barely
legal.” Josephine grimaced with displeasure. “I have no interest in
him whatsoever so I need to steer clear of Jake for a while.”

“That’s right, you made an agreement with
Jake that no matter how unsuitable a guy seemed, if he passed that
questionnaire, you would at least give him a chance with two
dates.” Alice threw her friend a questioning look. “But why on
earth did you agree on two dates? Isn’t that a bit much?”

“At the time it seemed appropriate.”
Josephine offered a helpless shrug.

“Let’s just hope that Mark doesn’t hang
around with Jake for too much longer because there’s no way it’s
appropriate for an eighty-four year-old to date an eighteen
year-old,” Helen said.

Josephine made a couple of brief calls – one
to Jake informing him that she’d got the job and one to Gary
inviting him to stay at her place until the stalker left them
alone. Gary was quick to accept her offer which pleased Josephine
as she liked spending time with him. Josephine paid a visit to
Vickie Richardson at her house on Siesta Key. Vickie owned a
massive, two-story dwelling with a huge yard brimming with lush
plants including a variety of flowers, pineapple bushes, miniature
palm trees, lavender bushes and elderberries. She made a living as
professional restoration enchanter. It required years of training
and a natural talent. Vickie had suffered at the hands of a serial
killer intent on creating an enchantment that would convert a
wizard to a category six. She had been his first success and barely
lived to tell the tale. Josephine had helped Vickie to manage her
new power. This didn’t help solve the problem completely because
now Vickie lacked the ability to fine-tune the restoration
enchantments which resulted in about six failures for every
successful spell created. Vickie could always sense when the spell
was off and would destroy it before putting it to use for one of
her clients but it was a time consuming process.

Vickie could only serve about a third of the
customers compared to her production rate before becoming a
category six. Josephine had taken the risk of assisting Vickie with
deactivating her aequitas enchantment as there would have been no
way she could create any restoration enchantments with a magical
leash tethering her. It still wasn’t enough. Vickie and Josephine
gathered in the living room.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I can’t talk
for long,” Vickie said.

“That’s okay. I just wanted to check in with
you. There’s someone stalking Gary and I and I wanted to make sure
you’re okay.”

“I feel like my life is falling apart.”
Vickie’s eyes reflected her despair. “I’m going to have to give up
my business if I can’t improve my ability. I don’t understand why
some people want to be a six so bad. It’s ruined everything.”

“Think of the positives. You’ll stay young
practically forever, you have more power than ever and you can
create all kinds of enchantments no lesser wizard can dream
of.”

“But some enchantments are beyond my ability
to master anymore like the restoration spells. Without that, my
business is destroyed. I’ve had to tap into my emergency savings
account and it will run dry in about five months.”

“That’s plenty of time to master your new
talent.” Josephine offered an encouraging smile.

“I haven’t made any improvements. I just
don’t see a way out of this.”

“I’m sure you could get a decent job.”

“I don’t want to work for someone. I can’t
stand it.”

Josephine didn’t know what else to say. She
commiserated with Vickie’s plight but the woman was young and
resilient. Josephine was confident that Vickie would find work she
enjoyed just as much as owning her own business.

“No one’s been following you?” Josephine
asked.

“I don’t have any stalkers,” Vickie said.

“What about strangers approaching you?”

“What do you mean exactly?” Vickie asked in a
guarded tone.

“I don’t know.” Josephine made a helpless
gesture as she tried to think of a concrete example. “Maybe someone
pretending to be the cable man or something? Maybe a stranger
posing as a government official asking you personal questions?”

“No.”

“There’s nothing out of the ordinary?”
Josephine leveled a shrewd gaze at Vickie.

“Besides my life being ruined, everything is
normal.” Vickie glared at Josephine with impatience. “I appreciate
how you helped me gain control over my ability. I couldn’t have
gotten this far without you but the longer I spend away from my
work, the more sales I lose.”

“Of course.” Josephine rose from her chair
and offered a sympathetic smile. “Thank you for your time,
Vickie.”

When Josephine returned to her residence, she
found a large paper taped to her door which read: “You don’t belong
here, slut.”

An angry smile formed on Josephine’s face as
she crumpled the paper in a tight fist. Dale had just made it
crystal clear that he’d never accept a truce with her. Josephine
was tired of making nice with her enemies. She would jinx him good.
She tossed the wadded paper in the air and watched it burst into
flames under her pyrokinetic spell. The fireball dropped toward the
floor and burst into black soot as it landed. Josephine believed in
cleaning up one’s own mess so she waved her hand over the black
soot which sparkled with golden radiance for several seconds before
vanishing. Josephine stormed over to the elevator then made her way
to Dale’s condo. She didn’t bother with announcing her presence.
Josephine frowned with bemusement at the new ward he’d installed.
This was a professional job and not something to be trifled with;
however, she made quick work of it. Josephine activated her
protection.

The door swung open under the influence of
Josephine’s telekinetic spell. She burst into the room to find a
tall man with a shaved head and dressed all in black. She opened
her psychometric senses to pick up the subtle energies of the room.
Information and impressions came to her with ease. The man’s name
was Zack and he was a bodyguard. Dale had hired ZR Security to
update his wards and assign personal protection as he’d known
Josephine would retaliate. Josephine realized maybe she shouldn’t
have shown the extent of her abilities to him. What he didn’t
comprehend was that she could do much more than she’d demonstrated.
Dale emerged in the room with a smug grin on his face.

“You’re a psycho bitch and now I’ve got a
witness. You’re going to be kicked out of here just like you
deserve!” Dale said.

“That remains to be seen, you skanky toad.”
Josephine’s eyes twinkled with determination and amusement.

Zack unleashed a powerful telekinetic blast
that pounded against Josephine’s protection. Josephine returned his
attack with one of her own. After a couple of long moments,
Josephine was forced to activate her backup protection. Maybe this
was a battle she was destined to lose. Maybe she should admit to
herself she wasn’t part of this world of retirees and move into a
condo or even purchase a house. Zack’s expression was determined as
he continued to attack and Dale joined in. Josephine’s fear was
replaced with anger as she thought back to all those years where
she’d worked in different jobs she hated. She suffered for many
years as a customer service representative for QT Sporting Goods
and clawed her way up to one of the team managers. When the company
had become bankrupt, she’d endured many years of administrative
assistant work with no opportunities for promotion in spite of her
previous qualifications and hard work. After a lifetime of arduous
labor, just like Dale or any other elderly citizen, Josephine
deserved the same entitlements and privileges. She refused to let a
miserable worm of a man take it all away from her without a
fight.

Josephine wished she could tap into the power
vortex from here. It would have made this battle a lot more doable.
Despair welled up inside her as she felt her backup protection
waning. She would be defenseless in less than a moment. Josephine
turned her attention completely to Zack and redoubled her efforts.
Dale would be a piece of cake if she could just take down the
professional. Josephine marveled at how many shields Zack
possessed. She’d already burned through over a dozen of his
enchantments and he kept coming up with more. A blue sphere of
energy encircling Zack flickered for several seconds as his latest
shield collapsed. Josephine didn’t pause to savor this latest
victory. Her next attack hit Zack in the chest and his body hurtled
backwards across the room. He hit the wall with enough force to
shake the room. Dale’s jaw dropped with shock as he watched his
bodyguard.

Zack managed to stay on his feet and even
returned a blast of telekinetic energy at Josephine. Josephine’s
shield almost buckled but remained active. Josephine cast a
knockout spell and her face lit up with triumph as Zack crumpled to
the floor in an unconscious heap. She turned to face Dale and made
short work of his protection. She knocked him out with another
spell then used lipstick to write “loser” on his forehead. Next,
she pulled his pants down to his ankles. Josephine wasn’t surprised
to discover he wore whitey tighties. In her vast life experience,
she’d learned that men who pissed her off tended to wear this
unremarkable style. Josephine knelt on the floor beside Zack’s
unconscious body as she pulled out a memory loss enchantment which
was embedded in a small, thin wand the size of a pencil for
convenience. She cast the spell to repress all memory of her visit.
While it was impossible to actually remove memories, an effective
memory loss spell could bury the memory so deep it was as good as
gone.

Josephine cast the same spell on Dale so he
wouldn’t know for sure what had happened. She took up a position
near the front door and smiled at the scene before her with immense
satisfaction. She cast an ignotus enchantment on the condo which
would make it impossible for anyone to use psychometry to read what
had happened here. Even a category six wizard would find it
extremely challenging. Dale didn’t have the resources to hire any
sixes to build a case against Josephine. As she rode the elevator
heading for her floor, Josephine reflected on her recent activities
and realized how accurate Helen and Alice had been when they’d
remarked she displayed a tendency for illegal activities. However,
Dale had attacked her with jinxes and left nasty messages for her
on numerous occasions so it wasn’t like he didn’t deserve some
payback.


Chapter 4

As luck would have it, Josephine was assigned
to Alex Riley and her grandson, Jake, for her first day on the job.
Josephine abhorred the texture of the rough fabric that comprised
the police uniform as it pressed against her skin. The first case
was a murder in Venice. Josephine, Alex and Jake entered the house
which already had the police and forensics officers at the scene.
The deceased was a middle-aged man who’d been found in his bedroom
with a shot to the temple. Josephine stood in front of the
king-size bed and opened her second sight. Subtle energy danced all
around her and she reached out with her mind to open the secrets
they contained. Someone had tried to cover their tracks with a
cheap ignotus enchantment. Information flowed into Josephine’s mind
and she sifted through it until she came to the answer. Even then,
she allowed the process to continue in case there was more relevant
data that may prove helpful.

Josephine turned to address Alex and Jake.
“Mr. Ritter was murdered by his nephew, Dirk. He’s a sociopath and
desperate for money. He will have to share the inheritance with his
siblings, Stacey and Ed. He plans on killing Ed tonight but is
going to make it look like a suicide with a forged letter
confessing to murdering Mr. Ritter here. You will discover there is
a loose floorboard underneath the bed where the gun is hidden. It
is registered to Ed and was stolen by Dirk to frame him.”

“That was brilliant.” Jake grinned at his
grandmother with admiration. “We’ll have enough evidence to take
him down in no time.”

“Do you happen to know the address for any of
these people you saw in your vision?” Alex asked.

Josephine rattled off the address for Dirk,
Stacey and Ed who all lived in nearby cities. Josephine would
normally be released after reporting this information as a
consultant so she found it interesting to remain involved in the
rest of the process. Alex and Jake questioned neighbors for
information and possible eye witnesses after they confiscated the
murder weapon. Josephine kept her psychometric senses open so she
continued to receive impressions as the detectives spoke with
various individuals. She tuned into the energy emanating from the
gun several times throughout the morning and picked up more
information each time. She advised Alex and Jake where they could
find evidence and they wrapped up the case in no time.

In the afternoon, Josephine worked on a
couple of cold cases and found some new leads for Alex and Jake to
work on. She was seated at her desk which was across from Jake and
part of a row containing six desks like hers. Josephine’s eyes
drifted over to the spot beside her and she stilled as realization
hit. Mark Freeman, the intern she’d met the other night, sat there.
There was no nameplate to identify him but a side-effect of
utilizing her psychometry so much was that unintended psychic
stimuli continued to drift in without effort. Mark strode up to
them as if Josephine had conjured him up.

“Hey guys,” Mark said.

Jake and Alex greeted the intern with
familiar ease and Josephine tried to imitate them. Mark’s smile
warmed as he noticed her.

“Josephine, you got the job! Congrats!” He
rushed over and gave her a hug.

Josephine’s eyes widened with surprise and
she gave him an awkward pat on the back before pulling away.

“You two know each other?” Alex frowned with
disapproval.

“Josephine’s my girlfriend,” Mark said.

Alex gaped at Mark then Josephine with
astonishment while Jake’s eyes twinkled with mirth.

“We haven’t even gone out on a date yet.
We’re just friends for now,” Josephine said.

“How about tonight after work? I’ll take us
out for dinner,” Mark said.

Josephine struggled to come up with some
excuse to decline but Alex had picked up on the situation and
realized she wasn’t comfortable.

“That is a perfect first date,” Alex said.
“And I know that Josephine couldn’t have anything planned right
after work because we’re required to be available to extend our
shift up to four hours every day this week.”

“That’s true. This week is our turn for
extended availability,” Jake said. “There’s no way to make plans
with the real world. Luckily we only have to take the hit once
every five weeks.”

“That really stinks.” Josephine didn’t like
the sound of this at all.

“Didn’t the chief of police explain that to
you when you accepted the position?” Alex asked.

“He went over a lot of details that I can’t
remember. I’ll have to read through the employee manual,” Josephine
grumbled.

“So you can make it for dinner then, right?”
Mark prompted.

“Yes, I can,” Josephine said with great
reluctance.

“Perfect!”

Mark grinned with excitement as he went over
to his desk and started on some paperwork. Josephine shot Alex a
dirty look. Alex’s lips twitched in a smug grin as he turned away
from her and set to work on his computer. Josephine was wracked
with guilt over hurting the poor boy’s feelings. She would have to
let him down easy. She just wasn’t sure how to accomplish this
feat. Subtlety had never been one of her strengths. Josephine was
dreading dinner so much that late in the afternoon, she sent an
instant message to the chief of police requesting her team be
assigned to investigate a murder even though it wasn’t their turn.
Ben had replied back that he admired her initiative. A moment
later, Alex heaved a grievous groan of disappointment as he
received the assignment.

“My plans tonight are ruined,” Alex
complained.

“Cheer up, Whiney. We don’t have a life in
the real world this week, remember?” Josephine shot him a flippant
smile.

Alex narrowed his eyes with a silent promise
of payback. “You did this, didn’t you?”

It turned out Josephine solved this case with
her normal efficiency. It wasn’t challenging to her at all and only
prolonged their shift by half an hour. Alex was in a better mood as
he strolled out of the police station. Jake approached Josephine
with a friendly smile.

“Break a leg, grandma,” he said.

“It’s a date – not a play,” Josephine
corrected him.

“Have a good time then.” Jake winked at her.
“Love you.”

“Love you, too, sweetie,” Josephine said.

Jake turned to Mark. “See you later.”

“See you tomorrow.”

Mark escorted Josephine to his car which was
a shiny black SUV. The interior still had that new car smell and
Josephine wondered how a kid who’d just graduated from high school
could afford such a thing. She decided to learn more and opened her
second sight. She was surprised that very little information came
to her. Mark parked at an Italian restaurant a couple of blocks off
of Beneva and Webber. It was a small, cozy establishment that
played soft classical music in the background. Every table had a
candle and the waiter lit theirs as soon as he showed them to their
seats. Josephine disliked mood lighting but had to admit the
restaurant had a definite romantic ambience. Mark ordered soup and
a pasta dish while Josephine chose her all-time favorite,
lasagna.

“So what do you like to do for fun?” Mark
asked.

Josephine considered the question and was
tempted to be dishonest and tell him a bunch of boring things just
to quell his interest.

“I like running at the beach – especially at
four or five in the morning or after midnight when no one’s
around.”

“That’s against the rules, isn’t it? I
thought the beach closes at nightfall.”

“I tend to bend the rules when it suits me,”
Josephine said. An instant later, she realized she wasn’t setting a
good example to this impressionable youngster. “Of course, I
normally obey all regulations and the law but I just have a couple
of guilty pleasures.”

Mark offers a dismissive shrug. “Everyone has
a few guilty pleasures, I’m sure.”

Josephine wasn’t sure how to address that so
she took a bite of her lasagna which was delicious.

“Wow! This is absolutely divine! How did you
find this place?” Josephine asked.

“I like exploring new restaurants.”

“Tell me what YOU like to do, Mark.”

“I love learning new things. I wish I could
absorb information while I sleep and that I could speed read. I
wish I could live forever.” Mark’s eyes shone with inner passion.
“And there are some places I’d like to visit and explore. I want to
see Stone Henge. There’s some evidence to suggest it’s a dormant
vortex.”

Josephine straightened in her chair as her
interest piqued over his mention of Stone Henge.

“How can that be? They can’t exist without us
sensing them and I’ve never heard of a vortex being dormant,” she
said.

“It’s a theory I’ve read about. Some people
have tried to reactivate it.”

“But obviously no one has succeeded.”

“It just takes one trailblazer to pave the
way for everyone else,” Mark said.

“That’s true,” Josephine agreed.

As they continued to converse, Josephine
found herself enjoying his company. It was a shame he was so young
and boyish. If he were just ten years older, she could probably
summon some interest. They lapsed into silence as Mark escorted her
to his vehicle. As they journeyed toward the police station,
Josephine once again tried to utilize her psychometry to learn more
about Mark. She still hardly knew anything about him except for
what he’d told her at the restaurant once they arrived at their
destination. Josephine reached out for the handle of the passenger
door as she flashed a polite smile at Mark.

“Thank you for a pleasant evening,” she
said.

Mark leaned forward and his lips met
Josephine’s in a shocking, smoldering kiss. When Mark pulled away,
Josephine discovered she was out of breath and her body sang with
pleasure. A wondrous psychic flow of energy danced in the air
between them.

“You’re more than welcome,” Mark said.

Josephine blinked with surprise. He no longer
seemed a youngster but a virile, sexy male she wanted to know
better. Josephine threw open the door as guilt flooded through
her.

“Good night, Mark.”

“Good night.”

When Josephine reached her condo, she found
Alice and Helen standing in the hallway in front of her door with
matching expressions of reprisal on their faces.

“Where have you been, young lady?” Helen
demanded.

“What on earth have you been up to?” Alice
jumped in.

“Nothing bad,” Josephine said in a small,
guilty tone.

“Well, that’s certainly disappointing.”
Alice’s lips twisted with displeasure. “We’ve been waiting here for
over an hour.”

“I discovered that every team at the police
station takes turns being available for late shifts every five
weeks. They don’t have to give you any warning at all.”

“That stinks. There’s no way to make plans
with a schedule like that.” Helen threw her friend a commiserating
look.

“So you’re saying you just worked late?”
Alice prodded.

“Not exactly.”

“Aha!” Alice exclaimed. “Tell us all about
it! I want details!”

Josephine grinned at her friends then went to
her door and deactivated the wards so they could enter her condo
and gather in the living room. Josephine filled them in on her
first day as well as the date with Mark.

“The funny thing is, after that kiss, I’m
changing my mind about him,” Josephine said.

Helen’s expression turned scandalous. “Don’t
you think you’re rocking the cradle with that one?”

“You mean robbing the cradle,” Josephine
corrected.

“Whatever.” Helen made a dismissive gesture.
“The point is this kid is barely legal and you’re over eighty years
old. Don’t you think that’s over the top?”

“I suppose so.” Josephine hated to give up on
Mark now that there was a spark. “But I need to give this a chance.
After all, he passed my compatibility test.”

“Vampires like sleeping with children, too,”
Alice remarked.

“Excuse me?! Mark is an adult.” Josephine
regarded her friend with outraged indignation. “And I’m not a
vampire.”

“I’m just saying there are similarities
here.”

“There’s something definitely odd about him
though,” Josephine said with a thoughtful frown. “When I was riding
with him in his car-”

“Whoa whoa whoa,” Alice interrupted. “You
said he owns an SUV.”

“Yes and people on earth call them cars,”
Josephine said in a sarcastic tone.

“I think of them as trucks,” Alice
remarked.

Josephine hated to think negative things
about her friend but ever since she came up with the idea that
Josephine had characteristics like a vampire, she’d become
increasingly obnoxious.

“Anyway, when I was riding with him in his
VEHICLE, I tuned into the psychometric energies and could pick up
hardly anything. I checked for signs of an ignotus enchantment but
there was nothing like that,” Josephine said.

“That’s very strange,” Helen commented. “What
do you think it means?”

“Some people don’t produce a lot of
psychometric energy. No one knows why.”

“It’s interesting. He’s a closed book to you
with secrets,” Alice observed.

“That’s right. I have no advantages with
him.”

“Except your life experience,” Helen pointed
out. “I hope you’re not going to pursue a relationship with the
poor boy.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t do it.” Josephine
felt a surge of disappointment with her decision to let Mark
go.


Chapter 5

Josephine, Alex and Jake were completing
paperwork at their desks early in the morning at the police
station. Josephine wanted to talk with Jake privately so she waited
until Alex left for donuts and coffee in the break room.

“Jake, I need you to do a favor for me,”
Josephine requested.

“What is it?”

“Mark’s your friend, isn’t he?”

“I guess so. Why?”

“I need you to find out what kind of
underwear he uses.”

“I can’t do that.”

“I don’t see why not,” Josephine pressed.

“If I ask him that, he’ll think I’m into
him.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that. In fact,
you two have a lot in common and you’ve been single for a long
time. I think he would make you an excellent boyfriend and I know
for a fact that he’s a good kisser.”

Jake chuckled with amusement. “I’m sorry but
I’m not gay.”

“You can’t know that for sure. Have you ever
tried it?”

“I don’t need to.”

“I think the two of you could have a
wonderful romantic relationship. You’re already friends with a lot
of shared interests.”

“Why are you trying to match me up with him?”
Jake leveled an assessing gaze at his grandmother. After several
seconds, his face lit up with sudden comprehension. “You’re feeling
guilty because you think he’s too young! You’re hoping he wears
whitey tighties because that would give you an excuse to dump
him.”

“You have to admit there’s a huge disparity
in age,” Josephine said.

“I love you and I think you’re the best
grandmother in the world but don’t you think it’s just a tad
childish to break up with someone because of their underwear?”

“You slept with Mark?” Alex had returned
without anyone noticing. He had a mug of coffee in one hand and a
maple long john in the other while his attention was glued to
Josephine with a mixture of surprise, fascination and disgust.

“Of course not!” Josephine’s face reddened
with embarrassment. “I would never do that on a first date.”

“How many dates would it take?”

“None of your business.” Josephine shot him a
frosty look.

“Did you two have a good time last night?”
Alex asked.

Josephine ignored the question and turned
back to her computer. They were soon assigned a new case and the
rest of the morning flew by. Josephine’s anxiety rose throughout
the day until it was time for Mark’s arrival. She kept taking
furtive glances at his desk and the clock which indicated he was
running late. Finally, after half an hour, she couldn’t take the
suspense any longer.

“Where’s Mark?” Josephine asked.

“Your boyfriend doesn’t work today.” Alex
threw her a smug grin of satisfaction.

“And why is that?”

“He only works Wednesday and Friday.”

Josephine frowned at Alex. “He’s not my
boyfriend.”

“Sure he is.”

Jake’s eyes twinkled with mirth as he watched
Josephine and Alex bicker. Josephine hated to admit it but she
missed Mark. She found her thoughts drifting back to their
enjoyable evening. And that kiss had knocked her socks off! By the
end of the day, Josephine had changed her mind yet again. She
deserved to be happy and if her friends didn’t approve of Mark,
that was just too bad. Jake certainly harbored no qualms about
their relationship. As Josephine stood up from her desk to prepare
to leave, she smiled at her grandson with affection.

“Thank you, Jake.”

“For what?”

“For being you.” Josephine cast an
appreciative look at him. “Good night, Jake.”

“Good night, Grandma.”

When Josephine returned to her condo, both
her friends were waiting for her in the living room. A chill of
foreboding danced across Josephine’s skin but a strange fogginess
made it difficult to think.

“Are you all right?” Alice asked.

“My work must be more taxing than I thought,”
Josephine said.

She took a seat on the couch facing her two
friends and filled them in on the day’s events. Something in the
back of her mind kept nagging at her until she finally figured it
out.

“How did you get in here?” Josephine
asked.

Helen and Alice returned her look with
puzzled frowns.

“We just came in, of course,” Alice said.

“But I’m the only one who can remove the
wards,” Josephine said. “They’re programmed to respond to me
specifically.”

“You must have forgotten to set it up.”

“And there’s some kind of spell in here.”
Josephine took stock of her surroundings and opened her second
sight.

It took her several long moments to identify
the hidden spell. It was complex and weaved into the natural
energies already present in the room to make it virtually
undetectable. Josephine had never seen anything like it. She
explained what she’d found to her friends.

“It must be the stalker,” Helen said. “But I
didn’t think that kind of thing was possible.”

“It’s not.” Josephine examined the
enchantment more closely and it crumpled away into nothingness.
“It’s booby trapped to self-destruct when it’s noticed. It’s
gone.”

“Are you going to report this to the police?”
Helen inquired.

“No, I’m not yet willing to risk my
freedom.”

“But he may kill you,” Alice said.

“My wards are still in place. He didn’t
destroy them. I’ll just activate the extra wards in my room to give
me more time to react if he manages to break in while I’m sleeping.
I have a slew of protection and telekinetic enchantments in my
room,” Josephine said.

“You’re taking a terrible risk with your
life.” Helen pinned her friend with a dour look.

“Where’s Gary?” Josephine asked.

“I assumed he wasn’t coming over for some
reason.” Alice’s expression turned grave. “He may be in terrible
danger.”

Josephine tried dialing Gary but the call
went straight to voice mail. She tried again with the same
result.

“I’m going over there.”

“We’re coming with you,” Alice said.

A handsome, dark-haired man appeared on the
couch a couple of feet beside Helen. He was incredibly tall with
mesmerizing, hazel eyes and emanated an aura of power and
authority. He wore black jeans and a black polo shirt with black
running shoes.

“I’m going to need you all to stick around
for a bit,” he said.

Helen gasped in alarm and leaned away from
him while Josephine shot to her feet and activated her shield.
Alice was quick to bring up her own protection but slower to rise
from the couch.

“Please sit down, ladies.” The stranger’s
tone implied this wasn’t a request.

“You broke into my condo! Who in the hell are
you?” Josephine demanded.

Helen’s expression was wary but she remained
seated. An unseen force pushed Josephine and Alice back into their
seats. Josephine’s eyes widened with horror as her shield remained
active and untouched.

“How did you do that?” Josephine regarded the
stranger with a sense of dread.

“I used subtle magic. It’s something I can
teach you to do as well if you’ll join us.”

Josephine took a deep, cleansing breath. “I’m
listening.”

“My name is Brad Lyons and I’m one of the
leaders of the Phoenix Community. We’re all sixes and we’re devoted
to living a safe life where we don’t have to worry about being
persecuted by lesser wizards.”

“Apparently the law doesn’t apply to you
since you feel it’s okay to break into people’s homes,” Josephine
said in a steely tone.

“I didn’t want to take the risk of talking to
you out in the hall where people may eavesdrop on our conversation.
I’m here to give you a choice. You can join our community and never
have to worry about the restrictions that mainstream society
imposes on you such as the aequitas enchantment and the ban from
tapping into vortexes.”

“But if your community is isolated, how can
it access any vortexes?”

“There are more than just the three major
ones that most people know about. Many minor vortexes also exist
and can only be detected by category six wizards such as ourselves.
We have protected cities spread across the country here and in
other developed countries. We’re a democratic society with a
government made up of representatives who are elected by our
citizens. We’ve existed for over five centuries,” Brad
explained.

“What about your law enforcement? How do you
enforce rules?” Josephine asked.

Brad outlined the system set in place and
Josephine had to admit she was just a bit tempted.

“How can we trust you?” Alice interjected.
“We don’t know anything about you. No one can vouch for you.”

“Only sixes can join us.” Brad stood up and
set a piece of paper on the coffee table. “Place this ad in the
newspaper if you want to meet with me again.”

Alice reached out and examined the paper.

“This is a want ad for an antique grandfather
clock made of mahogany in mint condition for $50 or less. No one is
going to sell something like that for such a cheap price,” Alice
remarked.

“It’s worded to prevent you from being
inundated with calls,” Brad explained. “Alice, you are a latent
six. If you want to join our community, we have a safe and
pain-free enchantment to awaken your gift.”

“What about Helen?” Josephine asked.

“I’m afraid she’s just an ordinary
wizard.”

“I’m not leaving without her.”

“I suspected as much.” Brad offered a quick,
disappointed smile. “Gary is already a member. Vickie is
considering the offer and needs some time to think things over.
Part of the reason I came here is to inform you that once you
become a member, we fake your death so people won’t look for
you.”

Josephine’s eyes lit with understanding. “You
faked Gary’s death.”

“Yes, we set up a gas explosion in his
apartment and took a corpse from a morgue out of state and used
subtle magic to manipulate the body so that it would be deemed a
match. Of course, it won’t stand up to close examination. There
would be small signs of tampering and genetic anomalies. However,
we left false psychic impressions at the scene which will make it a
cut and dried accident for the police.”

“It’s really scary that you can do that,”
Alice said.

“We protect our own.” Brad leveled a
beseeching look at Josephine. “Please consider my offer. There are
hidden dangers for sixes such as a powerful and ancient
organization that has infiltrated every world government. They’re
called the Valituras and they’re obsessed with amassing power and
learning the secret to becoming a six.”

“I hope they succeed and make EVERYONE a
category six. That would even the playing field,” Josephine
said.

“They have no intention of sharing their
power. They want to control the world. They manipulate events
behind the scenes and have been around just as long as the Phoenix
Community. They probably have someone working for the police or the
local government in Sarasota county. They’ll eventually decide to
enlist your help in their cause,” Brad said. “And they won’t take
no for an answer. They’ll threaten you, your friends and your
family.”

“I’ll just have to destroy them then.”

Brad laughed with surprise. “You’re a feisty
one, that’s for sure. If you do get into trouble, you can always
place the ad in the newspaper.”

“I think I’ve heard enough.” Josephine rose
to her feet and leveled a pointed look at her uninvited guest.

“All right. Let me know if you have any
questions.” Brad held out a clear quartz crystal and set it down on
the table before standing up and towering above them. “It’s a
messaging crystal and if you activate it, any of our members who
happen to be in the county will hear it.”

“Interesting device,” Alice remarked.

“If we could give them a longer range, we
wouldn’t need the ad.” Brad threw them a polite smile. “It was a
pleasure meeting you, ladies.”

Brad reached the door and opened it. Just
before he left, Josephine came up with one more question.

“What about Jake?”

“He’s a latent six. He can join us as
well.”

“Do you ever recruit latent sixes?” Josephine
asked.

Brad turned to face her. “Most of our new
recruits are latent sixes. We rarely approach those like you until
they have reached a certain age and get tired of persecution from
those like Dale.”

Josephine stiffened at the mention of her
arch nemesis.

“How do you keep your organization a secret
from latent sixes who don’t want to join?”

“We use a memory suppression enchantment on
them.”

“I see.” Josephine mulled this over. “Are you
going to approach Jake?”

“Out of respect for you, we won’t look to any
of your friends or relatives unless you join us first.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Once you get to be my age and you’ve gained
over five centuries of life experience, you see things with a
different perspective. You’re still quite young so I didn’t expect
you’d be ready just yet,” Brad said just before he slipped out the
door.

“What a condescending man,” Josephine
sputtered with outrage.

“Gary is young. Why would he agree to
membership?” Alice wondered.

“Gary suffered from mind control spells at
the hands of his own brother for most of his life. He’s tired of
being a victim,” Helen said.

Josephine and Alice were surprised by this
unexpected wisdom.

“You’re absolutely right,” Josephine
acknowledged. “And of course we also have Vickie who is losing her
business and she considers her talent a burden.”

“She’ll probably become a member of the
Phoenix Community,” Helen said.

“That’s okay. We hardly even know her. Maybe
it’s for the best,” Alice commented.

Josephine’s eyes glinted with resolve. “I’m
going to talk to her about this. I knew she was hiding something
from me.”

“You know something, I’m tempted to join
them,” Alice said.

“What?!” Josephine blinked at her friend with
astonishment.

“Of course I’m not going to do it because
we’d have to leave behind Helen but I really want to be an
immortal.”

“I see.” Josephine hadn’t considered this
possibility and it alarmed her. She had thought rejecting Brad’s
offer would be the end of this but her life may have become a lot
more complicated.

“We need to prepare ourselves for the
Valkyrie’s,” Helen said.

“What?” Josephine leveled a puzzled frown at
her friend.

“She means the Valituras,” Alice advised.
“You know – the big bad guys who want to take over the world.”

“Right.” Josephine had forgotten about them
because she was so preoccupied with the losing all her friends and
Jake to the Phoenix Community. “I’ve already started some potent
enchantments a couple weeks ago in case I was ever caught linking
with the vortex.”

“Let me see.” Alice’s eyes glittered with
avid interest.

Josephine crossed over to the antique desk
which had multiple layers of individual wards. She deactivated the
protection and took out a jewelry box which contained her most
recent unfinished projects. She was reluctant to show her friends
because she wasn’t sure they would approve.

“Just a quick peek. I need to keep these
safe,” Josephine said.

Alice and Helen peered inside the box and
gasped as the potent energy of the enchantments wafted out to
them.

“These are so strong.” Alice held one of the
wands which had memory suppression written on the handle. She
frowned at the wand and Josephine realized she’d discovered
something. “You’ve got the setting on this thing wrong. It’ll have
to be scrapped.”

“It’s exactly the way I want it.” Josephine
took the wand from Alice and placed it with care back inside the
box and took the bracelet that Helen was playing with as well.

“You want to give someone amnesia?” Alice
asked with a mixture of disbelief and horror.

“If it comes to that.” Josephine placed the
box back into the desk drawer. She took out another box that had
finished protection enchantments and handed a couple to her friends
before she activated the wards on her desk again.

“These will come in handy. Thank you,” Alice
said.

“You’re welcome.”

“I don’t approve of erasing all of a person’s
memories though.”

“That’s only for emergencies against someone
who’s determined to ruin me like Morgan was,” Josephine said.

“Morgan’s dead,” Helen pointed out.

“Yes but there are many other enforcers and
government officials like him.” Josephine clearly remembered how
Morgan had hounded her with such ruthlessness until he’d gained the
evidence he’d needed to lock her up and force her to participate in
OC training for sixes. A powerful form of mind control was used to
replace their personality along with training to be an effective OC
enforcer. At least, that’s the scuttlebutt that had reached
Josephine’s ears and she believed it. She had met one OC enforcer,
Jennifer, who’d been assigned to her along with Morgan when a
deadly serial killer had targeted Josephine. There was definitely
something wrong with Jennifer and a form of mind control would
explain it. Josephine hated all the pitfalls that surrounded her.
It was like she was immersed in a life of danger where one small
misstep could plunge her into eternal doom.

“Why can’t I just enjoy my retirement like
everyone else?” Josephine grumbled.

Helen and Alice could only offer helpless
shrugs as they didn’t have any answers either.


Chapter 6

Josephine’s awareness expanded as she linked
with the Siesta Key vortex and ran along the beach. She pumped her
legs to pick up the pace and kicked up white, crystalline sand in
her wake. It was still dark but her second sight could see
everything in great detail. Josephine intended to teach herself how
to perform subtle magic. She had examined the work so she knew the
theory behind it. The energy had to be tuned and anchored to the
surrounding atmospheric energy that already existed. Josephine
would never have thought such a thing was possible if she hadn’t
seen it with her own eyes. The best place to learn new magic
quickly was right here while tuned into a vortex because all of her
paranormal senses were heightened.

Josephine realized it was best to start small
so she used a trickle of magic to create a telekinetic burst at the
sand in front of her. A small portion of sand exploded up from the
ground as if hit with an invisible fist but the magic was clearly
visible. Josephine lost track of time as she continued practicing.
She became aware of a new presence and stopped casting spells. She
focused on the newcomer who was standing a short distance away.
Josephine discovered a well placed shield protecting his thoughts
from her. Practically all wizards except for sixes emanated “junk”
energy which were traces of emotions and thoughts. Josephine honed
in on these pieces of energy with ease. Small pieces of information
flowed to her. She halted a short distance away and raised her
shields.

“Hello, Lorcan,” Josephine said.

Lorcan was a category three wizard and a
member of the Valituras. He was short with brown hair, thin lips, a
stubby pig-like nose, with a long jagged scar on his right arm that
ran from the elbow to his hand. He was barefoot and wore running
shorts and a tee shirt. He had a privacy field up which prevented
very much psychometric information from leaking out.

“You’ve heard of our group, I see.” Lorcan
focused his cold gaze on her. “But the Phoenix Community makes us
out to be monsters. We’re just practical and seek to make this
world a better place. It’s true that we want to learn the secrets
of creating a category six but we won’t keep it to ourselves. We
will allow those worthy to be transformed.”

“How would you decide who deserves it?”
Josephine asked.

“It would be determined on an individual case
basis. For example, I would be willing to help Helen and Alice.
Someday soon, you will outgrow them and you will grieve for the
loss of family and friends but if you help us, you could have it
all. Alice and Helen could live forever. Just like you.”

Josephine was shocked that this man knew so
much about her. Obviously, Brad wasn’t the only one spying on her.
How disturbing that she’d remained oblivious to these efforts.

“That is a compelling offer,” Josephine said.
“What would I have to do in exchange?”

“We merely ask for you to create specific
enchantments once in a while to further our objectives,” Lorcan
said.

“I refuse to make deadly weapons.”

“Don’t worry. We would never request such a
thing from you. We wish to create a perfect world. A safe place for
everyone to live in.”

“Aren’t you hunting down members of the
Phoenix Community?” Josephine doubted that his motives were so
pure.

“No, we’re not. They are a bunch of fanatics.
They can live in their forced isolation for as long as they want,”
Lorcan sneered. “You probably spoke with Brad. I know he’s in the
area recruiting. He likes to make promises and then fails to keep
them. For example, everyone in your family is probably a latent six
which means he can awaken their abilities. That includes Jake.”

“We already discussed Jake and he promised he
wouldn’t approach him.”

Lorcan issued a bitter laugh. “And you
probably believe him. How sad. Don’t be surprised if Jake
disappears along with Gary and Vickie. You’ll probably lose other
family members as well.”

Lorcan’s words elicited a chill of foreboding
as information about him continued to trickle into Josephine’s
mind. Lorcan was ruthless like all the Valituras. He would kidnap
Jake and fake his death and experiment on him as they perfected
their technology for creating sixes. They would do this just to
make Josephine think that Brad broke his promise to her and had
recruited Jake to his cause. If that wasn’t enough to gain
Josephine’s cooperation, Lorcan would systematically kidnap the
rest of the family until Josephine hated the Phoenix Community and
agreed to help the Valituras out of spite and sheer desperation.
Lorcan had used this strategy many times. Josephine could read that
he would leave her friends and family alone if she convinced him
she was on his side and would comply with all of his requests.

“What you say makes a lot of sense,”
Josephine said. “I agree to help the Valituras and their noble
cause.”

Lorcan’s thin lips formed a disgusting smile.
“Excellent! I’m so glad you understand the good that we can
do.”

Lorcan pulled out a couple of folded pages
from the inside of his shorts and handed them to Josephine who held
them by the tips of two of her fingers.

“What’s this?” Josephine eyed the paper with
revulsion as she made a fervent prayer that Lorcan wasn’t going
commando and that this hadn’t been pressed against his bare
skin.

“It’s your first production job.”

“You do realize that I’m no longer retired
and don’t have a lot of free time on my hands anymore, don’t
you?”

“I understand. You have three weeks to make
five of these enchantments,” Lorcan said in a reasonable tone.

“What kind of spell is this?”

“It’s a kind of magical battery.”

“All right. And how do I contact you when I’m
finished?”

“I’ll meet you on your morning jog about once
every week for a progress report,” Lorcan said.

“You can’t just give me your number?”
Josephine asked.

Lorcan stared at her with a stoic expression
for several seconds.

“Whatever,” Josephine muttered with annoyance
and turned to resume her jog.

Lorcan allowed her to pass without attempting
to extend their conversation. Josephine tucked the papers in her
pocket and jogged at a light pace. She glanced at her watch and
realized it was time to head back home. When she and her friends
gathered at her dining room table for coffee and to play rummy,
Josephine could hardly concentrate on the game even though she
hated to lose with a passion.

“So what happened?” Alice asked.

“What do you mean?” Josephine feigned
ignorance.

“Come on! Something is on your mind. Even
Helen has noticed.”

Josephine fixed a surprised look at Helen who
nodded in agreement. Josephine heaved a grievous sigh.

“We have another problem,” she said.

Josephine explained what had occurred at the
beach. Alice and Helen listened with rapt attention. When Josephine
finished her tale, Alice slammed her hand against the top of the
table with triumph.

“I knew you were holding something back,”
Alice crowed.

“I was just hit with this less than an hour
ago. I needed to think everything over first.”

“We’re your best friends. You should always
inform us of what’s happening right away,” Alice lectured her.
“Vampires try to protect their love ones by keeping things a secret
but in the end, it always comes back to bite them in the rear.”

“I’m not a vampire.”

Helen squinted as she peered at Josephine’s
mouth. “I think your teeth are getting sharper.”

“I thought so, too,” Alice agreed.

Josephine crossed her arms over her chest in
a defensive position.

“Ladies, we need to focus here.”

“I’m wondering why you didn’t give Lorcan
amnesia,” Alice said.

“I didn’t have the enchantment with me.
Besides, he probably has more shields than I could take down,”
Josephine said.

“But if you’re tapped into the vortex, aren’t
you able to strip protection away fast?” Helen asked.

“That’s true.” Josephine wondered why she
hadn’t considered this before. “If I attack and fail, I’m in big
trouble though.”

“It sounds to me like the best course of
action is to go along with his instructions but the next time you
meet with him, to clobber him with everything you’ve got and give
him amnesia,” Alice said. “Otherwise, you’re contributing to a
secret organization that will eventually rule the world.”

“You’re right. I should make some new wards
for the condo with some nasty traps,” Josephine said.

“You’ve already got some unpleasant surprises
on a few of them,” Helen pointed out. “Maybe it would be best to
focus on taking out Lorcan.”

“Josephine’s right, her condo can’t have too
much protection. Lorcan might steal the enchantments he’s having
her work on right before they’re ready and just finish them
himself.”

When Josephine made it to work, she found it
difficult to concentrate but she still closed out all the cases in
record time. Mark asked her out on a date again. Now that
Josephine’s life had become dangerous, she felt even guiltier for
spending time with him. However, she enjoyed his company immensely.
When it was time to go, Josephine invited him over to her place for
drinks. She knew Alice and Helen would be waiting for her which was
the whole point of bringing Mark over – so he could see her peers.
Josephine knew Mark had dismissed her age because of her youthful
appearance but seeing Alice and Helen would provide a much needed
reality check. Mark held Josephine’s hand as they emerged from the
elevator on her floor. Sure enough, Josephine’s best friends were
standing in front of the closed door.

“You must be Mark.” Alice’s lips curved in a
wistful smile. “It’s nice to finally meet you, young man. I’m
Alice.”

Alice extended her hand and Mark shook it
without hesitation. Mark introduced himself to Helen next. They
gathered inside Josephine’s living room and took seats on the two
couches. Josephine served everyone some juice since she didn’t feel
like making tea and it was too late for coffee.

“So you’re an intern at the police
department,” Helen said.

“Yes, I’m having a great time there. I’m
learning a lot.” Mark’s face reflected the passion of his work.

“It takes a special and unique person to like
that field,” Alice remarked.

“That’s true,” Mark agreed.

“You’re friends with Jake, right?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of Detective Whiney?”
Alice asked.

Mark shrugged. “He’s okay. Jake and Josephine
are more fun to work with though.”

Josephine knew she’d sealed her doom by
bringing him here. Mark would surely view her as an old biddy now.
He could no longer deny the truth. Mark hid his discomfort well and
with the friendly way he conversed with everyone, Josephine gave
him kudos for the way he carried himself. Josephine knew that
letting him go was for the best.

“It’s getting late, I’d better be going.”
Mark rose to his feet and flashed them all a polite, easy-going
smile. “I enjoyed talking to you.”

“We’ll have to do this again,” Alice
said.

Josephine escorted Mark to the door. She
deactivated the wards and locks. Just as she grasped the handle to
open the door, Mark leaned over and gave her a brief but passionate
kiss. Josephine froze with shock even as her body came alive and
thrummed with pleasure.

“Until next time, Josephine,” Mark said.

Josephine turned the knob and opened the door
for him, unable to trust herself to speak. Mark leveled a sexy
smile at her as he brushed by her to leave. Josephine closed the
door and shivered at the delicious sensations coursing through her
body.

“No wonder you can’t let him go. What a fox,”
Alice said.

“I thought when he met you he would realize
how wrong we are for each other,” Josephine said.

“I’d say he has more class than that. You’ve
got yourself a good man there.”

Helen’s expression reflected her disapproval.
“He’s far too young for you and he has no idea of the danger you’re
in.”

“I’m not really in any kind of trouble. In
fact, I’d say everything is nearly perfect,” Josephine argued.

“What about the Phoenix Community and the
Valimotrum?”

“They’re called the Valituras,” Josephine
corrected her. “And as long as I do what they want, no harm will
come to anyone.”

“You’re wrong. They’re corrupt and power
hungry. Eventually, there will be serious repercussions in aiding
them.”

“All right! I get it. But look at how
accepting he is about my life. I think he might be the one. My soul
mate,” Josephine said.

“Your libido has kicked into overdrive so
you’re not thinking clearly. You’ve been married five times and the
last time you divorced, you told us to remind you never to do it
again,” Helen said.

“Technically, the fifth guy doesn’t count. I
got an annulment.”

“That’s beside the point. You just can’t do
it again. I made a promise to you that I would review all the
negative qualities that men have in common if you ever thought
about marrying again. I’ll have to get the list from my condo
though because I don’t have it memorized,” Helen said.

“Forget it. I’m just dating him. I learned my
lesson about marriage.”

At that moment, Josephine’s eyes widened with
horror as she realized she’d forgotten to see Vickie today. When
Josephine told her two friends, they insisted on accompanying her.
They beat a hasty retreat and Josephine was soon driving along the
roads in Siesta Key. The power vortex pulled at her with its
tempting energy. Josephine went ahead and linked with it since she
didn’t see how that could hurt anything. Delicious, potent energy
swirled through body and mind. When she turned onto Sandy Cove
Avenue, she saw that Vickie’s house was on fire with two fire
trucks and two police cars on scene. Josephine pulled her car to
the side of the road and watched the flames destroying what had
once been such a lovely home. A sense of dread washed over her as
she pulled at the thoughts and memories of the tragedy.

“It looks like Vickie made her decision.”
Helen leveled a sympathetic gaze at Josephine.

“You’re right. She’s part of the Phoenix
Community. I hope she’s happy.”

“I’d be happy as a clam if I could live
forever,” Alice chimed in.

“They’re a bunch of isolationists. There’s
always a price to pay in closed communities like that,” Josephine
said.

When the weekend came, Josephine took her
first close look at the instructions for the enchantment that
Lorcan had given her. She spread the papers out on her dining room
table and studied the diagrams with care. After a painstaking hour,
she was ready to start her work. Josephine went to the antique desk
and pulled out five cluster quartz crystals from the supplies
drawer. Even with the inordinate power she could generate,
Josephine realized this would take every single damned night for
her to finish this project in three weeks. Of course, she didn’t
plan on giving these to him anyway. On the other hand, Josephine
suspected he would find out if she just didn’t do anything at all.
He might have a way of detecting the signature energy of these
enchantments from a distance. That was entirely possible and she
couldn’t risk the lives of her friends and family.

Josephine placed the crystals in a backpack
with care then drove down to a bank on Beach Road that was only a
few blocks from the Siesta Key beach and its vortex. She parked her
car and placed the crystal on the passenger seat. She reached out
and tapped into the vortex knowing that no one would suspect what
she was doing. Category five wizards had the ability to link with a
vortex but had to be within thirty feet. Josephine had discovered
weeks ago that she could accomplish this feat from more than two
miles away. She took another look at the instructions and then
placed her hand over the first crystal and began tuning the energy
matrix of the enchantment. It took great precision as these were
the most complex magical constructs Josephine had ever worked on.
After an hour, Josephine called it quits and with the added boost
in energy, estimated that she was two weeks into the project which
was more progress than she’d intended.

Josephine returned to her condo and locked up
the crystals in her antique desk. Her cell rang which startled her.
Josephine wasn’t used to receiving very many calls from it yet.
Flutters of anticipation stirred inside her when she saw it was
Mark.

“Hey, Mark,” Josephine greeted him.

“Josephine, how are you?”

“I’m great. I had a good time the other
night.”

“Me, too. I was wondering if you were up for
dinner and a movie tomorrow?” Mark asked.

“Sure. I’d love it,” Josephine said.

“Great. How about I pick you up at five?”

“That’s perfect.”

They said their goodbyes and Josephine still
had a wide grin on her face when Alice stopped by for an unexpected
visit. The two of them seated themselves on the couch in the living
room.

“I was wondering if you got started on that
battery thing,” Alice said.

“Yes, I finished working on just a little
while ago. It takes a lot of power and is very complex,” Josephine
said.

“Can you tell more about its function
now?”

“Lorcan is definitely hiding something from
me. They are batteries but they are designed to connect with
something. It’s possible that twenty or more could be used as the
same time and they are designed to hook into something else even
more powerful. I’m not exactly sure what. Maybe a stronger battery
that he’ll have me make in the future,” Josephine said.

“You don’t plan on finishing these devices
for him though, do you?” Alice asked.

“Of course not!”

“Good.” Alice looked relieved. “I was worried
you might just go along with his plans thinking it would be safer
to just do what he wants.”

“I could always report this to the police,”
Josephine mused.

“I never considered that.” Alice’s brows
furrowed as she mulled this over. “It would bring everything out
into the open. Maybe it would take the pressure off you if the law
enforcement and government knew about the secret groups.”

“It seems like an excellent idea but I can’t
help thinking that surely someone else would have done this by now
so how can it still be a secret,” Josephine said.

“If the Valituras have members working for
different law enforcement groups and government agencies, they
would be able to cover it up at the local level. They’re ancient so
they probably have an arsenal of magical weapons and memory
suppression enchantments.”

“The only way they could cover it up would be
if they have someone at the police station who is keeping tabs on
what’s going on,” Josephine said. “Luckily I work there full-time
so I’ll just read everyone and found out who it is.”

Josephine was starting to feel a little
better knowing she had some options now. Of course, it wasn’t just
a simple matter of reading everyone like a book. Some people kept a
privacy shield in place like Lorcan which allowed only pieces of
their thoughts and emotions to leak out. This would make it an
arduous process but Josephine was confident she could tackle it.
Josephine worked on creating an additional ward for Alice’s condo
while she waited for Mark to arrive. She had some time to burn and
wanted to make it as difficult as possible for the Valituras to
attack her or her friends.

Josephine could feel Mark’s presence when he
arrived. Her psychic senses flared and a thrilling exchange of
energy passed between the two of them as they strolled toward his
vehicle. Mark took her out for dinner at a quaint French restaurant
and then to the movie theatre to watch a romantic comedy. In spite
of the energy flowing between the two of them, Josephine discovered
she could pick up hardly any impressions from Mark. He exuded very
little in the way of psychometric energy which puzzled her. She was
disappointed when they arrived in the parking lot to her condo even
though it was almost midnight.

“I had a great time.” Josephine leveled a
warm smile at Mark as she sat beside him in his black SUV.

“Me, too.”

“It’s strange. This car has a new smell and
yet based on the style, it has to be at least eleven years
old.”

“It’s my favorite vehicle I’ve ever owned.”
Mark’s eyes sparked with desire.

He leaned closer to Josephine to kiss her but
her curiosity was aroused. Something didn’t quite make sense.

“I can see how you could have just repainted
the car but the inside is in mint condition. It’s pristine. There’s
no way to restore it like this.” Josephine leaned back a little and
regarded him with puzzlement.

“It’s nothing. I have a knack for making
restoration enchantments. I bought this SUV used and it was all
roughed up and falling apart. But I used magic to make it new
again,” Mark said.

“That’s remarkable! Restoration spells are
very difficult – especially for someone your age. You could
actually make a living doing that.”

“That’s how I make my living but I would also
like to work in law enforcement.”

“I had assumed you got a college loan.”

“Nope. I make plenty of money to pay all the
bills.”

“It feels like I hardly know you,” Josephine
said.

“We’ve only known each other for about a
week.”

“Yes but I normally pick up things about
people because of my psychometry. I sense hardly a peep out of
you.”

“That’s fascinating.”

Mark leaned forward and his lips locked with
Josephine’s. For a moment, she lost herself in the pleasurable
sensations. She wanted to get closer to Mark. Josephine couldn’t
stop thinking about the mystery that Mark represented though. She
pushed him back and he didn’t offer any resistance but his
expression was disappointed. Mark’s brown eyes flashed with desire
and his lips curved in a confused smile.

“Did anyone tell you that you’re a tease?” he
asked.

“I just can’t help thinking how unusual you
are.”

“I hope you mean that in a good way.”

“Yes but I’m just confused by the lack of
psychometric energy,” Josephine said.

“I sense plenty of energy between us,” Mark
replied.

“Do you have a privacy shield?”

“No.”

“Can you do other advanced magic besides the
restoration enchantments?”

“Is this interrogation going to end sometime
soon?” Mark cocked a bemused brow at Josephine.

“I need to know what’s going on.”

“We’re in love. That’s what’s happening.”
Mark leveled an imploring look at her and when it became obvious
she still wanted answers, he heaved a sigh of disappointment. “I
can also create photographic memory enchantments. They last for two
to three hours and while I’m under the influence, everything I read
and learn is stored in my mind like a computer.”

“And you can remember it all even when the
enchantment is over?”

“Yes. It’s how I have enough time to intern,
create enough restoration spells to make a living and ace all my
college courses,” Mark explained.

“That’s fascinating.”

Mark leaned over to kiss her but stopped when
someone knocked at the driver’s side window. Mark flinched and
Josephine gasped with surprise. They turned to see Alice and Helen
standing outside the driver’s side door. Mark threw Josephine an
amused look.

“Busted,” he murmured.

Josephine’s eyes danced with amusement.

“We were worried about you. You’ve been
sitting here for half an hour.” Helen regarded them with a look of
reprisal.

Mark opened the door and leveled a disarming
grin at Helen.

“We were just talking. Josephine’s a lovely,
young lady,” he said.

“She’s a mature, elderly woman,” Helen
corrected him. “And it’s late. You have school tomorrow and she has
work.”

“I like to think of her as an experienced and
seasoned woman,” Mark said.

Helen’s disapproving frown deepened.
Josephine climbed out of the SUV and joined her friends on the
other side. She turned to level a radiant smile at Mark.

“Thank you so much for a wonderful evening,”
she said.

“You, too.”

Mark waved a farewell at them before he
hopped in his truck and drove away. Josephine waived back at him as
she walked with Alice and Helen toward their building.

“What were you thinking?” Helen peered at her
with reprisal. “You don’t want to get pregnant at your age.”

“Do you realize how ridiculous you sound?”
Josephine scoffed. “There’s absolutely no way I can possibly have a
baby! For heaven’s sakes! I’m eighty-four years old!”


Chapter 7

Josephine cast a disgruntled glance at Riley
as he munched on a frosted cake donut with sprinkles. It irritated
her that he could snack on junk food all the time. If she ever
tried anything like that, she’d end up looking like the Goodyear
blimp. The police department bustled with activity. For security
reasons, there were m-detectors positioned throughout the building
to prevent any magical attacks. In order to avoid tripping any
alarms, Josephine was forced to limit her scans within an eight
foot radius of her body. At this rate, it would take her a month or
longer to identify any Valituras spies. This week, she was assigned
to a different pair of detectives, Scott and Fletcher. Josephine
wished she could work with Jake like last week but this gave her
the opportunity to work in close proximity with other people so she
could safely scan them. Scott was short and slender with blond hair
and friendly blue eyes. Fletcher was reserved, average height and
medium set with short-cropped brown hair and green eyes.

After spending the morning working on crime
scenes with these two detectives, Josephine ascertained that
neither of them were involved with the Valituras. As Josephine
typed at her computer, catching up on the paperwork, she wondered
how she could cut down on the time it would take to find any spies
at the station. Josephine, Scott and Fletcher were dispatched to a
new case towards the end of the day. The murder victim lived in a
spacious, white house in an upper-class neighborhood. The lawn was
immaculate with well-maintained and breath-taking landscaping.
Josephine followed Scott and Fletcher inside the house and was
taken aback by the lack of psychometric energy. The telltale signs
of an ignotus enchantment were obvious to her as she fully opened
her psychic senses. It was difficult to cast an effective spell to
remove trace energy from a crime scene but this killer had managed
to execute one.

The victim was a male, lying beside the
overturned couch in the living room. He was an average looking guy
with straight, brown hair and casually but fashionably dressed. A
few faint bruises marred his arms, face and neck but there was no
sign of blood or severe trauma to indicate cause of death. The
victim’s glazed eyes stared up at the ceiling. As Josephine
continued to reach out with her mind to gather as much of the
meager information as possible, a long silence ensued. Fletcher and
Scott peered at her with expectation and a hint of concern.

“Is something wrong?” Fletcher asked.

“Sorry. I’m still taking it in.” Josephine
cast an apologetic gaze at them. “It’s not very often I come upon
someone who actually manages to erase most of the valuable
psychometric evidence.”

Fletcher and Scott waited for her to continue
and their expressions turned disappointed. They were hoping to
outdo Alex and Jake. Josephine stiffened with alarm when she picked
up a disturbing word that trickled unbidden into her mind:
“Valituras.” It had been a male voice and it belonged to the
killer. Josephine focused on that particular energy strand which
was degraded like the others. She probed at it with care and hoped
there would be more data to glean from it. Yes, the killer had
definitely been thinking about the Valituras. In fact, he loathed
them. Josephine couldn’t bring this particular evidence to light
because she would endanger everyone’s lives. She must find the
spies first before she could execute any plan to bring them down.
When Josephine finished reading the room, she took a deep cleansing
breath.

“All right. I can’t determine cause of
death,” Josephine began.

“I can,” announced the forensics officer
kneeling beside the body. “It was blood loss.”

“Where’s the blood?” Fletcher watched him
with a puzzled expression on his face.

“I can’t find any. We’ve already searched the
house thoroughly and there’s no wound on the body to explain where
the blood went.”

“The killer hungered for the blood and
somehow took it from the victim,” Josephine explained. “I’m not
sure how but I can feel it. And this isn’t the first time he’s done
it. He’s killed many times. This was normal for him.”

“Do you know if he lives in the area or can
you give us a description?” Fletcher asked.

“He lives in the general area but I can’t
pinpoint it. He may live here in Sarasota or just in a nearby city.
I do know he generally disposes of the bodies so that his victims
end up on our missing persons list. For some reason, he broke his
pattern here today. It seems like he did it to spite someone,”
Josephine said.

“To spite someone? Like he takes orders from
someone?” Scott asked.

“That’s exactly it,” Josephine confirmed.

Scott nodded as he jotted this note down.

“It sounds like this won’t be an easy one.”
Fletcher swept his gaze over the room. “We’ll have to rely on
forensics and luck to solve it.”

“Don’t worry, Fletcher, I’m sure I’ll solve
many more today.” Josephine felt a stab of annoyance over her lack
of results here. After all, she had a reputation to maintain.

When Josephine returned to the station to
type up her report, Alex and Jake were seated at their own desks.
Alex looked up from his computer and peered at her with sardonic
glee.

“I heard you failed to solve your last
investigation,” he taunted her.

“I do sometimes encounter some challenging
cases, Detective Whiney.” Josephine threw him a frosty smile before
returning her attention back to the computer.

Josephine was relieved when her shift ended.
A sense of foreboding trickled down her spine when she parked her
car and saw the large gathering of elderly people with picket signs
marching back and forth in front of her condo building. As
Josephine approached them, she saw Dale in the swarm of protesters.
Dale pointed directly at her and all of the elderly men and women
fixed their attention on her.

“There she is!” A woman who leaned heavily
against her walker pointed at Josephine with disdain and
outrage.

An uproar stirred among the crowd and they
began chanting. Because they were all uncoordinated, Josephine
couldn’t make out what they were saying but knew it wasn’t
friendly. She could see some of the signs now which all made
derogatory statements about category six wizards taking hard-earned
retirement money and benefits from those who truly deserved it.

“Go where you belong!” the crowd chanted.

Josephine was close enough that she could
actually make out the words and they also managed to get more on
track with each other. Josephine glared back at them and focused on
individuals as she knew that the only way to make an impact on a
crowd like this was to make people feel singled out. Josephine
picked up her pace and created a dampening field around herself
which would neutralize any spells cast against her. She wouldn’t
put it past Dale to get them to hurl jinxes at her. Josephine swept
past the crowd and entered the building. Unshed tears stung her
eyes as she stepped into the elevator. Josephine was grateful the
crowd hadn’t followed her inside because she was so hurt and angry
she may have done something she would regret. The doors closed and
the elevator brought her to her floor. Josephine found Alice and
Helen waiting for her outside her door.

“Did you know Dale orchestrated that protest
against me?” Josephine asked.

“I’m so sorry. You have every right to live
here just like any other retired citizen.” Helen offered a
sympathetic gaze.

“I’m not taking anything away from them. I’ve
contributed to social security my entire life,” Josephine said.

“Dale is an ass and we’re going to have to
jinx him.” Alice’s eyes flashed with ire.

“No, it’s too risky. He had a bodyguard last
time and he’s bound to have raised his security measures even
more.”

“I want to talk to Brad. I think we should
leave this hell hole,” Alice said.

“Excuse me?” Josephine regarded her friend
with astonishment. “We can’t join the Phoenix Community. They won’t
take Helen in. Besides, I’m not sure I trust this secret group.
They’re a bunch of radicals.”

“We should discuss our situation with Brad.
Maybe if we motivate him, he can find some way of getting Helen
membership, too.”

“All right.”

Josephine, Alice and Helen gathered in the
living room. Josephine picked up the messaging crystal and sent a
pulse of energy into it. The crystal flared for several seconds
with a beautiful silvery light then went dark again. Josephine set
the stone back down on the table.

“How long do you think it will take for him
to answer?” Helen asked.

“I’m not sure,” Josephine said.

Someone knocked at the door and she went to
answer it. Josephine left the wards active until she saw it was
Brad and invited him inside. They all took seats on the couches and
Josephine asked if he’d like tea or coffee.

“No, thanks. I can’t stay long. I don’t want
to take the chance of leaving any psychometric energy that gives
away my community’s secrets,” he said.

“Here’s the deal, Brad.” Alice cast a
beseeching look at him. “We want to join the Phoenix Community and
we would do it in a heartbeat if you would let us bring Helen. We
just can’t leave her behind. She’s a lifelong friend. Isn’t there
something you can do?”

“I wish there was. I do plan on asking
permission for an exception.”

“There’s not much chance of that, is
there?”

“No,” Brad admitted.

“You have access to powerful and ancient
magic. Isn’t there some kind of enchantment that can transform
Helen into a category six or at least make her stronger?”

“There’s no such thing. Believe me.”

“I’ve heard rumors that there is an
immortality spell,” Alice said. “Sometimes it increases a wizard’s
ability.”

“The only way to make someone immortal is to
perform a curse. It’s dark magic and it always comes at a cost.”
Brad’s expression reflected the loathing and contempt he felt for
such a course of action. “It’s illegal to use dark magic and when
you make someone immortal, you enslave them. They must obey all
your orders unless it causes them harm.”

“Is that the price for the curse then?”
Josephine asked.

“That’s part of it. The other consequence is
the possibility of becoming a vampire.”

“I knew it!” Alice exclaimed. “All myths have
a basis in reality.”

“They aren’t like the television shows. You
can see their reflection and they can go out during the day like
everyone else,” Brad explained. “So did you just call me here to
ask for an exception to the rule so Helen could join the Phoenix
Community?”

“Don’t change the subject! I want details!
How much blood do you have to drink a day? How many hours of sleep
do you need? Are your circadian rhythms screwed up so that you
can’t sleep very well at night? Do you get new powers?” Alice’s
eyes glimmered with avid interest.

“I refuse to talk about this anymore.” Brad
rose to his feet and scowled at Alice with displeasure. “You will
steer clear of anyone offering immortality if you have any shred of
intelligence.”

“Please, wait,” Josephine said in an
imploring tone. “Isn’t there any other alternative you can think of
for Helen?”

“I’m afraid – ” Brad halted in the middle of
his sentence as his eyes widened with horror.

“What’s wrong?” Josephine asked.

“Lorcan has already contacted you. He’s been
stalking you and tried to break into your condo several times.”

“Yes, he has.”

“I’m afraid this changes everything. I can’t
risk coming here anytime in the near future. Don’t try to contact
me anytime soon because I won’t answer,” Brad said.

He made a beeline for the door and Josephine
trailed after him.

“It sounds like you’re cutting me off!”
Josephine called after him.

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.” Brad closed
the door behind him.

Josephine rushed to the door and whipped it
open. Brad’s body faded as he cast an invisibility spell. When he
vanished from sight, Josephine could no longer sense him at
all.

“That’s a really good enchantment.” Josephine
couldn’t help admire his work even as she was insulted by how he’d
cast her aside to fend for herself.

Josephine flopped down on the couch where
she’d been sitting to join Alice and Helen where they wore
expressions of deep contemplation.

“This really sucks,” Josephine said.

“I’d like to jinx his sorry ass for not
telling me more about vampires,” Alice seethed. “I suspected they
were out roaming the streets. You know what this means? There’s a
huge conspiracy and cover-up to hide their existence.”

“Where did you hear rumors about an
immortality curse?” Josephine asked.

“I didn’t. I just made it up to try to get
Brad to start thinking outside the box,” Alice said.

Josephine chuckled. “You certainly got a rise
out of him.”

“Yes, we did learn something new because of
my little trick.” Alice grinned with satisfaction over her
cleverness.

“Have you made much progress at the police
station today?” Helen asked.

“I ruled out two detectives that I’m assigned
to work with this week,” Josephine said. “There are m-detectors
scattered everywhere in the building so I’m very limited to how far
I can scan.”

“What a bummer,” Alice said.

“I worked on a very strange case today.”

Alice and Helen both watched her with rapt
attention as Josephine explained how difficult and strange that
murder had been.

“What if it was a vampire?” Alice asked.

“You’re obsessed with creatures of the
night,” Josephine teased.

“That term is so old-school. The modern lingo
is blood-suckers or blood addict,” Alice corrected her.

Josephine chuckled and shook her head with
amusement. She sobered when she thought back to her problems at
hand.

“I won’t be able to finish my scans of the
police department before my timeline for the magical batteries is
up. I’m pretty sure that stalling won’t work with Lorcan,” she
said.

“Can you think of a way to sabotage them?”
Helen asked.

“I was thinking the same thing but if I mess
with the configuration, he’ll detect it.”

“Even if it’s just a teensy weensy bit? Maybe
small enough that they’ll work for just a couple minutes or so?”
Alice asked.

“I have a feeling they have tools that can
measure the specifications of an enchantment.” Josephine’s brows
furrowed with thought. “But I have an idea that might work. It’s
really risky.”

“Tell us,” Helen prodded.

“If I infuse some wild magic in some of the
key energy strands and cover it up so that the energy strand looks
the same. It would have to be just tiny occasional grooves at key
points in the matrix,” Josephine explained.

“I didn’t think that was even possible.”
Alice regarded her friend with admiration. “You’re amazing.”

“I did it by accident a couple weeks ago and
have been experimenting ever since. I can only detect it if I do a
deep scan and it’s so subtle that I think only a six could perceive
the anomaly. The only problem is I can’t predict the results. Wild
magic is what gives manifestations and jinxes the ability to seem
self-perceptive and to take on objectives. The way I’m planning on
using it, I’ll give instructions to throw off the spell.
Unfortunately, this may just change how the batteries work. I can’t
risk more than just a few tweaks or it may become detectable or
cause the enchantment to mutate before it’s used and to collapse in
on itself.”

“It’s too complicated for a normal wizard to
even try. Are you sure it’s not too risky?” Helen asked.

“I’ll be careful.”

The next morning, the power vortex at the
beach was radiating discordant waves of energy. This was a cycle
that occurred to all vortexes and usually only lasted a couple of
days or so. Josephine found it unpleasant but still felt compelled
to link with it. Power flowed through her and her magical awareness
expanded but it was a mixed bag this time. Because of the angry,
seething energy of the vortex, a bit of pain mixed in with the
usual euphoria. Josephine couldn’t maintain her link while jogging
because of the instability. She strolled over toward the center of
the vortex and sat down on the soft white sand facing it. Josephine
spent all her time just letting her thoughts flow. She occasionally
glanced at her watch and left when it was time to move on.
Josephine wondered if it was her imagination but the vortex seemed
just a little more balanced now.

When Josephine returned to her condo, she
bustled through her morning routine and was ready for Alice and
Helen when they arrived. The three of them gathered at the table.
Josephine dealt the cards for the first game of rummy and couldn’t
believe what a great hand she’d given herself. She couldn’t have
done better unless she’d actually cheated. Josephine chewed on her
bottom lip to keep from grinning with excitement. There was no way
she could lose.

“That’s just great.” Alice regarded her with
disgust. “I can tell there’s no hope of winning this one.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Alice adopted an innocent expression on her face.

Someone knocked at the door and Josephine
went over to answer it. She left the wards up until she opened the
door and saw Mark standing in front of her. Josephine deactivated
the wards as a shiver of foreboding whispered at the back of her
mind. Mark shot a telekinetic wave from his bracelet just as
Josephine activated her shields. She wasn’t quite fast enough.
Josephine’s body hurled backward and she slammed against the wall
and landed on the couch. Mark stepped into the room and the glamour
melted away from his exterior to reveal Lorcan. Helen and Alice
activated their shields and shot at Lorcan but he’d already brought
up his own protection.

“You don’t stand a chance against us.”
Josephine pushed herself up from the couch and glared at Lorcan.
“You broke our arrangement.”

“I’m modifying our deal.” Lorcan pulled a
thin box about two feet long and opened it to reveal a small black
wand.

Josephine gasped with horror as dark magic
emanated from the wand. Alice and Helen flinched so she assumed
they could also feel it.

“What in the hell is that?” Josephine
asked.

“It’s an immortality curse. With a rogue
vampire running loose, I need to be sure you’re firmly in my
control so you don’t blab about their existence.”

“You’re the one who creates those things,
aren’t you?” Josephine eyed him with loathing.

Lorcan leveled his wand at Josephine and
activated it. A thick stream of black smoke gushed out of the end.
The smoke occasionally flashed with blood-red energy as it swarmed
over Josephine and pressed against her shields.

“It won’t give up until it has you,” Lorcan
said.

Josephine couldn’t be seen beneath the
swirling black mass of smoke. Helen and Alice attacked Lorcan but
his protection was so strong it didn’t even make a dent. Lorcan put
the wand in his left hand so he could shoot out a telekinetic blast
at them with the rings on his right hand. Josephine gathered a
dampening field around her and worked on making it as strong as
possible. The curse continued to squeeze tightly against her
shields. Josephine was determined to keep it out. She wondered how
long she could do this. She could hear Lorcan and her two friends
exchanging fire. Josephine opened her second sight further so she
could examine the energy matrix that comprised the curse. Even as
she did everything in her power to keep her shields up and make her
dampening field stronger, she searched for a weak spot in the
immortality curse. It was so complex, she suspected it was a
hopeless task.

With Lorcan’s next attack, Helen’s shield
wavered then collapsed into nothingness. Lorcan took a step closer
as a savage grin transformed his face. Alice stepped in front of
Helen to shield her as her protection was still active.

“You made a mistake crossing me.” Lorcan
fired another telekinetic blast at Alice.

“If you hurt my friends, I’ll kill you,”
Josephine promised.

“You won’t be able to, my dear. You’ll be my
slave,” Lorcan smirked.

“I’m going to kick your ass,” Josephine
said.

“Promises. Promises.” Lorcan leveled an
amused look at the black, writhing smoke swirling around
Josephine.

Alice and Helen used the distraction to
prepare another attack. Alice had gathered a large mass of energy
with three of her telekinetic rings at the same time. Helen did the
same. The two of them struck Lorcan while he was still taunting
Josephine. Lorcan’s shield wavered and he was thrown backward.
Lorcan lost his footing and he fell flat on his back. The wand
slipped from his left hand and rolled out of reach. Lorcan’s shield
was still active but weak and his eyes widened with panic as he
made a desperate grab for his wand. Alice shot the wand with a
telekinetic wave and it hurtled across the room and underneath one
of the couches.

“You stupid woman! You don’t know what you’ve
done!” Lorcan shouted with rage and fear.

The black smoke continued to flash with
blood-red energy as it moved away from Josephine and gathered into
a large roiling mass near the center of the room. Josephine
retreated several steps from the curse which seemed to attract its
attention. It moved several inches towards her but stopped when she
did.

“What’s it doing?” Alice asked.

“No one’s controlling it so there’s no way to
predict who it will attack now,” Lorcan said in a quiet voice.

Everyone stared at the curse as it continued
to float in the air. Without warning, it twisted and streamed
towards Alice and Helen. Both women gasped with terror and made a
hasty retreat while Lorcan took the opportunity to retrieve his
wand. The curse swept past Alice and began gushing into Helen’s
mouth and nose. Helen screamed as the black smoke continued
streaming into her body. When it had completely disappeared inside
her, she continued screaming for several agonizing seconds. She
clutched her head with both her hands and her knees hit the floor.
Josephine and Alice rushed over to Helen. Lorcan’s smug grin
returned as he watched the scene unfold. A wet, ripping sound could
be heard as the curse infiltrated the cells in Helen’s body.

“What’s happening to her?” Alice threw
Josephine a desperate look.

“I don’t know.”

Helen’s wrinkled skin rippled as though it
were liquid. The wet, tearing sounds continued and made Josephine
cringe with sympathy and fear for her friend. Helen’s eyes were
squeezed shut and she continued to clutch her head. Josephine and
Alice could only watch with helpless expressions on their faces.
Soon, the wrinkles in Helen’s skin smoothed out and vanished. Her
hair darkened until it was curly and dark brown. The disgusting
ripping sounds ceased. Helen took a deep breath and opened her
eyes. She lowered her arms to her sides as she rose to her feet and
gazed around the room with wonder.

“Everything is so much clearer and focused
now,” Helen said.

“Does this mean you’re a vampire?” Alice
asked.

Josephine, Alice and Helen turned to face
Lorcan.

“It depends on the type of person she is,”
Lorcan said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Alice
demanded.

“In any case, Helen is under my control.”
Lorcan directed a chilling gaze at Josephine. “And you will cover
up any cases the Valituras order you to. Otherwise, your friend
will do terrible things.”

“I’m going to kick your sorry ass.” Josephine
moved toward Lorcan as she gathered energy for an attack.

“Helen, stand on one foot and slap Alice,”
Lorcan said.

Helen blinked with surprise as her body
obeyed the commands without conscious thought. Her hand struck
Alice in the face. Alice stepped away from Helen as she held her
cheek. Josephine halted and turned to throw Helen a surprised
look.

“I couldn’t help it. I’m sorry,” Helen
apologized.

“She is compelled to do anything I ask,”
Lorcan said.

Josephine turned to face Lorcan with an
expression of dismay.

“I’ll do anything you ask if you remove the
curse from her,” Josephine said.

“It can’t be removed. It’s permanent and
there’s no cure except death,” Lorcan said.

Lorcan retreated out the door and it slammed
shut behind him.

“I hate it when people slam my door,”
Josephine griped.

Alice turned to examine Helen who now had
flawless skin and not a single gray hair on her head. Her dark,
silky hair flowed to her shoulders and her green eyes seemed more
vibrant somehow. Helen now appeared to be in her mid-twenties like
Josephine.

“You look great,” Alice said after a lengthy
pause.

“Yes, you do,” Josephine agreed.

Helen smiled at her friends as she
straightened to her full height.

“I guess if I was going to be cursed with
anything, immortality isn’t so bad,” she said.

“You’re not looking at my neck right now, are
you?” Alice eyed her friend with a speculative expression on her
face.

“No.”

“Are you feeling hungry? Do you have an urge
to drink blood?” Alice asked.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry, I’ll warn you if I
have a sudden urge to bite your neck.”

“Good.” Alice was obviously relieved by
Helen’s promise. “What should we do now?”

“We need to research dark magic and find out
as much information as possible. Maybe there’s an antidote.
Obviously, Lorcan wouldn’t want us to know about it so we can’t
take his word on anything,” Josephine said. “I’ll call the station
and tell them I’m sick.”

“You can’t do that,” Helen protested. “You’re
still on probationary status. I think it’s important you keep your
job. You have access to things that civilians don’t. Maybe you can
do some digging while you’re on the job.”

Josephine hesitated. “All right. I’ll go to
work. You shouldn’t be alone though.”

“Helen can stay with me,” Alice said.

Helen was stroking her arm and staring at her
youthful, flawless skin with fascination. She crossed the room and
stood in front of the large mirror hanging on the wall so she could
take a look at herself. She stared at her reflection in stupefied
amazement and brushed her fingertips against her cheek.

“Does it hurt?” Josephine watched her friend
with sympathy.

“Not at all. The process was painful but it’s
all gone now. I’ve never felt so alive in years.”

When Josephine made her way outside to her
parked car, she had to pass through about a dozen picketers. Three
of them held onto their walkers with one hand while holding their
signs at awkward angles with the other as they couldn’t quite keep
them straight with just one hand. One elderly woman marched over
and planted herself directly in front of Josephine’s car. Josephine
recognized the woman as one of the residents of the complex. Her
name was Marjorie and she was in her late seventies. She’d never
given Josephine any trouble before but had never been friendly
either. She was always heavy-handed with her makeup which made her
look like a clown. Today, her lipstick was cockeyed and smeared
just a bit past her lips in spots. She wore a fashionable red wig
with black highlights but it was lopsided and her natural gray hair
poked out from the side by about three inches.

Marjorie waived her sign in front of
Josephine’s face which read: “Stop stealing from the elderly.”
Josephine kept her expression bland as she didn’t want to incite
this crowd and encourage them to continue.

“Go back to where you belong!” Marjorie
shouted.

Josephine sidestepped the elderly woman and
used her remote to unlock the car so she could make a clean, swift
getaway. Marjorie tried to lunge in front of Josephine but wasn’t
fast enough. The crowd of picketers were moving in their standard
sluggish pace towards the car. Josephine estimated that most of
them wouldn’t reach her for another few minutes or so. Marjorie
shouted and waived her sign in front of the driver’s side window
like a madwoman. Josephine pulled out of her parking spot without
any further delay as she didn’t want to give any of these
protesters a chance to try to block her car. She saw a glimpse of
Dale stepping out of the building to join the crowd. He must have
been on a coffee break or something, Josephine thought
bitterly.

Josephine tried to bury her grumpy feelings
but the sight of the protesters kept popping up in her mind. Jake
glanced up from his work as she approached her desk.

“Hey, Grandma,” he said.

“Hey, sweetheart.” Josephine flashed a smile
at him as she sank into her seat.

“You look stressed,” Alex remarked.

“This morning has been brutal.” Josephine
wished she could expose the Valituras to the public and land their
sorry butts in jail.

She started using some of her search tools
for information on vampires. Josephine was surprised to find
statements about them. She hadn’t thought it would be so easy. The
first person explained that it was a side-effect of an immortality
curse. Josephine’s breath quickened and she read through the entire
account. The individual was young but claimed he was in his
eighties and had been cursed. He had suffered a heart attack while
being questioned. He had been arrested due to evidence at a crime
scene for murder. His victims had died of severe blood loss with no
puncture wounds of any kind. There were some witness testimonies of
seeing vampires attacking but most of them were dismissed due to
credibility reasons. Josephine did see a couple of incidents that
were checked out but the victims were fine with no damage to their
bodies. Josephine surmised it must be easy to discredit witnesses
and also no one wanted to believe in vampires.

Alex burst into boisterous laughter and
choked on his coffee. Jake shot him a questioning look while
Josephine narrowed her eyes at him with annoyance.

“This is hilarious! You’ve got to watch
this!” Alex said.

Josephine couldn’t help herself. She was so
curious that she circled around the desks until she was standing
beside Alex who was watching the local news live. For several
seconds, Josephine struggled to make sense of it. There were a
bunch of picketers and the anchorman, a dark-haired man in his
thirties, held the microphone up to a clown. Josephine gasped with
astonishment when she recognized Marjorie.

“We feel that category six wizards should
work their fair share until their conditions are similar to those
of us who are normal and of retirement age. It’s absolutely
ridiculous and criminal that they’re still in the prime of their
life and they’re retired. It’s highway robbery!” Marjorie said.

“That doesn’t even make any sense! How is
retiring the same as highway robbery?” Josephine scowled at the
screen.

The camera drew back to reveal the condo
complex. Dale took up a position beside Marjorie and wrapped an arm
around her.

“It’s lucky you’re working because there’s a
movement to pass legislature requiring sixes to wait until one
hundred-ninety to retire,” Alex smirked.

“That’s completely unfair.” Josephine
straightened to her full height so she was towering over him. She
wanted to slap the donut out of his hand and dump his coffee in his
lap. “You’re a pig, Whiney.”

“And you’re a spoiled little brat.”

Jake pretended not to notice the argument.
Josephine returned to her desk and resumed her search. She needed
to find a way to access ancient magic so she could create better
defenses for herself and her friends and to possibly cure Helen of
her vampirism.


Chapter 8

When Josephine’s shift ended, she made a
quick stop at the grocery store for supplies Alice had requested
then went over to Alice’s condo where Helen was staying. Alice had
a roomy place like Josephine but it was packed with furniture. Two
large couches, three armchairs and four coffee tables were
positioned in the room with large bookcases lining one of the
walls. There was also a desk tucked away in the corner. The
bookcases were filled with knickknacks and pictures of Alice’s
family rather than books.

“How did things go today?” Josephine
asked.

“It’s still the same.” Helen’s expression was
puzzled. “I haven’t had any craving for blood at all. For some
reason, all I can think about is chocolate cake, cinnamon rolls and
tiramisu. Luckily, Alice won’t let me go out or I’d end up stuffing
my face and I’d lose my new good looks in no time.”

“I’m not keeping you prisoner here.” Alice
regarded her with indignation.

“I know you’re helping.” Helen leveled a
reassuring look at her friend. “And I appreciate it.”

Alice’s lips curved with an appeased
smile.

“I didn’t find much because I have so much
work. They really keep me busy at the station,” Josephine grumbled.
“It’s enough to make me want to retire again.”

“You poor thing.” Alice cast a sympathetic
gaze at her.

“I wrote down a few names of people who may
know something helpful. I’m not sure if they have any knowledge of
vampires or ancient magic but they’re all leads to follow up.”

“Did you bring the cinnamon rolls and
tiramisu?” Helen asked.

“It’s in one of the bags.” Josephine set the
grocery bags on the kitchen counter.

Helen rummaged through the bags and grabbed
the package of four rolls that came from the bakery. Helen took a
large bite and her face lit up with bliss.

“These are just heavenly,” Helen said when
she’d swallowed her first bite.

Josephine and Alice exchanged perplexed
looks. Helen wolfed down all of the rolls in record time. She went
into the living room and flopped down on the couch. Josephine and
Alice sat down on the other couch facing her.

“Are you all right?” Josephine asked.

“I think I’m allergic to cinnamon rolls. My
stomach hurts.” Helen clutched her belly with her right hand and a
pained expression dominated her face.

“Normally, we eat one at a time,” Josephine
pointed out. “I think you overdid it there.”

“I need something,” Helen said.

“Like what?” Alice scrutinized her friend
with puzzlement.

“I need pizza.”

“You just said your stomach hurts,” Alice
reminded her.

“I know but for some reason I’m still
hungry.”

“Maybe it’s blood that you need.” Alice
adopted an authoritative air. “Open your mouth so I can see your
teeth.”

“How many times are you going to ask me that?
They’re the same.” Helen leveled an exasperated look at her.

“You’re craving things even though you’re
full. I think we need to figure this out.”

Helen jumped to her feet. “I need to get out
of here.”

“If you leave, we’re going together. I’ll
drive,” Alice said.

“She’s right. You don’t know what will
happen,” Josephine interjected.

Helen hesitated with indecision. “All right.
Let’s go.”

The three of them left Alice’s condo and
traversed the hallway toward the elevator.

“So where are we going exactly?” Josephine
asked.

“I’m in the mood for a burger,” Helen
said.

Alice drove them to a nearby fast food
restaurant and they ordered their meals. Oddly enough, Helen just
asked for a kid’s cheeseburger and a soda. Josephine and Alice both
ordered burgers and a drink. The three of them sat down with their
meals near the corner. Almost all the tables were occupied and it
was noisy with the chatter of nearby customers. Josephine and Alice
ate in silence for several moments while Helen sipped her soda and
picked at the bun with her fingers by taking small pieces and
dropping them on her tray without eating.

“What are you doing?” Josephine asked.

“What do you mean?” Helen’s expression was
distracted and her eyes held a faraway look to them.

“You haven’t taken a bite of your burger,”
Josephine said.

“Sure I have.” Helen gestured at her burger
which had a large portion of the bun torn away. “See?”

“You picked that off with your fingers. It’s
scattered on your tray.”

Helen frowned with puzzlement at her burger
and the crumbs spread out before her. Helen’s gaze honed in on a
blond man in his twenties seated behind Josephine and Alice. The
man was casually dressed in just a tee shirt and jeans. He had a
five o’clock shadow on his face which was also marked with a myriad
of zits and his features were average. Helen stared at him as he
took a bite of his burger and chewed. The man was talking to
another guy about the same age who was sitting directly across from
him. The two of them were conversing in casual tones and oblivious
to Helen’s attention. Alice and Josephine turned to see what Helen
was gawking at. They turned back to ask Helen what was so
fascinating about this guy but before they could utter a single
word, Helen left her seat and approached the guy.

“Excuse me.” Helen’s voice was husky as she
leveled a charming smile at the man.

“Yeah?” The guy regarded her with
confusion.

“My watch stopped working and I was wondering
if you had the time?”

“Yes, of course.” He peered at her with
fascination.

His gaze flicked down to her breasts as she
scooted into the booth beside him. His friend regarded them with
puzzlement. Josephine and Alice observed the interaction with
caution. Helen’s attention remained glued to the blond. After
several seconds, she leaned forward and brushed his lips with her
own in a tentative kiss. He issued a soft groan of pleasure and
Helen deepened the kiss. The blond’s friend finally broke out of
his silent shock and cleared his throat to gain their attention.
Without breaking the kiss or looking away, Helen reached out with
her right hand and rested it on top of the hand of the blond’s
friend. He stilled for several seconds then stared off into space
with a dreamy smile. Helen brushed her lips over the blond’s
stubbled chin then lowered her head so she was positioned over his
neck. She kissed the side of his neck then lingered there for
several seconds. Josephine and Alice leapt from their seats as
Helen kissed his neck again. It took the combined efforts of both
Josephine and Alice to pry Helen away from the blond’s neck.

The blond and his friend remained seated and
stared at each other with vacant expressions on their faces. Alice
waved her finger in front of Helen’s face in a gesture of reprisal
but her mouth dropped open in shock when she noticed Helen’s eyes
were pure black.

“We need to leave. People are starting to
notice us,” Josephine said.

“I don’t know what happened.” Helen regarded
her with confusion.

“We can talk in the car.” Josephine nudged
her arm to get her moving.

As they left the restaurant, Helen’s eyes
reverted back to their normal state. The three of them gathered in
Alice’s vehicle. Alice slid behind the wheel while Josephine took
the seat beside her and Helen sat in the back.

“I don’t know if I like the idea of having
her right behind me like that,” Alice said.

“I can hear you,” Helen grumbled.

“Sorry. It’s just that you were about to take
a bite out of that guy,” Alice said.

“No, I wasn’t,” Helen argued.

“Josephine and I both saw you with our own
eyes.”

“I saw the strangest thing.” Josephine’s
brows furrowed with puzzlement.

“What do you mean?” Helen asked.

“It was like you were sucking energy out of
that guy. It was only a trickle so you weren’t causing any damage.
And you were drawing from the other guy through his hand and it was
an even smaller draw,” Josephine said.

“Are you sure she wasn’t sucking out his
blood, too?” Alice asked.

“I’m positive. It was just energy from his
aura.”

“That’s terrible!” Helen wailed. “What if I
kept kissing him for an hour? Is it possible I could kill
someone?”

“It was just a trickle. You would have to
keep it up for literally hours before he started to suffer any ill
effects and it would be temporary,” Josephine said.

“What would happen exactly?” Helen asked.

“He would become more and more tired first.
Then he’d pass out.”

“What if I couldn’t stop kissing him after
he’s unconscious?”

“I don’t think that would happen. You’d have
to be kissing him nonstop for several hours.”

“Just for the sake of argument, let’s say I’m
addicted to kissing. What then?”

“He’d pass out and you’d have to stop because
when someone’s personal energy gets that low, it’s harder and
harder to draw from. But you’d have to be at it for something like
eight hours which is ridiculous,” Josephine said.

“You would start drinking his blood way
before that,” Alice advised.

“I don’t like this at all.” Helen’s
expression was frantic.

“No, I don’t think you’re a vampire. Lorcan
intimated that you might become something else.” Josephine peered
at her with contemplation.

“I’ve got it!” Alice snapped her fingers.
“She’s going to be a zombie!”

“No, that’s not it,” Josephine said.

“How do you know?” Alice leveled an annoyed
look at her.

Josephine pulled the paper out of her purse
that contained individuals she suspected may possess knowledge
about ancient or dark magic. She tapped her index finger against
the name and address she’d placed on the top of the list.

“This is the most promising lead I discovered
at the station. I suggest we speak with Emerson and find out if he
can help us,” Josephine said.

“All right. Where can we find him?” Alice
asked.

Josephine provided directions to his shop
which was called Predawn Souvenirs and located in Bradenton in one
of the quiet strip malls a couple blocks from Manatee Avenue East.
Half the stores on the lot were vacant including a large one that
had once been a grocery store. Josephine, Alice and Helen strode
toward Emerson’s store.

“We’re lucky we came tonight. This place may
have gone out of business if we’d waited another day or two,” Alice
remarked in a sardonic tone.

Josephine opened the door and stepped inside
first. The store was small and cramped with tall shelves containing
various enchanted tools and wands. A dark-haired man in his
thirties was seated behind the counter with attentive green eyes.
He wore a loose-fitting, black silk shirt and jeans with an
enchanted ring on every finger and an enchanted bracelet on each
wrist. Josephine could detect other magical jewelry hidden beneath
his clothing but couldn’t probe for details because he possessed a
privacy shield. He clearly carried an arsenal of potent
enchantments with him that were ready to be used. The items for
sale that surrounded them emanated a gentle current of power that
caressed Josephine’s aura and distracted her with information that
whispered into her mind.

“Can I help you?” Emerson leveled a polite
gaze at the three women.

Josephine sensed the energy surrounding them
flare for a brief moment as he scanned them. She knew he would
detect very little from her as she was a category six and didn’t
exude much in the way of psychometric energy. Emerson’s eyes slid
over to study Helen. Helen hesitated with indecision while
Josephine struggled to come up with something to say. She didn’t
want to screw up her chance at obtaining valuable information.

“You’ve recently suffered a curse,” Emerson
said.

“I’ve become immortal,” Helen explained. “I
was wondering if you could cure me.”

“It’s unfortunate that dark magic is illegal
because that doesn’t stop it from being used. The books that
contain cures are consequently forbidden by the law because they
either explain how the dark spells work or contain the dark spell
itself along with the antidote.”

“Isn’t there a book with just the cures?”
Helen asked.

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible. Dark magic
is complex and curses are even more so. There are always multiple
antidotes and they often fail. The next step after trying all known
countermeasures is to develop your own personalized spell by
analyzing the construction of the curse inside you. This is a
lengthy process that can take many years and the best chance of
success is to have a friend or two willing to help,” Emerson
explained.

“I have two volunteers right here.” Helen
gestured at her companions.

“I’m sure they have the best of intentions
but they will need to devote many years to creating a personalized
cure for you.”

“But you said there’s an antidote,” Helen
reminded him.

“Theoretically, yes. That’s assuming I can
find someone who will sell you the information.”

“I see what you’re saying. You can’t admit
that you sell this stuff because then you could be arrested,”
Josephine said.

“If I engaged in the sale of the items we’re
discussing, I would be in violation of the law,” Emerson
agreed.

“I just want someone to get rid of this
curse.”

“I will look into the matter and contact you
if I find someone who knows anything,” Emerson said. “I will need
two thousand dollars as a down payment for the researcher’s
fee.”

“That’s a lot of money and I won’t even have
the cure. Are there going to be more charges?” Helen asked.

“There will be another two thousand dollar
charge when the transaction is finalized later,” Emerson said.

“What do you mean?” Helen regarded him with
confusion and distrust.

“I think he’s saying that when he gets you
the book, he’ll ask for another two thousand,” Josephine
explained.

Emerson didn’t acknowledge the statement as
he watched Helen with a stoic expression on his face.

“All right.” Helen stepped over to the
counter and paid him.

Emerson collected the money and wrote down
her name, number and address.

“Can you at least tell me what’s wrong with
me?” Helen asked.

“You’re a succubus.”

Helen gasped with horror and retreated a
couple steps from the counter.

“That’s the worst news I could have gotten,”
she said.

“You’d rather drink blood?” Alice threw her
an incredulous look of disbelief.

“It would be an improvement over being a
slut,” Helen replied.

“Can you tell us a little bit more about this
condition? Why isn’t she a vampire?” Josephine asked.

Emerson focused his attention on Helen. “When
you’re turned immortal, the side-effect is either a vampire or a
succubus.”

“Or an incubus of you’re a man,” Alice
interrupted.

Helen shot her a dirty look then turned to
face Emerson.

“As I was saying, vampires require blood for
sustenance while succubi need energy. The easiest way for them to
access their victim’s aura is through intimate contact.”

“I don’t want to be a slut!” Helen exclaimed
with frustration.

“I didn’t say you had to have sex although
that will give you more access to their energy. Kissing and
fondling is enough but you’ll have to spend longer amounts of time
for less intense acts, like maybe an hour for each feeding,”
Emerson explained.

“What if I just kiss?”

“That would get you hardly anything. You’d be
hungry all the time.”

“I don’t care. The thought of sleeping with a
stranger just turns my stomach.” Helen grimaced with distaste.

“Maybe you should get a boyfriend,” Alice
suggested.

“I guess I could try that.”

“If you don’t sleep with him, you’ll need at
least three boyfriends,” Emerson advised.

“Why?”

“You’re limited to how much energy you can
take with limited contact and engagement from your victim.”

“So if he’s unconscious, I can’t do anything
to him?”

“He has to be a participant for his aura to
be accessible,” Emerson explained.

“That’s good to know.”

“In general, the younger they are, the more
power they offer.”

“Are there other ways to feed?” Helen asked.
“Like if I ate more?”

“Eating won’t work. That just gives your body
sustenance.”

“Darn! I don’t mind having a fake boyfriend
so I can smooch him but I really don’t like the idea of smooching
other guys, too,” Helen said.

“You can’t afford to be so picky or you’ll
die,” Emerson warned.

“So be it.” Helen’s eyes flashed with
stubbornness.

Emerson shrugged. “Whatever. Keep in mind
that you have a power to make your target forget what happened and
it kicks on automatically at a feeding. If you want them to
remember, you’ll have to consciously switch it off. After a while,
you’ll recognize the ability when it’s active and learn to control
it.”

“Is there anything else that you could tell
us about her condition?” Josephine asked.

“There’s one more thing. Her magical ability
will be in flux for several days. When it stabilizes, she’ll either
be a weaker or stronger wizard,” Emerson said.

“How does it work with vampires?” Josephine
asked.

“If you want more information, I’ll have to
charge you a five hundred dollar consultation fee.”

Josephine glared at him. “Helen just paid
you.”

“She hired me for consultation for her
current affliction and I fulfilled my end of the bargain. If you
want to know about vampirism, that will be a separate
transaction.”

“What about her bond she has with the one who
cursed her. She has to do everything he says. How does that work
and is there a way to get rid of it?” Josephine asked.

“The simplest way to sever the bond is to
kill him. There is a way to place a temporary block on the psychic
connection between the two of them. The block will dissolve more
quickly each time you create a new one until it eventually won’t
work anymore.”

“I see.” Josephine mulled this over and
decided she could probably figure out how to do it on her own.
“Will this information be given to Helen?”

“If I can find it then yes,” Emerson
said.

Josephine tamped down on her annoyance.
Emerson wouldn’t admit to anything in case any of them reported him
to the police or the MEA. She hated playing this game because he
could be conning them. Of course, he had a shop and she knew he’d
been in business for at least nine years so there was at least a
small bit of assurance there. The three women ventured to a
bookstore next and browsed the defensive magic section. Many books
claimed to possess the most potent legal spells but it was very
difficult to find truly powerful designs. Josephine finally found
what she’d been looking for. The title she held, The Ultimate
Defense Against Black Magic, contained a niveus imperium
enchantment which she’d remembered one of her leads mentioning for
a possible cure for vampirism. Unfortunately, he’d died of
mysterious circumstances before a follow-up could be done.
Josephine read over the construct which was extremely complex.

The niveus imperium was the most potent spell
that could be used as an antidote against dark magic afflictions.
It was illegal to mention specific curses even if it was just to
name them so if Josephine hadn’t already known this was a good one
for vampirism, it would have just been a shot in the dark.

“Okay, I’ve got a niveus imperium,” Josephine
said.

“I’ve got nothing.” Alice grimaced with
disgust. “These books are so full of useless stuff, they’re a waste
of space.”

“I don’t think we should be so hard on them.
They’re probably good spells but they just don’t have the cure
we’re looking for,” Helen said.

“If it wasn’t illegal to at least mention the
names of curses, they could list which ones they’re for. Otherwise,
it’s just like searching for a needle in a hay stack.”

“Hopefully, Emerson will come through for me
and I’ll get my hands on some effective antidotes,” Helen said.

Josephine threw her friend a sympathetic
look. Helen always defended people even when they didn’t deserve
it. She was a remarkable friend. Josephine hoped she would be able
to eradicate the curse that resided in her. Josephine paid for the
book and the three women gathered in Alice’s car so they could head
for home.

“I need to tell you something important.”
Helen’s eyes had turned black and her expression was
frightened.

Alice and Josephine gasped with surprise when
they turned to face her in the back seat.

“What’s wrong?” Josephine asked.

“I can feel through the bond that it isn’t
possible for me to betray Lorcan. All of the effects of the bond
haven’t taken hold of my mind yet. It’s like there was a small lag
time. I can feel it now.”

“We’re not asking you to betray him.”

“I was planning on going to the MEA or the
police and reporting what happened to me. That would be a betrayal
because I’d have to report him. Now, I can’t do it. The compulsion
is too strong.”

“I never thought about turning him in. That’s
a good idea.”

“It’s off the table now,” Helen said.

“Why are your eyes like that?” Josephine
scrutinized her friend with concern.

“Because my bond is compelling me to let
Lorcan know that you have sabotaged the batteries you’re making for
him,” Helen explained. “It’s my duty to protect him from that kind
of thing.”

“I haven’t actually sabotaged the batteries
yet,” Josephine advised. “I was going to work on them again on
Saturday and then finish them up the following week on
Saturday.”

“But it’s as good as done. You’re going to
break your agreement with him.”

Josephine’s eyes flashed with ire. “He never
offered me any compensation so it’s not a real contract.”

“I can’t resist my compulsion. As soon as we
reach my condo, I must call him and warn him of the danger.”

Josephine chewed on her lower lip as she
churned over possible courses of action. Her plan to booby trap the
batteries was too good to pass up.

“Listen to me carefully, Helen.” Josephine
pinned her friend with a steady, unyielding gaze. “I’ve changed my
mind. I’m going to make the best batteries for Lorcan than I can. I
will follow the specifications he gave me precisely. There will be
no sabotage.”

Helen blinked with surprise and stared at
Josephine for a long moment. Helen’s eyes reverted to their normal
vibrant green and she issued a sigh of relief.

“Thank you. That did the trick,” Helen
said.

“So you won’t call Lorcan, right?” Josephine
prodded.

“Don’t worry, I don’t have to anymore.”

“Great.” Josephine flashed a brief comforting
smile then turned to face the front of the car and exchanged a
knowing look with Alice.

Josephine could tell that Alice realized the
truth. Josephine had just lied to Helen. She had every intention of
following through with her original plan to render those magical
batteries useless but she had taken advantage of Helen’s naïve and
trusting nature.


Chapter 9

The energy radiating from the vortex at
Siesta Key beach was still discordant and stung Josephine’s body
even as it filled her with power. She had started preparing the
niveus imperium enchantment last night and used it on a large
crystal quartz cluster. She’d parked her car a few blocks from the
beach so she could connect with the power here and make the work go
faster. Normally, it required several months of painstaking
concentration and effort but Josephine took full advantage of her
category six ability. She’d never tried making this kind of
advanced magic before so she wasn’t sure of the result.

The wind caressed Josephine’s soft, smooth
skin as she jogged at a leisurely pace. Her expanded awareness
alerted her to Lorcan’s presence before he was even close enough to
be seen. He knew her habits and was just standing at the beach
waiting for her. Josephine slowed down so it would take longer for
her to approach him. She began gathering surplus power so she could
blast him at a moment’s notice. By the time Josephine reached him,
it took all her concentration from keeping the unspent magic from
slipping away. Lorcan’s thin lips formed a smirk and Josephine’s
fingers twitched with the urge to slap him.

“We have to stop meeting like this,”
Josephine said in a frosty tone.

“I’ve decided to alter your deadline for the
batteries.”

“Good. I need at least two more weeks to
finish them. I have a busy schedule and they’re the most
complicated magic I’ve ever done.”

“You are to finish them this week on Saturday
no later than noon,” Lorcan said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Josephine shot
him a grievous look. “I’m working full-time here.”

“You wake up at five every morning so on
Saturday, you’ll have seven hours to finish this project.”

“Are you going to pay me?”

“Of course not.” Lorcan regarded her as
though she had grown a second head.

“Look, you skanky toad, I need my morning jog
to unwind and help my abilities sharpen so I can make your stupid
batteries. Besides, you expect me to meet with you at noon? That’s
when I have my lunch.”

Lorcan issued an impatient sigh. “All right.
You have until three on Saturday. Is that better?”

“A little bit.”

“There better not be any delays or you’ll be
sorry. I’d hate to make Helen kill your grandson for instance,”
Lorcan said.

Josephine unleashed a telekinetic wave with
the power she’d stored and it shattered Lorcan’s shields with
enough leftover momentum to shove him off his feet. Lorcan lay on
his back with Josephine towering over him.

“There’s no need for threats. Maybe I should
just kill you now,” Josephine said.

Lorcan brought up another shield with his
back up protection amulets. He slowly picked himself up off the
ground.

“Don’t think I can’t get rid of all your lame
shields just as fast as that first one.” Josephine glared at him
with utter contempt.

“There are more Valituras agents nearby and
they will make all your friends and loved ones pay dearly if you
kill or betray me,” Lorcan said.

“Maybe they should introduce themselves so I
know you’re not just a lone gunman here,” Josephine said.

Her expanded awareness probed farther past
the beach and into the nearby neighborhoods but she couldn’t sense
any of these individuals. Lorcan was either lying or they weren’t
in the vicinity.

“Of course they’re not with me here but I’m
wearing an enchantment that immediately sends out a signal if I’m
dead,” Lorcan said.

Josephine knew it would be too risky to kill
him now and she wasn’t sure she had the stomach for it. She’d never
taken a life before. Perhaps she could get some valuable
information though.

“I’m wondering about that immorality curse.
Why would you take the chance of losing a category six to make
things for you?” Josephine asked.

“It’s a calculated risk. You became a
liability when you started working at the police station. We’ve
kept our existence a secret for centuries and there’s too great a
chance you’ll discover some of our secrets and blab to the
authorities so we needed some leverage. Which brings me back to
another reason I need to talk to you today. There’s a rogue vampire
who’s killing high profile individuals on purpose to punish the
Valituras. He’s tired of living forever and under our control and
wants to expose us.”

Josephine flashed a grim smile. “Maybe I
should help him.”

“You don’t have that option anymore. But
you’re still a pretty big threat. I may have to use my other curse
on you or Jake to make sure you keep quiet.”

“There’s no need for that. I won’t report
anything I discover about the Valituras or vampires or anything
that I find at a crime scene. If you curse me or anyone else I care
about, all bets are off.” Josephine pinned him with a hard
look.

“I only have one left and it belongs to my
group so I don’t want to use it anyway,” Lorcan said.

“Why did Helen become a succubus instead of a
vampire?” Josephine asked.

Even though power continued to flood through
her from the vortex, her legs felt shaky and adrenaline surged
through her body. She knew Lorcan would someday betray her but she
had no idea when. He wanted to curse her with immortality so he
could control her. She could sense it in spite of his privacy
screen.

“It depends on how much darkness you have at
the time you’re cursed.”

“So if you’re a bad person, you become a
vampire?”

“Not at all. Everyone has some darkness in
them. It doesn’t take much at all to become a vampire. Only those
with an almost pure heart become a succubus or incubus,” Lorcan
explained. “Helen is obviously a saint.”

“She’s an exceptional and dear friend,”
Josephine said.

She stepped past him and resumed her jogging
without uttering another word. It was the only way she could think
of to insult him without hurling more threats which may just goad
him into cursing her. Josephine was determined to figure out a way
to expose the Valituras. There had to be a way. The first step was
to identify the moles at the police station and that would take
more time. When Josephine returned to her condo and seated herself
at the table with her mug of coffee along with Alice and Helen, she
still felt uneasy and shaken from her encounter with Lorcan. She
rehashed what had happened to her friends.

“I’m so sorry. What a burden you carry now,”
Helen said.

“I know. It’s terrible,” Alice
sympathized.

“I’m so stressed right now. It seems like
every time I turn around there’s a new problem. Maybe we should all
move to Canada or something and give ourselves new identities.”
Josephine swirled the coffee in her mug and stared down at it for
several seconds.

“Running away isn’t the solution. They’d find
us in no time and do horrible things,” Alice advised.

“Even if we had false identities and wore
glamours?” Josephine asked.

“Do you really think you could concentrate on
maintaining your disguise almost every single moment when you’re
away from your place?” Alice regarded her with skepticism.

“You’re right. It takes a sick and obsessed
person to do that.”

“Besides, Lorcan can track me because of our
bond. There’s nowhere I can hide from him.” Helen’s beautiful face
reflected her despair. “We should just endure this part of our
lives and know that it can’t last. Things will get better.”

This reminded Josephine that she could no
longer talk about her plans against the Valituras. Otherwise, Helen
would be compelled to warn Lorcan.

“Do you have Lorcan’s phone number?”
Josephine asked.

“Yes, I do.”

“How did you get it?” Josephine leveled a
curious look at Helen.

“It’s just there in my head somehow. Like a
memory.”

“Interesting.”

Josephine opened her second sight and scanned
Helen to see if there were any telltale signatures that would
identify her as an immortal. When she failed to find anything, she
opened all of her magical senses to their fullest. She could detect
the curse after several moments of deep probing but it was very
subtle. No wonder Emerson said that studying the structure of the
spell would take dedication. It would take countless hours to make
a comprehensive examination.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” Helen
asked.

“I was just trying to see if there’s a quick
way of identifying immortals. Sorry.” Josephine flashed an
apologetic smile.

“That’s okay. You’re just trying to
help.”

Josephine hated to leave her friends but it
was time to go to work. She wished she was retired again. The
picketers were still hanging out at the front and their numbers had
grown. Josephine felt tense and frustrated when she reached the
station but at least the work itself made the day fly by. She
solved every case in no time and flew through the paperwork. She
ruled out three more police station employees from her suspect list
by the end of the day. Mark asked her out on another date but
Josephine asked for a rain check. She had too much to do. She was
working on the niveus imperium every night and experimenting with
new enhanced protection for additional backup. Part of what made a
powerful wizard was the quantity and effectiveness of the shielding
they wielded.

Josephine hated to pass up an opportunity to
spend more time with Mark as she really liked him. It actually made
her feel even worse than before which she didn’t think was
possible. When Saturday came, Josephine finished the niveus
imperium for Helen and the batteries for the Valituras. Josephine
sabotaged the batteries but in a very specific way. She programmed
the wild magic hidden within the framework to turn on the user if
the enchantment was used in any way against Josephine or her
friends or family. Hopefully, there was enough wild magic to make
her plan work but since wild magic was unpredictable and she’d
never tried anything like this before, there were no assurances of
success. Alice and Helen kept her company as she waited for Lorcan
to show up. Josephine was irritated that the greedy little toad
ended up arriving about twenty minutes late. She kept the condo
wards up as she opened the door to reveal his loathsome
presence.

“I’ve got the batteries. Just a second,”
Josephine snarled.

Lorcan’s thin lips curved in a smug grin of
satisfaction. Josephine slammed the door in his face and retrieved
the batteries from the desk which was tucked away in the corner of
the room. The quartz clusters were contained in a green cloth bag.
Josephine crossed the room and threw open the door. She held the
bag out so her hands stayed within her ward. If Lorcan planned on
cursing her today, she wouldn’t make it easy for him. His grin
widened as he reached out and took the bag.

“You’re in no danger from me as long as you
created a quality product,” Lorcan said.

“I don’t think you realize how difficult
those things were to make. And next time, I expect you to buy the
empty vessels that I will need for the next enchantment.” Josephine
glared at him.

“I agree to your terms.”

Josephine slammed the door in his face and
locked it. Of course, the locks were a bit redundant as anyone who
broke into her residence would need to take care of her wards first
which would be very tricky. Josephine flinched and her two friends
gasped in alarm when her cell phone rang. Josephine peered down at
the screen to see who was calling then frowned with irritation. It
was Robert, one of her ex-husbands who happened to be a next-door
neighbor.

“What do you want?” Josephine snapped.

“I just called to see if you’re all right. I
heard shouting and doors slamming,” Robert said.

For decades, Josephine had viewed him as one
of her mortal enemies and had jinxed him like crazy at every
opportunity. Helen had advised her to make a truce with him and she
had reluctantly done so. At times like this, Josephine regretted
her decision and wanted nothing more than to jinx his cheating ass.
Josephine took a deep, calming breath before she could say
something she’d regret.

“Thank you for your concern, Robert, but I’m
okay,” she said.

“Are you sure?”

“A salesman was pestering me.”

“That’s not allowed! I’ll call the office and
report this for you.” Robert sounded outraged.

Josephine smiled with amusement. “I
appreciate your concern but it’s okay. He’s gone now.”

“All right but let me know if I can
help.”

“Thanks, Robert.”

Josephine ended the call and noticed her two
friends smiling at her.

“I’m still amazed that the two of you are
getting along,” Alice remarked.

“I think it’s wonderful. Doesn’t it feel
liberating to be at peace with him?” Helen asked.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Josephine said.

She checked the peephole and didn’t see any
sign of Lorcan so she opened the door a crack. Josephine heaved a
sigh of relief when she could see he’d really left. She closed and
locked the door again. Helen stood up and a panicked expression
dominated her face.

“I think something’s happening to me!” she
exclaimed.

Josephine scanned her friend and saw that the
curse was shifting and sending out some kind of energy.

“This is your fourth day as an immortal. Your
magical abilities must be stabilizing,” Josephine guessed.

“You’re right. I can feel what’s happening.”
Helen cocked her head to the side. “It’s almost finished.”

The three women waited in silent
anticipation. Josephine continued to scan Helen until the process
finished.

“It’s done,” Josephine announced.

“I’m definitely stronger now,” Helen
said.

“Yes, you are.” Josephine changed her scan to
test her friend’s magical strength. Only a six could accurately
gauge what category of strength for a wizard without special
enchantments made in advance. When Josephine finished, she could
scarcely believe what she’d discovered.

“What’s wrong?” Helen asked.

“You’re a six now,” Josephine said.

“That’s great news! We can join the Phoenix
Community now,” Alice said.

“They will ignore our ad if we put it in the
paper,” Josephine reminded her. “Brad made that very clear to
us.”

“We should do it anyway. And put an extra
line that there is a new change that makes things different,” Alice
instructed.

“I’ll place the ad but I don’t expect he’ll
approach us again.”

“I want to know how there are two huge
organizations that manage to keep their identities secret from the
general public.” Alice was clearly peeved.

“The Valituras must have agents in all levels
of the government,” Josephine remarked.

“The Phoenix Community uses subtle magic to
hide their cities so there isn’t any proof that they exist. I’ll
bet there are some people that know about them and the
Valituras.”

“You’re probably right.” Josephine turned her
attention to Helen. “Are you still wanting to be cured? We can’t be
sure you’ll still be a level six once you’re back to normal.”

“That’s okay,” Helen said.

Josephine crossed the room and took out the
quartz cluster containing the niveus imperium.

“Wait a minute. We need to think about this
very carefully. If Helen goes back to the way she was, this ruins
our chances of joining a safe community away from all this
madness,” Alice said.

“Are you suggesting that Helen remain
cursed?” Josephine was taken aback by her friend’s argument.

“I guess not,” Alice said in a sulky
voice.

Helen stood up from the couch. “I’m
ready.”

Josephine nodded and activated the
enchantment. The quartz crystal sparkled with a silvery white
luminescence. After several seconds, a white mist-like energy
streamed from the crystal and flowed into Helen through her chest.
Hope and excitement flared inside Josephine as the potent energy
rushed through her friend’s body. A silvery white light radiated
from Helen’s skin as the enchantment progressed. When it petered
out, the crystal went dark and several seconds later, Helen stopped
glowing. Now that the enchantment had run its course, Josephine
scanned her friend.

“The curse is still there,” Josephine
said.

“I was afraid of that.” Helen offered a
grateful smile. “I do appreciate the help though.”

“We won’t give up. Emerson will contact you
soon with more antidotes.”

“I’m surprised I haven’t heard from him
yet.”

Someone knocked at the door and Josephine
found Mark standing on her doorstep. She ushered him inside her
home and they gathered in the living room where Helen and Alice
were waiting.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything,” Mark
apologized. He did a double take when he noticed Helen’s youthful
new body. “Is that you, Helen?”

“Yes, it is. She’s practicing a new glamour.
What do you think?” Josephine said.

“I think it’s amazing! Good work, Helen!”
Mark complimented her.

“Thank you, dear.” Helen leveled a warm smile
at him.

“We’re glad to see you, Mark,” Alice gestured
at the other couch facing her. “Have a seat.”

“Thanks,” he acknowledged.

Mark sat down beside Josephine and turned to
face her.

“I was wondering if you’d like to do anything
tonight. You’ve been so busy this week we’ve hardly said a word to
each other,” Mark said.

“I think that’s a splendid idea,” Alice
interjected. “You and Josephine should go have dinner or see a
movie or something.”

“Or we could stay here and play cards,” Helen
suggested.

“If you don’t mind, I think Mark and I should
go out tonight,” Josephine said.

Mark sprung to his feet with an excited grin
on his face.

Helen’s green eyes reflected disapproval.
“With everything that’s going on, do you think you should be going
on a date with this young man?”

“Yes, I do.” Josephine’s voice held steely
determination.

The four of them left the condo and Josephine
activated the wards. Mark took Josephine to a nearby Mexican
restaurant. It was tucked away in a quiet part of the city but very
close to Josephine’s home. The décor in the establishment was
colorful with different shades of pale blue and green for the wall
colors. The tablecloths matched the wall themes. The dining area
was divided into three different smaller rooms so it was fairly
quiet and easy to converse. The waiter was a handsome, dark-haired
Hispanic in his early twenties wearing jeans and a polo shirt. He
was friendly without sounding forced and didn’t rush them to
order.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Mark said.

Josephine laughed. “And what did I do this
time?”

“The way you’ve been so elusive this week, I
was expecting you to take Helen up on her idea to play cards and
then send me on my way.”

“I work in mysterious ways.” Josephine
perused the menu.

The waiter returned with a glass of wine for
her and a cranberry juice for Mark. Josephine chuckled when she
glanced at Mark sipping his drink.

“What’s so funny?” Mark shot her a
questioning look.

“It’s just that whenever Alice, Helen and I
go out and we have wine, Helen usually has a cranberry juice.”

“You’re not comparing me to Helen, I hope?”
Mark’s brown eyes danced with amusement.

Josephine noticed he had a five o’clock
shadow again. He frequently sported this look which irritated her
just a little. She hated seeing facial hair on men because it gave
her the impression that they were dirty and slovenly. She also felt
that if women were expected to shave their armpits and legs, then
it was only fair that men should shave their faces.

“May I ask you a personal question?”
Josephine asked.

“Okay.” Mark regarded her with a mixture of
curiosity and caution.

“Why do let your facial hair grow out like
that?”

Mark brushed his fingertips across his cheek
with puzzlement.

“I shave every day,” he explained. “But I
have a pretty tight schedule with the restoration enchantments so I
do it just before I go to bed. That way I can sleep in as long as
possible before my first class starts at seven. I guess maybe I
should wait until the morning.”

“I was just wondering.” Josephine felt a stab
of guilt over her rude thoughts. “You’re so easy-going and young
that I forget how busy you are.”

“I’m a grown man.” Mark was obviously a bit
sensitive about his age.

“And a handsome one, too.” Josephine leveled
a charming smile at him.

Mark returned her smile and the energy
currents between them flared with a sudden intensity. Josephine’s
body thrummed with pleasure and giddiness. Being with Mark sort of
reminded her of tapping into a vortex. Josephine lost track of time
as she and Mark conversed over their meal. Her cell phone rang and
she peered at the screen to see who was calling.

“It’s Helen,” Josephine murmured.

“You three seem to be pretty close,” Mark
commented.

“We’ve been friends since we were children,”
Josephine said.

Josephine hit the ignore button on her phone
then turned the power off. Mark watched her with unmistakable
horror.

“You can’t do that,” he said.

“Do what?” Josephine threw him a confused
look.

“Turn your cell off like that. What if you
get an important call?”

“There’s nothing that can’t wait until I get
back,” Josephine said.

When they finished eating, Mark paid for the
meal and the two of them stepped outside in the dark.

“It’s getting late,” Mark observed.

“Yes, it is.” Josephine hated to end their
time together.

“Would you like to go jogging at the beach? I
know you’re into running in the dark,” Mark teased.

Josephine laughed. “I prefer the morning but
you’ve got the right idea.”

They meandered over to Mark’s vehicle.

“How about we go to my place for a drink?” he
asked.

“I’d like that.”

Mark lived in a small white house but it was
sparsely furnished so it seemed roomy. The floors were comprised of
a shiny Terrazzo and the walls were white. He had just three easy
chairs in the living room and a flat screen television secured to a
wall.

“What would you like to drink? I have some
nonalcoholic mixes, some tea, soda and coffee. I don’t think
caffeine is such a good idea right now, though,” Mark said.

“Tea sounds good.”

“I have raspberry, blueberry and
chamomile.”

“Blueberry.”

Josephine followed Mark to the kitchen and
leaned against one of the counters to watch. Mark threw her a grin
as he filled an electric kettle with water.

“Now that I’m thinking about it, I also have
mint and raspberry hot chocolate,” he said.

“Maybe next time.”

“Tea it is.” Mark set two mugs on the counter
then placed the tea bags inside. He turned and leaned against the
counter to face Josephine as he waited for the water to heat up.
“You seem really stressed and preoccupied this week. Is there
anything I could do to help?”

Josephine was struck speechless as she hadn’t
expected him to ask about her problems even though she’d mentioned
how busy she was. She hadn’t realized her anxiety was so
obvious.

“It’s kind of personal.”

“I get it,” Mark said.

“And dangerous,” Josephine blurted before she
could stop herself.

Mark’s expression turned inquisitive. “Have
you thought about going to the police? You kind of have an in with
them.”

“If I told anyone, I’d put their lives in
danger,” Josephine said. “I wish I could tell you about it.”

“That’s okay. Whenever you feel you’re able
to discuss it with me, I’ll be here to listen.”

Josephine’s heart warmed at his understanding
and she stepped towards him. Before she knew it, she had her arms
wrapped around him in an embrace and they were kissing
passionately. They made their way to his bedroom and stripped
themselves of their clothing. Hours later, Mark and Josephine were
lying on their backs staring at the ceiling. Josephine marveled at
Mark’s technique and stamina. She turned to look at him and
realized he’d fallen asleep. Josephine shifted over on her side and
her distracted gaze took in hers and Mark’s garments strewn across
the Terazzo. Her attention wandered over to her cell phone which
was still turned off. Josephine retrieved it from the floor,
powered it up and saw that she had eleven voice messages. Even
worse, it was after two in the morning.

“I’m so busted. I’m never going to hear the
end of this,” Josephine murmured.

Josephine’s sore muscles ached in protest as
she dressed.

“Why are you in trouble?” Mark asked.
Apparently, she’d awakened him.

“Because it’s late and Helen’s probably
worried. She probably knows what I’ve done.”

“You’re my girlfriend. There’s nothing wrong
with this,” Mark said in a decisive and adamant tone.

“Technically that’s true but Helen’s kind of
a prude.” And she’s also a succubus now so maybe she’ll be more
understanding, Josephine thought to herself. An instant later, she
tossed that notion aside. Helen would not like this at all so
Josephine would have to come up with a plausible cover story.


Chapter 10

Alice arrived at Josephine’s condo first for
coffee Sunday morning.

“Helen and I stayed up late. Where were you?”
Alice threw Josephine a curious glance before pouring herself a mug
of coffee and plenty of cream.

“Mark has an important project due in one of
his advanced magical application classes. I helped him finish it,”
Josephine said.

“Why didn’t you answer the phone?”

“We couldn’t be interrupted or the
enchantment may have been rendered useless. He’d already spent
three weeks preparing it.”

“I see.”

The two of them made their way to the dining
room table and someone knocked at the door. Josephine crossed the
room and opened it to reveal Helen.

“Where have you been, young lady?” Helen
reprimanded her.

“I was helping Mark finish an advanced
enchantment for his college coursework. It’s due on Monday and he’s
spent three weeks on it,” Josephine fibbed.

“Hmm.” Helen didn’t look entirely convinced
but didn’t argue further.

She poured herself some coffee then added
almond milk and sugar before joining her friends at the table.

“Emerson called us last night to pick up the
book. He said an associate had information for Helen,” Alice said.
“We met him at a coffee shop and it was Emerson disguised with a
glamour. He hardly said two words to us. He just shoved the book at
Helen and left.”

“That’s terrific news! We’ve got some
antidotes to work with then,” Josephine said. “I’ll get started on
them right away.”

“The book has about a dozen enchantments that
are designed to break the immortality curse and it also lists two
versions of the immortality curse,” Helen explained. “It’s very
advanced stuff. I’m glad you’re willing to do this for me.”

“Of course.” Josephine leveled a reassuring
smile at her friend.

“There’s something different about you.”
Helen scrutinized her with a critical eye. “I can’t quite figure it
out. It’s like you’re younger or something.”

“You’re such a flatterer,” Josephine
said.

“I think I see it, too.” Alice cast a
contemplative look at her. “It’s like you’re more vibrant or
something.”

“Yes! It’s like there’s a glow about you.”
Helen’s brows furrowed with thought then she gasped as her face lit
up with sudden comprehension. “You slept with that boy!”

“What?!” Josephine said with mock outrage.
“How dare you suggest such a thing?”

“You did! I can tell!” Alice crowed. “Way to
go!”

“I can’t believe you took advantage of that
sweet boy,” Helen lectured. “And to make it even worse, he has no
idea what kind of danger you might bring him.”

“It’s official. He’s my boyfriend now and
we’re not talking about this anymore,” Josephine said in a firm
tone.

“You’re right, it’s none of my business. I’m
just very troubled by everything that’s going on,” Helen said.

“I really like him a lot,” Josephine
said.

“I think that’s great.” Alice leveled a
congratulatory look at her. “Mark’s a terrific guy. I can
tell.”

“Thanks. That means a lot to me.”

Helen cleared her throat. “I’m sorry I
reacted the way I did. I suppose I’m kind of stuck in my ways.
There’s no reason you can’t find true love at your age.”

Josephine was surprised Helen was backing off
so easily.

“We had an incident after Emerson gave us the
book,” Alice said.

“Don’t you dare!” Helen shot her a warning
look.

Alice completely ignored Helen as she
centered her attention on Josephine.

“Helen went over to these two guys at the
restaurant and started kissing them. It was like a ping-pong match.
First one guy and then the other. Back and forth. I finally had to
break it up because people were staring,” Alice said.

“That was so embarrassing. It was like I was
possessed or something. I don’t think I can ever show my face there
again,” Helen said.

“Don’t worry. It’s a big city. No one will
even remember you were there in another week or so,” Alice assured
her.

“I hope so.”

After they finished their coffee and played a
few hands of rummy, Helen fetched her book and laid it near the
center of Josephine’s table so everyone could read it. It was a
thin, paperback book with a plain, drab cover. The first four cures
listed in the book were different variations of the niveus imperium
enchantment.

“I suppose we should start in chronological
order. We’ll try variation one first,” Josephine said. “It has two
steps though. You’ll need to drink one cup of a special blend of
herbal tea every day for at least a week before the enchantment is
used.”

“I’ll need to go to the store for some of
these ingredients,” Helen remarked.

“Do you need help preparing the tea?”
Josephine asked.

“That’s all right. I’m good with measurements
and baking.”

“You haven’t baked in years,” Josephine
reminded her.

“On second thought, I’d appreciate some
help.”

“I’d be happy to.”

The three women ventured outside where they
were accosted by a large group of picketers. The angry elderly mob
shouted with fervor at Josephine and her two companions. Two
elderly women clung to their walkers while holding up their signs
with valiant effort.

“It looks like I have to run the gauntlet
again,” Josephine said.

“You have to put up with this every day?”
Alice asked.

“Pretty much.”

Marjorie rushed over to them with her picket
sign which read: “Leave town, slut.”

“How do you live with yourself every day when
you steal from the helpless and the needy every day?” Marjorie
snarled.

“Get out of my way or I’m calling the
police,” Josephine said.

“Leave our home and never come back!”
Marjorie began chanting and gestured to the crowd to follow her
lead.

“Leave our home and never come back!” the
crowd chanted.

Josephine tried to walk around Marjorie but
she kept blocking her. Josephine summoned a warm gust of wind at
Marjorie’s head, knocking her wig off. Marjorie cried out in dismay
and bent over to retrieve her hairpiece. Her head was covered in
short gray hairs except for a rather large bald spot. Josephine
sent another gust of wind so the wig leapt farther from Marjorie’s
hand. Josephine, Alice and Helen slipped past the woman and walked
at a brisk pace toward Josephine’s car. Josephine flinched when a
pair of dentures hit her shoulder. Her eyes flashed with ire and
she was tempted to jinx the crowd. Instead, she made a beeline for
her car which was covered with spray-painted hate messages.
Josephine pulled out her cleaning wand and activated it. A gold
shimmering radiance danced over her car and an instant later, the
exterior was clean and unblemished. All traces of vandalism were
gone. If only all of my problems could be handled so easily,
Josephine thought.

She drove to her favorite grocery store which
she hoped would offer all the ingredients necessary for the potion.
She made a beeline for the bulk herbs kept near the back of the
store with Helen and Alice trailing behind her. Josephine began
selecting the appropriate herbs and placing them in the shopping
cart. A blond woman in her early thirties wearing a floral sundress
stalked over to Josephine.

“You should be ashamed of yourself. I’m
surprised you have the gall to show your face here,” the woman spat
out.

“Do I know you?” Josephine regarded her in
confusion.

The woman turned and walked away without
another word. Josephine narrowed her eyes at the woman’s retreating
back for several seconds then continued her shopping.

“I wonder what THAT was all about,” Alice
said with puzzlement.

“She probably mistook me for someone
else.”

Josephine finished locating everything on her
list and pushed her cart over toward the checkout lines. She
noticed that quite a few people either stared at her or gave her
dirty looks. Josephine chose a line then waited for her turn to
leave. The checker was a middle-aged man wearing jeans and a blue
polo shirt. Each of Josephine’s purchases that he scanned, he threw
into the bag like he was slamming them which was impossible to do
since the herbs were light and contained in plastic baggies.

“Do you have some kind of problem?” Josephine
asked.

“I’m surprised you’re not in jail,” the clerk
said.

“What in the world are you talking about?”
Josephine snapped.

“As if you don’t know.”

The clerk blinked at her with surprise as if
this hadn’t occurred to him.

“You’re in the newspaper,” he said.

“I am? What does it say?” Josephine
asked.

“It’s not flattering.”

“I’ll buy a copy of the newspaper.”

Josephine paid for her merchandise and
grabbed a copy of the newspaper on the way out.

“You didn’t have to buy the herbs. I was
going to,” Helen said.

“That’s okay. I’m happy to help.” Josephine
pushed the key fob to unlock the doors of her sedan. Helen carried
the bag with her in the back seat while Josephine slid behind the
wheel and Alice occupied the seat beside her. Josephine flipped
through the newspaper looking for the mysterious article the
checker had told her about. With the sun beating down on them, the
car quickly became unbearably hot so Josephine started the car and
turned on the AC. She continued perusing the newspaper.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve read one of
these things. I can see why I stopped,” Josephine commented.

“It’s wise to keep up on current events,”
Helen advised.

“Why don’t you know about the article then?”
Josephine asked.

“I only read the Friday and Saturday
paper.”

Josephine’s eyes caught a provocative title
that mentioned sixes so she read through it. Her face reddened as
outrage and humiliation surged through her. Josephine squealed with
anger and was tempted to blow up the newspaper but she didn’t want
to freak out her friends.

“What is it?” Alice asked.

“A reporter interviewed Dale and he said I
flaunt my youthful good looks and brag about how I steal money from
him by taking from retirement. What a liar! I’ve never done that.
And he says all kinds of lies. Of course, everything is alleged so
it’s okay to accuse me.”

“We need to confront him,” Alice said.

“We need to take the time to think this
through and calm down before we do anything,” Helen suggested.

“You’re right. I’m working on your potion
first. That will help take my mind off that loathsome, skanky
toad.” Josephine folded the newspaper in half and shoved it in the
space beside her and Alice so she could start driving. When she
reached the condo complex, angry picketers greeted her and another
surge of ire flooded through her. I should have joined the Phoenix
Community, Josephine thought. The three women gathered in Helen’s
condo to prepare the herbal tea. Josephine followed the
instructions exactly. She placed ten cups of water in a large pan
since none of them had a cauldron and waited for the water to
bubble before adding the herbs. The first two ingredients were
chamomile and lemongrass. She was careful to measure the precise
amounts. A pleasant aroma wafted from the pan.

“That smells good. Maybe this antidote won’t
be so bad,” Helen said.

“We’ve only just started,” Alice reminded
her.

Helen shrugged and Josephine continued adding
the rest of the herbs including the more exotic ones. Helen stirred
the tea with a wooden spoon as Josephine read over the potion one
more time.

“It doesn’t smell so great anymore.” Helen
wrinkled her nose with revulsion. “But I’m sure it’ll be okay.”

“It requires an enchantment to make the herbs
work properly and to liquefy them because we aren’t supposed to
strain out the herbs,” Josephine explained. “You’ll need to step
back for a moment.”

“Okay.” Helen backed away from the stove and
positioned herself beside Alice to watch.

Josephine held the palms of her hands out
toward the pan and cast the spell with care even though it was
simple. She didn’t want to screw anything up for her friend.
Josephine paused as she scanned the energy matrix of the spell
she’d created to make sure it was done correctly. She nodded her
head with satisfaction.

“It’s working. We just need to wait five
minutes to make sure it’s finished before you drink any,” Josephine
said.

The three women gathered around the tea which
had turned black and watched a sickly green mist emerge from it. A
horrid stench assaulted their nostrils and they retreated a few
steps from the pan.

“That reminds me of a dead skunk,” Helen
said.

“I don’t think so. It’s more like a sewer,”
Alice said.

“The enchantment isn’t finished. I’m sure it
will get better,” Josephine assured her friend.

“I hope so.” Helen eyed the pan with a
dubious frown.

The green mist had crept over the sides of
the pan and over the top of the stove. If Josephine hadn’t
double-checked the enchantment after she’d performed it, she would
have wondered if she’d messed up on it. Fortunately, a category six
wizard like herself had the advantage of being able to scan the
energy makeup of spells with quick accuracy as long as they weren’t
too complicated like those batteries she’d made for Lorcan. After
five minutes, Josephine approached the pan and saw that the liquid
had turned beige and lumpy. It reminded her of the consistency of
oatmeal or slop. Josephine poured one serving in a mug for Helen
and then dumped the rest in a large pitcher which she placed in the
refrigerator. Helen picked up the mug of enchanted tea and stared
down at it with a brooding frown.

“Maybe I should leave well enough alone,”
Helen said.

“You want to keep the curse?” Josephine threw
her friend an incredulous look of disbelief.

“I was just thinking I might as well give in
to the inevitable. Hardly anyone ever shakes loose of a curse.”

“But you’ve got me. I’m sure I can do this,”
Josephine said.

“You just don’t want to drink something that
smells like a dead skunk,” Alice said.

“You wouldn’t either.” Helen leveled her a
challenging look.

Alice shrugged. “No, but I’m not the one
who’s cursed.”

Helen took a sip of the tea and shuddered
with displeasure. Josephine and Alice watched her with
commiseration as she forced herself to finish the drink.

“That wasn’t quite as horrible as I thought
it would be.” Helen turned and placed the mug in her sink.

“We’ve got one unpleasant task accomplished.
It’s time to take care of Dale,” Alice said.

“Yes, I’m going to find out what in the hell
his problem is,” Josephine said.

“I’m going with you,” Helen said.

“Me, too,” Alice chimed in.

“Really?” Josephine was surprised they were
willing to accompany her. “Thank you.”

The three women took the elevator to Dale’s
floor and traversed the hallway to his closed door.

“Before you do anything, I think you should
read his condo,” Helen advised. Josephine threw her friend a
questioning look. “You should find out if he has any special
security or if there’s anything specific that’s making him take
more drastic action against you.”

Josephine nodded in silent agreement and
opened her magical sensed to the psychometric energy around her.
The ward kept her from scanning inside the condo itself but there
was plenty of residual backflow out here. Josephine allowed
information and impressions to flow freely into her mind for
several moments. She was surprised to discover Marjorie was Dale’s
girlfriend. Dale couldn’t afford to keep paying for private
security every day so he no longer had bodyguards but his wards
were enhanced. Josephine stiffened with surprise when a vision of
Lorcan visiting Dale appeared in her mind. She listened to
conversation with growing fury. Josephine turned to face her
friends.

“Lorcan came here and pretended he was part
of a lobby group concerned about category six wizards bankrupting
retirement,” Josephine said.

“That’s outrageous!” Alice exclaimed.

“Lorcan has been here three times, goading
Dale to start a group of picketers here. He even left him a stack
of flyers to pass out,” Josephine said. “I’ll bet he’s the one that
somehow got the article printed in the newspaper.”

“Why would Lorcan do that?” Helen asked.

“I’m not sure,” Josephine said. “He has a
privacy shield so I’m never able to get very much from him.
Fortunately, Dale spews junk energy like a dog in heat so I picked
up a lot here.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t talk to Dale yet. We
might want to just come here every day and read what we can. Lorcan
may scan this place when he visits and if you have a confrontation
with Dale, it will be easy to pick up on,” Helen said. “You don’t
want to tip your hand that you know what he’s up to.”

“That’s a good idea,” Josephine agreed.

Without warning, Dale’s door opened and his
ward deactivated to reveal Dale clad in just a green bathrobe.
Marjorie stood behind him about short distance away in a blue
bathrobe.

“What are you doing here, slut?” Dale
asked.

“You’re the slut. It’s obvious what YOU’VE
been doing,” Josephine snapped.

“I should have known it was you who was
skulking around,” Dale said. “You need to leave our home and never
come back.”

“This is my home, too.” Josephine’s eyes
sparked with ire. “I deserve to have a life. I waited to retire
until I was seventy-five. You retired when you were sixty-eight. I
contributed way more!”

“Leave our home and never come back,” Dale
chanted and Marjorie joined in. “Leave our home and never come
back. Leave our home and never come back!”

No one noticed Helen’s eyes turn black until
she lunged forward and threw herself at Dale. The two of them
crashed to the floor. Helen’s lips locked with Dale’s as she kissed
him with breath-taking passion. Dale groaned softly and everyone
else watched the two of them in stunned silence. Dale had an arm
around her and Helen untied his bathrobe to reveal his
tighty-whities and wrinkled, flabby skin. Josephine wrinkled her
nose in disgust.

“Get off of my boyfriend!” Marjorie
shrieked.

Helen lifted her head and pinned her with a
cold hard look. Marjorie froze and after several seconds, her eyes
glazed over as she fell under the succubus trance. Helen lifted
herself off of Dale and gasped with alarm. Dale gazed up at her
with a goofy grin on his face.

“What were you thinking?” Josephine
asked.

“I wasn’t.” Helen said as she began wiping
her mouth with frantic swipes to remove any of Dale’s cooties off.
“I can’t believe I did that!”

“Don’t worry. They won’t remember a thing,”
Josephine assured her.

“That’s right. My succubus powers
automatically kick in until I learn to control them.”

The three women left the condo and Josephine
closed the door behind them. They rushed to the elevator to get
away from Dale.

“Don’t you have a boyfriend yet?” Alice asked
once they were ensconced in the confines of the elevator.

Helen shook her head. “I can’t bring myself
to do it.”

“Unless you want to fight an overpowering
urge to kiss every disgusting man in sight, I would suggest you
find yourself a nice young man to start dating,” Josephine
advised.

“You’re right. Kissing Dale was worse than
drinking that awful potion. I guess I should go to a bar or
something.”

“Let’s look at the newspaper for a good place
to go,” Josephine suggested. “Alice and I can go with you.”

“I appreciate that,” Helen said.

“I’m afraid you two will have to go without
me,” Alice advised.

“Why?” Helen asked.

“Look at me.” Alice gestured at herself. “I’m
an old lady. You two look like hot, young women. Everyone will
think I’m your mother chaperoning you. You won’t be able to find a
boyfriend with me hanging around.”

“What poppycock!” Helen exclaimed. “I need
your support!”

“I can’t go with you.” Alice’s tone was
adamant.

The three women gathered in Josephine’s
living room and read through the newspaper until Alice discovered
an ad that caught her attention.

“This sounds promising,” Alice announced. She
read it aloud: “Looking for a classy and trendy place to date? Ken
& Derek’s Classy Bar is open Friday, Saturday and Sunday
nights. Business casual dress for LGBT only.”

“That sounds perfect,” Josephine gushed.
“I’ve never heard of a classy bar but it’s been ages for me.”

“What does the BLT stand for?” Helen
asked.

“It’s LGBT,” Alice corrected her. “And hell
if I know.”

“Its probably an acronym for the dress code
and behavior,” Josephine guessed. “We just need to look nice and be
polite.”

“I can do that,” Helen said.

After dinner, Helen started to get cold feet
but Josephine gave her the encouragement she needed. Josephine
drove Helen to the bar and the two of them stepped inside. It was a
fairly small establishment but a good-sized crowd occupied most of
the tables and bar stools. Josephine and Helen took up a position
near the entrance to take stock of their surroundings. Soft jazz
music played in the background so it was easy to converse. Men were
seated mostly in pairs but some booths had smaller groups and the
women also sat in pairs. Everyone dressed business casual as the
newspaper ad had indicated.

“The guys are all sitting together. They’re
too shy to approach the women,” Helen commented. “This might be a
bit of a challenge.”

“I’m sure you won’t have any problems. Let’s
sit over there.” Josephine pointed at two empty stools at the bar
next to a good-looking man in his early 20’s.

He had thick, silky brown hair that reminded
Josephine of Mark. In fact, his handsome face was remarkably
similar right down to the sultry brown eyes. She could tell it
wasn’t Mark but they could be brothers. Helen positioned herself
beside the guy and Josephine sat on her friend’s other side. The
bartender approached them with a friendly smile.

“What can I get you ladies?”

“I’ll have a cranberry juice,” Helen
said.

“I think you’ll need something stronger to
loosen up,” Josephine argued. She turned to address the bartender.
“We’ll each have a long island iced tea.”

“Coming right up.”

Helen kept glancing at the hunk beside her
while the bartender worked on their drinks. Josephine could tell
Helen would need some encouragement. She hoped the alcohol would
help. When the drinks were finished and set down in front of the
two women, Josephine paid the bartender and nudged Helen. Helen
turned and gave Josephine a helpless look. Josephine caught the
man’s eye when he happened to glance her way.

“Hey, there. What are you drinking?”
Josephine asked.

“It’s a diet coke with rum,” he replied.

“That sounds good.” Josephine leveled a warm
smile at him. “My name’s Josephine and this is my friend,
Helen.”

“Hi.” Helen threw him a shy smile.

“My name’s Nathan. It’s good to meet
you.”

“Do you come here often?” Josephine
asked.

“Not really. I don’t like bars.”

“I don’t either,” Helen commented.

Nathan leveled a sympathetic gaze at her.

“Josephine twisted your arm and made you come
here, didn’t she?”

“Yes but she’s trying to help.”

“How long have you two been together?” Nathan
asked.

“Since we were children.”

“Wow! I’m impressed. That takes
commitment.”

“She’s the one constant in my life,” Helen
said.

“That’s so romantic.” Nathan had a wistful
look in his warm brown eyes.

Helen regarded him with confusion. Josephine
could see that she’d have to help her friend out again.

“You and Helen seem to have some common
ground,” Josephine interjected.

Nathan’s expression became guarded as he took
a sip of his drink and gave the two women an assessing look. His
attention lingered on Helen for several seconds then his eyes lit
up with recognition.

“Of course! You’re a succubus!” he
exclaimed.

“How did you know that?” Helen watched him
with surprise.

“I’m an incubus. Our kind have a way of
recognizing each other. We have a subtle vibe but you have to be
receptive,” Nathan explained. “I don’t know how Josephine could
tell unless she’s a six. I heard they can detect the
supernatural.”

“Yes, I’m a six,” Josephine confirmed.

“I don’t meet too many of those.”

“So are you here to get a girlfriend?” Helen
asked.

“No, I’m here for a boyfriend,” Nathan
said.

“I hate to tell you this but you’re barking
up the wrong bush. You need to go to a gay bar or something for
that,” Helen advised.

“She means barking up the wrong tree,”
Josephine explained.

Nathan chuckled. “This IS a gay bar.”

Helen and Josephine exchanged puzzled looks
then their gazes swept over the bar again and they realized their
error.

“Of course.” Josephine’s face flushed with
embarrassment. “How silly. It’s been ages since either one of us
has gone to a bar.”

“Think nothing of it,” Nathan said.

“Why would someone break up with a nice guy
like you?” Helen asked.

“It happens all the time. After a few months
or so, they get tired of having a boyfriend who won’t sleep with
them.”

“I guess I’m going to have the same problem,”
Helen said.

“Why don’t you sleep with your boyfriend?”
Josephine asked.

“Josephine! You’re getting kind of personal,
don’t you think?” Helen shot her a look of reprisal.

“It’s okay,” Nathan said. “I’m a virgin. I
just can’t bear the thought of being so intimate with someone I’m
not in love with.”

“I understand completely,” Helen said.

“I think you two are a couple of prudes,”
Josephine teased.

“Wait a minute. If you’re an incubus, you’re
cursed like me, right? So someone’s controlling you.”

“I used to be a detective. I was a category
five wizard and used psychometry to help solve the cases. There was
a victim that was killed of blood loss but with no puncture wounds.
I discovered the truth about vampires but I was cursed before I
could file my report. It happened as I was leaving the crime scene.
I guess someone came to clean things up but the police arrived
first so they were keeping an eye on the place and recognized me as
a five. This was before the Disaster so of course no one at the
station knew I was a wizard,” Nathan said.

“How old are you?” Josephine asked.

“I’m eighty-three.”

“A year younger than I am,” Josephine
murmured. “You look like someone I know. Have you heard of Mark
Freeman?”

“I’m his great uncle.” Nathan blinked with
surprise. “Of course! I recognize you from the picture he showed
me. You’re my grand nephew’s girlfriend.”

Josephine felt her face flush with
embarrassment but she wasn’t sure why.

“Mark’s a great guy.” She forced a casual
smile in spite of her discomfort. “So is he studying to be a
detective because he’s wanting to follow in your footsteps?”

“I think so. No one else in the family ever
worked in the police force.”

“Are you enjoying retirement then?” Helen
asked.

“Oh, no. I’m still working. I’m a manager for
SR Design. They’re a printing company and they also help with
marketing plans,” Nathan explained.

“I reluctantly left retirement,” Josephine
said. “I’m too old to work 40 hours a week.”

“So how did you handle being cursed?” Helen
asked.

“I reported what happened to me to the
Council but I couldn’t say who did it or prove it was done to me.
So they made me quit the police force since no one can work in the
government who may have worked with dark magic. The mortals were
really puzzled about why I left. It was hard.”

“That’s terrible!” Helen leveled a
commiserating look at him. “Do you think it might have been better
to hide your condition?”

“No because they would have found out
eventually due to my lack of aging and then I could have ended up
in jail. You have thirty days to report if you’ve been cursed or
become a six.”

“Why would you mention that? Do you think I’m
a six?” Helen had a guilty look on her face.

“You’re not giving off any readable
psychometric energy so it was a safe guess to make.” Nathan offered
an apologetic smile. “You have some tough decisions to make.”

“I can’t report what’s happened yet. I want
to catch the guy who did this to me.”

“Do you know who he is?” Nathan asked.

“Kind of. The problem is finding him and his
real name since he probably goes by an alias,” Helen said. “Not
only that but I can’t betray him because of our bond so it makes
catching him impossible.”

“This music is starting to get on my nerves,”
Josephine grumbled.

“I love this music,” Nathan remarked.

“So do I. I love classical, too. That’s the
only thing that would be better than this,” Helen said.

“I’m the same way,” Nathan said.

“Do you drink coffee?”

“Yes. For the last month or so I’ve been
trying to be healthier and I use almond milk instead of half and
half.”

“Me, too!” Helen grinned at him. “Josephine
gives me a hard time about it sometimes.”

“I just think it’s a waste of coffee,”
Josephine said.

Nathan leveled a warm smile at Helen.

“If you were a guy, you’d be marriage
material,” he said.

“I feel the same way about you.” Helen
thought about that for a second then shrugged. “You know what I
mean.”

“We should stay in touch.”

Nathan, Helen and Josephine exchanged phone
numbers.

“Do you want to stop by for a cup of coffee
sometime? We kind of have a morning ritual,” Helen explained.

“That sounds good,” Nathan said. “During the
week I’m pressed for time but I’d love to stop by and chat on the
weekend sometime.”


Chapter 11

Josephine was assigned to work with Alex and
Jake this week. She had already solved two cases this morning and
lunch was right around the corner. Josephine decided to take a
break from her paperwork so she could continue scanning employees
for Valituras agents. Josephine wandered over to Anita’s desk.
Anita was typing at her computer with intense focus but she noticed
Josephine’s arrival. Anita was positioned at the lobby as she was
one of the receptionists. She had warm brown eyes, long silky brown
hair confined in a ponytail and a spattering of freckles on her
face.

“Hi, Josephine.” Anita’s expression became
sympathetic as she remembered the incident in the newspaper. “I’m
sorry about those protesters hounding you.”

“I have to admit that it’s really stressing
me out.”

“Are you considering moving somewhere else?”
Anita asked.

“I’m not going to be bullied into leaving.”
Josephine opened her senses to the psychometric energy surrounding
her. Because she was so close to Anita, she could reach out with
her mind and read everything she wanted without tripping any of the
alarms. A stab of guilt made Josephine hesitate but she shoved
aside the feeling. She must make entirely sure that she identified
every single Valituras agent no matter what; even if they happened
to be a friend.

“I admire your inner strength. You’re always
so successful with everything that you do,” Anita said.

“Thanks.” Josephine cringed inside as her
guilt made her want to stop scanning Anita. “How is life treating
you? How are the kids?”

“They’re doing well. Lisa really enjoyed
those chocolate chip cookies you made for us a couple of weeks ago.
I keep forgetting to bring you a card she made. It’s always so
hectic in the morning because those two dawdle like crazy and
almost miss the school bus every morning,” Anita said.

“She made a card for me? That’s sweet.”

“I’ll be sure to remember to bring it
in.”

Josephine sensed something unusual from
Anita. There was a slight imbalance in a certain area of her
conscious mind. Josephine focused on that area. She realized she
must keep Anita talking or she couldn’t do this.

“Do they like the macadamia white-chocolate
chip cookies?” Josephine asked.

“They love everything you bring over. The
regular chocolate chip is one of their favorites though.”

Josephine paused as she was probing with
gentle precision at the area of Anita’s mind which she could tell
was a powerful but subtle enchantment.

“Do they have a favorite? I’m thinking about
baking again soon,” Josephine advised.

Anita’s answer was lost on Josephine as the
details of the enchantment snapped into focus. Josephine recognized
it as a mind control spell. It prompted Anita to place a call to a
certain number whenever she heard certain key words and then after
informing the Valituras agent about what she’d discovered, she
would go back to work and completely forget what had occurred.
Anita had no clue that she served as a spy for a malevolent
organization intent on amassing power and taking over the
world.

“What’s wrong?” Anita asked.

Josephine realized that the horror of what
she’d just discovered was showing on her face. She forced a
friendly smile and composed herself.

“Nothing at all. For a second, I thought I
forgot to turn the coffee pot off before I left for work but then I
remembered that I took care of it,” Josephine fibbed.

“That happens to me all the time. I hate
being so rushed in the morning.”

“I guess I’d better get back to work. It was
wonderful talking to you,” Josephine said.

“You, too!”

Josephine went back to her desk and resumed
her paperwork. She couldn’t really concentrate because her mind
still reeled from the shock of her discovery. Anita was a friend
and she’d suffered from a mind control spell all this time.
Josephine had never detected it before. Of course, one had to scan
deep to see it and only a five or six would be able to find such an
anomaly without specialized magical equipment.

“Grandma, are you all right?” Jake asked.

Josephine’s gaze leapt up to meet her
grandson’s caring brown eyes.

“I’m fine, dear. I’ve had a rough time lately
with the protesters wanting me to leave the retirement complex,”
Josephine explained.

That was just the tip of the iceberg in
regards to all the stress that plagued her. She was tired of all
the secrets she harbored. The laws needed to change and stop
restricting sixes. The aequitas enchantment that she’d deactivated
had kept her from dabbling in any form of real magic for
practically her entire life. She’d always assumed her lack of
control over the magic that she could summon so easily was an
intrinsic danger of being a six but she’d discovered the truth. The
rare ability to connect with a power vortex was essential in
balancing Josephine’s abilities. Once she’d started doing that,
she’d gained complete control of her talent. Unfortunately,
accessing the vortex was illegal for sixes. And only category fives
and sixes possessed this skill. Josephine would feel a lot better
if these laws were overturned but how could that happen when people
like her comprised such a small percentage of the population?

“I wish there was something I could do about
those people.” Jake leveled a commiserating look at his
grandmother. “It must be hell to have to deal with that every time
you go out.”

“They aren’t up until sometime after six
because when I go jogging there’s no sign of them.”

“That’s something then.” Jake’s lips curved
in an amused smile.

“They’ve vandalized my car three times now
and they leave notes on my door.”

“Are the notes threatening?” Alex asked.

Josephine hadn’t realized he’d been listening
in on the conversation.

“Sometimes they’re kind of threatening.”
Josephine pulled out two she’d saved.

“Let me see them,” Alex requested. Josephine
handed him the notes and he glanced at them with a frown of
concern. “This is bad. I hadn’t realized the situation had
escalated to this point.”

“Let me see,” Jake said. He read the notes
with a troubled expression on his face. His gaze rose to meet his
grandmother’s. “This gives us just cause to start questioning the
protesters.”

“That’s the first good news I’ve heard all
week,” Josephine said.

“This is only Monday,” Alex pointed out.

Josephine ignored his remark when she
normally would have put him in his place after antagonizing her
like that. After all, he didn’t annoy her as much as before.
Working with him made her see his positive attributes, which were
meager, but they still existed. And she was trying to take Helen’s
advice to heart and get along with people. It was best not to make
new enemies when she already had so many. Alex filed a report for
Josephine and explained to her that police officers and detectives
would be assigned at random intervals to question the protesters.
People tended to get uncomfortable when the police started showing
up on a regular basis and interrogating them. Josephine received an
instant message from Ben Nutter and her stomach clenched with
anxiety. She hadn’t heard from him since she’d started working
here. She wondered if she was in some kind of trouble. Josephine
had only taken a few steps from her desk when Alex called out to
her.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Ben wants to talk to me,” Josephine
explained.

“Really?” Alex’s expression became guarded
and he turned back to his computer.

Josephine went over to his desk and towered
over him while he tried to ignore her.

“What is it?” she said when it became
apparent he didn’t want to talk.

Alex sighed and it was with obvious
reluctance that he turned to meet her gaze.

“Mr. Nutter doesn’t normally interact with us
directly unless there’s disciplinary action involved. Don’t call
him Ben either,” he warned her.

“Thanks for the advice.”

Josephine swallowed as her anxiety climbed
over this unwelcome news. She made her way to Ben’s office where
the door was open.

“Come in, Josephine. Please close the door
behind you.” Ben’s loud, penetrating voice seemed to pound at her
ears.

Josephine forced a stoic expression on her
face as she complied with his request and took a seat facing her
boss. Ben watched her and an uncomfortable quiet hung over the
room. Josephine reminded herself to maintain neutral body language
and not to squirm even though this was a bad sign.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” Josephine
asked.

Brad reached out and rested his hand against
the base of a large, brass desk lamp with a green glass shade. The
room plunged into silence as a privacy screen spell made the office
soundproof. Brad pulled out a quartz crystal from one of his desk
drawers and spoke with a trace of regret.

“I hate to do this to you, O’Connor.”

He activated the enchantment in the crystal
and a silvery spherical-shaped energy field emerged from it and
expanded to encompass the two of them. As the spell took hold,
Josephine recognized it as a truth-speak enchantment. She resisted
the powerful urge to start blabbing all her secrets which was a
side-effect of the spell and most people found impossible to
circumvent. One could only speak the truth inside the sphere of
energy but that went both ways. Ben wasn’t immune to the
enchantment just because he’s the one who cast it. Truth-speak
devices were extremely challenging to make like restoration spells
and curses so they were extremely expensive to purchase. It was
obvious Ben wanted some information very badly to use such a potent
and costly magical device.

“Are you here to spy on us at the station?”
His gaze bore into Josephine’s.

“I came here to do the very best job I could
and to network with important individuals like yourself.” She
hadn’t intended to mention the networking but the spell had
compelled her to blurt it out before she could stop herself. It was
difficult to keep secrets like this.

“Why do you want to network?”

Josephine focused her thoughts before
speaking because relaying only part of the truth would be hard.

“Because of my unique situation as a category
six, it has come to my attention that it’s best I gain some
powerful allies. One example would be those protesters who think
I’m not deserving of retirement benefits in spite of the fact that
I’ve made the same or more contributions to social security. Does
it seem fair that I should be punished for something I have no
control over?” Josephine intentionally posed a question at the end
of her reply because she knew it would distract Ben from his own
questions.

“I don’t think it’s fair at all. I do feel
lucky to have you on my team but also suspicious that you may be a
Trojan horse.”

“I’m not a Trojan horse. Why would you think
that?” Josephine asked.

“Because of the corruption in the government
and even here at the station. I need answers. I’m hoping you can
give them to me. Have you heard of the Valituras?”

“Yes, I have.” Josephine clamped down on the
urge to spill her guts.

She couldn’t tell him absolutely everything
because she was in violation of the law herself with the
deactivation of the aequitas enchantment she wore and the daily
trips to the power vortex. Josephine cleared her throat then
outlined her dealings with Lorcan and his threats against her. She
also explained how he’d threatened to curse her but it ended up
going to Helen by mistake. She described the batteries she’d made
under duress and how she’d discovered Anita was a victim of a mind
control spell. Ben froze and sat in his chair like a statue during
the entire explanation. Josephine’s gut twisted and her body tensed
with nervousness. She wondered how he would react as he was still
reeling from the shock.

“I hadn’t expected this,” Ben said after a
lengthy pause. “I can see that you’re more apprised of the
situation than I’d thought possible. The Valituras are so good at
covering their tracks that we’ve failed to get our hands on a
single one of them. It’s damned frustrating.”

“What’s going to happen to my friend?”
Josephine asked.

“You said Lorcan compelled her to keep silent
about her condition so she won’t be able to say anything. The curse
is too strong. Since you’re a category six, you can place a
temporary block that will give her the freedom to report to us. We
have to time this just right though. I’m a member of a select group
in the government who is aware of the Valituras and trying to
expose them. It’s called Operation Corruption. I wanted to call it
Operation Snake in the Grass but I didn’t have enough clout so
we’re stuck with that stupid name.” Ben paused to collect his
thoughts.

Josephine wanted to roll her eyes at the
juvenile names of their operation. Ben’s idea wasn’t any better but
luckily she had the power to resist the urge to blab her
unflattering thoughts in spite of the truth-speak enchantment.

“Anyway, we managed to get some legislation
passed through that was intended to help with terrorism. It would
allow us to go to court and interrupt whatever is in progress to
bring to trial an imminent threat to national security. This will
allow us to bring our evidence to light without the Valituras
destroying it and eliminating witnesses. Helen will be a key
witness. The minimum that we need is one victim and one Valituras
agent. A truth-speak enchantment is to be used in this type of
trial so you can see how big this is,” Ben said.

“So I should continue looking for Valituras
agents here at the station and also the rogue vampire who’s running
loose. He hasn’t killed for a number of days, I’ve noticed.”

“His last two victims were in Manatee County
so it was outside our jurisdiction. The Valituras will catch this
guy soon but what we need is Lorcan or another member of his group
if they’re working here,” Brad explained.

The truth-speak sphere of energy flickered
for several seconds then vanished as the spell wore off.

“I’m sorry you had to squander such a potent
spell on me,” Josephine said.

“It wasn’t a waste at all. I know I can
implicitly trust you now. I was told to find out if we could
recruit you to Operation Corruption and now I can safely say yes.
I’m authorized to promote you to an OC enforcer. Furthermore, the
requirement for you to go through their intensive training program
is waived. Once you accomplish your mission and expose the
Valituras to the public, I guarantee you that new legislation will
pass that will eliminate all restraints imposed on category sixes,”
Brad advised. “Do you accept the promotion? Remember, you can’t
tell anyone at all about this until we succeed in capturing one of
those spies. I’m the only one you can report any of these findings
to.”

“I accept the promotion. Does this mean I’m
no longer on probationary status as a new hire?”

“That’s exactly what it means. You’re now a
permanent employee of the state,” Brad boomed at her.
“Congratulations.”

The background noise of the office came
through the walls, indicating the soundproof field had worn off.
Josephine was so pleased about this news she could hardly think
straight but her ears were ringing because of the volume of Ben’s
booming voice. She wondered what he would sound like if he tried to
whisper.

“What should I do if the Valituras demand
that I make more magical tools for them?” Josephine asked.

“Comply with their request. Any time Lorcan
approaches you, try to find out his alias or where he lives.”

“Will do. There’s one other thing. I’ve
learned about yet another secret group called the Phoenix
Community.”

“We know all about them. They’re not
infiltrating the government and keeping to themselves so they’re
low on our list of priorities.”

Ben provided Josephine the deactivation code
for the m-detectors so she could switch them off to perform deeper
and wider scans. He went over some other details about her new
duties which wouldn’t go in effect until after completion of
Operation Corruption.

“Don’t forget to reactivate the m-detectors
when you finish your scans,” Ben ordered.

“Yes, sir. I’ll definitely remember,”
Josephine promised.

Josephine invited Mark over to her condo for
dinner. She knew he didn’t have a lot of time during the week so
she wasn’t expecting him to stay long. She made chicken alfredo
with steamed broccoli on the side. The two of them gathered at her
dining room table.

“This is delicious,” Mark said.

“Thanks.” Josephine flashed a pleasant smile
then decided to broach the subject she was concerned about. “Did
Nathan tell you we met him at the bar earlier this week?”

“Yes! He just adores Helen. And he likes you,
too. He mentioned she’s cursed with immortality like him.”

“I wasn’t sure if he told you all that. I
just wanted to let you know. I don’t want to keep unnecessary
secrets between us.” Josephine was already keeping enough from
everyone as it was. She didn’t realize it could be such a
burden.

“Don’t worry. Since we work at the station,
we may end up learning things we aren’t allowed to share – even
with each other,” Mark advised.

“So you and Nathan are close?”

“He’s one of my favorite relatives. My family
is pretty uptight and strict. They take their obligations
seriously.”

“What do you mean?”

“They don’t have much of a sense of humor for
one thing.” Mark grimaced with displeasure.

“What obligations are you talking about?”
Josephine asked.

“The ancient texts and enchantments we keep
in the vaults. We’ve been protecting them for generations. Our
ancestors used to be elite bodyguards for an organization called
the Phoenix Community before they decided to go into hiding. Only
wizards who are sixes can join and apparently my family has the
genetics that allow some of us to change. A bunch of my relatives
decided to leave with them and were converted to sixes. Every once
in a while, members of my family are approached and offered
membership,” Mark explained.

“That makes perfect sense.”

Mark regarded her with puzzlement. “It
does?”

“That explains why I can hardly ever sense
anything from you. You’re a latent six,” Josephine said.

“I’m surprised you’re not more focused on the
secret organization.”

“I already know all about them.” Josephine
made a dismissive gesture. “I wasn’t impressed.”

“They invited you to join them and you turned
them down?” Mark regarded her with astonishment.

“I’m not interested in becoming an
isolationist. They have their own dark secrets.”

“You’re right. I have a distorted view
because my family is always singing their praises.”

“But how would anyone know what it’s really
like when everything about them is a mystery?” Josephine asked.
“Brad talks a good game but it’s just a description through his
point-of-view.”

“You’re right,” Mark agreed. “I’ll have to
think about that. It might feel like living in a prison.”

“Do you think your family might have a cure
for Helen’s curse?” Josephine asked.

“They have a few powerful enchantments that
they tried on Nathan but they didn’t work,” Mark said. “I still
have them in my personal journals though. I’ll bring them over if
you want.”

“I’d like that. Thank you.”

“Just don’t get your hopes up. Our family did
a lot of research to help Nathan and we discovered that it’s very
rare to cure someone from a curse.”

“Anything you can do is greatly appreciated.
I do realize that curses are practically impossible to get rid of.
I just want to be positive for Helen’s sake,” Josephine
explained.

“You’re a good friend,” Mark complimented
her.

Josephine’s heart warmed and she wondered how
serious their relationship would become.


Chapter 12

Helen surprised Josephine by accompanying her
to the Siesta Key beach. The two of them tapped into the vortex and
began jogging. As usual, it was almost pitch black but their
psychic senses allowed them to see clearly while connected.

“I’m surprised you can run like this. You
haven’t exercised in years,” Josephine said.

“The curse has me in perfect shape. And I
need hardly any sleep at all. I went jogging with Nathan last
night. I discovered I didn’t get sore even though we were out for
over an hour,” Helen said.

“That’s one of the advantages of being tapped
into the vortex. I’ll bet you were starving though.”

“We had a hearty meal afterwards.”

“I just realized that we still haven’t gotten
you a boyfriend,” Josephine said. “Are you getting cravings
again?”

Helen’s expression turned thoughtful.
“Actually, I feel fine. I must have taken enough energy from Dale
because he’s the last one I kissed.”

“That’s strange. His old and yucky so his
energy shouldn’t have sustained you for very long.”

Helen laughed with delight. “I get such a
buzz from the vortex, I can see why you do this every day.”

“It’s always a thrill no matter how many
times I come here,” Josephine said.

“I noticed Mark’s truck is still parked in
the lot,” Helen commented.

“You’re very observant.”

They lapsed into a companionable silence.
When they returned to their condos, Josephine took a quick shower
and changed into a new outfit she’d purchased over the weekend. It
was a burgundy blouse with black slacks. There was plenty of time
for her to whip up a double batch of chocolate chip cookies. She
had just enough time to bake them and set them on the cooling racks
before Alice and Helen arrived. When the three women gathered at
the dining room table with their mugs of coffee, Alice had a sour
expression on her face.

“I noticed you two went to the beach
together,” Alice remarked.

“Yes, it was pleasant,” Josephine said.

“I’m glad to hear that.” Alice offered a
strained smile.

Josephine noticed her friend’s odd reaction
and wondered what was bothering her. She shuffled the cards and
they started playing rummy. Helen ended up with four kings right
from the start and Josephine groaned with dismay.

“Did you drink your potion this morning?”
Alice watched Helen with expectation.

Helen grimaced. “Yes but that stuff is
awful.”

Even though Helen started out with a good
hand, Alice still managed to beat her friends by a landslide.

“It’s like you have some sort of power with
cards or something,” Helen said.

Helen began collecting the cards so she could
take her turn shuffling them. Alice frowned with displeasure.

“I’m not happy,” she said.

“That’s interesting since you just kicked our
butts,” Josephine said.

“I feel like a third wheel.”

Helen stopped scooping up the cards and gazed
at her friend with bewilderment.

“What do you mean by that?” she asked.

“Now that you’re cursed, you’re a category
six and you’re immortal just like Josephine,” Alice pointed out.
“And I’m stuck in this old, run-down body.”

“You’re still our best friend,” Josephine
said in a reassuring tone.

“That’s what you say now but I’m going to
grow older and die.”

“You sound like you want to be cursed,” Helen
said.

“Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”
Alice crossed her arms over her chest.

“It’s terrible! I never know what I’m going
to do when there’s a man around.” Helen leveled a beseeching look
at her friend.

Mark strode into the room with hair still
damp from a recent shower. He had his school bag slung over his
shoulder. Helen’s gaze swerved over to him and a split second later
Alice and Josephine also turned to stare.

“What is it?” Mark asked.

“Nothing,” Helen said.

Mark kissed Josephine on the forehead and
smiled down at her.

“I’ve got to go,” he said. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

When Mark left, Helen grinned at Josephine
with excitement.

“You two are really getting serious,” Helen
said.

“He’s a great guy. It’s been so long since
I’ve felt this way. I didn’t think it was possible,” Josephine
said.

“Well, I’ve got to go. I have some important
errands to do.” Alice rose from her chair.

“You’re leaving so soon?” Helen asked.

“Sorry, girls. I’ve got a million things
hanging over my head,” Alice said.

She made a beeline for the door and exited
the condo before Helen and Josephine could quiz her further on her
busy day.

“I can see why she’s upset,” Helen
remarked.

“Me, too. But I don’t have any idea how to
make things right.”

“We’ve been friends forever. This is just a
temporary phase,” Helen advised.

“I’m looking for that phase to be over.”
Josephine’s lips curved in a sardonic grin.

“I just want you to know you don’t have to
worry about me. I realize that I’m probably stuck this way and I’ll
adapt to my condition.”

“I’m not going to stop trying to cure
you.”

“I know. I just don’t want you to feel any
more burdened than you already are,” Helen said.

“I’m so lucky to have you in my life,”
Josephine said.

“I feel exactly the same way about you,”
Helen said.

When Helen left the condo, Josephine placed
the cookies she’d made in three different Tupperware containers.
She planned on giving them away to several people to give her an
excuse to hang out in areas she didn’t normally work in and scan
for Valituras agents or individuals who were victims of mind
control enchantments. Josephine hoped to check everyone out by the
end of the day. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be assigned very many
cases. Ben had promised he’d redirect them to the other teams for
the next couple of days but if the station was swamped, Josephine
would still have plenty to do. Josephine emerged from her condo and
traversed down the hall. As she waited for the elevator to arrive,
she sensed dark energy and raised her shields just as Lorcan
rounded the corner. He unleashed a powerful burst of telekinetic
energy which smashed against Josephine’s protection.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Josephine
glared at him with indignant outrage.

“I’m sorry but this must be done. I have my
orders.” Lorcan leveled the black wand containing the immortality
curse.

The curse poured out from the tip of the wand
in the form of thick, black smoke with flickers of red light.
Josephine dashed over to her condo as the curse gathered in front
of Lorcan for several seconds. She deactivated the wards and threw
open the door as the curse rushed towards her. Josephine leapt over
the threshold of her residence and activated the wards. The curse
smashed against the shield and formed a barricade of black.
Josephine opened her psychic senses so she could perceive what was
happening past the curse. Lorcan strode over to the open doorway
and began blasting it with the various telekinetic enchantments he
had.

“You’ll find my wards are impenetrable,”
Josephine boasted.

Lorcan remained silent as he continued to
throw a myriad of spells at her. Josephine crossed over to her desk
and pulled out a large turquoise wand which contained an
experimental telekinetic enchantment. She’d created it while tapped
into the power vortex at Siesta Key. Potent energy from the wand
thrummed against her hand as she pointed it at Lorcan and unleashed
the spell. A savage smile transformed Josephine’s face as a
brilliant gold light flared from her weapon and hit Lorcan in the
chest. The power was so strong, it tore right through his shields
and threw his body against the wall. His black wand containing the
curse flew from his grasp and sailed out of sight. Lorcan slid to
the floor in a daze. The curse withdrew from the threshold and
formed a humanoid shape. Josephine narrowed her eyes and wondered
what this thing was up to. Several seconds later, the curse became
a replica of Josephine except her eyes were coal black.

“I’m going to ask you nicely to take down
your wards,” the curse said in a voice that matched
Josephine’s.

Josephine shivered with apprehension at this
disturbing image but didn’t see why she should give up.

“Why would I do that? My wards are still
holding strong,” Josephine said.

“When Lorcan released the wand, he
relinquished his control of me. My only concern now is achieving my
prime directive,” the curse informed her.

“What’s your prime directive?”

“To infect someone so that I can live
forever.”

“As soon as you give someone immortality,
your consciousness dies. Maybe you should think about giving
yourself a new identity and living out a life on your own,”
Josephine suggested.

“That’s not how this works. I must infect
someone.”

“Why not Lorcan? His shields are still down,”
Josephine pointed out.

“He will never do.”

“Why not? He’s easy prey.”

“He’s already cursed with immortality and
he’s the one who activated me. If you don’t drop your wards, I will
infect one of your friends or neighbors,” the curse threatened.

“You can’t do that.”

“Watch me.”

The curse stalked down the hall and pushed
the elevator button. It turned and smiled at Josephine as it waited
for the doors to open.

“You’re running out of time,” the curse
said.

Josephine pulled out her cell phone and
dialed Alice’s phone number. It rang then went to voice mail.
Josephine left a message warning her to stay inside because there
was a curse that looked like her. The elevator doors opened and the
curse slipped inside. Josephine called Helen next.

“Hello?” Helen said.

“It’s me,” Josephine said. “Whatever you do,
keep your wards up and stay in your condo. Lorcan has unleashed a
curse that is disguised as me.”

“That’s terrible!” Helen exclaimed.

Josephine had deactivated her wards at this
point and dashed down the hall towards the stairs.

“I’ve got to go!” Josephine disconnected the
call and shoved the phone in her pocket.

She flew down the stairs and almost tripped a
couple of times. She threw open the door when she reached Alice’s
floor. She dashed down the hall and turned the corner in time to
see Alice open her door for the curse.

“Alice, don’t let it inside!” Josephine
shouted.

Her wards were already lowered and the curse
reached inside and grabbed Alice by the front of her blouse. Alice
screamed as the curse shoved her against the wall. Josephine ran
towards them. The curse morphed into thick black smoke and Alice’s
feet hit the floor. The curse gushed into Alice’s mouth and
nostrils. Josephine reached her friend just as it finished
infecting her. Alice clutched her head and leaned against the wall
for support.

“Alice, I’m so sorry! I tried to get here
before the curse!” Josephine exclaimed. “I tried calling you!”

Alice groaned as her body made wet, ripping
sounds. The curse continued to settle deep into the cells of
Alice’s body. After several seconds, Alice’s gray hair turned red
and curly. Her skin smoothed out and her breasts swelled. Soon, she
had the body of a woman in her early twenties with smooth flawless
skin and vibrant green eyes the shade of emeralds. She straightened
to her full height and her luscious lips curved into a pleased
smile.

“Isn’t this an interesting development?”
Alice asked.

“Excuse me?” Josephine asked with
astonishment.

“I hadn’t realized an opportunity like this
would come up any time soon.”

“You sound like you wanted this,” Josephine
said.

Alice grinned. “I got your message. I let the
curse in on purpose. I was hoping it was immortality but you didn’t
leave enough details for me to be sure.”

“For heaven’s sakes! I probably won’t be able
to remove it!” Josephine cried out with exasperation. “Why would
you do this?”

“It’s okay. I really needed this.”

“But there’s always a price with dark
magic.”

“It’s just a small thing. If Helen can handle
it, so can I,” Alice said.

“But you’re bonded to Lorcan. You’ll have to
do what he says.”

“He didn’t see it happen so maybe he won’t
know. Besides, I’m sure you’ll take care of him.”

“I can’t believe this!” Josephine exclaimed.
“I’m living in a madhouse!”

“You’re going to be late for work,” Alice
pointed out.

“That’s the least of my worries.”

Josephine returned to her condo and was
disappointed to find Lorcan gone. She was in the mood for
vengeance. If he’d still been here, she would have probably
stripped him down to his underwear, tied him up and written some
kind of insulting message on his bare chest before calling Ben
Nutter so they could haul his skanky ass to jail. She went over
possible names to give him as she grabbed her Tupperware containers
with the cookies. Josephine tried to read any psychometric energy
lingering in the hallway from Lorcan but didn’t obtain any useful
information. When she left the building, she was relieved to see
only four protesters including Dale and Marjorie. Josephine swept
past them and made a beeline for her car.

“Leave our home! Leave our home! Leave our
home!” the protesters chanted at her.

When Josephine arrived at her desk, she took
one of the containers of cookies over to Alex who was enjoying a
cake donut with chocolate frosting and sprinkles. He gazed up at
her with wariness and suspicion.

“Good morning,” Josephine greeted him.

“What’s going on?” Alex asked.

“I made some homemade chocolate chip cookies
for you.”

Josephine handed it over to him and he
accepted the container with caution. Jake watched the two of them
with amusement and curiosity.

“Did you jinx them or something?” Alex
asked.

“I appreciate your help with the group of
people harassing me where I live. Thank you, Alex,” Josephine
said.

His face flushed with embarrassment. “You’re
welcome.”

Josephine returned to her desk and started in
on some paperwork. She waited until Alex left for another donut
before she took her second container of cookies and made her way
over to Scott. She reached out with her mind and deactivated the
m-detectors in this vicinity so she could perform a deep scan of
everyone in this group. Scott was situated in a group of six desks
with three desks on one side facing the other three like all the
other work areas. There were no barricades to drown out sound or
help with privacy so that detectives could discuss their cases with
each other. It was exactly the same as Josephine’s area which
comprised one team plus extra seating for officers, psychometrists,
or administrative assistants. Since officers didn’t spend much time
at their desks, the detectives usually had a few empty seats around
them.

Scott wore a bright turquoise polo with black
jeans and his attention was glued to his computer screen. Josephine
sat down on the empty chair beside him. Scott glanced at her then
smiled a greeting.

“I don’t know if you’ve heard but I make
killer chocolate chip cookies,” Josephine said.

“You do have a reputation,” Scott informed
her with a friendly wink.

“I made these especially for you.” Josephine
handed the container to him. “Thank you for making me feel welcome
last week while I was working with you.”

“No worries. You’re actually a lot of fun to
work with.”

Josephine continued her scan as she conversed
with Scott. After a few moments, Fletcher frowned at the two of
them with annoyance.

“Don’t you guys have work to do?” Fletcher
asked.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you.” Josephine
threw him an apologetic look and realized she had run out of time
for her scan unless she could involve him in their discussion.
“Have there been any new developments about the killer who somehow
drains blood from his victims?”

Fletcher sighed and leaned back in his
chair.

“There’ve been more murders that fit his
profile but Kyle hasn’t picked up anything either and the victims
in Manatee county were out of our jurisdiction. Their
psychometrists aren’t any good.”

“It bugs me that I couldn’t solve the case,”
Josephine said.

“You solved every other case during the
week,” Scott pointed out. “Fletcher and I really appreciate
that.”

“Thank you.” Josephine rose from her chair
and flashed them both polite smiles. “I’ll let you get back to
work. It was nice talking to you two.”

“See you later, Josephine,” Scott said.

Fletcher nodded at her in acknowledgement.
Josephine strode away from their work area and reactivated the
m-detectors. Everyone in that vicinity was clear except for the
administrative assistant that worked beside Fletcher. Josephine
made her way to Ben Nutter’s office and knocked on the open door.
Ben looked up and his booming voice blasted over her.

“Come in, Josephine,” he said.

She closed the door behind her and sat down
on the empty chair facing him.

“Snake in the grass,” Josephine whispered
which was the code he’d instructed her to provide if they needed
privacy.

Ben reached for the base of his desk lamp and
activated the soundproof enchantment for the room. The activity
from the police station beyond the office died away in an instant.
Ben clasped his hands on the massive desk in front of him and gazed
at Josephine with expectation.

“What have you got?” he asked.

“I’m hoping to finish my scans today. I have
a few stray officers I haven’t got to yet. I discovered Rebecca
Iverson has a mind control enchantment cast on her,” Josephine
explained.

“She’s a good admin. Is it the same type of
control as Anita’s?”

“It’s exactly the same.”

“So it appears we have just two people who
are under the influence of the Valituras but no actual members,”
Ben said in a contemplative tone.

“I have another problem. Lorcan tried to
curse me this morning with immortality but Alice was infected
instead.”

Ben blinked at her with surprise.

“I’m sorry to hear that. This will help us
build a stronger case against Lorcan. We need to find out where he
lives so we can take him in.”

“Have you searched the area for people with
his first name?” Josephine asked.

“Yes and I came up with nothing. I did a
search for Sarasota and all neighboring counties. He’s going by an
alias just as I suspected. He probably lives right here in the
city.”

“I want you to have something.” Ben opened
one of his desk drawers and pulled something out of it.

Josephine wondered what he was doing. An
instant later, he slammed a Taser on the desk in front of her.

“You should be armed with something other
than your magic,” Ben said.

“Thank you, sir.”

Josephine reached out and clutched the Taser.
She examined it for several seconds then set it on her lap.

“Are there any other developments?” Ben
questioned her.

“No, sir.”

“Thank you for the report.”

Josephine stood up and Ben deactivated the
soundproof enchantment. As the day wore on, her anxiety mounted.
She finished her scans of everyone at the police station and found
nothing new. So there were only two information leaks.
Unfortunately, Anita and Rebecca were privy to most of the
goings-on and reviewed virtually all of the reports that were
submitted by detectives as well as the managers. This would help
Ben know how to arrest Lorcan without tipping off the Valituras
though. Josephine knew it would be tricky. She worried that Lorcan
would find out she was helping to catch him or that he would learn
about Operation Corruption.

When her shift ended, Josephine stopped by a
coffee shop for three lattes then visited Alice and found Helen
there with her. Josephine didn’t enjoy spending time in Alice’s
condo as it had a disturbing, claustrophobic feeling. Josephine
handed out the lattes and the three women gathered on the couches
surrounding the coffee table.

“So how was your first day as an immortal?”
Josephine asked.

Alice grinned at her with excitement.

“It was great! I feel absolutely fabulous and
I love my new body.”

Helen regarded Alice with a stoic expression
and didn’t offer any comment.

“I’m glad you like the curse,” Josephine
said.

“It’s the best thing that’s happened to me in
a long time. I had my first feeding this afternoon. There was this
guy at the coffee shop and I convinced him to take me to his
apartment and –”

“I don’t know if I want to hear the rest,”
Josephine cut her off.

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing that personal and
I think you’ll find it illuminating,” Alice advised.

“All right. Let’s hear it.”

“I knew it was time to feed because I was
craving something but I couldn’t be sure what. That’s why I went
looking for someone at the coffee shop. When that guy and I were
alone in his apartment, I figured out that I wanted his blood.”

Helen gasped. “You’re a vampire!”

“Bingo!” Alice exclaimed. “I bit into his
neck while he was still in a trance. I think he liked it. I made
sure not to drink very much. I would say I drank no more than a
cup.”

Helen and Josephine grimaced with
disgust.

“I don’t know how you can stand it,”
Josephine said.

“When you’re a vampire, it tastes really
good. You have to force yourself to stop because the curse makes
you want to drain your victim completely. That parts a bummer
because when you finished drinking, you feel unsatisfied. Maybe
I’ll have to have two guys next time.”

“How is this interesting?” Josephine leveled
a sardonic look at Alice.

“When I was done with him. I laid him down on
the bed and saw that he had two puncture wounds which I was
expecting, of course. I wanted to be sure he was going to be all
right so I checked his pulse and he was fine. I kept him in a
trance and had him go to sleep. I stuck around for a while just to
be completely certain. Anyway, it took a few minutes but those
wounds on his neck completely healed up and didn’t even leave a
scar! It was amazing!”

“So that’s how the killer drains the blood
from his victims. The wounds just heal up,” Josephine said.

“I knew you would want to know about
that.”

Josephine took another sip of her latte and
regarded her friend with puzzlement.

“I’m surprised that you’re okay with all
this,” she said.

“I figure it’s better for me to be a vampire
than some other person who may not care if he or she kills their
targets,” Alice said.

“Has Lorcan bothered you yet?” Josephine
asked.

“I haven’t heard a peep from him.”

“Maybe he hasn’t figured out you’re the one
who was cursed. Did you want to go jogging with Helen and I
tomorrow morning?”

“I think I’ll pass on that. I don’t like
running,” Alice said. “But I’m still up for coffee and rummy.”


Chapter 13

Josephine reveled in the potent sensations
that coursed through her body as she remained tuned into the
vortex. She wished she could freeze this moment in time and feel
this way every second of her life. The sun was starting to rise so
the Siesta Key beach was no longer dark. Small white, gray and
black birds along with sea gulls skittered across the ground.
Josephine laughed with delight as her feet sank into the soft,
white sand and kicked it up behind her as she continued jogging
with Helen at her side.

“I didn’t know it was possible but I actually
feel better every day,” Helen said.

“It’s amazing that we can carry on a
conversation like this when we’ve been running for almost an hour,”
Josephine said.

“It’s almost like we’re super heroes when
we’re connected to the vortex.”

Josephine shot her friend an amused smile. “I
like the sound of that.”

They both sensed Lorcan at the same time. He
waited for them by Josephine’s car in the parking lot. Josephine
scanned the area for any signs of other Valituras agents but
couldn’t detect any. It had been days since he’d tried to curse
her. Josephine and Helen slowed to a walk as they approached
him.

“Hey, Toadstool. It’s been so long, I was
starting to think you skipped town.” Josephine regarded him with
open hostility.

“I wanted to check in with you and make sure
you were okay,” Lorcan said. “I can see that you’re not cursed. I
guess one of your neighbors took the hit.”

“I never want to see your disgusting,
loathsome face again,” Josephine snarled.

“That’s too bad. In case you’ve forgotten,
Helen is mine.” Lorcan smirked at her then turned to face Helen and
pointed at the pavement in front of her. “Sit down like a good
dog.”

“I don’t think so.” Helen’s vibrant green
eyes glittered with defiance.

Lorcan froze with surprise then pointed at
the pavement again and spoke in a very firm voice.

“Sit down, Helen. Now!”

When she failed to obey, he whirled to face
Josephine with an expression of rage.

“What did you do?” he demanded.

“I found a way to break that silly little
bond you have,” Josephine fibbed.

“No, you didn’t. I can still feel it,” Lorcan
said.

“Let’s just say that I changed it in a
fundamental way.” Josephine smirked at his horrified expression.
“And you’ll want to stay away from Helen for your own sake because
the enchantment is still active. Every time you interact with her,
it will mutate until your roles are reversed and you’re the one who
will take orders from her.”

Lorcan blanched and retreated a step. He eyed
Helen like one would a rabid animal.

“You can’t tell me what to do. I’m leaving
because it suits me,” he said.

“See you around, Toadstool,” she said.

Josephine and Helen watched him beat a hasty
retreat. Helen leveled a puzzled look at her friend when she was
certain he’d left.

“You didn’t tell me you enchanted the bond
between me and Lorcan,” Helen said.

“That’s because I didn’t. Since Lorcan wasn’t
able to give you any commands, I figured you must have somehow
gained immunity and I thought I would take advantage of the
situation by taking credit for it and freaking him out,” Josephine
explained.

“I see. What happens if this was a one-time
fluke?” Helen asked.

“Hopefully, he won’t try to approach you
again.”

“He doesn’t seem like the cautious sort.”

“Let me see if I can examine your bond with
him,” Josephine said. “I want to see how it’s changed.”

“Okay.”

Both women were still connected with the
vortex. Josephine turned her full attention to Helen and deepened
the scan. The bond appeared as a red and silver energy cord that
emerged from Helen’s stomach. When Josephine had examined it
before, the connection was a lot thicker and the red was the more
dominant energy.

“Your bond is thinner than before. And it’s
more silver now,” Josephine said with puzzlement.

“I wonder what that means.”

“I’m going to try to weaken it,” Josephine
said.

She reached out with her mind and tentatively
tapped the cord. Nothing happened. Josephine focused on a small
piece close to Helen’s body and tried to pinch it. The cord was
still resilient and failed any attempts at manipulation. Josephine
had to give up after making a variety of attempts.

“I wonder if there’s anyone who knows
anything about curses or ancient magic that we could ask,” Helen
said.

“Alice placed the ad in the paper for Dan but
he’s ignored it just like I thought he would.”

“Do you think Emerson may know something?”
Helen asked.

“We could try but I don’t really trust him,”
Josephine said.

The two women returned to their condos to
shower and get ready for their morning coffee routine. Soon,
Josephine, Helen, Alice and Nathan were gathered at Josephine’s
dining room table with large mugs of java. Josephine recounted her
experience with Lorcan from earlier.

“I wish I’d been there! I would have given
him a piece of my mind!” Alice said.

“It’s a good thing you weren’t because it
would have given him leverage against me,” Josephine pointed
out.

“That’s true.” Alice took a sip of her
coffee.

“You look stunning, my dear,” Nathan
complimented her.

“Thank you.”

Alice wore a burgundy silk shirt with silk
pants that matched the color. Her curly red hair flowed down to her
shoulders and she wore just a little bit of makeup. Nathan wore a
loose-fitting black polo shirt, black shorts and sandals. He had a
five o’clock shadow on his handsome face. Josephine wondered if
Mark subconsciously copied his uncle with that style of shaving
even though he claimed it was to save time. Nathan peered at Alice
with open curiosity.

“I was wondering if your powers stabilized
yet?”

“Yes they did and it turns out I’m a category
five now.”

“Congratulations.”

“I’m very pleased with the outcome.”

“I was thinking, Nathan, that your family has
extensive knowledge of ancient magic and curses. Do you think you
could help us find a way to remove the bond from Helen and Alice?”
Josephine asked.

“I might be able to help. My family succeeded
in dissolving my bond with the one who cursed me. I don’t remember
what enchantment they used but I may have kept it in one of my
journals. If not, I can look in the family library.”

“Mark said you’re from the Seattle area. I
don’t expect you to fly across the entire country and take vacation
time from work to look into this matter,” Josephine said.

“It’s true that our family estate is in
Seattle but that won’t be a problem. There’s so much information it
may take a while before I can find what you’re looking for,” Nathan
advised.

“I don’t understand. Do you take weekend
flights to visit your family on a monthly basis or what?”

“I can’t talk about it. It’s a secret. All of
our clan take an enchanted oath at a young age before we’re allowed
access to the vaults.”

“Mark was right. You guys don’t mess around,”
Josephine said.

“The reason I live so far away from them is
because they drive me crazy. They’re sticklers for outdated rules
and regulations and ancient promises made by our ancestors. I
resent the secrets I have to keep. It all just makes me sick,”
Nathan said in a peevish tone.

“I’m so sorry you’ve had to put up with that
for all these years.” Helen cast a sympathetic gaze at him.

“You’re so sweet.” Nathan’s lips curved in a
grateful smile and he gave her hand an affectionate pat.

The group played rummy and chatted for a
while before Josephine made another announcement that shocked her
friends.

“I’ve decided I’m going to buy a house.”

“You’re just saying that to distract us so
you’ll win this hand,” Alice said.

“I’m telling you the truth.” Josephine set
her cards face down and grabbed a piece of paper she’d printed of
the only house she could afford to purchase outright.

Alice took the paper and perused it with
Helen and Nathan peering over her shoulders.

“I know that place. It’s a foreclosure that’s
been on the market for about a year,” Helen said. “There have been
articles about it in the newspaper. It was originally owned by a
wizard who practiced black magic. The house is actually cursed and
ever since he died, it’s been passed from one owner to another. No
one lives in the house for more than a few months before they have
to move out.”

“Why?” Josephine asked.

“The owners are plagued by serious accidents
and it comes to the point where they realize they’ll probably die
if they stay there. It’s always hard to sell the house. The last
owner was stuck with it for over a decade while they lived
somewhere else. They finally gave up on it and just let it go
through foreclosure.”

“I can buy it with the money in my savings
account,” Josephine said. “It’s worth taking a look at.”

“I would suggest you reconsider,” Nathan
cautioned. “Cursed houses are rare but if this one is truly cursed,
it’s virtually impossible to break it.”

“Would you mind coming with me?” Josephine
asked. “I have an appointment with a real estate agent to meet me
there in a couple of hours.”

“I’m not going anywhere near that death
trap,” Helen said.

“I’ll meet you there but I may not go
inside,” Nathan said.

“You can count me in,” Alice advised. “Why do
you want to move?”

“This place doesn’t feel like home anymore.
People are always pestering me that I don’t belong. And this house
is less than two miles from the Siesta Key beach. It’s difficult
but I can access the vortex from that distance,” Josephine
explained. “I would feel more secure being able to reach that kind
of power whenever it’s needed.”

“That makes sense,” Helen agreed.

“You won’t be safe if the house wants to kill
you though,” Nathan pointed out.

“That’s true but only if the house really
does harbor dark magic,” Josephine argued.

They finished their card game and Josephine
took Nathan and Alice to the house in question. It was a massive
pink, two-story dwelling with a dead lawn but a lush garden that
started on the right-hand side of the yard which extended to the
back. A red sports car pulled up and parked in the driveway beside
Josephine’s and the real estate agent climbed out. She was a blond
woman in her late twenties wearing a blue, two-piece business suit
that was skin tight against her skeletal frame.

“Hi, I’m Leslie,” she greeted them with a
phony smile.

Josephine introduced herself, Alice and
Nathan who all shook hands.

“Do you know about the history of this
house?” Leslie asked.

“Helen told me about it,” Josephine
advised.

“Personally, I think people are just scaredy
cats. This house is gorgeous,” Leslie said.

“Who takes care of the yard?” Josephine
inquired.

“We have someone mow the lawn and tend the
garden once every two weeks.”

“The lawn is dead,” Alice said.

Leslie ignored that comment. She unlocked the
front door and they stepped inside to a spacious living room. There
were six large stained-glass windows overlooking the front
yard.

“We have white terrazzo floors throughout the
home and of course cathedral ceilings.” Leslie gestured above
them.

“This room is beautiful. I love it!”
Josephine exclaimed.

Her body thrummed with pleasure and power
which meant she was very close to a vortex. Josephine frowned with
puzzlement because the Siesta Key beach was too far for her to feel
it like this. She opened her second sight and made herself
receptive to the subtle energies of the dwelling. She gasped with
surprise when a power vortex came into focus from beneath the floor
and spanned about three feet into the air. It was one of those mini
vortexes that Dan had told her about. She had wondered if they
really existed and now she had her answer. If she purchased this
home, a vortex would always be instantly available. She could also
sense the larger one at the beach within the periphery of her
grasp. If the house was truly cursed perhaps there was some way to
overcome that obstacle.

Josephine scanned the dwelling and could feel
Nathan doing the same. Alice wasn’t used to this ability so she
relied on her mundane senses which told her this home was beautiful
and spacious. Leslie fidgeted when Josephine and Nathan remained
rooted near the center of the room unmoving.

“Let’s check out the rest of the house,”
Leslie said.

She walked toward the doorway to the kitchen
then turned and threw them a questioning look. Josephine heaved a
disgusted sigh when she detected the curses inhabiting the
structure of the house.

“Damn. I was hoping it wasn’t true,”
Josephine muttered.

“What are you talking about?” Leslie
asked.

“I’m a category six. I was checking out the
energy here. This house is definitely cursed,” Josephine said.

Leslie blinked with surprise but recovered an
instant later with a bright smile.

“But it has great potential and curb appeal.
Plus, it’s move-in ready,” she said.

“And it will cause harm to anyone who lives
here,” Nathan advised.

“But it’s a flawless gem. Just look at this
gorgeous place! Where else can you buy a perfect home for less than
thirty-three thousand?” Leslie asked.

“I definitely want to see more,” Josephine
said.

Nathan and Alice threw her startled looks but
Leslie led them to the kitchen and began reciting the positive
features of the room. Josephine pretended to listen while she left
her psychic senses wide open. The mini vortex extended to just
beyond the kitchen wall. The curse burrowed deep within the
confines of this room as well. In fact, the dark magic inhabited
every single room and Josephine could tell that there were at least
three different curses spanning the entire dwelling. The second
floor boasted an additional two bedrooms and a bathroom as well as
an extra living room, dining room and kitchen with an extra flight
of stairs that led to the outdoors with it’s own entrance at the
side of the house. Josephine also detected a hidden room on the
second floor behind one of the bedrooms but couldn’t determine how
to enter it or what secrets it harbored. When Leslie finished the
tour, she brought them back down to the living room on the first
floor.

“So, what are your impressions of this
wonderful home?” Leslie asked with a bright smile.

“I love it! This house is definitely for me,”
Josephine said.

“What?!” Nathan and Alice exclaimed with
flabbergasted expressions on their faces.

“Great! I’ll draw up the paperwork right
away. Do you want to meet me at my office or would you like me to
take you there?” Leslie asked.

“I’ve been there before. You’re in downtown
Sarasota about a block from the movie theater,” Josephine said.

“Okay. I’ll meet you down there.”

Leslie drove away from the place with eager
anticipation.

“Why are you buying this money pit?” Alice
asked.

“Didn’t you feel what’s in there?” Josephine
grinned at her friend with excitement. “It has a mini vortex! Dan
mentioned them to us but I’d never imagined I would find one.”

“It must be tainted by black magic.” Alice
grimaced with displeasure.

“Vortexes are power conduits. They reflect
neither light nor dark,” Josephine said. She turned to cast a
questioning look at Nathan. “Is there some way to make nice with
the house?”

Nathan hesitated. “Yes, there’s a way. The
best chance of succeeding is to go back inside the house now and to
perform a bonding enchantment. Once we leave the property, it will
be virtually impossible.”

“What difference does it make if we leave
first?”

“Because this is the first time the house has
met you. Once you’re gone and there’s no bond, it will have already
established an opinion of you.”

“That’s bizarre but we’d better get this over
with before I fork over good money,” Josephine said.

“The more people who work with you, the
greater the chance the bonding will take. You’ll want them to be
people you feel close to.”

“You and Alice are good. I wonder if I can
talk Helen into coming over.”

“You do realize the realtor is drawing up the
paperwork.”

“She’s young. She probably needs to learn
patience. Besides, if I buy this place, I’m doing her a favor,”
Josephine said.

“That’s true,” Alice agreed.

Josephine placed a call and spoke with Helen
but she refused to come over and was horrified by the thought of
Josephine living there. Josephine disconnected the call and frowned
with bemusement.

“We may have to change our morning routine if
I own this place because Helen probably won’t come over to visit,”
Josephine said.

“She’ll come around,” Alice reassured her.
She took stock of her surroundings. “You’ll have to excuse me for a
moment.”

“That’s fine. I have some more people I want
to talk to,” Josephine said.

Alice strolled down the street to the
neighbor’s house and knocked on the door. Josephine placed a call
to Mark as she watched a medium set man in his forties answer the
door and talk with Alice. The man invited Alice into the house and
closed the door. Josephine frowned with puzzlement but Mark
answered which tore her attention back to the matter at hand.

“Hey, Mark. I hope I’m not catching you at a
bad time,” Josephine said.

“That’s okay. I was just going to call YOU,”
he said.

“I have a favor to ask. Do you think you
could swing by and help me with a bonding enchantment? There’s a
cursed house I want to buy and Nathan said there’s a fair chance I
can have it accept me or whatever,” Josephine explained.

“I’ll be right over. Where are you?”

Josephine gave him the address and
directions.

“Mark will be a tremendous help. Is there
anyone else?” Nathan asked.

“I’m afraid that’s it. I don’t have very many
people I feel close to.”

“No family nearby?”

“Nope.”

“The bonding spell is pretty simple. We can
do it on the fly without a prepared enchantment. You’ll want to
focus on happy thoughts and to direct feelings of goodwill at the
house,” Nathan said.

“I can do that.”

Alice emerged from the neighbor’s house and
strolled over to Josephine and Nathan with a satiated expression on
her face.

“Do you know that man?” Josephine regarded
her friend with curiosity.

“Oh, no. I was just kind of hungry and
decided to have a quick drink.”

“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t feed off
my neighbors.”

“He won’t remember a thing,” Alice reassured
her.

“I hope not.”

When Mark arrived, they went into the cursed
house and gathered on the living room floor to form a circle. They
joined hands to create a conduit of energy for the bonding spell.
Josephine sensed the currents of energy that Nathan wove around
them. A hushed quiet dominated the room as they waited for Nathan
to indicate the next step.

“All right. The spell is active. We have to
direct happy thoughts at the house and hope it accepts us,” Nathan
instructed.

They all closed their eyes and set to work.
Josephine sensed the active spell swirling around all of them as
she did her best to broadcast positive and cheery thoughts to the
dwelling. She started to become concerned as time dragged by and
nothing changed. The spell began to slow and would soon
dissipate.

“Can you charge things up again?” Josephine
asked.

“It’s a one shot deal. We have to do one
session at a time for each visit,” Nathan explained.

“I see.” Josephine swallowed as
disappointment welled within her.

She had been hoping this home would become
her sanctuary; a place where she could feel safe and just be
herself. She was tired of dealing with neighbors who didn’t accept
her and the unexpected acts of vandalism. Without warning,
Josephine felt a presence in her mind as though someone had just
taken notice of her. A connection between her, Mark and the house
snapped into place. Josephine flinched with surprise as a brief
surge of power passed through her. The spell dissipated but they
had succeeded.

“The house accepted you and Mark,” Nathan
advised.

“Why didn’t it take the entire group?”
Josephine asked.

“One can never completely predict how a
sentient being will respond.”

“It’s not going to attack my friends when
they visit, is it?” she asked.

“Oh, no. It just recognizes you and Mark as
its new owners. It must have sensed the connection between the two
of you and wanted to limit ownership,” Nathan explained. “Any
guests that you invite are completely safe.”

“That’s fine with me. Time to go sign the
paperwork and purchase my new home.” Josephine’s lips curved in a
pleased smile.


Chapter 14

Josephine stood in the center of the living
room of her new house which had her furniture already arranged and
stacks of boxes were placed against the far wall and in a couple of
clusters in the center of the room. Mark and Alice stood beside her
with relieved expressions on their faces. They’d spent all day
helping her pack yesterday after the sale and several hours this
morning unpacking the essentials. Josephine had been fortunate to
find a company that would move everything on such short notice but
their rates were so high she could see why they weren’t already
booked.

“I can’t believe we got all my stuff here
already,” Josephine said. She turned and shot an appreciative look
at both Mark and Alice. “I’m so grateful for your help. I couldn’t
have finished everything this weekend without you.”

“You’re still not done,” Alice pointed out.
“It’ll take you all week to unpack this stuff.”

“I’ll just work on it a little bit at a time.
No big deal. Too bad Helen won’t come here.” Josephine’s gaze swept
over the room and the stained glass windows. “It’s so
beautiful.”

“You’ve got yourself a winner here,” Mark
said.

“Except for the curses. There’s always a cost
to dark magic,” Alice said.

“I’m not the one who’s cursed – it’s the
house,” Josephine argued. She threw Mark a questioning look. “I
don’t have anything to worry about, do I?”

“I wish I knew. We’ve got to identify the
curse before we would know the side effects,” he replied.

“I like the sound of that better.”

“What do you mean?” Mark asked.

Josephine grinned. “Side effects. It doesn’t
sound so dire.”

“I have more good news. The curse is probably
anchored to the vortex residing in this house. If that’s the case,
you shouldn’t have to deal with any problems.”

“What difference would that make?” Josephine
asked.

“Dark magic creates abnormalities which
constantly strains the curse. In order to maintain equilibrium, the
side effect is something that always fuels the magic. It’s a matter
of physics,” Mark explained.

“I see.” Josephine mulled this over. There
was something niggling in the back of her mind but she couldn’t
quite figure out what it was. She brushed her distracting thoughts
aside to focus on a more pleasant matter. “I’m going to have a
house warming party tonight. You’re both invited. It starts around
5. I’ll let Jake and Nathan both know. It’ll just be a small
get-together.”

“Aren’t you exhausted?” Alice asked.

“Not at all. I’ll go to the store for some
supplies in a little bit. It’s no big deal,” Josephine said.

“It’s because you’re connected to the house
vortex. It’s keeping your body charged up like a battery,” Mark
said.

Josephine nodded in agreement as she’d
maintained an almost constant link with the vortex. There was no
way the Valituras would sneak up on her while she was living
here.

“Are you sure there’s a vortex in there? I
don’t feel a thing,” Alice said.

“Only a category six can detect them,” Mark
explained.

“You’re not a six though.” Alice frowned at
him with puzzlement.

“I’m just taking Josephine’s word for it.
Helen’s a six so she’ll be able to sense it as well.”

Alice left so she could get some rest at her
condo while Mark remained behind to keep Josephine company.

“You don’t mind if I tag along while you go
shopping, do you?” he asked.

“Be my guest. I don’t want you to feel
obligated though. You’ve helped me tremendously today and I know
how important it is for you to work on your memorization and
restoration enchantments,” Josephine said.

“You’re probably right but I don’t feel like
working.”

“I’m going to take a look at that garden
later. I wonder if it’s cursed.”

Josephine placed a call to Nathan and invited
him to the party then dialed Jake’s number.

“Hey, Grandma. What’s up?” Jake said.

“Hey, sweetie. I’m having a house warming
party,” she said.

Jake laughed with amusement. “That’s a good
one.”

“I’m serious. I’ve bought a new house and
I’ve invited a few of my closest friends for dinner.”

“When did you buy the house?” Jake asked with
bewilderment.

“I purchased it yesterday.”

“How is that possible? It takes a month or
more for the paperwork to be processed and everything.”

“I didn’t have to take out a loan. I had
enough money to pay for it so they let me move in right away,”
Josephine explained. “There’s still a lot of unpacking to do but
the essentials in the kitchen are taken care of.”

“How did you get the inspection done on such
short notice?” Jake asked.

“I didn’t see the need for one.”

Jake chuckled. “You’re truly one of a
kind.”

“Thank you, sweetie. It would mean a lot to
me if you could come over for dinner tonight.”

“I’ll be there.”

Josephine gave him the address and
disconnected the call. She sensed Lorcan’s presence in her front
yard and strode over to the door. Josephine threw it open just
before Lorcan could push the doorbell. He regarded her with
startlement but quickly composed himself. She peered at him with
her second sight and noticed that his shields were active.

“What brings you here, Toadstool?” Josephine
asked in a chilling tone.

“I heard about your new home and wanted to
see it for myself,” Lorcan said.

“Your spies must be keeping a close eye on
me.”

“You’ve already bought the house and moved
in. You’re remarkably fast.”

“I pride myself on my efficiency.” Josephine
flashed a sarcastic smile at him.

“Aren’t you going to invite me inside?”

“Of course not.”

Anger darted across Lorcan’s face for a split
second before he donned a look of indifference.

“If you’re going to be rude, I suppose our
conversation is over. I hope you enjoy your new home,” Lorcan
sneered.

“Goodbye, Toadstool.” Josephine closed the
door before he could taunt her further.

Mark walked over to her with a curious
expression on his face.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“Toadstool is just a jerk who won’t leave me
alone.” Josephine didn’t want to involve Mark in the dangers of the
Valituras so she kept her tone light.

“He’s dark. I can feel it.” His brows
furrowed with contemplation for several seconds then his eyes
widened with shock. “He’s a member of the Valituras!”

“You know about them?” Josephine asked.

“Of course. They’re sworn enemies of the
Phoenix Community.”

“For heaven’s sakes! How many secret
organizations are skulking around out there?” Josephine asked with
exasperation.

“There’s quite a few actually. There are the
Puritans, the Ebullio –”

“Wait a minute! Did you say the
Puritans?”

“Yeah, they’re a pretty small group. They
used to be members of the Phoenix Community and are extremists that
wanted to change the mandate of the organization from that of
living in seclusion to transforming the world into a utopia
instead,” Mark explained.

“How do all these people keep themselves
secret?”

“Mainstream society isn’t aware of them but
they’re known to some people and families like mine. If you look
online, you might find them mentioned but they’re discounted as
conspiracy theories. Except for the Valituras and the Phoenix
Community, the other organizations are so small that they’re not
significant. Some of them may not be around anymore.”

“I wonder what would happen if the Valituras
were exposed,” Josephine said.

“That’s not likely to happen. They’re
ruthless and will kill to maintain their anonymity,” Mark advised.
“It’s best to steer clear of them.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t.” Josephine took a
deep breath then filled Mark in on Lorcan and how he had coerced
her into making some kind of magical batteries for him.

“I’ll help you shake loose of them,” Mark
vowed. “The Phoenix Community won’t step in but I’m sure there’s
something we can do.”

“I hope so because he’s already tried to
curse me twice,” Josephine said.

Josephine felt a surge of affection towards
Mark and gave him a kiss.

“What was that for?” Mark asked with
puzzlement.

“For being you.” Josephine smiled at her
lover and reveled at how lucky she’d been to find such a man. She
wished she could tell him about her undercover work as an OC
enforcer. She and Mark went down to the grocery store and bought
some munchies for dinner. As Josephine pulled out of the parking
lot, her cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen to see who was
calling and normally while driving she wouldn’t answer but it was
Jake.

“Hi, sweetie,” Josephine said.

“Grandma, help.” Jake’s voice sounded
strained and weak.

An icy dread took hold of Josephine when her
grandson failed to respond to her. She said his name with urgency
several more times but there was only dead air even though the line
was still active.

“I’m heading right over. Just hang on,”
Josephine said. She handed the phone to Mark. “Something wrong. I
don’t want to hang up on him.”

“I’ll keep listening just in case,” Mark
said.

“Thanks.”

Josephine took a deep, steadying breath as
dread clawed at her gut. She was afraid this would happen
eventually but had assumed it would take years before Lorcan
betrayed her. Of course, she was jumping to conclusions. Just
because something was happening to her grandson, it didn’t
necessarily mean the Valituras had a hand in it. Josephine’s
thoughts churned with apprehension as she headed for Jake’s house.
When she pulled into his driveway and parked beside his car, she
could barely think straight. Josephine could see that Jake’s door
was ajar. She rushed over to the threshold and burst into the
living room. Jake was lying unconscious next to the couch with the
phone resting several feet away from him. His skin was pale and his
breathing strained. Josephine opened her psychic senses as Mark
called an ambulance. An obvious lack of psychometric energy
indicated an ignotus spell had been cast but Josephine could still
sense Lorcan’s presence which confirmed her suspicion that he’d
attacked her grandson.

Josephine’s gaze swept over the room again
which showed no signs of a struggle. She scanned Jake and could
detect a curse. Her anxiety mounted as she tried analyzing the
energy structure to determine its purpose. Unfortunately, this
wasn’t a simple or straightforward process. It involved painstaking
analysis that could take days just to discover what it was designed
for. To test for weaknesses could take weeks, months and even
years. Josephine suspected Jake didn’t have that long.

“The ambulance will be here soon,” Mark
said.

“Can you tell what type of curse this is?”
Josephine asked.

“I can’t do scans on the fly like you. I do
have a few black magic detection wands at home though.”

“I can’t leave Jake alone like this,”
Josephine said.

“Of course.” Mark regarded her with sympathy
and wrapped a comforting arm around her.

The two of them lapsed into a long silence
until the ambulance arrived. Once Jake was taken away, Josephine
and Mark stopped by his house so he could pick up a couple of his
detection wands. After that, Josephine made a quick trip to her
house so she could don a wand belt which fit underneath the
clothing. It was made of elastic with one part that fit snug
against her waist and another that hugged her thighs just above the
knees which served to keep both ends of the wands pressed firmly
against her body so bumps wouldn’t show through the clothing worn
on top of it. Josephine had two more of her experimental uber
telekinetic wands which she slid into her belt along with six
others. She made a mental note to start producing more potent
weapons now that she had unrestricted access to a vortex. She
slipped on a pair of loose-fitting jeans which obscured the weapons
but of course subtle bumps were revealed when walking. Josephine
already had six protection amulets on the necklace that dangled
around her neck underneath her turquoise shirt and she slipped on
the remaining six backups she had in her possession. For good
measure, she placed the extra niveus imperium in her purse since it
was an antidote for many curses.

When Josephine and Mark arrived at the
hospital, Jake’s condition was stabilized and he’d been assigned to
ICU. Doctor Levy, a man in his early forties with thinning brown
hair and average height, approached them in the waiting area. He
wore blue hospital scrubs and his demeanor was businesslike and
emotionally detached as was often the case with experienced
veterans in the medical field and law enforcement.

“As you know, Jake’s condition is stabilized.
We used a general healing enchantment to try to dispel the curse we
detected but it didn’t work. It will take time to identify the
specific curse used so we can locate or produce a cure,” Dr. Levy
advised. “Jake’s trapped in a deep sleep and we’ve determined it
would be unwise to take drastic measures to awaken him in his
current state.”

“I understand,” Josephine said. “I want to
see him.”

“Just for a few minutes and I need you to
promise not to try and wake him up.”

“I promise,” Josephine said.

“All right. Follow me.”

The doctor led them to Jake’s room which was
on the second floor. Jake had an IV attached to his arm and a heart
monitor beeped in a rhythmic pattern beside his bed. Josephine’s
eyes glistened with unshed tears as she clutched her grandson’s
hand and her throat constricted with grief and rage.

“I’ll give you a moment alone,” Dr. Levy
advised.

“Thank you.” Josephine’s voice was
hoarse.

When the doctor left, Mark held out one of
his detection wands and activated it. Josephine watched her
boyfriend and could detect the magical emanations sliding over
Jake. After a couple of moments, Mark tucked the wand in his inner
belt and turned to face Josephine with an expression of regret.

“It’s a contabesco letum curse. The victim is
trapped in a sleep and wastes away. It usually takes about five
days before the condition becomes fatal. There’s no specific cure
for it. We could try some general advanced antidotes but I won’t
lie to you, it’s not good.”

Josephine squeezed her eyes shut as she was
overwhelmed with sorrow, anger and frustration. She wanted to kill
Lorcan and knew he’d show up eventually. She took several deep
breaths and opened her eyes.

“Just so I understand this, you’re saying
that there’s no known cure for this curse. Not even with ancient
magic? We just have to get lucky with a powerful a powerful
antidote?”

“That sums it up,” Mark confirmed.

“So if Lorcan dangles a possible cure, he’s
lying.”

“Definitely.”

“I brought a niveus imperium with me. Is that
strong enough to give it a shot against this spell?” Josephine
asked.

Mark regarded her with surprise. “That’s one
of the more potent and difficult antidotes to create. You’ve
already made one?”

“Yes, I made three. Two of them are for Alice
and Helen with one to spare just in case,” Josephine explained.

“Let’s go ahead and try it,” Mark said.

Josephine took the quartz cluster out of her
purse and let it rest on the palms of both her hands as she focused
on Jake. She activated the enchantment and the crystal flared with
a bright, silvery white light. After several seconds, a stream of
white silvery energy in the form of a mist emerged from the crystal
and flowed into Mark’s chest. Josephine directed the spell for a
couple of moments until the energy was depleted. The luminescence
from the crystal flickered for several seconds then winked out of
existence. Josephine tucked it away in her purse then watched Jake
with fervent hope. After several moments, despair washed over
her.

“How long does it take to work?” she
asked.

“He should be waking up by now if it’s going
to work.”

Josephine scanned her grandson as she
continued to wait. She could see the curse shifting from the attack
but it was still strong and stabilizing by the moment. It was
obvious that this attempt had failed.

“We’ll have to try something else,” Josephine
said.

“Could you see if it was weakened at all or
how close you came to dispelling it?” Mark asked.

“I don’t know. It didn’t seem to be affected
very much but I don’t have experience with this kind of thing. I’ve
never worked with advanced magic until just the last month or
so.”

“I have some books that contain other
antidotes we can make. I suspect that it doesn’t take you months to
create them when you’re tapped into a vortex.”

“You’re right. I can whip them up in about
five days. Do I have that much time for sure or do victims pass
away sooner sometimes?” Josephine asked.

“Sometimes it only takes three but usually
five.”

“I can make four different enchantments if
that’s all I do,” Josephine said.

She became very still as a couple of
possibilities popped into her mind. She was horrified that she had
even thought of them as it involved black magic but she’d do
anything to save Jake.

“What about the immortality curse? Will that
save him?”

“I hadn’t thought of that but I think it just
might do the trick.” Mark’s expression was concerned and it was
obvious he didn’t favor this course of action. “He would become a
vampire or an incubus.”

“If that’s the only way to keep him alive,
I’ll do it.”

“Would Jake want this?” Mark asked.

“I’m sure he’ll understand.” Josephine
scrutinized her boyfriend with an assessing look. “Will you still
help me?”

“Of course, I will. I can give you the
details of the curse and it takes the same time frame as the
advanced antidotes. There’s a drawback though.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“Black magic always requires dark energy
produced by negative emotions as a component in every spell.
Practitioners create collection vessels to absorb the dark energy
from their victims. They’ll either capture and torture someone or
they can generate the energy on their own if they’re suffering from
hatred, anger, or grief.”

“I think I have enough of that to produce my
own dark energy,” Josephine said.

“The only other problem is that when you work
with black magic, it will make it virtually impossible to use
mainstream magic within several days so you’ll have to choose
either one or the other save Jake.”

Josephine turned to gaze at Jake as sorrow,
frustration and indecision threatened to overwhelm her thoughts.
She had to make a decision and it chilled her to think that black
magic might be her best chance of keeping her grandson alive. She’d
always believed that no good could come of practicing the dark arts
but now she wasn’t so sure.

“What are the chances that an antidote can
save him?” she asked.

“Not very good.”

“But if I try an immortality curse, do you
know how effective that would be?”

“I should mention the white magic
counterpoint to that which is called the praesentia infinitus
enchantment. White magic is the most difficult to create. Jake’s
subconscious mind would have to accept it for the spell to take
hold which I don’t see as a problem. His body would basically
transform into energy which in turn would manifest into a body of
prime condition so in other words, he would look the same as he
does now. He would never age but he would become aware of his
family and friends who’ve already passed on. He won’t be able to
see them or communicate except to occasionally hear just a snatch
of conversation. He would just sense them and it would be
comforting. There’s an allure to the other side and he would
eventually choose to cross over. That’s all it takes to pass on;
just the decision to go. At that point his body would just cease to
exist.”

“How long does it take for someone to reach
that stage in their life?” Josephine asked.

“Everybody is different. It depends on how
strongly he feels about his friends and family who are still
alive.”

“It sounds like a curse all on its own. If I
did that, I would never know when he would decide to just leave.
Would I?”

“That’s true. He would just disappear.”

“What are the chances that the praesentia
infinitus would save him?” Josephine asked.

“As long as he accepts the spell and you
created it successfully, it would be one hundred percent
effective.”

Josephine was torn with indecision now. “What
about if I used the immortality curse?”

“There haven’t been very many cases but it’s
been used to cure victims that were already afflicted with other
curses. You have to understand it’s been mentioned in my ancestor’s
journals but they never practiced black magic so we don’t really
know what the odds are,” Mark advised. “I’ll support whatever
decision you make as long as we don’t harm anyone. And just so you
know, I strongly prefer using white magic or an antidote.”

“Thank you, Mark. I feel the same way.”
Josephine hesitated with indecision. “I need to think about this
and talk it over with my friends.”

“I understand. We’ll need to start on the
enchantments sometime by the end of the day. I’ll need time to find
all the spells for you.”

Josephine dropped him off at his house and
thanked him again for his help. If it wasn’t for Mark, she’d be
limited to just a niveus imperium.


Chapter 15

It was after eleven in the evening as
Josephine, Helen and Mark were seated at in Josephine’s dining room
table. A large, sparkling, crystal chandelier hung over them and
provided ample cheery illumination as Josephine and Helen worked
over the first enchantment. When Josephine explained the situation
to Helen and Mark, they’d both been horrified and helped her come
to a decision. As a category six, Helen was in the unique position
to help with the spells and offered to work with her on an antidote
and would even enter the cursed house as long as Josephine chose
white magic. Josephine and Helen decided to start with the
praesentia infinitus and then worked on as many other enchantments
as possible. They succeeded in starting three other possible
antidotes before they exhausted their magical reserves. Josephine
was still tied to the vortex but her mind ached and no matter how
much she wanted to, she couldn’t shape any more magical
constructs.

The two of them had secured the enchantments
to four blue wands which were now resting on the table in front of
them with labeled handles. Josephine had marked them with neat,
small letters so she could identify them with ease. She threw Helen
and Mark grateful smiles.

“I can’t express how much I appreciate your
help with this.”

“You’re quite welcome,” Helen said. “I’m sure
we’ll be able to save Jake.”

“Hopefully with one of the cures rather than
the praesentia infinitus,” Josephine said.

“We made great progress tonight,” Helen
advised. “I can tell we’ll finish these in a matter of days.”

“The sooner, the better.”

Josephine gathered the wands and secured them
in the desk in her office. She returned to the dining room and
offered her friends a drink.

“No, thank you. I’ve got to hit the road and
get some shut eye,” Mark said.

“I need some rest, too.” Helen rose to her
feet. “I’ll meet you at our usual spot at the beach tomorrow
morning.”

“Great.” Josephine flashed a tired smile at
her friend. “Thanks again for helping me.”

“You’re welcome, dear.”

After Helen left the house, Josephine and
Mark remained at the door gazing at each other with a mixture of
fatigue, hope and desire.

“Would you like to spend the night here?”
Josephine asked.

“If I did that, I wouldn’t get any sleep.”
Mark flashed a wicked grin at her then leaned over for a quick
kiss. He deepened the kiss then pulled away with reluctance. “Good
night, Josephine.”

“Don’t let the bed bugs bite,” Josephine
teased.

Mark laughed as he turned, going over to his
truck. Josephine went back inside and felt wards lift around the
house. She stilled and reached out with her mind to probe them. She
was still too fatigued to sense much except that it was advanced,
multi-layered protection and coded to her which meant she could
control them. So, this must be one of the curses designed into the
house. It was an unexpected bonus. Josephine had figured she would
have to construct the wards from scratch. It was nice knowing she
didn’t have to worry about the Valituras breaking into her home
while she slept.

The next morning, Josephine wore her inner
wand belt and equipped it with six telekinetic wands. She had to
wear running pants instead of shorts but it was better to be safe
than cursed. Josephine met Helen at the beach and the two went
jogging. Even though she now had access to a vortex in her own
home, the one here at the beach was definitely a more potent
experience.

“I think you should have asked Ben for the
week off,” Helen said.

“It won’t help my magical ability and having
all that free time on my hands will just make me dwell on Jake’s
condition. It’ll drive me crazy,” Josephine replied.

“I can see your point.”

Josephine wrinkled her nose in disgust as
they passed the portion of the beach where the red tide gathered.
The pungent smell invaded her nostrils as she forced herself to
take more shallow breaths. The sand was more firm here as well. It
only took a of couple moments to make it past the red zone which
was Josephine’s nickname for it.

“Lorcan is here,” Josephine announced as she
became aware of his loathsome energy signature.

“Yes, I can feel him.”

The two women slowed their pace to a leisure
walk in order to delay the encounter. Josephine forced her anger
down and tried to maintain calm. She would need all of her wits
about her to handle Lorcan safely. She probed the immediate
vicinity for psychometric energy to see if she could glean any new
information about him. Josephine and Helen halted as Lorcan reached
them. He wore loose, black running pants and a black t-shirt which
hid a myriad of enchantments including the magical battery tool
Josephine had made for him.

“What do you want?” Josephine’s hands
clenched into tight fists at her sides as she struggled against the
urge to punch Lorcan in the face.

“I came to make an offer.”

“You have an interesting way of doing
business. You cursed my grandson with a slow but certain death and
now you want to make an offer.” Josephine glared at him with open
hostility.

“The Valituras extend you an invitation. If
you accept, we will cure Jake and give you vast resources to expand
your power,” Lorcan said.

Josephine detected four people approaching
them from two different directions. She could sense powerful
enchantments emanating from them.

“You’ve brought your friends.” Josephine
began gathering power so she could strike without using any of her
wands right away. “Why is that?”

“You finally get to meet the four other
members of this county.”

“Things are starting to fall into place,”
Josephine said. “You got my neighbors at the condo association
riled up and turned against me because you were alienating me. You
wanted me to feel hostile towards non-sixes so I would join you.
Cursing me with immortality would isolate me even more. Did you
really think I would become dark so easily?”

“Not all powerful magic is dark,” Lorcan
informed her. “Just like most spells are neutral, advanced spells
fall into that category as well.”

“From what I’ve seen, you’re deep into black
magic.”

The four Valituras agents were much closer
and walking at a brisk pace. It wouldn’t be long now. Josephine
suspected her membership was mandatory or they would attack. She
could sense Helen gathering power in preparation for the
confrontation. Lorcan didn’t continue the conversation and the only
sound that could be heard were the waves lapping against the shore.
All too soon, the four newcomers arrived and their privacy fields
prevented Josephine from obtaining information about them. The
formed a row and stood a short distance off to the side from
Josephine, Helen and Lorcan. They all wore running pants to hide
their enchantments and t-shirts.

“Meet your new associates. This is Tanner.”
Lorcan motioned to the blond on the left who nodded at Josephine in
acknowledgment. “This is Zack.” Zack didn’t acknowledge the
introduction except to stare at Josephine. His features were
average and he was in his early thirties with thinning brown hair
and green eyes. Lorcan continued the rounds by gesturing to the
third newcomer whose name was Kristopher. He looked to be in his
late thirties and had a stronger presence than the others. He was
tall with a shaved head and green eyes. He reminded Josephine of
her former personal trainer at the gym who she’d fired after a
couple of weeks. The man had been intense, humorless and without
any hint of patience. It probably matched Kristopher’s personality
exactly if appearances were any indication. The last Valituras
member was Melodie who was in her early thirties, average height
and slender. Her blond hair was brittle and had red roots
indicating she was a natural redhead. Her gaze bore into
Josephine’s with a predatory intensity as though she expected a
fight.

“I am honored by your invitation,” Josephine
said. “As you know, I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed and will need
some time to think this over. How about we meet tomorrow?”

The Valituras agents were taken aback by this
proposal. Their attention drew to Lorcan who was obviously the
leader of the group.

“You must decide now,” Lorcan said.

“I hate to rush into things but I don’t want
to lose this opportunity either so I accept.” Josephine figured she
could back out of this later. She would continue her undercover
work until they slipped up and she could arrest one or more of
them.

“Excellent.” Lorcan pulled out a thin,
silver-colored cord which radiated with power.

“What is that?” Josephine asked.

“It’s a bonding enchantment. I will wrap one
of your wrists to mine and you will make your vows to the
Valituras.”

“I see.” Josephine held her arm out as her
thoughts raced.

She cast a furtive glance at the four members
standing off to the side. They had relaxed their stances and looked
almost bored now. They must have seen this ceremony performed
countless times before. Lorcan approached her. Josephine used the
power she’d gathered to summon a telekinetic blast that hit
Lorcan’s shields. He halted and blinked at her with surprise.
Josephine pulled out two of her wands so she had one in each
hand.

Lorcan’s thin lips curved in a sneer. “You’ll
regret that.”

Josephine activated the wands which hurled
telekinetic waves against Lorcan’s shields. Lorcan and the four
other Valituras agents pulled out the magic batteries Josephine had
made from their pants pockets. Josephine frowned at them with
puzzlement and wondered what on earth they were doing. She fired
both her wands at Lorcan which made his shields waver. In turn, he
brought up his backup shields. Usually, people saved half of their
protection so they’d know how much time they had left. This
indicated she could finish him off pretty fast if she focused
exclusively on him. Each of the crystal clusters in the Valituras
agents’ hands hummed with power and lit up with an intense gold
luminescence as the batteries activated. Josephine gasped with
shock as streams of energy flowed between the crystals and the
power vortex. She whirled to face Lorcan again.

“You lied to me! Those aren’t batteries at
all! They allow you to connect to the vortex like a category six,”
Josephine exclaimed.

“And they work very well. We’ve been testing
them. They’re stronger than any of the connection devices we’ve
devised so far,” Lorcan said.

A cold dread settled in the pit of
Josephine’s stomach as she realized she’d helped the Valituras to
achieve this dangerous ability. Helen unleashed the power she’d
been holding and it smashed against his protection. The spherical
field of energy flickered erratically for several seconds before
stabilizing. Josephine could tell it was very weak and wouldn’t
withstand much more.

“Helen, I order you to fight Josephine and
knock her out,” Lorcan said.

Josephine turned to face her friend but
Helen’s expression didn’t change. Helen didn’t have the time to
collect as much power for her next attack but she unleashed another
volley of telekinetic blasts which collapsed Lorcan’s protection.
He used the energy from the vortex to create a new shield around
himself. The other four Valituras unleashed lethal bolts of red
lightning from their quartz crystals which raked over Josephine’s
shields which threatened to buckle. She activated her backup,
knowing it would only take another attack from them to render her
defenseless. Lorcan ran over to join his other four colleagues and
positioned himself behind them. Josephine unleashed the remaining
energy from the wands in her hands in a volley that struck against
Zack’s shield. When the Valituras returned fire, Josephine’s
shields collapsed. She pulled out two more wands and handed them to
Helen.

Helen bombarded Zack’s shield and it wavered
under the assault. She stepped in front of Josephine just as the
Valituras struck with more red lightning. Josephine heaved a sigh
of relief as she hadn’t expected to survive this round. She
unsheathed her two uber wands from her inner belt and handed them
to Helen who cocked a bemused brow at her.

“Saving the best for last?” Helen asked.

“You bet,” Josephine said.

Helen remained in front of Josephine as the
Valituras continued to gather power from the vortex so they could
fire again. Helen hesitated and Josephine peered over her shoulder
to see the Valituras exchange surprised looks.

“What’s happening?” Melodie asked in a sharp
tone.

“Something’s wrong.” Kristopher’s expression
was baffled. “I’m kind of stuck.”

Josephine allowed herself to feel a small
twinge of hope at this development. Because the Valituras were
using the devices against her, the directive she’d programmed using
wild magic may be kicking in. The crystals continue to glow with
bright, gold energy. Thick tendrils of gold snaked up Zack’s arms
as his eyes widened with horror.

“I can’t let go of it!” he cried out in
desperation.

Fear registered in the eyes of the remaining
Valituras as they struggled to shut off their connection devices.
Thick gold tendrils of energy continued to spread over Zack,
writhing over his body like hyperactive snakes. Several seconds
later, he screamed in agony and collapsed onto the beach. The light
from his crystal winked out of existence. The other four Valituras
stared at his body for several seconds before they renewed their
desperate efforts to free themselves of their own enchantments.
Gold tendrils were spreading over the bodies of all the Valituras
now. Melodie was the next to pass out. It didn’t take long for the
others to collapse onto the beach. Josephine wasn’t sure if they
were unconscious or dead except for Melodie and she didn’t care. As
long as she had just one, that’s all she needed.

“Lorcan’s still alive. I can feel the bond,”
Helen advised her.

“Damn! I was hoping my crystal killed him.”
Josephine leveled a venomous look at his unconscious body.

She pulled out her cell phone and dialed Ben
Nutter directly. She explained what had occurred and he told her
he’d be right over. Josephine called Alice and gave her a brief
report and warned her the police would be stopping by shortly.
Josephine knelt over Kristopher and checked for a pulse but he was
dead. She checked the others and discovered Melodie and Lorcan were
the only survivors. It didn’t take long for the police to arrive.
Ben had Jennifer, an OC enforcer and two police officers with him
as escorts. Time was of the essence so the dead bodies were left
while Lorcan and Melodie were handcuffed and loaded into one of the
two police cars. All of Lorcan’s and Melodie’s possessions they
carried were confiscated. Their next stop was to pick up Alice who
was waiting for them outside the condo building in the parking lot.
Josephine placed a temporary block on Alice’s psychic link with
Lorcan so he couldn’t compel her to keep her silence. Alice and
Helen were seated in the first police car while Josephine was
herded into the second. Josephine was seated in the backseat on one
side of Melodie and Lorcan while Jennifer was on the other side of
the two prisoners. Ben was driving with one of the police officers
in the passenger seat beside him.

Josephine’s thoughts churned with
anticipation, hope and fear as she wondered if the Valituras would
find out what was happening and put a stop to this before the plan
could be implemented. Melodie and Lorcan awakened as Ben pulled
into the parking lot. He waited until the second police car parked
beside him before he got out. The entire group made their way into
the courthouse and into the courtroom where a criminal trial was
already in session. Judge Watson was a distinguished man in his
late 50’s wearing the typical black uniform as he listened to the
prosecuting attorney question a key witness. Judge Watson’s keen
eyes took in the group of newcomers who’d barged into his courtroom
and settled on the chief of police.

“What is the meaning of this?” Watson spoke
with authority and a hint of severe reprisal if a good explanation
wasn’t forthcoming.

“I am declaring a new trial effective
immediately due to suspected terrorism under the purview of the
Freedom and Liberty for America Act,” Ben said in a booming voice
that carried throughout the spacious room.

“I knew that damned law would be used as an
excuse to disrupt my courtroom,” Watson growled. He hammered the
podium with his gavel. “Very well. Our current case is suspended
until the conclusion of this new trial. Everyone gathered here must
remain.”

Watson directed the lawyers, the plaintiff
and the defendant to sit with the audience. There were three major
television networks recording the trial which was usually a tedious
and boring affair but Ben had stirred up renewed interest among the
cameramen and the reporters. Judge Watson activated the truth-speak
enchantment at his podium and a bubble of energy surged out to
encompass the entire room. Because this enchantment was so rare,
only limited trials utilized this magic. Anxiety churned through
Josephine because even though Lorcan and Melodie would be forced to
answer all questions and incriminate themselves, they would be
allowed to question those in the courtroom as well which may prove
disastrous if Alice admitted she’d willingly accepted
immortality.

“Proceed, Mr. Nutter,” Watson ordered.

“I call Lorcan to the stand as a suspect in
terrorism,” Ben said.

Lorcan grimaced as he made his way to the
witness stand while his wrists remained handcuffed. He sank into
the chair with obvious reluctance.

“Proceed with your questioning,” Watson
said.

“Lorcan, is it true that you cursed Helen
against her will with immortality?” Ben asked.

“Yes, it’s true. And I object to the question
as this has nothing to do with terrorism.”

“Objection denied.” Watson pounded his gavel
and gestured for Ben to continue.

“Is it true that you attempted to curse
Josephine a second time with immortality to coerce her into being a
spy and to help cover up evidence that would threaten to expose a
secret organization that you’re a member of called the
Valituras?”

“Yes.”

Shocked gasps and excited whispers spread
through the courtroom like wildfire but quickly died down as they
wanted to hear what came next.

“Have you cursed immortality on others?” Ben
asked.

“Yes, I have.”

“There’s always a price to dark magic. What
is it for this particular curse?”

“They become a vampire or succubus and they
must obey orders given to them by the one who gave them
immortality.”

“Have you used mind control on individuals to
leak information to the Valituras?” Ben asked.

“Yes.”

“Is it the ultimate goal for the Valituras to
control our government and this nation?”

“Yes, it is but we have that right and we’d
be doing you a favor. This country needs strong and effective
leadership.”

This elicited further gasps and outraged
whispers. Watson pounded his gavel and ordered silence. He gestured
at Ben to continue. Josephine reached out with her mind and sensed
that the reporters had switched their feeds to live even though
they weren’t allowed to speak as this was a groundbreaking and
unheard of development that would snatch record-breaking
viewers.

“Have the Valituras infiltrated our
government and who are the officials?” Ben asked.

Lorcan hesitated for a couple of seconds but
the spell forced him to answer. The court recorder typed like crazy
to document all the information provided. Ben asked a seemingly
endless list of questions of Lorcan then it was Lorcan’s turn.
Watson ordered Lorcan to remain seated and to ask his questions but
he was only allotted a limited number with a time constraint to
avoid delaying the proceedings.

“I pose this question to Josephine O’Connor.”
Lorcan directed an oily smile at her which now made her the center
of attention for everyone in the room. “Isn’t it true that you’re a
category six and knowingly breaking the law by tapping into the
power vortex at the Siesta Key beach every single day?”

Despair and horror washed over Josephine and
she almost blurted out all of her secrets but as a six she could
quell the compulsion to speak for a short time although she
couldn’t lie. She composed herself and adopted a look of
confidence.

“I’m not breaking the law. I was promoted to
OC enforcer which provided me a waiver to that particular
regulation. I’ve been working undercover to expose the Valituras
and protect this great nation from the biggest threat they’ve faced
in years.”

Lorcan’s jaw went slack with shock as he
hadn’t expected this response. Josephine chewed savagely on her
lower lip to keep from gloating.

Ben rose from his seat. “I want to interject
that category six wizards are law abiding citizens and that from
the few of them who are made OC enforcers, none of them have
displayed lack of control of their magical abilities or caused
destabilizing of any vortexes. I strongly encourage legislation to
remove the laws limiting sixes so they can reach their full
potential and help to protect this country from hidden threats like
the Valituras.”

“So noted.” Watson frowned with annoyance.
“Lorcan, do you have further questions?”

“Yes, your honor. Once again, I ask Josephine
this question.”

“I’m going to have to object to all these
unfounded accusations if you continue to harass me,” Josephine
interrupted him.

“Your honor, she’s trying to avoid my
question.”

Josephine forced her expression to remain
confident as she didn’t say another word. Watson glanced at her
then turned to Lorcan.

“She was stating a fact. Ask your question
while you still have time left. The clock’s ticking,” Watson
ordered.

“Josephine, is it try true you tapped into
the vortex before you received your legal waiver to do so?” Lorcan
demanded.

“That’s true. I was coerced by you and the
Valituras to make magical devices that you claimed were batteries.
You threatened to murder my friends and family if I didn’t
cooperate. It was a very complex and potent enchantment which
required me to connect with the vortex in order to complete it by
the deadline you gave me.” Josephine had managed to speak the truth
and at the same time she made it sound like the only reason she’d
broken the law was to protect her friends and family.

Lorcan blanched at her words and furious
whispers broke out in the courtroom again.

“I’ve had enough of this foolishness. You’ve
asked your questions and your time is up,” Watson said to
Lorcan.

“But I have more!” Lorcan protested.

Ben called Melodie to the stand and she
incriminated herself by answering the questions posed. She didn’t
take up the offer to make inquiries once finished. Josephine, Alice
and Helen were called as witnesses and Ben asked them questions
which provided further testimony against the Valituras. The entire
trial lasted less than a couple of hours. The jury declared the
Valituras a real and imminent terrorist threat and found both
Melodie and Lorcan guilty. The two Valituras agents were escorted
out of the room and sent to a maximum security prison. They would
be given the opportunity for another trial later with lawyers.
Josephine and the rest of Ben’s group gathered outside the
courthouse with reporters swarming around them asking more
questions. Ben provided a heartfelt speech about how Josephine
O’Connor was a hero and the very first law enforcement individual
to expose the Valituras who’ve been secretly infiltrating the
government, engaging in illegal activities, terrorizing citizens
and amassing power for years.

Ben gave Josephine the rest of the week off
in light of the circumstances with the trial and her grandson’s
fatal illness. When Josephine was dropped off at her house, she
turned on her cell phone and received a message from the hospital.
She called them back and the receptionist placed her on hold so
they could get Dr. Levy on the line. It took forever and Josephine
disconnected the call. She drove over to the hospital so she could
talk to him in person. Josephine realized the folly of her
reasoning after she endured almost an hour of waiting in the lobby
for the doctor to show up. He approached her with a guarded
expression on his face which wasn’t a good sign. Of course,
Josephine already knew the hopelessness of the situation. She stood
up and faced Levy.

“Ms. O’Connor, I regret to inform you that we
conducted a series of general advanced antidotes on Jake without
success. The curse he’s inflicted with is called contabesco letum
and there’s no cure for it. There’s nothing else we can do. I’m
very sorry.”

Josephine’s throat constricted with grief.
Even though she already knew this, it hurt and somehow hearing the
words made the situation more real. It took her several seconds to
recover her voice.

“How much time does he have left?” she
asked.

“There’s no way to know for sure. We’ll try
to keep him alive as long as possible and of course you’re welcome
to bring in a specialist.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Josephine murmured.

Her vision blurred as unshed tears gathered
in her eyes. Levy turned and left her. Josephine went to see Helen
and Alice who were at Helen’s place. The three women gathered in
the living room with mugs of coffee. Josephine told them about her
hospital visit.

“I’m so sorry.” Helen cast a sympathetic gaze
at her friend. “I’m confident we’ll cure Jake though.”

“There’s only a slim chance that one of the
general antidotes will be effective. I’ll probably have to use the
praesentia infinitus on him and once that happens, he’s got one
foot out the door for the rest of his life,” Josephine said. “I
hope I didn’t make a serious mistake by choosing white magic over
the immortality curse.”

“I think you made the best decision you could
possibly make,” Helen advised.

“Thanks,” Josephine murmured and sipped more
of her coffee.

Alice refrained from voicing her own opinion
but she’d already expressed herself earlier and had voted for the
immortality curse. She was too good a friend to reiterate her
position now that it was too late.

“At least you have some relief with the
Valituras now,” Helen said.

“Not necessarily. After what just happened at
court, I might be even more of a target,” Josephine said.

“It’s all over the news. Every channel I turn
to, they’re talking about the case and showing parts of the trial.
You’ve been labeled a hero.” Alice’s eyes lit up with adoration and
excitement. “And legislation is already underway to reverse all
laws restricting category sixes. They’ll have the same rights as
everyone else in regard to using magic.”

“It does feel good to have accomplished
something like this.”

“You’ve exposed the Valituras to the public
and the police have arrested more of them,” Alice informed her.
“They’re on the run and they’ll have to go into hiding like the
Phoenix Community. They aren’t going to be in a position to bother
you anymore.”

“I hope you’re right.” Josephine took another
sip of her coffee as doubts assailed her.

She couldn’t help but remain skeptical and on
guard in spite of this major victory.


Chapter 16

Mark was seated at the other side of the
dining room table watching Josephine and Helen work. It was the
third day since Jake was struck with the curse and the pressure of
the time constraint to cure him loomed over their heads. The wand
containing the praesentia infinitus rested between Josephine and
Helen. The two women opened their magical senses and prepared to
energize and shape the energy matrix of the enchantment. After a
moment, they began the arduous process. Their link to the power
vortex helped speed along the development of the spell. The wand
radiated with an intense sparkling, gold light. Josephine marveled
at how well she worked with Helen. Hours later, the two women
withdrew their minds and energy from the enchantment as it snapped
into place. Josephine and Helen smiled at each other with
excitement.

“We did it! It’s finished!” Josephine
exclaimed.

Mark jumped to his feet and ogled the wand
which was no longer glowing.

“That’s incredible,” he said with
fascination. “Do you realize that it normally takes months and
usually three or four tries before someone successfully creates one
of these? And that’s an experienced practitioner of advanced
magic.”

“It’s one of the perks of being a six,” Helen
said.

Josephine checked the time and gasped in
astonishment. It was well after midnight. They took a short break
then moved on to the next wand. Josephine could tell the energy
structure was shaky and unstable. A few moments after she and Helen
started working on it, the enchantment collapsed and
dissipated.

“Damn.” Josephine shot a dark look at the
wand. “This isn’t good.”

“You’ve got one for sure though,” Helen
pointed out.

“It’s not the one I want to work. It’s my
last resort.”

Unfortunately, the other two enchantments
collapsed as well.

“This is very disappointing,” Josephine
grumbled. “I almost feel like I’m going to start losing Jake the
moment I cast the praesentia infinitus on him.”

“In a way, that’s true,” Mark said. “But
that’s the way life is. As soon as we’re born, the clock starts
ticking.”

“It’s still not what I want,” Josephine said.
“But I’ll take it over losing Jake to that curse.”

“We should go to the hospital now that you’ve
got the antidote,” Mark advised.

“Maybe Helen and I could make another
enchantment in three more days,” Josephine said.

“Jake was put on a respirator this morning
because he stopped breathing. We’re not going to get another three
days,” Helen reminded her.

“You’re right.”

The doorbell rang and Josephine frowned with
bemusement. “Who in the world would visit at such an ungodly
hour.”

“Don’t lower your wards until you know it’s
safe,” Helen warned.

“I’ll be careful.”

Josephine strolled over to the door and
peered through the peephole. She could see Brad waiting for
her.

“It’s Brad,” she whispered.

“I didn’t think he’d ever show up,” Helen
whispered back.

Mark had followed the two women to the
door.

“We might as well talk to him,” he
suggested.

Josephine unlocked and opened the door. “What
do you want?”

“Josephine, I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner
but the Valituras were monitoring you closely and my people have to
be careful of traps.” Brad’s expression was amiable. “Can I come in
so we can talk?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t just let yourself
in like before.” Josephine cast a scornful gaze at him.

“I didn’t want to be rude.”

Josephine snorted with derision. “Yeah,
right.”

“To be honest, your wards here are stronger
than your condo. I couldn’t get in.”

“I don’t see any reason we can’t talk right
here.”

“Part of the reason I came here was to help
you with Jake. I’m not going to carry on a conversation and remain
exposed like this,” Brad said with regret. “I’ll leave you
alone.”

He turned to go but Josephine stopped
him.

“All right. You may enter,” she said with
exaggerated graciousness.

Josephine opened the door and stepped aside
as she deactivated the wards. When Brad stepped over the threshold,
she brought the protection back up again. The four of them gathered
in Josephine’s living room on two couches facing each other.
Josephine briefly introduced Brad and Mark to each other even
though she suspected Brad already knew him since he approached his
family for membership on a regular basis.

“I wanted to congratulate you on your victory
against the Valituras and to warn you not to let your guard down.
They are still a threat and will probably take action against you
at some point either to make you one of them or to kill you,” Brad
said.

His words chilled Josephine. “I’m already
aware of that.”

“You should limit your trips in public where
you’re vulnerable and make your behavior less predictable. For
example, your beach jogs are a perfect spot to ambush you.”

“I hate to give that up but I suppose you’re
right.”

“The Valituras are still monitoring the beach
even though you’ve got them on the run,” Brad warned.

“What about me? I like to go just about every
night with Nathan,” Helen interjected.

“The Valituras know you’re close to Josephine
so it isn’t safe anymore.”

“Nathan and I think we may have discovered a
secret about the vortex and I’m not sure we can give it up.”

“What secret?” Brad eyed her with a dubious
frown.

Josephine and Mark gazed at Helen with
expectation and she hesitated.

“Well, we’ve discovered that we don’t need to
feed anymore since we started connecting to the vortex every
night.” Helen spoke slowly as if unsure she wanted to let them know
about this.

“That’s great news!” Josephine exclaimed and
hugged her friend with delight. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“We didn’t figure it out until yesterday. We
were talking and realized that normally we had to feed once every
day or two but it’s been over a week. Alice is still drinking blood
but she hasn’t tapped into the Siesta Key vortex.”

“I’m surprised all succubi and vampires don’t
know about this,” Josephine said.

“You have to realize that fives and sixes are
only thirty percent of the population and sixes are outlawed from
accessing the vortexes,” Brad pointed out.

“That’s true but there are enough fives that
should have figured it out.”

“But those cursed with immortality are
isolated because the Valituras compel them to never reveal their
condition. The few people who might learn about it wouldn’t have
anyone to share the secret with.”

“What a terrible burden to bear,” Josephine
said.

“If too many members of the Valituras are
arrested and their numbers dwindle, the vampires and succubi won’t
be forced to live in secret anymore,” Brad said. He leaned forward
and an earnest expression transformed his face. “I want you to know
the Phoenix Community is sympathetic towards your dire situation
with Jake. I’ve brought two potent enchantments that you can use on
him.”

“Are there any side-effects or prices to pay
like the immortality curse?” Josephine asked.

“They’re advanced but constructed with
mainstream magic so there are no negative side-effects.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. The praesentia
infinitus has a big drawback as far as I’m concerned.”

“You know about that?” Brad was clearly taken
aback but then he glanced at Mark and his eyes registered
understanding. “Of course, the Freemans have that spell in their
archives.”

Brad had to stand up so he could remove two
wands concealed in his jeans. They were white medical wands and
brimming with powerful magic. Josephine accepted them with
heartfelt gratitude.

“These are advanced antidotes and there are
three different ones in each wand that are programmed to work
together to make a huge impact against a variety of curses,” Brad
explained. “Try each wand separately for the best results.”

“Why are you helping me? Potent magic like
this doesn’t grow on trees,” Josephine said.

“We’d like to keep you as a friend and maybe
someday you’ll decide to join us.”

The last thing she wanted to do was live in
seclusion with a bunch of extremists. However, it wouldn’t hurt to
have an ally.

“Thank you for your generosity,” Josephine
said with heartfelt appreciation.

“You’re welcome.” Brad leveled a warm smile
at her then turned to address Mark. “Your great-grandmother, Emily
Freeman, says hi. She misses you but wants you to know she’s doing
well and loves you.”

“Thanks,” Mark murmured with surprise.

When Brad left, they stood at the front
doorway watching him leave until he vanished.

“Was that a teleportation spell or
invisibility?” Josephine wondered.

“There’s no way to tell when they use subtle
magic,” Helen responded. Her attention shifted to Mark. “Did your
grandmother join the Phoenix Community recently?”

“A few months ago. We never hear from them
directly once they join because only the senior members can ever
leave their cities for safety reasons and they can’t call or write
either. I’m glad he passed the message along.”

“It sounds disturbing,” Helen remarked.

“My family considers it the greatest honor to
be asked into their organization,” Mark said.

The entire issue of secrecy and isolation
bothered Josephine although she could understand their reasons. Now
that Josephine had three possible cures in her possession, a sense
of dread and anticipation spurred her to action. Mark drove them to
the hospital in his black SUV which Josephine was grateful for. By
the time she reached Jake’s room, her stomach was clenched in a
tight knot and adrenaline surged through her veins. Her grandson
was so pallid in his hospital gown as he lay in the bed unconscious
that he looked dead. Breathing tubes were stuck down Jake’s throat
and IV needles were attached to his left arm. The heart monitor
beeped at his side. Mark and Helen stood on either side of
Josephine in silent support as she pulled out the first wand Brad
Lyons had given her.

Josephine checked the handle on the wand to
be sure it wasn’t the one she’d made. The thought of healing her
grandson with the praesentia infinitus by mistake terrified her.
She took a deep breath as she pointed the first wand at Jake and
activated it. A radiant gold luminescence shone from the tip of the
wand for several seconds before a stream of sparkling gold energy
emerged from it. The energy from the three enchantments in the wand
worked in unison and gushed over Jake’s body. Josephine’s magical
senses were wide open so she could perceive the effectiveness of
the spells. The curse remained unmoved for a long moment then it
began to vibrate as the magic from the enchantment continued to
bombard it. All too soon, the enchantment of the wand began to
falter and the curse was still holding strong. When the energy
reserves in the wand were depleted, the curse still resided in
Jake.

Josephine was so disappointed and frustrated
she wanted to hurl the wand across the room or snap it in half.
Instead, she set it in her belt and withdrew the next wand. Mark
and Helen watched her with sympathy but didn’t speak as they knew
time was of the essence. Josephine activated the next enchantment
and watched the beautiful stream of energy cascade into her
grandson. The dark energy of the curse held steady against the
bombardment of the enchantment. Josephine chewed savagely on her
lower lip as she willed Jake to recover. Several long moments
passed before the curse began to vibrate in reaction to the healing
enchantments. Unfortunately, the energy reserves in the wand were
almost gone. Grief and anguish tore through Josephine as she could
see this was the same reaction the curse had with the first
enchantment. With determined resolve, she forced herself to
continue even though the healing spell would end in mere
seconds.

The curse began to destabilize and new hope
flared within Josephine. In the next instant, the bright
luminescence of the wand flickered then winked out of existence as
the spell died. Mark turned to gaze at Josephine but she and Helen
continued to watch Jake. The remaining energy from the healing
enchantment still swirled within Jake’s body, melting into the
weakened curse. Josephine held her breath as she watched with
fervent anticipation. Finally, the curse dissipated completely.

“It worked!” Josephine exclaimed.

Jake’s skin regained its healthy color and he
drew a sudden deep breath. He immediately choked on the breathing
tubes and his eyes snapped open with alarm. Josephine rushed over
and gently removed the tubes as the heart monitor beeped
faster.

“You’re going to be okay,” Josephine
said.

“I was tricked,” Jake croaked.

“I’ll get the doctor,” Helen announced.

“I know, sweetie. Lorcan cursed you with a
contabesco letum.” Josephine held Jake’s hand tight as relief and
joy warmed her heart. “You’re cured now. You’re going to be
fine.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Doctor Levy said
from behind her as he entered the room.

Josephine rolled her eyes with exasperation
and Jake chuckled at her with amusement.

“That’s right. Laugh at your poor, helpless
grandmother.” Josephine straightened to her full height and took a
step back from the bed. “I’m too old for all this adventure and
danger nonsense.”

“Excuse me? You’re probably half my age,
young lady.” Levy leveled a disapproving frown at her.

“I’m actually eighty-four,” Josephine said.
Levy’s disbelieving expression elicited further explanation from
her. “I’m a category six. I’m his grandmother. My name’s Josephine
O’Connor.”

“Of course, my apologies. I’ve heard of you.
I just hadn’t made the connection with your name. There are a lot
of O’Connors.”

“Apology accepted.”

Dr. Levy held his white medical scanning wand
over Jake and activated it. The enchantment didn’t take a lot of
power so there was no visible light phenomena but everyone could
hear a faint electronic-like hum as the doctor worked. After a
moment, the doctor lowered the wand to his side.

“The curse is gone and your body is recovered
enough that I can discharge you from the hospital. You’ll need at
least two days of rest before you return to work,” Levy
advised.

“Thanks,” Jake said.

“You can stay at my house where you’ll be
safe,” Josephine said.

“I’ll be okay. I have some powerful
wards.”

“Wards that the Valituras already managed to
break through one time already,” Josephine pointed out. “I’ve got
stronger protection at my place.”

“I would stay with your grandmother,” Levy
advised.

Jake flashed a grateful smile at Josephine.
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie.”


Chapter 17

Josephine, Helen, Alice and Jake were
gathered at Josephine’s dining room table with coffee. Alice wore
hot pink shorts and a blouse with matching colored tennis shoes and
a purse along with mini candy cane earrings and a hot pink visor.
Jake had on a black sci-fi t-shirt and jeans. His hair was still
damp from a recent shower but he hadn’t shaved so he had a heavy
five o’clock shadow. Helen cocked a brow of bemusement at
Alice.

“You must be serious about winning this
morning with that cap on,” Helen observed.

“Of course. It’s my turn to win. Josephine’s
been on a winning streak for too long.”

Josephine took another sip of her coffee and
began shuffling the cards. When she finished, she threw her
grandson a questioning look.

“Are you in?”

“I thought we were playing rummy – not
poker,” Jake said.

“We are.”

“All right then. I’m in.”

Josephine passed out the cards then slapped
the remaining deck at the center of the table and laid out one card
face up to start the discard pile. It happened to be an ace.
Josephine and Alice ogled the card as Helen slowly reached for it.
Her hand hovered over the ace for several seconds then remained
there. Josephine and Alice leveled horrified looks at her. Finally,
Helen’s lips formed a mischievous smile then she picked up a card
from the deck instead of the ace. Alice and Josephine heaved loud
sighs of relief.

“You’re cruel, Helen,” Alice admonished.

Helen laughed. “I couldn’t resist. You two
are so competitive.”

“I have to say you girls really look good.
That curse did wonders for you,” Jake commented.

Helen’s face reddened with embarrassment
while Alice laughed boisterously.

“You flatterer!” Alice grinned at him and ran
a hand through her silky red hair. “I certainly do agree
though.”

Jake chuckled and Helen discarded. They
continued to play in silence for several moments until Alice picked
up the entire discard pile and played three aces. Josephine
squealed with outrage and thumped her fist on the table.

“I knew you had my ace!” she exclaimed.

“You bet!” Alice grinned as she finished
organizing the cards in her hand.

She slapped down a discard and the game
continued. Helen peered at Alice’s shoulder and frowned with
contemplation.

“Something dripped on the left-hand side of
your blouse,” Helen advised.

“Really?” Alice gazed down at her clothing
then sighed. “Damn! That’s blood. It’s probably going to stain.
I’ll have to use a stain-remover spell to get rid of it.”

“Did you get hurt?” Josephine asked.

“No, I needed a quick bite to eat so I took a
sip from Dale before I came over here this morning,” Alice said in
a dismissive tone.

“What?! You can’t feed from our neighbors!”
Helen exclaimed.

“Sure I can. I do it all the time. Dale and
Marjorie are my first choices and then there are the others who
were protesters against Josephine. Don’t worry, I’m not hurting
anything and no one will remember a thing,” Alice said.

“It’s not right! You don’t need to drink
blood anymore. I already told you about how tapping into the vortex
at least once every other day will take care of that need,” Helen
admonished.

“But it’s dangerous, remember? The Valituras
and possibly others monitor the Siesta Key beach. It’s the perfect
place to get ambushed.”

“You don’t have to go directly on the beach.
You can connect with it if you park your car anywhere within half a
block from it. When you get stronger, you’ll be able to access it
from farther and farther away,” Helen lectured her.

“We’ve already agreed to meet her for our
morning coffee three days a week which is every other day except
for one day. You have my permission to access the vortex here so
you won’t need to use the one at the beach,” Josephine offered.

“I can’t tap into the one here. It’s a mini
vortex and I’m a five not a six,” Alice reminded her.

“Oh, that’s right.” Josephine’s brows
furrowed in thought. “I guess you do need to go to the beach but
you can still park your car from a safe distance.”

“Half a block is still pretty close and I
could still be ambushed.”

“You can come with me,” Helen offered. “I’ll
bring extra protection.”

“That’s all right. It’s no big deal for me to
take a quick drink every other day,” Alice said.

“Let me get this straight.” Helen pinned a
disbelieving and astonished look at her friend. “You’d rather drink
blood from people then tap into the vortex at the beach?”

“You’ve got it,” Alice confirmed. Her gaze
shifted over to Josephine. “I noticed that you took off from your
condo like your butt was on fire but you haven’t listed it for sale
yet.”

“I wanted to wait a while to be sure that
there aren’t any hidden problems with the house first that may
force me to leave.”

“Like what?”

“For example, the huge garden in the yard has
some sort of powerful enchantment on it and there’s a secret room
upstairs behind the bedroom I’m using as a second office,”
Josephine explained.

“You’ve got a secret room! You need to get in
there right away. To hell with this game!” Alice set her cards down
on the table. “We can come back to this later.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve already tried to
get in.”

“Are you afraid there’s a monster trapped in
the garden or the secret room? It would be dead by now so you have
nothing to worry about. What’s the real reason you’re afraid to let
go of your condo?” Alice asked.

“I’m not sure exactly. I just want to keep it
for a while.”

“You’re still making payments on it for
several years or so, right?” Helen asked.

“That’s right but I can afford it since I
paid for this house with cash,” Josephine said.

“I have an idea. You could possibly rent your
condo which would help pay for your mortgage,” Helen suggested.

“I hadn’t thought of that.” Josephine mulled
this over. “It’s something to consider. I’m making way more money
now that I’ve left retirement so I don’t have to worry about it but
extra income would be nice, too.”

They continued playing rummy and Josephine
managed to steal Alice’s lead by playing four kings and three tens.
As usual, Helen trailed far behind but Jake was still in the
running. Jake played four nines and ended the game but Josephine
still managed to win.

“Damn! Why did you have to end the game when
you were still going to lose?” Alice said with frustration.

“It had to be done.” Jake’s lips formed an
amused grin.

Helen started gathering the cards to shuffle
them.

“I’ve had enough cards for now. I want to see
that secret room,” Alice said.

“I haven’t been able to break through the
wards that protect it,” Josephine responded.

“Let’s take a look anyway.”

“All right.”

Josephine, Alice, Helen and Jake went
upstairs to Josephine’s second office. Josephine pointed to the
wall where she could perceive an opening with her second sight. The
others frowned at the invisible doorway as they concentrated on
it.

“I can barely tell it’s there. I never would
have noticed if you hadn’t pointed it out,” Jake commented.

Helen stepped closer and reached out with her
hand. Her fingertips grazed the wall in front of her before she
rested her arm at her side.

“I didn’t think there was a ward you couldn’t
take down,” she finally said.

“Neither did I. Until now.” Josephine frowned
at the invisible doorway with frustration.

“Maybe the two of us can work together to
deactivate it,” Helen suggested.

“I’ve worked on this thing for hours so don’t
expect immediate results.”

“Maybe I could help, too,” Alice said.

“I appreciate that.” Josephine directed a
grateful look at her.

“On the other hand, maybe we should leave
well enough alone.” Helen’s expression was concerned now. “What if
there’s something trapped in there? We can’t see past this
wall.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Josephine scowled with
displeasure. “I don’t need to release any more new weirdness,
creatures, mayhem, or secrets into my life. In fact, I’m sick and
tired of change. I’d like everything to go back to normal or at
least to stay the same for a while. Is that too much to ask?”

“I think it is,” Alice said.

The doorbell rang and Josephine went
downstairs to answer it. Jake and Helen followed her to the front
door. Two women dressed completely in loose-fitting white garments
were revealed on Josephine’s doorstep. They both looked to be in
their early twenties. One had long black hair and blue eyes while
the other had long blond hair and aquamarine colored eyes that made
Josephine wonder if she wore contacts.

“Hi, I’m Ellasbeth,” the blonde introduced
herself. “And this is Samantha. I have some important information
you may want to hear.”

“I seriously doubt that.” Josephine directed
a stony look at the woman.

“We’re Puritans and we’ve come a long way to
see you. We know that the Phoenix Community approached you but we
feel that isolating ourselves and living in secret isn’t the way to
go.”

“It’s interesting to hear you say that when
that’s exactly what YOU’RE doing,” Josephine pointed out.

“That’s true but our goal is to shape this
entire world into perfection. We’ve been working on a variety of
enchantments and have one of them just about perfected. We beta
tested it several times over the last six months.” Ellasbeth’s face
lit with enthusiasm.

“I’m so sick of buzz words and the
pretentious people who use them. Telling me you’ve ‘beta tested’ it
just tells me you’re as bad as a used car salesman or a telephone
solicitor.”

“I’m sorry about the unfortunate terminology
I used but we’re doing very important work. May we come inside and
tell you more about it?”

“I’m not taking the wards down. You could be
the Valituras for all I know.”

Ellasbeth blinked with surprise. “I assure
you we’re not them.”

“Of course that’s what you’d say if you were
trying to trick me,” Josephine said.

Ellasbeth and Samantha exchanged cautious
looks. Ellasbeth turned and leveled a sad smile at Josephine.

“I’m sorry to hear you’ve had some negative
experiences lately. That just underscores the need to make this
world a place of perfection and healing. You can help make it
happen. In case you change your mind and want to contact us, I’ll
leave you a messaging crystal. It’s a spell that will just let us
know you want to talk to us.” Ellasbeth knelt down and placed a
small quartz crystal on the concrete doorstep in front of
Josephine. “Thank you for your time.”

Ellasbeth and Samantha turned and strode
away. After half a dozen steps, they vanished without warning.
Josephine gasped with surprise. She scanned the crystal to make
sure it didn’t harbor any dark magic or traps before she picked it
up. She closed the door and rolled her eyes with exasperation.

“Yet another secret group is paying me
unwanted visits,” Josephine grumbled. “What’ll be next? A league of
vampires or something?”

“That’s an interesting thought,” Jake said.
“But I doubt that there are enough of them to form any kind of
organization.”

“Let’s go back to the office and have a go at
the secret room,” Alice suggested. “It’s killing me knowing you may
have a treasure trove upstairs when you don’t have any access.”

Anxiety stirred in Josephine at her friend’s
words.

“Yet another secret to uncover. I’m so sick
of nasty surprises. It feels like my world has been turned upside
down and that everything’s falling apart,” Josephine said.

Helen cast a reassuring look at her. “It’s
all right. I think the worst is over. It started when you got in
the habit of tapping into the vortex every day. This is probably
what made you get noticed by the Valituras and the Phoenix
Community. Those were the big ones. I don’t think there are any
more huge surprises waiting anymore.”

“The Puritans possess strong and ancient
magic, I’m sure. They were former members of the Phoenix
Community,” Alice pointed out. “And now that you’re featured on the
news, it’ll bring out the screwballs and nuts.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Josephine
remarked.

“It’s okay, Grandma. I’m sure Helen’s right.
The worst is behind us now,” Jake said.

Josephine’s cell phone rang and she
immediately answered.

“Josephine, there’s a situation with the
Valituras,” Ben said without preamble. Her chest tightened with
anxiety as the chief of police continued speaking. “We’ve kept this
information hidden from the press because we didn’t want the
Valituras to know how effective their plan for capture was. There’s
emergency legislation being considered and the media is starting to
speculate over the closed door session so there will be a press
release first thing in the morning. We managed to capture
twenty-three Valituras on the East Coast but the others eluded us.
The problem is that all members have a type of memory suppression
enchantment built into them that kicks in when they’re captured. It
takes an hour or two to take effect and it gives them amnesia.
We’re no longer making any headway with the Valituras.”

“Does that mean Lorcan doesn’t know who he is
anymore?” Josephine asked.

“That’s exactly what’s happened. Him and
Melodie both. I already gave you the week off but I’m asking that
you resume your duties tomorrow and help me with the memory
suppression spell. We’ve had experts come in and use advanced
antidotes without any success.”

“Of course, sir, you can count on me. I’m
wondering about the OC enforcers in the area. They’re all sixes.
Have they already tried to break the spell yet?”

“Unfortunately, they couldn’t do it either,”
Ben confirmed. “But you’re different. OC enforcers that go through
the training have special enchantments on their minds that place
limits on their abilities. It was a closely guarded secret that’s
leaked out recently and part of the emergency legislation is
removing these spells from the OC enforcers.”

“Is that why OC enforcers can’t link with
vortexes? They have some kind of mind control spell preventing
it?”

“I’m afraid so. And most OC enforcers were
given their promotions against their will so there is a lot of
resentment.”

“I’ll be at the station first thing in the
morning, Ben.”

“Thank you, Josephine.”

Ben abruptly ended the call. Jake was
watching his grandmother with admiration.

“You’re on a first name basis with the chief
of police?” he asked.

“It’s always been that way with us.”

“He must really like you. He doesn’t let
anyone else call him Ben,” Jake observed.

Josephine’s lips curved in a pleased smile.
“That’s good to know.”

She explained what the two of them had talked
about.

“This is a calamity!” Alice exclaimed. “You
see what I mean? The threat of the Valituras isn’t over. Not by a
long shot!”

“I don’t think they’re much of a threat
anymore,” Helen argued.

Josephine feared Alice was correct. The
Valituras had amassed power through accumulation of potent
enchantments and curses as well as infiltrating government
agencies. It was doubtful they were crippled and wouldn’t retaliate
in some way.


Chapter 18

Ben was driving a police cruiser down the
freeway with Josephine seated beside him. It was about an hour
drive to the Clearwater Corrections Facility where Lorcan and
Melodie were being held prisoner. Josephine wore sleek black pants
and a cobalt-blue silk shirt. She had a wand satchel secured to the
right-hand side of her belt which detracted from her stylish outfit
but it was either that or have the wands showing beneath the
material of her pants. Being an enforcer was already becoming a
nuisance. Of course, she had government grade enchantments now
which was a major perk.

“Do you have any idea if the laws restricting
the sixes will be overturned?” Josephine asked.

“There’s a good chance but I’ve learned never
to try to predict what the government will do,” Ben said.

“I suppose that keeps you from being
disappointed by bad decisions.”

“Exactly.” Ben’s expression was dour. “I feel
like we may not have much time to interrogate the prisoners.”

“Why is that?”

“The Valituras have ancient and potent magic.
I’m sure they have some tricks up their sleeves. Spells we haven’t
even heard about. I’m worried they will break the prisoners out of
jail.”

“That’s risky. Besides, they have nothing to
gain,” Josephine said.

“Memory suppression spells can always be
reversed. Depending on how well they’re constructed, they may wear
off after time or it could take very powerful magic to undo.”

“I suspect the latter.” Josephine shot him a
sardonic look.

“I agree. Especially after so many experts
have failed.”

“I want to make it clear I have no experience
whatsoever with breaking or constructing memory suppression
spells.”

“I know but we have to try everything in our
power to break these prisoners,” Ben said.

Josephine’s thoughts went to Mark who she
knew was talented with memory spells. Maybe he could offer some
expertise in this matter. She decided to speak with him in private
later.

“So how do you like your new home?” Ben
asked.

“I love it.”

“That’s great. I was a little concerned for
you at first but if you were vulnerable to the curses, you would
have suffered at least a couple of accidents by now.”

“You know about that?”

“That house has quite a history.”

“The previous owner must have been powerful
to create so many curses on the dwelling,” Josephine observed.

“He was a five. His name was Duncan Fleming
and his wife was Arabella. She practiced advanced white magic. She
created an enchanted garden that had the most exotic flowers and
plants that would thrive even if they didn’t do so well in the
tropics.”

“Was Arabella a five or a six then?”

“No, she was a four.”

“I see. It was the only way she could do
advanced magic then.”

“It’s a shame white magic is limited to
healing and protection. Otherwise, a lot more people would devote
their time into becoming experts in the craft.” Ben remarked.

“The little white magic I’ve learned is
complicated and difficult. I wonder how a category one could do
it,” Josephine said.

“From what I hear, once you’ve mastered the
basics, it’s a completely different approach to creating
enchantments. They can tap into what is termed source energy that
lays the foundation for their spells that you or I couldn’t do.
Luckily, you’re a six so you don’t have to be a white magic
practitioner.”

“I’m curious about Duncan and Arabella. If
Duncan was an expert in the dark arts, why would Arabella have
anything to do with him?” Josephine asked.

“Duncan didn’t turn to black magic until
after his family died in a tragic accident. They were on a cruise
and a hurricane struck. Duncan was the only survivor and he said a
secret group had murdered his family because he had refused to join
them. He said the mysterious group was powerful with vast resources
and planned to take over the world. Of course, only conspiracy
theory nuts believed him. Everyone thought he was mad with grief.
He practiced black magic in secret to protect himself and to plot
revenge against these people who I believe are the Valituras.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking. What a
tragedy.”

“Unfortunately, the time came when one of his
curses backfired and he was killed,” Ben explained.

“The house and I have an understanding. It’s
not going to hurt me,” Josephine advised.

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“How do you know so much about the house
anyway?”

“I’ve lived in this area most of my life and
it was major news for quite a while.”

Josephine’s thoughts went back to the secret
room. Maybe the reason she couldn’t break through the ward stemmed
from the fact that it was comprised of white magic. She suspected
Mark was a practitioner but he’d never mentioned this to her. It
made her wonder.

“Is it possible to use white magic and not
know it?” Josephine asked.

“I wouldn’t think so. Why?”

“I had a friend once and our conversation
about Arabella made me think of him,” she fibbed.

“That’s interesting. What’s your friend’s
name?”

Alarm flooded through Josephine. She should
have known better than to talk about her personal life with her
boss.

“His name was Tim. I haven’t spoken to him in
years,” Josephine lied smoothly. Her heart raced wildly and she
hoped he wouldn’t dig further. Revealing Mark’s ability if he was
indeed gifted in this area seemed like a betrayal. “Do we have any
information about the amnesia spell? Any theories on how it can be
countered?”

“There are some detailed reports on site. You
can take a look at them once we arrive. There are a lot of theories
but you have to be an expert in mental healing magic to understand
them.”

“That means it will all be Greek to me,”
Josephine said. “What else do we know in general about the
Valituras? Why haven’t we captured more of them?”

“Because of the way they’re split up into
teams. Each team has between five and twelve members. Only the
representative of each group knows who members are outside of their
unit and even then their knowledge is extremely limited. They have
areas split up into what they call territories that comprise one to
three states where there is an administrator in charge. No one
knows for sure how many teams there are in each of these
territories but I’m guessing a lot. Lorcan knew some of the other
representatives and his territory administrator but not where they
live and they usually don’t even tell each other their real
names.”

“These guys are paranoid,” Josephine
remarked.

“It’s really smart, too. It prevented us from
uncovering the identity of most of the Valituras agents that Lorcan
could contact.”

“How do they communicate?” Josephine
asked.

“For the most part, they use prepaid phones.
If we could get our hands on an administrator, we would have access
to so much more information. The Valituras would be completely
exposed to us. Unfortunately, it’s next to impossible. Only a few
select representatives can contact their administrator and that’s
with a specialized messaging stone that signals they’re requesting
a face to face meeting.”

“They’ve really got a complicated system for
eluding exposure,” she observed.

“We’ve never known this much about the
Valituras before. I want to destroy that organization and place all
of their members behind bars before they can go deeper into
hiding,” Ben said.

When they arrived at the maximum security
corrections facility, Josephine’s anxiety mounted once again. She
wasn’t sure she was cut out for this kind of work. A dark,
malevolent energy permeated the prison walls and emanated in the
atmosphere in a constant choking wave. Of course, Josephine knew
the sensation wasn’t real but it felt like her lungs were
struggling for air. As she and Ben walked deeper through the
corridors, he threw an assessing glance at her.

“Are you okay?” his voice rumbled with
concern.

Josephine’s lips twitched in a nervous smile.
“This place feels evil. It’s all the residue that’s collected over
the years from the prisoners.”

“Will you be able to work effectively?” Ben
asked.

“I’m not sure. It’s very distracting,”
Josephine admitted. “And it might inhibit my ability.”

The two of them were escorted by a
corrections officer named Andrew. He was average height with a
short-cropped brown hair and green eyes. A no-nonsense expression
dominated his face at all times and he never attempted to engage in
idle chit chat. The entire walk through the facility was marked by
a tense silence. When they finally reached a third security
checkpoint with another guard ensconced in a small but secure room,
Josephine wondered how much farther their trek would take them into
this prison. The new guard checked their visitor badges with care
then buzzed them in. Andrew stepped through the door first. Ben
opened the door for Josephine and she smiled her thanks. They took
a couple more turns until Andrew stopped in front of a metal door
with a sturdy window like most of the other cells.

“This is where we’re keeping Lorcan.” Andrew
checked the window to make sure the room was still secure.

Lorcan was sitting on a cot with his back
leaning against the wall. He stared off into space with an almost
palpable misery. He wore an orange jumpsuit as well as an enchanted
bracelet that suppressed all magical ability. A toilet and a small
sink were positioned in the far corner of the small room offering
no privacy whatsoever. Josephine felt a spark of satisfaction that
the man who’d caused her so much grief was suffering for a change.
Andrew withdrew a stun gun and kept it ready as he unlocked the
door. He positioned himself near the doorway as Ben and Josephine
entered the room. Lorcan’s gaze flitted between the two of them
without recognition. Josephine and Ben sat beside each other on the
other cot facing Lorcan.

“What do you want?” Lorcan watched them with
wary anticipation.

“We’re here to reverse the amnesia spell,”
Ben replied.

Lorcan snorted with derision. “Good luck with
that.”

Josephine didn’t bother to retort as verbal
sparring wouldn’t do an ounce of good. She began the scan on him to
detect any enchantments. After a while, she found it embedded deep
in his mind. It was complex and powerful and began to shift and
change its outer appearance so it would fade into the background as
soon as it realized it was being studied. Josephine withdrew her
mind just a bit and made her scan less invasive. Immediately, the
enchantment relaxed as it was under the impression she’d left. It
would take longer for her to examine the spell this way but at
least it wouldn’t slither out of sight.

Josephine sensed the attention of both Ben
and Lorcan combined with the loathsome slimy dark psychometric
energy of the prison weighing against her. She ignored the
intrusion as best she could but it really did hinder her
performance. Time dragged by as Josephine continued to study the
components of the amnesia spell. She’d never seen anything like it
and couldn’t begin to guess how it operated. She had techniques
that she used on other types of enchantments such as wards but
suspected they wouldn’t be effective here. Josephine was just about
to try her first attempt at weakening it when the alarms blared
shrilly, snapping her attention to her immediate surroundings and
away from Lorcan.

Ben stood up and pulled out a mini wand. His
gaze flitted through the room then landed on Andrew who looked
confused by the alarms. Josephine rose to her feet and pulled out
one of her uber telekinetic wands.

“What’s going on?” Ben asked.

“I don’t know.” Andrew’s alert gaze took
stock of his surroundings as he pulled out his cell phone and sent
a text inquiry. His attention swung back to Ben. “There’s some kind
of mass knockout spell taking over the entire facility. It’s like
red smoke.”

“It’s the Valituras,” Josephine said with
panic. “They’re freeing the prisoners.”

“Not if I can help it,” Ben rumbled.

Josephine could detect a powerful spell on
the fringe of her awareness. It was about forty feet away. An
instant later, she could sense it surrounding them from all sides.
It had to be an unknown Valituras weapon which meant she was
probably their only hope of neutralizing the threat. Josephine
reached out with her mind and began to scan its energy composition.
It was approaching fast so there wasn’t much time. Through the
small window at the door, the enchantment came into view. Its
physical appearance resembled a thick red smoke lit with occasional
sparks of angry red luminescence. The red smoke covered the floor
as it rushed down the hall then began to rise to fill up the space.
Ben and Andrew stared at the window with horrified expressions on
their faces while holding their wands out as well as the stun gun
as if that would do any good.

Red smoke seeped through the microscopic
cracks at the edge of the door. Ben and Andrew retreated to the
center of the room as they watched the enchantment force its way
inside. The smoke drifted down to the floor and formed a thin layer
as it slowly spread out towards them.

“Josephine?” Ben prompted.

“I’m trying to find a weakness.” Josephine
backed away to give herself more time.

Andrew and Ben followed her lead. Lorcan
stood up to join them but Andrew pointed his stun gun in warning.
Lorcan remained at his current position in front of the cot as the
red smoke reached farther into the room.

“Don’t let it touch you. It will knock you
out on contact. It will slip right through your shields so don’t
think you can enter it for any length of time,” Josephine
warned.

Lorcan stepped away from the enchantment
which had almost reached his feet. He backed towards them.

“Stop where you are or I’ll stun you,” Andrew
warned.

“But it’s going to reach me!” Lorcan cried
out.

Lorcan stepped up onto his cot but the smoke
slithered over it. Lorcan made a panicked sound as he planted
himself against the wall to keep away from it. The smoke continued
to push closer. A tendril of it reached out and slithered over his
left ankle. An instant later, Lorcan collapsed onto the cot and
rolled onto the floor in an unconscious heap. Soon, his body was
obscured by the red smoke as it traveled closer to Josephine, Ben
and Andrew. It was only a couple feet away now and would reach them
in less than a moment.

“If you have a plan, now’s the time,” Ben
warned.

Josephine didn’t acknowledge him verbally as
she reached out with her mind to a point in the matrix of the spell
and twisted it in an attempt to make it fall apart. The patterns of
the enchantment compensated by creating new threads of energy for
support in case the one she attacked failed. Josephine heaved a
frustrated sigh. The smoke continued to slither closer and was only
a foot away now. She had seconds to figure this out. Josephine
could sense that it wasn’t stable because it grew and mutated too
quickly. It was designed to incapacitate its victims quickly but
not necessarily remain active for long after that. Josephine put
her wand away and created a thin and tight dampening field around
the three of them. The red smoke reached the invisible barrier and
began to rise in the room.

“How long can you keep it out?” Ben
asked.

“Just a moment or two,” Josephine said. “If
you and Andrew can reinforce the dampening field, it can help me
with my plan.”

“We’ll do our best,” Ben rumbled.

Josephine felt their meager magic
strengthening the protection she’d summoned that was swiftly
failing. Her hunch about gaining just a little more time had been
correct so hopefully her other idea would work as well. Josephine’s
heart raced as adrenaline coursed through her body at the idea of
becoming a Valituras prisoner. She knew they would capture her if
she was knocked out and then it would be over for her. Josephine
flooded the knockout enchantment with massive power that made it
grow faster. The room filled up with the red smoke in seconds and
billowed wildly against the dampening field which was threatening
to collapse now.

“Whatever you’re doing, it’s having the
opposite effect,” Andrew warned.

He didn’t realize what she was trying to do.
Josephine couldn’t explain because she was out of time. Their
dampening field waned and threatened to collapse at any second.
Josephine continued to dump massive amounts of power into the
enchantment, forcing it to expand. She knew it was probably growing
outside of the prison now, hungrily reaching out to more victims.
Hopefully, it was just knocking them out and not doing something
worse. Josephine’s body trembled as she strained against the
enchantment. The dampening field dissipated and the red smoke
rushed over them. Josephine’s skin stung as red energy sparked over
her but she remained conscious. She glanced at Ben and Andrew who
were barely discernable in the thick smoke and could see they
remained awake and standing beside her. Josephine felt her mind
become sluggish as the knockout spell pushed against her. She tried
to summon a thin dampening field against her body but failed. She
was just too exhausted. Josephine leaned against the wall for
support.

She wasn’t sure how long she stood here like
this but after awhile, she realized the red smoke was thinning and
she could start to make out details of the cell again. Her mind was
becoming more alert and her body was regaining its strength. Ben
and Andrew were doing better and had managed to keep awake as well.
Lorcan was crumpled on the floor unconscious still.

“Good work, Josephine,” Ben congratulated
her.

“Thank you, sir.”

The red smoke dissipated completely and the
three of them stood over the sleeping prisoner. Someone approached
them from the hallway dressed in jeans and a black shirt. As he
drew closer, they could see he had a wand clutched in each hand and
a satchel clipped to his belt containing more. He was tall and
muscular with black hair, blue eyes and a thick beard.

“Who are you?” Andrew demanded.

“I’m here for the prisoner,” the man
said.

“I’m not letting you free him,” Ben said.

“You don’t have a choice in the matter.” The
man strode forward with determination.

Ben and Andrew opened fire with powerful
bursts of energy from their wands which raked over the attacker’s
shields. He didn’t bother to fire back. Josephine unleashed a
stream of telekinetic energy from her own wand but could sense that
the shields remained strong. It would take time to take it down.
Ben, Andrew and Josephine activated their own protection as he
approached. They formed a blockade in front of the stranger but he
continued walking as though he intended to walk right through them.
The three of them continued blasting at his shields. He drew closer
and was only seconds away. Even though there were three against one
and he hadn’t even lifted a finger to strike out yet, Josephine’s
anxiety mounted because his protection was still solid and
unwavering. The stranger rammed right into them. Their shields
flared into visibility as spheres of silvery light. Josephine, Ben
and Andrew were shoved to the side while the stranger managed to
continue walking towards Lorcan.

“Why are you risking so much for just two
prisoners?” Ben demanded.

“The Valituras don’t leave their own behind,”
the man said without turning to face them.

He placed both wands in his left hand and
grasped Lorcan’s right arm. A bright silvery flash emerged from one
of his wands and an instant later, both he and Lorcan were
gone.

“He actually had a teleportation enchantment
with him!” Ben exclaimed with shocked disbelief.

Such spells were so rare that most people
never saw them used in their entire lifetime. Josephine swallowed
with anxiety and her attention shifted to Andrew.

“What about Melodie? Is she still here?”
Josephine asked.

“She’s down the hall. We can check,” Andrew
offered. He led them down the hall to an empty cell. “She’s
gone.”


Chapter 19

Josephine missed her jogs at the beach but
she knew it was prudent to be cautious. Now more than ever. She
boarded her car and backed out of the garage. Even without the
relentless heat of the afternoon sun, the morning was warm and
humid. Josephine turned on the air conditioner and as she reached
the end of the driveway, she noticed the flag on her mailbox was
up. That was strange as she’d already picked up the mail last
night. Josephine reached out and flipped the flag down then opened
the box. She discovered an unstamped envelope addressed to her and
took it out. Josephine made a quick scan and detected a complete
absence of magic or psychometric energy which meant it wasn’t booby
trapped. She opened the envelope and unfolded the paper inside
which contained a handwritten note that read:

“Josephine, you took everything from me. As
punishment for my failings to subdue you and/or make you a member
of the Valituras, I am alone now with no team members. Melodie was
reassigned and I was stripped of my rank. The Valituras saved half
of my possessions before the police came and confiscated everything
in my home while I was in prison so I still have plenty of
firepower. I have a new identity now and I’m going to kill everyone
you care about. None of your family or friends are safe. You are as
good as dead.”

Lorcan had signed his name at the bottom of
the letter with a flourish. A cold dread gripped Josephine as she
stared down at the letter for a long moment. She was tempted to
destroy it in a burst of flames but refrained from doing so. It was
important to turn this into to the police as evidence. Josephine
stuffed the letter in her purse and drove to Helen’s condo. As they
sat down at Helen’s dining room table, Helen leveled a concerned
look at her friend.

“Tell me what’s wrong, Josephine,” she
prompted.

Josephine hesitated then explained about the
note and dug it out of her purse to show her. Alice arrived shortly
after and they discussed the threatening letter.

“Toadstool needs to have his ass kicked
again.” Alice’s eyes flashed with ire and indignation. “We need to
teach him a lesson he’ll never forget!”

“You sound like a dark wizard,” Helen
remarked.

“I’m just supporting our friend. I think it’s
time to take action!”

“What do you think we should do?” Josephine
peered at her with puzzlement.

“Lorcan is trying to terrorize you. The best
thing we can do is continue to live our lives but just take
precautions. What we need to do is find out what’s in your secret
room. You may have a treasure trove of powerful weapons in there,”
Alice said with passionate fervor.

“You’re right! Let’s go right now and take
down that ward!” Josephine exclaimed.

Helen jumped to her feet and Alice’s
expression turned horrified.

“We haven’t played cards yet or finished our
coffee,” Alice protested.

“I’ll put our coffee in to-go cups,” Helen
offered.

“But we always play cards in the
morning.”

“For heavens sakes,” Helen sat at the table
with an uncharacteristic air of impatience. “We can play ONE hand
and then we’re out of here.”

“That’ll be okay,” Alice said with obvious
reluctance. Josephine shuffled the cards and passed them out. Helen
ended the game almost immediately and Alice squealed with protest.
“No fair! We can’t leave it like this!”

“Why not?” Josephine threw her a questioning
look.

“Because Helen isn’t serious about winning
and that was like the quickest game in history!” Alice wailed.

“Would you be happier if Josephine won?”
Helen asked.

“Yes, I would,” Alice confirmed.

“All right.” Helen fixed a congratulatory
smile on Josephine. “Since you were second place, I forfeit my game
which means you’re the winner.”

“Sounds good to me,” Josephine said.

Alice made another sound of protest but her
two friends ignored her. Helen fetched to-go cups in the kitchen
and soon they were at Josephine’s house standing in front of the
doorway to the secret room. Helen and Josephine scanned the ward’s
complex structure which was a beautiful array of sparkling gold,
blue, silver and white energy. It was connected to the mini vortex
of the house so the only way to overpower it was to remove that
connection. Josephine and Helen studied the cords of energy weaved
together that linked the ward to the power source. When they
finally agreed on a course of action, they explained to Alice where
to direct the energy since she wasn’t a six and, therefore,
couldn’t see as many of the details as they could. The three women
reached out with their minds and plucked at the agreed upon spot.
After several moments, they changed tactics and sent a pulse of
energy on either side of their target. They tried a variety of
techniques but nothing made any impact. Josephine had to admit
defeat at this point because she needed to go to work.

“We’ll stay and see what we can do about
this. When we leave the house, we’ll activate the house wards
behind us,” Helen said.

“Thank you. I appreciate your help with
this.”

“I hope so. We gave up a long-standing
tradition to work on this ward,” Alice grumbled.

“Excuse me?” Helen asked with confusion.

“She means we only played one hand of cards,”
Josephine explained.

“Oh.”

“Jake’s still asleep in the guest room. Can
you tell him what’s happened so he’ll be careful?”

“We will,” Alice promised.

“Thanks.” Josephine offered a grateful smile
at her two dear friends. She left the house and headed for work.
She turned the air up in her car since the morning sun was beating
down through the windows. Obviously, there would be no relief from
the unrelenting Florida heat. The weather forecasters predicted
that the temperature high would be in the upper nineties today. It
made Josephine grateful for modern technology and magic. When
Josephine arrived at the police station, she garnered a lot of
attention. She almost felt like a celebrity. As she approached her
desk, Alex was eating a cake donut with vanilla frosting and
sprinkles.

“Hey, Josephine. TGIF,” he said.

“TGIF,” she responded.

She settled behind her desk and found a
sealed envelope with her name on it. Dread slivered up her arms and
spine as she stared at it for several seconds. Josephine opened it
with great reluctance and unfolded the letter. She was relieved to
see it was from Mark but the feeling was short-lived. The note
read:

“Dear Josephine,

I wanted you to hear it from me first so I’m
letting you know that I’ve quit my internship at the police
station. It has nothing to do with our relationship or anything
that you’ve done. It’s not something I feel comfortable sharing in
a letter. I have something important I wish to discuss with
you.”

Josephine squeezed her eyes shut for several
seconds then finished the rest of the letter which offered to meet
Mark at his house after work. Her throat constricted with sadness.
Even though he ended the letter “Love, Mark,” she couldn’t help but
surmise that he was going to break up with her. He didn’t want to
go out with her but instead give her the news in private. There’d
been no warning whatsoever.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked.

Josephine’s eyes blazed with fury for several
seconds but she composed herself before speaking.

“I’m fine. I just received some surprising
news,” Josephine said.

“What happened?” Alex gazed at her with
concern.

Josephine hesitated then decided to tell him
about the threatening letter from Lorcan. She hid Mark’s letter and
pulled out the one from Lorcan and showed it to Alex. He read it
with wide-eyed surprise and outrage.

“You’ve got to show this to the
chief-of-police! We need to nail this bastard to the wall!” Alex
exclaimed.

Josephine received a similar reaction from
Ben and was heartened that her colleagues rallied around her. Ben
advised that he was assigning a couple of police officers to watch
her house at all times to keep an eye out for Lorcan. Maybe Helen
was right after all that Josephine really did need the work and the
networking now that her powers were at their peak. Ben explained to
her that all Valituras prisoners had been rescued from prison so
the good guys were back to square one. But Josephine didn’t break
her stride with solving the cases that came her way. It wasn’t
until late in the afternoon that she encountered a challenge.
Josephine and Alex stepped up to a small pink house in a
medium-class neighborhood. The police had already secured the crime
scene and the forensics officer was diligently working near the
body.

The living room showed signs of a violent
struggle. The couch was overturned, the victim was lying on his
back with an obvious broken neck. His name was Ed Long. He was thin
with pale skin and black brittle hair. Violent energy pushed at
Josephine’s mind, demanding to be read. It was obvious that an
ignotus spell hadn’t been cast here. She braced herself and opened
her psychic senses to the impressions swarming through the room.
Information, impressions and violent images assaulted her mind. She
immediately discovered that Ed was the rogue vampire. He’d adopted
a new identity but Lorcan had finally found him and snapped his
neck with a telekinetic spell. Lorcan had left the psychometric
energy in the room because the Valituras was no longer a secret and
he wanted Josephine to see this. He was under the mistaken
impression that this would frighten her.

Josephine was saddened by the wasted life but
not any more afraid than she had been earlier upon reading the
letter Lorcan had left her. It was unlikely that Ed knew anything
useful about the Valituras but she scanned his body anyway. After
several moments, she confirmed he knew nothing about this covert
organization.

“This is the rogue vampire we’ve been looking
for. Lorcan killed him,” Josephine said in a husky voice.

“It’s no great loss, is it?” Alex asked.

“No. Ironically, Lorcan actually saved us the
trouble of apprehending this guy. I wish there was more information
about the Valituras here but all that Ed knew was that he’d somehow
adapted to the bond between him and his maker which allowed him to
disobey his orders. Lorcan was the one who cursed him with
immortality about thirty years ago,” Josephine advised.

She stilled as she detected traces of Lorcan.
In spite of his privacy screen, the rage that consumed him caused
the unintentional release of stray psychometric fragments.
Josephine reached out with her mind and coaxed the information from
them. She saw brief flashes of part of Lorcan’s front yard which
was large and spacious with a couple of palm trees and one side was
lined with neatly-trimmed hedges. One of his kitchen counters had a
green and white checkered design which was the ugliest décor she’d
witnessed and therefore came as no surprise that it belonged to
Lorcan. A large room lined with wooden shelves containing a myriad
of enchantments and curses flashed in Josephine’s mind. It was
Lorcan’s collection he’d accumulated over the years. The ones that
the Valituras had saved for him. Josephine accessed the vision of
the partial view of the front yard and saw the house number on the
front door which read 4417. Unfortunately, she couldn’t obtain any
more information.

Josephine told Alex what she’d seen and they
both jotted down notes so they could report it when they returned
to the station.

“A street name would have been nice,” Alex
murmured.

“Believe me, I tried.” Josephine clamped down
on the rising urge to snap at him and refrained from calling him
Whiney.

“It’s the best lead we’ve got.” Alex’s
expression registered approval as he tucked the notebook in his
pocket.

Josephine supposed she should congratulate
herself on her self-control but her life was falling apart. If she
could just take care of Lorcan, maybe everything else would fall
back into place. She followed Alex out to the car and they headed
back for the station.

“Are you alright? You’re pretty quiet.” Alex
glanced at her with concern.

“I’m surprised you don’t prefer me this way,”
Josephine said.

“Does this have to do with you and Mark? I
was surprised to hear that he gave up his internship. He seemed so
dedicated.”

“You’re right. It bothers me. I can’t help
but think it has something to do with our relationship.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Why else would he just quit without notice
and not tell me until today?”

“So you talked with him this morning?” Alex
asked.

“No, he left me a note.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Josephine gazed out the window as a flood of
emotions surged through her. “I’m too old for this.”

“You want to retire again?” Alex shot her a
surprised look.

“Not really. I was talking about dating.
After all the experience I’ve had, I should know better than to
risk it again. Relationships never end well.”

Alex’s eyes flicked over the road with
nervousness as he was clearly uncomfortable with the turn this
conversation had taken. He didn’t acknowledge Josephine’s
declaration and drove in silence for a long moment.

“I’ll bet you’re glad we don’t have that
rogue vampire on the loose anymore,” he finally said.

Josephine almost laughed at his clumsy
attempt to change topics. She couldn’t help grinning and gazed out
the window so he wouldn’t see her amusement. The day dragged by as
Josephine worried about her meeting with Mark. He hadn’t said he
was fixing dinner or that they were going out so it definitely
wasn’t a date. Josephine was certain he was breaking up with her.
She usually didn’t lose a guy this quickly and she was almost
always the one who did the dumping. To make matters worse, she
hadn’t seen this coming. Josephine couldn’t believe she’d had no
inkling of any problems when she had a lifetime of experience and
had married five times. A mixture of grief, disappointment and
anger warred inside her as she walked up to his front door and rang
the bell. Mark opened the door almost instantly and his expression
was guarded as he invited her inside.

“Would you like something to drink?” Mark
asked.

“Why don’t you just spit it out?” Josephine
demanded.

Mark flinched then gestured at the couches
and Josephine perched on one of them. Mark sat down so he faced
her. Josephine took a deep breath and waited for the bad news.

“I’ve discovered something about myself
recently. It took me completely off guard,” he began. Josephine
wanted to say something rude but held herself in check. “I should
have noticed it a long time ago but I was so passionate about
working for the police and so busy with my business and school that
it was easy to avoid.” He hesitated and took a deep breath. His
comforting energy washed over Josephine like an embrace and her
heart ached over the suspense of his seemingly endless breakup
speech.

“I understand, Mark. You don’t need to say
any more,” Josephine cut him off before he could continue.

“You already know?” Mark watched her with
stunned amazement.

“Of course. Your note made it pretty clear.
You don’t need to drag this out. You forget how old I am. I
recognize a breakup when I see it.” Josephine rose to her feet.

“That’s not what this is about.” Mark stood
up from his own seat and his brown eyes registered anxiety.

“It’s not?” Josephine wondered what in the
world was going on. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on?
You’re making me nervous.”

Neither of them sat down again and Mark took
a step closer to her.

“Remember how I told you I’m good with
restoration and memory enchantments?” he asked.

“Yes,” Josephine acknowledged.

“Those are the only two spells I’ve done for
several years other than working on antidotes for Uncle Nathan’s
condition. I just haven’t been interested in doing anything else
with magic. Some classes require you to make certain enchantments
in your major field of study. I have two assignments that are due
in a few weeks. One of them is to make a knockout enchantment and I
just can’t do it. I’ve been trying to get it started all week and I
finally figured out what’s wrong. I’m tapping into source energy
and I’ve been doing it for quite a while now. Some people have an
affinity for working with white magic but as you know, the
applications are extremely limited.” Mark’s brown eyes reflected
his shame. “I’ve only been interested in those three types of
enchantments for so long that I never noticed until now what I
couldn’t do. Once my family finds out, there will be hell to pay.
The only thing I could do in their eyes that would be worse is
practicing dark magic.”

“Now that I know what’s happened to me, I can
work on other antidotes for Nathan. Pure white magic is the best
hope for getting rid of his curse and I won’t give it up. Even
though I’m limiting my abilities and I can’t pursue law
enforcement, the only spells I’ve ever really enjoyed are
restoration and photographic memory enchantments. I’m certain now
that I wasn’t any good at it until I started unconsciously working
with the source energy,” Mark said.

“It’s okay. I understand.” Josephine leveled
a reassuring look at him. “There’s absolutely no shame in this. And
I don’t want to leave you.”

“You don’t?” Mark regarded her with utter
disbelief.

“Just because I’m a six doesn’t mean you have
to be a whiz with magic, too. Even if you weren’t a wizard, I’d
still feel the same way about you.”

“I love you, Josephine.”

“I love you, too.”

Currents of power flared between them and
Josephine’s body thrummed with pleasure. Mark stepped forward and
kissed her with an intensity that took her breath away.


Chapter 20

Helen and Alice were surprised to find Mark
at Josephine’s house Saturday morning. Jake joined them at the
dining room table for coffee and to play rummy. Alice wore a green
silk shirt and green shorts with a green visor perched on her head.
She had a determined, no-nonsense expression on her face as she
shuffled the cards. Helen’s beautiful green eyes studied Mark with
keen interest.

“There’s something different about you,” she
observed.

Mark’s face flushed a guilty shade of red. “I
don’t know what you mean.”

“It reminds me of the first time Josephine
tapped into the vortex,” Helen said.

“I might as well tell all of you.” Mark
hesitated and fear registered in his warm brown eyes. Josephine
gave him a reassuring look and he smiled back at her before
returning his attention to the group. “I’ve recently discovered I’m
a white magic practitioner.”

“Are you serious?” Alice leveled a brief
frown at him then began dealing cards.

“Yes.” Mark shifted in his seat with
discomfort.

“That’s why you quit your internship?” Jake
asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that. White magic
is just a different field of study. You can get a major in it if
you wanted to,” Jake pointed out.

“I didn’t realize you were such a weenie.”
Alice scrutinized Mark with disapproval. “You’re limiting yourself
not just with spells but with your career. Any type of violence or
negativity will cause you pain. You won’t be able to live in the
real world with everyone else. I’m surprised Josephine hasn’t
dumped you.”

“Alice! What’s gotten into you?” Josephine
pinned her friend with a look of reprisal.

“I’m just stating the truth. Everyone knows
it.”

“She’s right. Maybe you don’t really
understand what my choice means,” Mark said.

“I fully comprehend the situation and I
already told you that it doesn’t change anything between us. Many
people will share Alice’s opinion but they’re small-minded fools
and I don’t care what they think,” Josephine announced.

“I for one am proud of you, young man,” Helen
said. “It’s a tough and brave choice. And just because the spells
you can do are limited, there’s no magic greater or more potent
than source energy. Few people have the gift to generate that power
without years of training.”

“You can always change your mind if you
decide to become normal like everyone else so you can cast real
spells,” Alice advised.

“There are too few healers in the world as it
is,” Helen argued.

Alice finished handing out the cards and
peered down at her hand. Josephine was shocked that her lifelong
friend harbored such disillusionment and jaded beliefs. White magic
wasn’t a topic that came up very often as it was something very few
were interested in learning for obvious reasons.

“Let me ask you something, Mark,” Alice said
when she’d finished taking her turn. “You make your living by
selling restoration enchantments, right?”

“Yes.”

“Enchantments created by pure white magic can
only be used by others who share this ability. Pretty soon, you’ll
discover that YOU are the only one who can activate it so you’ll
end up with a worthless product.”

“I realize that. Restorations are tricky and
my clients usually come to me so I can cast the spells anyway,”
Mark explained.

“But you’ll find you lose a lot of customers
if you have to do it all yourself,” Alice argued.

“To tell you the truth, more and more people
are returning my enchantments because they can’t use them. I’m
going to have to rely on local business.”

“Vickie owned her own business with
restorations,” Josephine interjected. “She developed a reputation
and had people fly in from all over the country. She did quite well
for herself.”

“It took her many years to develop her client
base,” Alice pointed out.

“I have to admit that I’ve been losing a lot
of sales over the last six months or so but I’m still doing all
right,” Mark said.

Josephine gazed at him with concern over this
new revelation. She hadn’t realized he’d lost sales because of his
ability but it made sense knowing the limits of white magic.

“Don’t you see that this is a huge mistake?
You’ll lose everything if you limit yourself,” Alice said.

“White magic creates the strongest shields
and wards,” Helen interjected.

“What good is that if he’s the only one who
can use them? He can’t sell them or give them to anyone for
protection,” Alice argued.

Josephine glared at her with reprisal. “I
don’t know what’s gotten into you but you’d better stop harassing
my boyfriend.”

Alice blinked with surprise then crossed her
arms over her chest in a defensive posture.

“I won’t say anymore except that this is a
bad move.” She tilted her chin up with defiance.

“I think I’ve had enough cards for today,”
Helen announced.

“Me, too.” Alice abruptly left the room.

Josephine followed her and tried to catch up
but Alice walked with supernatural speed and slammed the door shut
as she exited the house.

“I wonder why she’s so stirred up about
this,” Jake said with bemusement.

“Maybe it’s vampire sickness,” Helen
suggested.

“That could be,” Mark acknowledged.

“What do you mean?” Josephine asked.

“Nathan was telling me about it the other
day,” Helen said. “Sometimes when a vampire is made, it comes with
an additional side-effect. What happens on occasion is that when
the curse takes effect, it creates a dark mind so it can retain its
sentience and traps the victim’s consciousness so that it has
complete control. The dark mind’s personality is shaped by the
victim’s memories and habits but it’s only concern is its own
survival and quenching its bloodlust. Over time, the dark mind
loses its ability to blend in and imitate its victim.”

“I’ve been concerned over her casual attitude
towards drinking blood,” Josephine admitted. “I didn’t realize
something like this was possible.”

“With the volatile behavior that Alice is
displaying, I’m afraid it’s almost a sure thing that she’s
suffering from this condition,” Mark announced. “I’m sorry I didn’t
think of it sooner. It’s just that I’m not used to dealing with
dark magic so it didn’t occur to me that this was a
possibility.”

“How do we fix it?” Josephine asked.

“The only cure is to dispel the curse.”

“That’s almost impossible. Is there anything
else we can do?” Josephine fervently hoped that she could so
something to help her friend.

“I’m afraid not,” Mark said. “The only way is
to get rid of the…”

“What is it?” Josephine asked.

“I was just thinking that you still have your
praesentia infinitus enchantment. That would definitely eradicate
the curse.”

“But then she would be sort of mortal again
and her days would be numbered,” Josephine fretted. “She would die
unexpectedly and I’m sure it wouldn’t take long.”

“Death is the natural order of things,” Mark
said.

“I don’t care! I want her to live!” Josephine
exclaimed.

“Grandma, she’ll be normal again. Kind of,”
Jake said. “And if Alice suffers from this condition, she’s dead to
us anyway.”

“What if she doesn’t have this dark mind?”
Josephine asked. “It would be a death sentence.”

“The praesentia infinitus is the white magic
equivalent to immortality. She’d stick around for a long time. I’m
certain of it,” Jake said.

“Alice has never been a goody two-shoes. I
think she’d get bored of life very quickly. Besides, if I use that
spell on her and I’m wrong, she’ll never forgive me,” Josephine
said. She directed an anxious look at Mark. “Is there any way to
know for sure?”

“There’s a detection spell I can make,” Mark
said.

“Even though you can only do white magic?”
Jake asked.

Mark’s lips formed a sardonic grin. “Yes,
that’s one I can definitely prepare.”

“Your abilities aren’t going to be so limited
after all,” Jake teased.

Mark grinned at his friend with mirth.

“What if Alice doesn’t come back tomorrow to
play cards? She may have already decided she hates my guts,”
Josephine said.

Helen’s vibrant green eyes danced with
amusement. “This isn’t the first time she’s left in a huff.”

“That’s true.”

“If she’s really trapped by the dark mind, we
don’t have much time before it loses its grip on humanity,” Mark
warned. “I’ll be sure to have the detection spell ready first thing
tomorrow morning.”

“Why don’t you spend the night here? I’ll
feel better knowing you’re safe while Lorcan’s out plotting
revenge,” Josephine said.

“All right,” he agreed.

“You’re invited, too, Helen.” Josephine
leveled an expectant look at her friend.

“I’m sorry but I have my limits. I can’t
spend the night in a cursed house.”

“If you change your mind, the offer
stands.”

After Helen left, Josephine was reluctant to
ask for more assistance but she wanted access to the secret
room.

“Mark, I was wondering if there was one more
thing you could help with,” Josephine said.

“Sure, what is it?”

Josephine made her request and Mark didn’t
hesitate in agreeing to the task.

“That is so cool! I wish I had a secret
treasure trove,” Jake said.

“It might not be treasure,” Mark warned them.
“Sometimes white magic can be used to contain curses or other
dangerous things.”

“I know I can handle it,” Josephine said
confidently.

The three of them went upstairs to her
office. Mark approached the invisible doorway and she felt him flow
energy at the powerful ward. A sparkling white light shimmered in
front of him, outlining the doorway. Mark raised his hands as he
channeled the currents of energy and experimented with different
resonance pulses. Josephine hadn’t seen this type of technique used
before and tried to sense exactly what he was doing. Unfortunately,
her scans were distorted by the source energy so she couldn’t
perceive it. This had never happened to her before and it unnerved
her. Josephine’s gaze flitted over to her grandson who stared at
Mark with amazement. Without warning, Mark dropped his hands and
the currents of energy dissipated. The sparkling luminescence over
the invisible doorway winked out of existence. Josephine cocked a
bemused brow at Mark’s back as he stared at the wall.

“It’s okay. I didn’t expect you to get it on
the first try,” Josephine said. “I spent hours with that stupid
thing.”

Mark turned to grin at her with triumph. “It
worked! The ward is deactivated.”

“But the doorway isn’t there.”

“It’s still invisible but you can walk inside
the room whenever you like,” Mark explained.

To illustrate his point, he stepped forward
and vanished inside the wall. Josephine gasped with surprise then
followed him into the room. Jake emerged several seconds later. The
room was spacious and well lit. Half a dozen cobalt-blue witch
balls hung suspended from the ceiling by long silver chains and
they radiated a pleasant glow which was the source of the
illumination. Josephine took a moment to admire the beauty of the
glass orbs before her gaze swept over the wooden shelves lining the
walls and the long shelves at the center of the room. A variety of
enchantments filled each of the shelves. The room probably boasted
hundreds of magical tools and they were either neutral or white
magic because the energy waves that skimmed across Josephine’s body
and mind were pleasant and light.

“This must be the Fleming’s family
collection,” Mark said.

“I can’t believe it! This is so cool!” Jake
exclaimed.

“Mark, do you think you could program the
ward to my energy signature so I can control it?” Josephine
asked.

“I already did. The only problem is that you
have to generate enough source energy to turn the wards off and
on,” Mark explained.

“That must have been what happened to Duncan
Fleming. His wife probably created these wards and so she was the
only one who could use them. When she died, he was cut off from
this room,” Josephine said.

“I wonder if he tried to break in here,” Jake
said.

“Yes, he did. I picked up on the psychometric
energy in the office,” she replied. “He never gave up trying to
take down these wards. There are still fragments of his frustration
left hanging around.” Her lips curved in a warm smile as she
stepped farther into the room. “This room has very pleasant
memories. Arabella and Duncan loved each other very much. Most of
the enchantments were crafted by Duncan but those two shelves over
there are ones that she made.”

Josephine gestured across the room where a
large display of opal, ruby, emerald and crystal pendants lined the
shelves. There were also several dozen white, blue and green wands
beside the pedants. Josephine picked up one of the large opal
pendants shaped like the infinity sign which was suspended on a
gold chain. A quiet thrum of power pulsed from the jewel and she
knew it was much stronger than it appeared. She gently probed the
energy matrix of the enchantment in her hand but there was a
distortion that prevented her from perceiving the details.

“I think this is a protection amulet,”
Josephine murmured.

Mark stepped over to her and she handed the
jewelry to him. His gaze became distant as he studied the magical
composition.

“You’re right. That’s exactly what it’s for,”
Mark said.

“I’d like you to have it. I wouldn’t be able
to activate the spell because it’s created with pure source
energy,” Josephine said.

“But it’s women’s jewelry and it’s valuable,”
he protested.

“Please, Mark. I want to keep you safe.”

“Thanks.” His face reddened with
embarrassment. Josephine pretended not to notice and turned to look
at the other trinkets. The room was brimming with not only magic
but valuable jewelry. It boggled the mind that so much treasure had
remained ensconced in this house and that none of the former owners
were able to access it. Information flowed into Josephine’s mind as
her gaze swept over the myriads of tools and wands. There was so
much power in here. Duncan was a seriously talented individual. He
enjoyed tinkering and experimenting with new possibilities and
consequently made some intriguing discoveries.

“Wow! It’s incredible,” Josephine
murmured.

“What is it?” Jake asked.

Josephine turned to face both her grandson
and Mark. “Duncan figured out how to mix his power with Arabella.
He developed a technique where he would lay the foundation for an
enchantment and allow it to set for a day. After that, the two of
them worked together until it was finished. This made it more
potent and gave the device much of the same benefits as using pure
source energy but it could be activated by any wizard.”

“Wouldn’t they still be limited to the type
of spells though?” Mark asked.

“Yes, but imagine being able to make
exponentially stronger shielding and teleportation spells.”
Josephine felt giddy with excitement as she strode over to the
center island but her face fell as more memories and data trickled
into her mind. “They only made three though. Arabella must have
passed away before they could do more.”

The three pieces of jewelry in question were
green, rectangular-shaped dichroic glass pendants dangling on long
black cords. Josephine picked up one of them and felt the faint
thrum of power. The element of source energy prevented her from
sensing the full scope of power that waited to be activated. Duncan
was right though. She could sense that it would be easy for her to
use this enchantment. On impulse, she handed one of the pendants to
Jake. She kept one for herself which she put around her neck.

“Thank you,” Jake said.

“I hope it will keep you safe.” Josephine
smiled then crossed the room to the teleportation pendants that
Arabella had created. She picked up a dolphin-shaped opal and
handed it to Mark.

“This is too generous,” Mark protested.

“You opened the room for me,” Josephine
pointed out.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Josephine felt her confidence returning now
that she had her very own stash of enchantments. And she would
create many more of her own. Her gaze rested on the bottom shelf of
the center wood cases where she noticed a collection of advanced
spell books. Things were definitely starting to look up for
her.


Chapter 21

A clear glass of water and a mug of coffee
were positioned in front of Josephine at the dining room table.
Josephine eyed the water with doubt and trepidation as she took
another sip of her coffee. Mark and Jake were seated on either side
of her and Helen was positioned at the other side of the table.
Mark had cast the vampire sickness detection enchantment on the
glass last night and assured them it was ready for use.

“I don’t feel anything at all from it,”
Josephine said.

“It doesn’t use much power to operate and
because it’s pure white magic, that’s probably why you can’t
perceive the spell,” Mark advised.

“I didn’t realize that was even
possible.”

“As soon as a vampire enters the room, it
will read the energy in a passive scan. If the water turns blue,
that means there’s no dark mind. If it turns red, she’s infected
with it.”

“She hasn’t really been acting that much
different than her usual self except that she’s been a little
short-tempered,” Josephine fretted. “I hate to do something sneaky
like this.”

“It’s okay, Josephine. She’ll understand that
we’re trying to help her. If the water turns blue, then we don’t
even have to talk about it,” Helen said.

Alice arrived shortly and joined them with a
mug of coffee. Jake started shuffling the cards. He passed them out
to everyone and they started playing.

“I just wanted to apologize for what I said
yesterday.” Alice directed a warm smile at Mark. “I’ve always been
very opinionated about white magic but you’re a good person and the
perfect match for Josephine. I’m very sorry for insulting you and
being such an idiot.”

“I appreciate that. A lot of people share
your beliefs so I’ll have to learn to shrug off those types of
criticisms. And I accept your apology,” Mark said.

“Thanks, sweetie.” Alice beamed at him then
fixed her attention on Helen who was still taking her turn.

Josephine relaxed and was relieved to see
Alice behaving like her old self again. She won the first round and
it was her turn to shuffle the cards. When Josephine finished
handing out the cards and taking a look at what she’d dealt
herself, she couldn’t believe her luck. She already had three aces
and two kings. Hopefully, whoever had that remaining ace wouldn’t
hoard it. As the game progressed, Josephine kept a vigilant eye out
for it. Alice focused on Jake as he ended his turn.

“You’re going back to work tomorrow, right?”
she asked.

“Yes, I’ve made a full recovery. I’ve enjoyed
staying with Josephine though.”

“It’s a shame you can’t take another week
off. It makes things more interesting when we have more players,”
Alice observed.

“Maybe I’ll have to make a point of coming
over on the weekends more often,” Jake said.

Josephine took another sip of her coffee.
When she set the mug down, she noticed the water in the glass was
swirling gently as though being stirred. She stared at the water
and waited for the blue color to take effect. After several
seconds, a small red blob appeared near the center. The red cloud
slowly grew until it colored all of the water so it resembled
blood. Josephine blinked with surprise and a cold dread shivered
down her spine. She couldn’t believe her eyes. How was this
possible? Alice was behaving like her old self and had even
apologized for being rude.

“That makes me thirsty,” Alice announced.

Josephine’s gaze rose to meet Alice’s whose
amiable smile was the same as always. After several seconds,
Alice’s smile widened and her vibrant green eyes darkened with
pleasure.

“That feels so good,” she murmured.

“What does?” Josephine asked.

“The fear that you’re all pumping in the air
right now. I think it has something to do with that
delicious-looking, blood-colored water,” Alice said.

“You’re right.” Josephine’s body tensed as
terror assailed her senses. Alice had pretended to be normal so
easily. This morning cup of coffee and playing cards with her two
best friends was such a long-standing tradition, it very well might
be the only thing that had kept her in line so far. “I was worried
about you because of the outburst yesterday so I decided to have
this detection spell made.”

“I see.” Alice grinned with amusement. “And
what does this little device test me for?”

“There’s a darkness in you. It sometimes
happens to people when they transition into a vampire. Something
doesn’t take quite right. It’s kind of an additional side-effect of
the immortality curse.”

“How interesting.” Alice paused to take a
casual sip of her coffee. She placed the mug down with care as her
gaze remained locked with Josephine’s. “What’s the antidote for
this unfortunate side-effect?”

“We need to cure you of vampirism.”

Alice chuckled with amusement. “But I don’t
want to lose my immortality. It’s such a wonderful gift you’ve
given me.”

“I didn’t curse you. It was Lorcan.”

“I’m not blaming you for my condition. I let
it happen. I wanted it.” Alice leaned back a bit in her chair. “I
still do.”

“But you’ll lose all your humanity! You’ll no
longer be Alice!” Josephine cried out in alarm.

“Humanity is highly overrated. I’m sure it’s
already gone. It feels so liberating. There’s only one thing left
that bothers me and that’s the anger that sometimes comes out of
nowhere and just takes over.”

“What about the need to drink blood?” Helen
demanded.

“I don’t mind that at all. In fact, I enjoy
it. It feels better than anything I’ve ever experienced in my
entire life!”

“Even better than sex?” Mark asked.

“Much better,” Alice confirmed. “And I get a
thrill out of knowing my victim can do nothing to stop me from
stealing part of his life-sustaining blood. I’ve drank from Dale so
much that he was hospitalized for anemia.”

“That’s awful! How could you do that?” Helen
regarded her with outraged disbelief.

“He deserves it. He’s been hounding poor
Josephine for years just because she’s a category six and he
doesn’t feel she has the right to live in a retirement community. I
kind of feel like the hand of justice.”

“I don’t think anyone deserves to be treated
that way – not even Dale,” Josephine interjected.

Alice’s expression turned glacial. “I’m sorry
you don’t agree. The point is that I finally have the perfect life
and I’m not going to let you take it away from me.”

“I still have the praesentia infinitus
enchantment.” Josephine rose to her feet and withdrew the wand from
her inner belt.

“You’re forgetting one very small but
important detail, sweetie.” Alice leveled a malevolent smile at
her. “You can’t force that spell on ANYONE. If I don’t accept it,
it will have absolutely no effect on me.”

Josephine couldn’t believe she’d forgotten
about that. Jake, Mark and Helen wore stunned expressions on their
faces so this hadn’t occurred to them either. Josephine still held
the wand so it was pointed at Alice as her thoughts churned wildly.
Surely, there was something she could do.

“Put that thing away before someone gets
hurt,” Alice said in a threatening tone.

“Do you hear yourself? You would hurt your
own friend? Does that sound like someone you want to be?” Josephine
cast a pleading look at her, hoping she would finally see
reason.

“I would never hurt you or any of my other
dear friends here.” Alice’s luscious, red lips curved in a
malevolent smile as she slowly rose to her feet. Josephine’s heart
hammered wildly in her chest and everyone froze as they watched the
vampire with undisguised terror. With supernatural speed, Alice
circled the table and grabbed Mark by the throat, hauling him up
into the air and pinning him to the wall on the other side of the
room. Mark could barely breathe as Alice continued to restrain him
easily with just one hand. Alice turned her head to the side so she
could watch both him and the other occupants of the room.

“Mark is more of an acquaintance,” Alice said
in a husky tone. “We hardly know each other.”

“Please let him go!” Josephine pleaded.

“He’s so young and handsome. I’ll bet he
tastes delicious.”

“If you hurt him, our friendship is over,”
Josephine warned.

Alice turned her head a bit more so she could
meet her friend’s gaze. Josephine flinched when she saw that her
eyes had gone completely black. A tense silence plunged in the room
as everyone waited for Alice to make a decision. Alice opened her
mouth to reveal her fangs then swiveled to face Mark with inhuman
speed. Before anyone could react, she sank her teeth into his neck
and drank. Mark’s brown eyes widened with panic and he tried to
shove her away but she was too strong. Helen and Jake leapt to
their feet and moved toward Alice and Mark to help. Josephine
activated the praesentia infinitus. A bright white stream of energy
spilled from the end of the wand and rushed over to Alice. Instead
of sinking into her body, the sparkling white light circled around
her. Alice lifted her head from Mark to reveal the puncture wounds.
She dropped his body to the floor and turned to fix her black-eyed
gaze on Josephine.

“That was very foolish,” Alice chided her.
“You wasted your praesentia infinitus on me for nothing. I told you
I would reject it.”

“If there’s any trace of my real Alice left
in there, I’m hoping that’s all it takes to accept the spell,”
Josephine said heatedly.

The sparkling white light continued to swirl
around Alice. Josephine let her arm fall to the side as the power
in the wand was all used up. Alice centered her attention on Jake
and swept her tongue over the two drops of Mark’s blood that had
spilled on her lower lip.

“You’re such a stud, Jake,” Alice said in a
husky voice. Jake and Helen both activated their protection
enchantments. Alice took a languid step closer to the two of them.
“Vampires have abilities you may not know about.”

“Even YOU can’t step through shields,” Helen
said.

Without warning, the sparkling white
luminescence swirling over Alice began to seep into her body.
Alice’s black-eyed gaze widened with surprise and she shrieked as
the praesentia infinitus continued to sink into her flesh. After
several seconds, it was gone and Alice’s eyes reverted to their
normal shade of green but her body remained tense. Her gaze was
distant as she stood very still as if frozen to the spot. Her body
began to radiate with a soft white luminescence that slowly
intensified until the bright glow of the spell was all that
remained visible. The energy from the spell permeated every cell of
her body and set to work transforming her and reshaping every
strand of DNA from the ground up. Josephine’s attention snapped
back to Mark who was lying unconscious or dead on the floor
nearby.

The puncture holes in his neck had closed up
to leave smooth skin and a smear of blood. Josephine knelt beside
him and checked for a pulse. Relief washed over her when she
discovered he was alive and well. The intense white light was
fading now. Josephine turned to look and saw Alice standing in the
exact same spot as before. Soon, all traces of the radiant
luminescence was gone. Alice took a deep breath and fixed a joyful
smile at Helen and Jake who she was still facing.

“It worked.” Alice’s smile dropped away and
was replaced with an expression of pained regret. She turned to
gaze at Josephine. “I’m so sorry. That wasn’t me. You were right
about the darkness. It was like being trapped inside my own mind. I
could see and feel everything happening to me but I had no
control.”

“I’m glad you’re back.” Josephine offered a
weak smile but she couldn’t brush away the horrifying images of her
friend’s recent actions. The horror and the desperation still clung
to her even though she knew it hadn’t really been Alice.

“I don’t know if I can live with myself after
what I’ve done,” Alice whispered.

“Alice, you have to be careful or you could
die,” Helen warned her.

“I know.” Alice’s vivid green eyes glistened
with unshed tears.

“You’re not responsible for what happened.
The dark mind had complete control of you,” Josephine said.

“It seems to me that I should have been able
to do something to warn you. I don’t deserve to live.”

Jake and Helen deactivated their shields and
approached Alice. Her body began to glow with a sparkling white
luminescence once again as the praesentia infinitus initiated the
process of ending her corporeal existence so she would pass on.

“Don’t leave us,” Helen pleaded.

Josephine continued to hold Mark against her
as she watched Alice. The thought of losing her friend again filled
her with a sudden desperation. She was afraid to let go of Mark
though and planned on getting him to the hospital.

“Alice, you’ve been my friend forever. I
don’t want to lose you,” Josephine said.

Alice turned and peered at her with
sadness.

“I should have found a way to get rid of that
darkness,” she said.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Josephine said.

“I can’t do it,” Alice said in a grievous
tone. “I can’t live with myself after what’s happened.”

“Mark isn’t dead,” Josephine argued.

Alice’s body was obscured by the brilliant,
white glow.

“It’s so beautiful on the other side. Don’t
grieve for me.” Alice’s voice sounded faraway and echoed
slightly.

“Alice, don’t go!” Josephine shouted.

Mark’s eyes fluttered open and his attention
swung towards the blazing luminescence nearby. Several seconds
later, the intense white light was gone but Alice remained standing
there. Josephine gasped with surprise and regarded her friend with
puzzlement.

“I’ve never been one to take the easy way
out,” Alice said as she brushed her tears away with the back of her
hand. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for a while longer.”

Helen and Jake wrapped their arms around
Alice in a welcoming embrace. Josephine and Mark joined them for a
group hug.


Chapter 22

Josephine wondered if she would ever get used
to meeting with Ben Nutter in his office. Her body was tensed and
she was ready for more bad news as the chief of police continued
speaking in his booming voice.

“The Florida State AMDS has added you to the
contact list so you will be immediately notified if anyone who is
armed with dark magic comes within three miles of the Siesta Key
power vortex,” the chief of police advised. His expression turned
sympathetic and he leaned forward just a bit. “I can see how
stressed you are about Lorcan’s threats but you can’t let him get
to you. You’re already taking all the necessary precautions and
your home is more secure than I’ve ever seen. You’re not an easy
target for him and you’re not in this alone.”

“Thank you for the pep talk but I’m just as
concerned for Jake, Alice and Helen as I am for myself.”

“We’ve got undercover OC enforcers watching
their homes. The minute Lorcan shows up, we’ll be notified here and
we’ll apprehend him.”

“I appreciate your support.” Josephine knew
it wasn’t going to be so easy to catch a member of the Valituras.
They’d been completely taken by surprise and hadn’t had the chance
to use any of their advanced magic. When Lorcan made his move, he
would be armed to the teeth. Josephine had sensed his rage and
ruthlessness in that threatening letter and he didn’t care anymore
about depleting the resources that he’d amassed over the centuries.
His single motivation right now was revenge.

“Let me emphasize that right now you are
completely safe. The police station is protected by powerful wards.
We’ve got enforcers armed with the most sophisticated magic
available. There are no Valituras agents spying on us nor do we
have anyone under the influence of mind control magic thanks to
you. So relax, Josephine. As of this moment, you are completely
safe.”

Josephine felt some of the tension in her
body ease away as a result of his heartfelt speech.

“You’re right. Lorcan wouldn’t dream of
attack me here.” A relieved smile spread across her face.

Suddenly, alarms blared and Josephine
flinched with surprise. She leapt to her feet and her gaze flitted
around the room with panic. She and Ben left his office to see what
had occurred. There was a commotion in the lobby and all of the
officers were packed inside or trying to get a view from the next
room. Alex and Jake were positioned on the outer edge of the
group.

“What’s going on?” Ben barked in an
authoritative voice that ripped through the frantic shouting.

“The knockout cloud that was used to break
into the prisons is surrounding the station,” Jake explained.

“There’s no way it can get through,” Alex
said.

“How did it get into the prisons then?”
Josephine asked. “I’m going to try and deactivate it.”

She opened her psychic senses and probed at
the complex tapestry of magic woven together to form the writhing
red smoke that pressed into the wards. Even as she studied the mind
boggling design of the knockout cloud, she could see it somehow
integrating itself into the ward. It reminded her of how viruses
infected host cells in a body. Almost all layers of the ward were
already compromised. Josephine had an idea but there was virtually
no time to implement it. She worked with deft sweeps of power and
formed a thin plating of protection over the last layer of the
ward. She finished just as the sickly red energy of the spell
reached the last protective sheeting of protection. Josephine
heaved a sigh of relief when she saw the dark spell slide off the
surface of what she’d just crafted. It couldn’t get a firm grip to
latch onto just yet but that wouldn’t last because her creation was
weak and flimsy. She’d only earned a short delay.

Josephine poured energy into the key
components of the knockout cloud, causing the spell to grow
exponentially outward. It still pressed against the station but its
grip loosened considerably. She didn’t relax her guard though and
continued to focus on her work. After a long moment, she realized
something was terribly wrong. The complicated weave of energy cords
that comprised the knockout cloud continued to hold strong and
weren’t showing any signs of deterioration. Josephine stretched her
awareness farther out to the edges of the crimson smoke and looked
for any sign of an activation point. Her hands balled into tight
fists of frustration and anxiety as she sensed the ward around the
police station buckle under the pressure. She finally detected
dozens of energy points where she suspected the spell had
originated. Josephine focused on one of the areas and a circular
flat stone materialized in her mind’s eye. It looked like what you
would find on a riverbed. There was nothing remarkable about its
appearance.

Before she had the chance to start studying
the energy composition of this activation point of the spell, the
wards failed completely and red smoke billowed into the lobby.
Josephine, Ben, Jake and Alex were the farthest from the knockout
spell in the room and they ran towards the back of the station.
Everyone in the lobby collapsed into unconscious heaps. The red
smoke rushed across the floor and knocked out the others trailing
behind Josephine and her three companions. It was much faster than
the one at the prison. Josephine suspected that was because Lorcan
had used a lot more of the knockout stones than the one who’d
rescued him.

As they ran past their desks in the deeper
part of the police department, the red vaporous substance managed
to overtake everyone except for Josephine, Jake, Alex and Ben. The
edge of the knockout spell reached hungrily towards them and was
only half a dozen feet from Alex who trailed behind. As they
entered the hallway, red smoke appeared from the room at the end
and rushed along the floor towards them. They were surrounded with
no avenue of escape.

“Stop! It’s got us boxed in,” Josephine
said.

Jake, Ben and Alex halted behind her.
Josephine yanked up a dampening field that halted the approach of
the red smoke from both sides. The level of the writhing, crimson
vapor swiftly rose to the ceiling until that was all they could
see.

“I need you guys to take over the dampening
field so I can try to neutralize the knockout cloud,” Josephine
said.

“We’ll do our best but it won’t hold for
long,” Ben warned her.

“I know.”

Josephine didn’t stop maintaining the field
until the others had it firmly in their grasp. She found one of the
activation points of the knockout field as quickly as possible and
began examining the composition of the spell. After a few moments,
she realized this was far too complex for her to figure out in the
short amount of time she had available. Even if she knew how to
deal with it, the activation points were too far away for her to
affect them. Josephine withdrew back to the group and continued her
earlier technique. Hopefully, they could hold out long enough for
the spell to wear out. She took over the dampening field when it
showed signs of faltering.

“What’s the word?” Alex asked.

“I can’t stop it. Our only chance is to wait
out the field,” Josephine said.

“But you can’t hold it off very long either,”
Alex pointed out.

“I know.”

Josephine’s thoughts went back to her
emergency plan. She had one of the teleportation pendants with her
and knew it was only strong enough to take one other person with
her. She couldn’t leave them behind though. More dark magic
registered on the periphery of her range. There were four curses
approaching at breakneck speed.

“Put your shields up now!” Josephine
warned.

They didn’t hesitate in activating their
protection enchantments. An instant later, four daggers hurtled out
of the crimson vaporous depths in front of them. Three of the
daggers rammed into Josephine’s shield and the other hit Jake’s.
The four knives had large red emeralds ensconced in the handles but
their speed made them almost a blur as they bounced away into the
red, sparking vapor.

“Those are cursed daggers! They’re illegal!”
Alex exclaimed.

Ben, Josephine and Jake shot him an
incredulous look of disbelief.

“We’re all going to die and your concern is
outlawed weapons?” Josephine asked.

“I’m just saying.”

“Sometimes, I just want to slap you,”
Josephine snapped.

“Hostility is often a sign of unconscious
attraction,” Alex said.

“Don’t get started, Whiney.”

“Not that again. Can’t you call me Alex?”

“As long as you’re not being an ass, I’ll
think about it,” Josephine snarled.

Three daggers hurtled out of the gloom and
whacked against Josephine’s shield while the other bashed against
Jake’s before vanishing out of sight. Her attention went back to
their predicament and she realized the dampening field was
wavering.

“Josephine, are you all right?” Ben
asked.

“I’m losing the field,” she said.

Ben’s gaze swept over Jake and Alex. “We need
to help her. It’ll buy us some more time.”

Josephine doubted it would make much
difference but anything was better than nothing. The field
strengthened again under all of their efforts but she was the only
six and average wizards were of little help. Three knives whipped
out of the red smoky depths and smashed into Josephine’s shield
while the fourth knife pounded against Jake’s.

“Jake, how are you holding up?” Josephine
asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t had to switch to
backup yet so I may have a little more time.”

“But we’ll lose the dampening field any
second and the knockout cloud will take us out. At the prison,
everyone who passed out was left unconscious for a couple of hours
or so. Our shields will wear out way before then while we’re
sleeping,” Josephine said.

“We’re so screwed,” Alex said.

“I have a teleportation enchantment but I can
only take one other person with me,” Josephine said.

“Are you serious?” Alex regarded her with
surprise.

“Jake, you can use yours to take Alex and I
can use mine to take Ben,” Josephine suggested.

“I left mine at home by mistake,” Jake said.
“I didn’t want to lose it so I put it in a different spot away from
the rest of my pendants that I wear every day.”

“How can you forget something so rare?” Alex
shot him an outraged look.

“I’m sorry. I have a routine I follow every
morning and I forgot what I did until I was already here at work. I
figured I was safe at the station so it wouldn’t matter.”

Ben glanced at the red swirling vapor then
turned to address Josephine. “Take Jake with you.”

“I can’t leave you two here! You’ll be
killed!” Josephine exclaimed.

The dampening field buckled and in
desperation, she pulled it in tighter around them. Jake and Alex
hastily scooted closer so the four of them were pressed tight. They
struggled to keep the smaller field up but it would fail in
seconds.

“Josephine, you have to go now. The daggers
are programmed to kill you and Jake. They’ve completely ignored
Alex and I,” Ben said.

The daggers hurtled out of the sparking red
mist as if to emphasize his point. Three of them bashed into
Josephine’s shield and bounced out of sight again. The fourth
pounded against Jake’s shield and shattered it. Jake brought up his
backup even as the knife disappeared from view again. Josephine
grasped her grandson’s hand tight and activated the teleportation
enchantment just as the dampening field failed. She and Jake
vanished as the red mist rushed towards them. They materialized
near the window of O’Malley’s Espresso which was situated half a
block from the police station. The café was unusually quiet with
only a smattering of customers who happened to be clustered nearby
as they peered outside.

“Why did you take us here? The daggers may
follow us,” Jake said.

“Daggers?” a woman asked fearfully.

“You all need to clear the area immediately.
There’s a Valituras agent attacking the police station,” Josephine
said in an authoritative tone.

The customers left the shop without argument
and the door closed behind the last of them. Josephine was already
stretching her awareness out to search for Lorcan’s revolting
energy signature. He had to be somewhere close by.

“We’re not safe here,” Jake said.

“Cursed daggers are short-range weapons. I
don’t think they can track us this far,” Josephine said.

“We need to leave right away.” Jake directed
an urgent look at her.

“I need to stop Lorcan,” Josephine
insisted.

“I’m going with you then.”

Josephine nodded in acknowledgment even as
her anxiety mounted over her grandson’s refusal to stay out of
harm’s way. One of the nearby windows shattered as four daggers
smashed through it and hurtled into the store. Three of them
slammed into Josephine’s shield while the other hit Jake’s.

“It’s time to go.” Josephine withdrew two of
Duncan’s uber wands from the satchel clipped to her belt.

Lorcan was waiting across the street as she
and Jake stepped outside. Lorcan leveled a maniacal smirk at them
as he aimed two large wands at them. Josephine fired both of hers
at the same time that he unleashed his own volley. The energy from
both their wands discharged like lightning with Josephine’s colored
blue and Lorcan’s a sickly green. Their energy bolts slammed into
each other and spat green and blue energy for several seconds
before Josephine began to lose ground. Lorcan’s attack drew closer
even as Jake launched his own telekinetic attacks. Lorcan’s eyes
flashed with malicious glee as his energy continued to overtake
Josephine’s with less than five feet before he reached her.
Josephine was only focusing part of her attention on Lorcan. Her
shield flared into visibility as the sickly green energy streams
from Lorcan’s wand raked over it. Josephine abruptly leapt to the
side just as she sensed the three daggers launching themselves into
the air behind her. It was too late for them to alter their
trajectory as they sailed past her with frightening speed and
slammed into Lorcan who had happened to be standing directly ahead.
Lorcan’s shield wavered and he was shoved several feet
backward.

The fourth dagger smashed into Jake’s shield
which collapsed and only partially deflected the attack. The knife
sliced his shoulder before it dropped to the street. Blood oozed
down his arm as his knees crashed into the pavement. Adrenaline
flooded through Josephine as she rushed over to her grandson and
slipped two of her protection pendants around his neck and
activated them. Josephine pointed her wand at the manhole cover and
lifted it as she kicked the dagger across the street into the hole.
She saw Lorcan rising to his feet and he’d brought up his backup
shields. Josephine let the manhole cover drop and unleashed the
power in both her wands in time to meet Lorcan’s next assault. The
two streams of sickly green energy struck Josephine’s blue ones
with only half a dozen feet to spare. She stepped a couple feet to
the side and backward as if in retreat. Lorcan stalked closer as he
sensed a victory coming.

The manhole cover leapt up then came crashing
down as the dagger beneath tried to strike Jake but remained
trapped. The other three daggers tore into Josephine’s shield. She
stumbled backward and activated her backup protection.
Unfortunately, she’d given half of it to Jake. Her wands fizzled
out and sickly green energy from Lorcan’s wand raked against her
shields, causing them to flare up with flashes of green and silvery
white. Josephine dropped her wands and pulled out two more. Her
shields threatened to collapse so she unleashed two more streams of
blue energy that shoved back Lorcan’s attack. Several seconds
later, his own wands ran dry and the blue streams of light raked
across Lorcan’s shield. Instead of pulling out more wands, he
grabbed several round stones a bit larger than marbles and rolled
them toward Josephine. They only traveled half the distance between
the two before they came to a stop. Crimson red smoke billowed from
the rocks and rushed towards Josephine. She directed the blue
lightning at the three stones and destroyed them. The red smoke
dissipated before it reached her.

Lorcan’s face transformed in rage as he
whipped out a couple more wands. Josephine wondered how many more
of those damned things he had left. Blue lightning met red and
bright sparks of light exploded where the two met. When Josephine’s
wands fizzled out, she pulled out her last two as quickly as
possible. She unleashed the power in them just as her shield
buckled. She was defenseless against any more attacks. Josephine
backed away from Lorcan with care so she stood closer to a silver
sedan parked nearby. She leapt behind the car as she halted the
flow of power from her wands. The knives hurtled toward her but
she’d kept her awareness on their magic and had sensed the precise
instant they would activate. They rushed harmlessly past her as
green lightning raked across the car that now stood between her and
Lorcan. The metal of the sedan dented and the windshield shattered.
Josephine remained in a kneeling position even when the attack
halted.

“Come out of there right now or I’ll kill
Jake,” Lorcan shouted.

Josephine’s eyes widened as cold terror
washed over her. She didn’t hesitate in standing to her full height
and stepping out from the shelter of the silver car. Lorcan’s thin
lips curved with satisfaction as he sensed his impending victory.
His wands were still pointed at Jake who was lying near the
sidewalk with a dazed look in his eyes. A pool of blood had
gathered beneath Jake’s left shoulder. Josephine blinked her eyes
to clear away the tears misting her vision then turned to face
Lorcan who aimed both his wands at her. He fired two more streaks
of crimson lightning that sailed towards her. Just before they
struck, a wall of sparkling white energy materialized in front of
her and blocked the deadly attack. The sickly red energy flashed
and sparked wildly against the new protection which was circling
Josephine and stretched off quite a distance behind her like a
corridor. She turned to find Mark striding towards her at the end
of the energy field. As he approached, the hallway-shaped shielding
shrank as it was no longer needed. Josephine walked towards him
until the radiant white energy field formed a large sphere around
them.

Josephine smiled with giddy relief. “Thank
you for stepping in. That was perfect timing.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

“Is this Arabella’s protection amulet at
work?” Josephine asked.

“Yes.” Mark’s brown eyes registered sudden
concern. “We need to protect Jake.”

Josephine turned and saw Lorcan aim both his
wands at her grandson. Mark shoved his hands forward so his palms
faced outward towards Jake. The sparkling light energy of the
sphere lunged in that direction to form a passageway again.
Josephine held her breath as Mark’s protection and Lorcan’s deadly
red lightning rushed for Jake. An instant later, the two spells
collided and Lorcan’s magic was deflected. Josephine and Mark
walked over to Jake so that the shield could shrink down to a
sphere again.

“What you can do is amazing,” Josephine
leveled an impressed look at her boyfriend.

“Right back at you,” Mark said.

Lorcan’s face reddened as it contorted with
rage. He unleashed two more red streaks of energy that raked across
Mark’s shield. When the wands fizzled out, Lorcan pulled out two
more and continued his attack. He moved closer to the three of
them. Josephine summoned energy and held her hands out in front of
her to strike out with a telekinetic wave.

“You can’t fire back. My shield stops all
magic going in or out,” Mark warned.

“Really?” Josephine frowned at the white
energy field in front of her.

Lorcan took up a position about a dozen feet
away as he continued firing at them. Josephine moved closer to Mark
so her lips brushed his ear. He shivered reflectively and shot her
a questioning look.

“Is there any way to fire back at all? Can we
use white magic maybe?” Josephine whispered.

“There’s no such thing as offensive white
magic,” Mark murmured.

“How did you find me?”

“There was a report of a terrorist attack on
the police station. It was on the news,” he replied.

“That means you didn’t use your teleportation
enchantment to get here,” Josephine said with a sense of renewed
hope. “Do you have it with you now?”

“Yes, I do.” Mark’s brown eyes reflected his
surprise. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Can you take both Jake and I? I know white
magic is stronger but I couldn’t get all the details with my
psychometry,” Josephine admitted.

“I’m not sure. I can’t read things like you
do. I’ll only know after I’ve tried,” Mark said.

“What will happen if you can only take one
person? Will we all teleport and only travel a portion of the
distance to where we want to go or will it just not work?”
Josephine asked.

Mark’s brows furrowed with thought. Lorcan
continued to fire relentlessly at the white magic protecting the
three of them. Josephine was starting to get nervous again. She
knew that source energy was exponentially stronger than anything
else but she feared that Mark’s protection couldn’t withstand much
more.

“Do you have any idea how much time we have
here?” Josephine asked.

“From what I know about teleportation, if I
try to bring extra passengers when I don’t have the capability,
they’ll be left behind. There would be no way of knowing which one
of you would get stuck here until after I’m already gone.”

“Damn!” Josephine glared at Lorcan and wished
she could just knock him out somehow. She turned to face Mark
again. “I want you to take Jake to the hospital.”

“I can’t leave you here!” Mark protested.

“Sure you can. I’ll take care of Josephine,”
Lorcan interjected.

Josephine leaned closer to Mark so she could
whisper in his ear. “You’ve already activated the protection
enchantment. Slip it over my head and it will continue to keep me
safe once you’re gone.”

“I can’t abandon you!”

“I need Jake to live,” Josephine said with
anguish. “Please, help me save him. Source magic is stronger than
anything. I’ll be fine.”

Josephine knelt down beside Jake. His skin
was incredibly pale and he’d slipped into unconsciousness during
the struggle. She swiped away the tears that dribbled down her
face. Mark heaved a frustrated sigh.

“All right! I’ll do it!” he said.

He slipped the protection amulet over her
head then grasped Jake’s hand. Mark’s terrified gaze locked with
Josephine’s. He leaned forward and brushed his lips against
hers.

“I love you, Josephine. Stay safe,” he
said.

“You, too,” Josephine murmured.

Mark and Jake vanished in the blink of an
eye. The white energy sphere shrank now that Josephine was the sole
occupant. Lorcan laughed as he whipped out a couple more wands.

“Do you really think you can bring this thing
down?” Josephine asked.

“Everything has its limit.” Lorcan’s intent
gaze remained fixed on her as more deadly energy gushed from the
wands and smashed into the protective shield.

Josephine ran past Lorcan down the street and
heard him curse savagely as he pursued her.

“I’m going to kill you!” he shouted.

“Whatever you say, Toadstool,” Josephine
called back.

She made sure not to travel in a straight
line and to change course unexpectedly. Lorcan was forced to fire
at her in short bursts now. Soon, a red mist came into view and it
completely obscured the police station. Josephine couldn’t believe
the spell was still active. She had hoped the parking lot was clear
so she could escape in her car but it was still hidden in the mist.
Josephine’s legs started to burn as she passed the station. She
wasn’t used to jogging without the aid of a power vortex and it
really made a difference. She glanced behind her and saw that
Lorcan had fallen behind quite a ways. He glowered at her and
launched another attack that was easily deflected by her shield.
Josephine dashed into a nearby Mexican restaurant which was devoid
of any customers due to the scary spell embracing the police
station. Josephine continued running as she dashed madly across the
large room to the hallway. An instant later, the front door crashed
open as Lorcan burst into the restaurant. Josephine’s protective
field was still visible and she supposed that another disadvantage
to white magic was that she could hardly move about unnoticed while
it remained active. It emitted a soft, electronic hum which she
hadn’t noticed earlier but it wasn’t loud enough to be heard from a
distance.

Josephine slowed her pace as she emerged in
the kitchen area. Large workstations occupied most of the room with
counters approximately five feet tall surrounding her in rows. She
ducked behind one of them so she wouldn’t be visible from the
doorway. She didn’t see an exit back here but saw another hallway
at the far side of the room. She moved down the aisle to the next
and made her way toward the hall. She wanted to shout with
frustration when Lorcan’s breathing reached her ears and his
sneakers squeaked on the tiled floor. She was glad she had the
foresight to stay out of sight so at least he couldn’t be sure if
she’d reached the kitchen or slipped out of the restaurant
completely.

“I know you’re here,” Lorcan said as if
reading her mind.

Josephine bit her lower lip to keep from
issuing a sharp retort. There was absolutely no way he could
possibly realize where she was. Lorcan drew closer and occasionally
his shoes squeaked on the kitchen floor. Josephine tracked his
movements and came to the conclusion he was crossing over toward
the hallway. She realized that logically, the only places she could
have escaped to was the kitchen or one of the restrooms. Lorcan
hadn’t had time to check them so he must have determined she’d try
to slip out rather than hide. Josephine swiftly crept over to the
space between the two counters and pressed herself tight against
the edge. She was hidden from view but her shield would make her
stand out like a beacon if he passed her by on either side of the
counters. Several seconds later, the squeak of his sneaker
indicated he was about a dozen feet away. She couldn’t tell if he
was on this aisle or the next but it was definitely to her right so
she slipped out from her spot and moved to the left of the long
counter.

A long silence ensued and Josephine waited
for another squeak of Lorcan’s shoes. After a long moment, she knew
something must have happened. She remained still and unmoving as
she wondered what on earth he was doing. A frying pan slid off the
counter just to her left and crashed into the floor with a
reverberating bang that made her flinch. Green lightning bolts
danced across her shield and she looked up to see Lorcan kneeling
on the counter above her. She rolled to the side and the energy
smashed into the floor where she’d been a second ago. Josephine
stood up and dashed across the room towards the doorway. She
reached out toward a pan resting nearby but her shield knocked it
off the counter. She sighed with frustration. It would have been
nice if she could at least grab something so she could throw it
over her shoulder at Lorcan and maybe slow him down a little. Green
bursts of energy struck her shield again.

Josephine ran past the door and down the
hall. Her gaze rested on the restroom doors for just an instant as
she briefly considered hiding out in one of them. She shrugged that
thought aside because she would trap herself with nowhere to move
if she did that. Josephine emerged in the dining area and wondered
how Lorcan had found her. As she left the restaurant, she realized
he must have heard the faint hum of her shield. There was no way to
elude him unless she could become absolutely silent. The door
crashed open behind her as Lorcan dashed outside. Josephine
wondered if she should run into another store and take off the
pendant. Without it, she might have a shot at hiding. Josephine
suddenly realized it had been a long time since the daggers had
struck which meant they were drained of power. At least that was
one threat she could scratch off her list. Green sparks flared
around her as Lorcan hit her shield again.

Josephine continued to change direction but
there was only so much she could do to make herself a difficult
target. She made an abrupt turn into Econo G Rentals. When she was
halfway across the room, she realized the protective shield had
allowed her to grasp the doorknob. She was unaccustomed to the
restrictions of this protective enchantment so she’d failed to
notice the inconsistent behavior. Josephine didn’t break her stride
to think about it though. She burst into the hallway at the back
knowing there was an exit because she’d seen it here before. She
paused at the exit when she realized she hadn’t heard a peep from
Lorcan. He didn’t bother to open doors quietly. She turned to gaze
down the hallway and frowned as the quiet continued. Josephine
reached out with her mind to sense his location. His privacy screen
made it difficult and she couldn’t get a fix on him right away.
After a moment, she sensed him just behind the exit door waiting
for her. The impression lasted for only an instant and then it was
gone. Josephine backed away from it until she was on the other end
of the hallway.

She kept her awareness stretched out to find
him again. Another couple moments passed before she caught just a
wisp of his energy. He was no longer at the exit but he was outside
nearby. She couldn’t tell where he was positioned anymore. Maybe
he’d found a spot where he could cover both exits. Josephine
slipped into one of the two offices. It had a small window and she
peered outside. She could see a portion of the parking lot at the
side of the building but nothing up front or in the back. Josephine
kept her mind alert and tuned to the psychic energy around the
vicinity as she slipped the cell phone from her pants pocket. She
tried remembering who she’d seen at the station but everything had
happened so fast she had no inkling who’d been knocked out.
Josephine had five emergency contacts in case something major
occurred and she believed her current situation qualified. The
first three individuals didn’t pick up to her dismay. She tried the
fourth which was Howie but he didn’t answer it. She flinched when
she picked up Lorcan’s presence. He was circling the building but
the impression had been so brief she had no idea where he was.

Suddenly, the front door crashed and
Josephine rushed over to the door. She hesitated briefly with
indecision before she closed the office door very quietly and
locked it. Josephine crossed the room and unlocked the window. When
she tried to push it open, it stuck. She pushed harder but it
wouldn’t budge. She leaned over so she would be able to push with
more of her weight but her shield was no longer permeable with the
edge of the window and she couldn’t press past the threshold to
even touch it anymore. Josephine wanted to shout with frustration
and wondered if perhaps there was a price to pay with both white
magic and black magic. The office door broke in half and splintered
wood shot into the room to reveal Lorcan. He emerged with both
wands and unleashed a sustained blast against Josephine. He
positioned himself in front of the doorway so she wouldn’t be able
to slip past him.

Josephine was amazed that the white sparkling
sphere of energy still shone strong around her. She turned to the
window and tried to open it but the shield pressed against the
threshold so that her hand was blocked from accessing it. She sat
down and leaned her back against the wall. She closed her eyes so
she wouldn’t see Lorcan’s furious assaults. She forced herself to
relax and allow her mind to wander. It didn’t matter if she wasn’t
alert since there was no chance of escape at the moment. Her only
choice was to regain her composure so she could think clearly and
hope for an epiphany. For some reason, this course of action
enraged Lorcan.

“I’m going to kill you,” Lorcan vowed.

“Whatever, Toadstool,” Josephine taunted.

“There’s no way your shield can protect you
for much longer.”

More flashes of green light flickered behind
Josephine’s closed eyelids. She wondered if white magic was so
potent that no matter what Lorcan threw at her, it would remain
active for days. She opened her eyes and laughed with amusement in
spite of her dire circumstances. Lorcan shouted and in a fit of
rage blasted both of the desks which collapsed. Loose papers
scattered across the floor and the computers toppled over. He shot
the desks repeatedly until all that remained were piles of broken
wood.

“This is a lot of fun, Toadstool. What would
you like to do later?” Josephine asked.

Lorcan shoved his wands into his satchel and
glared at her for a long moment.

“What’s going through that walnut-sized brain
of yours?” Josephine smirked.

Lorcan’s face broke out into a nasty smile
that sent a shiver of apprehension down Josephine’s spine. He took
his smaller satchel and dumped the remaining four stones into his
hand.

“You can’t destroy these rocks while your
inside that stupid little bubble,” Lorcan said.

Josephine’s gaze fixed on the rocks as he
tossed them in the air towards her and activated the knockout
cloud. She froze with indecision as the rocks settled on the
carpeting in front of her. There was a chance she could remove the
pendant from her neck and use telekinesis to break the rocks. An
instant later, she knew it was too late. A red mist gushed out of
the rocks and raced across the floor towards her. Lorcan retreated
from the room and Josephine stepped onto the window sill to avoid
the knockout spell. A moment later she heard the front door crash
as he vacated the building. The window sill was so tiny that only
the heels of her feet could fit. Josephine tried not to move as the
crimson smoke slowly inched higher. As she stared at the swirling
red vapor, she realized it was foolish to stand here. It was
inevitable that the knockout cloud would reach her and she’d lose
consciousness. It would be a bad fall and she’d be lucky if she
didn’t sprain or break an arm or a leg.

Josephine willed herself to step down while
she could but that would be giving up. She lifted her left foot and
tried to smash it against the window but her shield wouldn’t move
and blocked her from it. Josephine slipped and fell. She managed to
keep her footing and stood in stunned silence as the crimson vapor
swirled around her, but it couldn’t reach past the protective
sphere. She heaved a sigh of relief and left the room. She slowed
her pace as she traversed the hallway as she couldn’t see beyond
the red mist. When Josephine exited the building, red vapor
billowed outside and formed an expanding layer on the ground.
Lorcan stood nearby and he gaped at her with astonishment.

“Hello again, Toadstool.” Josephine flashed a
triumphant smile at him as she held the door open and stepped to
the side.

Without warning, her shield shrank back to
the edge of her hand so that she could no longer grasp the handle.
But she’d anticipated this type of behavior from her temperamental
protection and had positioned herself so she was standing directly
in front of the door. It rested against her shield and she leaned
back until it was wide open again. The red roiling mist that had
formed a layer over the ground continued to expand but not as
quickly as it did inside the building since there was a lot more
space out here. This gave Lorcan time to run away in a panic.
Josephine wished she could run after him but then the door would
close and she’d be back to square one with no protection again.


Chapter 23

Josephine, Mark and Jake were seated at the
dining room table with the large glistening chandelier lending a
cheery light to the room. They had plates of steaming lasagna
situated in front of them. After her encounter with Lorcan earlier
today, Josephine was immensely relieved to be safe at her house.
Her desire to catch Lorcan was so strong, she could barely think
about anything else. Baking this meal had been a welcome
distraction, but thoughts of the dark wizard kept coming back to
her. Earlier this evening, Josephine had supplied Mark with a
couple dozen of Arabella’s protection amulets and several
teleportation enchantments. He had protested but in the end she’d
talked him into accepting the gifts. After all, he was the only one
who could actually use them.

“This is delicious,” Jake complimented her
after he’d taken his first bite of the lasagna.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Josephine said in a
distracted tone. She still hadn’t touched her own piece yet. “Do
you think Lorcan has many more weapons that he hasn’t used
yet?”

“I think he has a lot more,” Mark
surmised.

“I wish I could find out where he’s
staying.”

“Practically the entire department is working
on this case. We’ll track him down,” Jake said confidently.

“We can’t be so sure of that. He’s very good
at hiding,” Josephine said.

“Every time he leaves the house, he has to
use a glamour to keep from being recognized. Glamours are
notoriously unreliable. His face is plastered all over and his
picture is shown repeatedly on every major television network.
He’ll definitely be spotted,” Jake said.

Her grandson’s argument didn’t reassure her.
Lorcan was like a cornered animal so he was beyond rational thought
and would strike again soon. She wished Alice and Helen would stay
with her but Helen refused to sleep in a cursed house and Alice
didn’t want to leave her alone. Josephine had only just taken her
first bite of her meal when someone knocked at the door. Her mood
became stormy when she left the room to answer it knowing that the
uninvited guest was probably a solicitor. Josephine was tempted to
prepare a jinx. She could whip up a simple one on the fly since she
was connected to the vortex in her home. She discarded this impulse
and was surprised to find a handsome, dark-haired man in his
forties wearing expensive but casual clothes. The woman standing
beside him had coal-black hair secured in a pony tail and she also
wore expensive attire without being flashy. Josephine almost
immediately realized they must be relatives of Mark.

“I’m Josephine O’Connor. It’s good to finally
meet you, Mr. Freeman,” she said just as the man opened his mouth
to speak.

Startled, he froze for an instant, which gave
him a funny look as his mouth remained open.

He recovered swiftly and adopted a polite
expression on his face. “I’m Cyril, Mark’s father and this is
Maggie, his sister. We need to talk.”

“You wish to discuss something important with
me?” Josephine asked.

“Not with you – with Mark.” A hint of
impatience crept in Cyril’s voice.

“I suppose it’s safe to let you inside but
I’ll need Mark’s permission first,” Josephine said.

Mark emerged in the foyer, a resigned
expression marred his face when he saw the visitors.

“I need to speak with you, young man,” Cyril
said in a disapproving tone.

“You came all the way from Seattle just to
have a discussion with him?” Josephine asked.

“That’s correct,” Cyril bit out.

Josephine threw a questioning look at Mark
and he expelled a sharp breath of dismay.

“We might as well get this over with,” Mark
said.

Josephine had already scanned his family
members to make sure they didn’t carry dark magic or glamours. All
she needed was to invite a couple of Valituras agents inside her
home. They gathered in the living room and settled on two of the
couches there. Jake joined them and sat beside Josephine with Mark
situated on her other side. Cyril and Maggie perched on the couch
facing them.

“This is a private matter,” Cyril
advised.

“That’s all right. This is my new family.”
Mark cast a defiant look at his father.

“Very well then.” Cyril’s restrained façade
gave way to annoyance and reprisal. “I’m very disappointed in you.
Maggie discovered that you’ve chosen to become a white magic
practitioner. How could you do such a thing?”

“It happened by accident. I wasn’t aware of
it until just recently.”

“Now that you know, it’s time to reject it,”
Cyril ordered.

“I’ve decided that white magic suits my
lifestyle better than mainstream magic.”

“I’ve never been happy about your choice to
waste time and energy with all those restoration enchantments and
now I see I was too lenient with you when you were growing up. I
should have put my foot down a long time ago.”

“It wouldn’t have made a difference and it’s
too late now. I have my own life to live.” Mark leveled an
obstinate look at his father.

“You’re barely an adult and you have the
Freeman legacy to uphold.”

“I have plenty of cousins who will carry on
the family name. And there’s also my perfect sister here.”

Cyril’s jaw clenched with frustration. “You
can’t do anything with white magic!”

“It saved my life,” Josephine interjected.
“You wouldn’t believe how much force Mark’s pendant withstood and
it never fizzled out. I’ve never seen any protection so
strong.”

“You couldn’t fire back though. It made you a
sitting duck.”

“I’d run out of my own protection. I’d be
dead if it wasn’t for white magic,” Josephine said.

Cyril’s hostile expression turned thoughtful.
“Is it true that the two of you are dating?”

“Yes, we are.”

Cyril turned to address Mark again and pinned
him with an annoyed gaze.

“At least you’ve done one thing right. If you
ever marry her, we’ll have another six in the family. I suppose
I’ll have to reconsider my decision to revoke your privileges to
the family estates.”

“You were going to deny me the right to
access the library and the vault?” Mark eyed his father with
incredulous disbelief.

“Of course. Surely you must have known,”
Cyril said. “But as long as you’re dating Josephine, I’ll allow you
to continue your inferior choice in magic.”

“What’s so special about your family library
anyway?” Josephine couldn’t restrain her curiosity.

“We can’t discuss it with you now. We’re
bound by a potent enchantment that ensures secrecy,” Cyril
advised.

“It sounds like you plan on telling me later.
What’s going to change?” Josephine asked.

“When you marry my son, you will become part
of the family.”

Josephine was struck speechless at this
shocking statement.

“All of the Freeman’s undergo a life-long
spell that prevents us from revealing any of our family secrets,”
Mark explained.

“I see.” Josephine was still reeling over the
marriage remark. She decided to let that subject go.

“Dad, I think you should reconsider. This is
white magic we’re talking about! Mark’s forsaken our family name!
Virtually all of our spells are beyond his ability now!” Maggie
said with passionate fervor.

“He’s only a category four. He would never be
able to master our advanced spells. I should have realized
something was wrong when he was able to make those antidotes for
Nathan so well. Those enchantments were far beyond his ability
without years of practice first. I’m partly to blame for not
recognizing this weakness and stamping it out when I could,” Cyril
said.

“There are plenty of fours in our family,”
Maggie argued. “You don’t see THEM wasting their lives.”

“But they’re limited with only a handful of
advanced enchantments anyway. There’s not much of a
difference.”

“But it’s against the rules!” Maggie’s eyes
blazed with fury and indignation. “I can’t allow this!”

“I’m the clan leader – not you,” Cyril
said.

“Do you think you might change that rule
about white magic?” Mark asked hopefully.

“I wouldn’t hold my breath.” Cyril cast
another disappointed look at his son.

“Don’t you think the ability to create
antidotes for curses is valuable?” Josephine chimed in as she
wanted to emphasize that Mark’s contributions were worthwhile and
important.

“Not particularly since there is only a
slight chance that any curse is reversed no matter how strong the
antidote is,” Cyril replied.

“The praesentia infinitus is extremely
effective,” Josephine argued.

Cyril’s expression turned scandalized.
“That’s not a cure. It’s a death sentence.”

“I disagree.” Josephine felt shaken by his
words as they closely mirrored her own fears. She could see why
Mark and Nathan avoided their family. “And I was wondering how
Maggie found out Mark was a white magic practitioner. She must have
been spying on him. Is this the type of behavior you encourage,
Cyril?”

“She was just protecting our legacy. I
commend her for her diligence in this matter,” he said.

Josephine was nauseated by Cyril’s attitude.
She opened her mouth to argue but her phone chimed which indicated
a text message. Josephine frowned with puzzlement as she pulled her
cell out to read it. Adrenaline pumped through her body as the
message came up from the Florida State AMDS advising her that one
or more dark energy devices had been detected near the Siesta Key
beach.

“It looks like Lorcan’s making his move.”
Josephine tucked the phone back into her pants pocket. She rushed
to the foyer and halted when she realized Mark and Jake had
followed her. “I’m going alone. This is OC enforcer business.”

“It’s also a police matter,” Jake said with
the utmost conviction.

Josephine glared at Mark. “YOU are
staying.”

“I love you, Josephine. I’m going.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“I’m practically invincible when my
protection is active.” Mark activated one of the protection
pendants and a radiant bubble of white light flared into existence
around him.

“All right! I don’t have time to argue!
Lorcan could be ending the world or something for all we know,”
Josephine said with exasperation.

She threw open the door just as Maggie and
Cyril emerged in the foyer.

“We will accompany you,” Cyril said
imperiously.

Josephine rolled her eyes with exasperation
and they rushed outside in the dark. It was well after nightfall
but still humid and hot. They boarded Josephine’s car and she drove
them over to the beach. She tapped into the power vortex and
stretched her awareness over the area. She located Lorcan almost
immediately. As the group left the car behind, they activated their
protection enchantments. It took a few minutes for them to run over
to the spot where the dark wizard waited. Josephine was far ahead
of the rest of the group by the time Lorcan was in sight. Lorcan
held a large stone tablet with engraved runes that glowed an eerie
crimson.

“Stop right there or I’ll kill everyone in
Florida,” Lorcan snarled.

Josephine halted but couldn’t believe such a
devastating weapon existed. She decided it would be prudent to err
on the side of caution in this instance considering the crazed
expression on Lorcan’s face.

“You don’t have to do this,” Josephine
said.

“Are you willing to sacrifice yourself to
me?”

“Yes.” Josephine took a step closer and
deactivated her protective pendants.

Lorcan laughed boisterously and the runes on
the tablet shone brighter, casting a disturbing shade of red over
his face.

“What’s so funny?” Josephine asked.

“You’re going to die anyway. This curse is
unstoppable and will send a shockwave that will stop the hearts of
everyone here as well as a quarter of the country.” Lorcan tossed
the stone tablet which floated languidly towards the edge of the
vortex. It became visible as an enormous swirling matrix of blue
and green. Josephine brought her protection back up as she aimed
her wand at the tablet and tried to pull it away from the vortex.
Unfortunately, her wand had absolutely no effect on the device. It
continued to drift closer to its target. Angry swirls of red began
to appear within the vortex.

“It’s programmed to withstand any attack once
it’s activated,” Lorcan said.

With her expanded awareness, Josephine
perceived a connection of power between the weapon and the vortex.
She tried to sever the link but it was secure. The stone tablet was
only seconds away from its target now. More of the angry crimson
energy erupted from the vortex, swiftly becoming the dominant
color. Maggie, Mark, Jake and Cyril struggled with telekinetic
spells to yank the stone tablet towards them but nothing made a
difference. The vortex was comprised entirely of volatile red
energy that churned restlessly as a dark spell began to coalesce. A
short distance behind Lorcan, Ellasbeth and Samantha materialized
as their invisibility spell dropped away. They both wore elegant
white dresses. Ellasbeth brandished a large white wand with a large
crystal on the end while Samantha wielded a large gold chalice with
intricate designs woven into the handles and across the surface.
Ellasbeth pointed her wand and a ball of sparkling white light
gathered at the tip and launched itself into the air. It reminded
Josephine of a shooting star as it soared past Lorcan and struck
the tablet, engulfing it in a tight cocoon of sparkling white
light. The vortex began to revert back to its normal state and the
runes in the stone device went dark.

Lorcan shouted with rage and ran toward his
weapon. He reached out to grab it but his hand was repelled by the
white energy.

“We always come prepared with containment
fields,” Ellasbeth announced.

“You must be Puritans,” Cyril said.

“Indeed,” Ellasbeth acknowledged as the stone
tablet drifted over to her. The containment field winked out of
existence as her fingers closed over the weapon. Lorcan opened one
of the satchels tied to his belt and four daggers lifted into the
air. Ellasbeth shot four more white energy spheres at Lorcan but
his shield repelled them. Lorcan moved closer to the vortex as he
pulled out another stone tablet.

“You’re not going to stop me this time,” he
vowed.

The daggers hurtled from him in four
different directions. Two of them rammed into Ellasbeth’s and
Samantha’s shields. As the daggers fell against the white sandy
ground, Ellasbeth deactivated them with her wand and confiscated
them for safekeeping. The other two daggers rammed into Josephine’s
shield. She shot an envious look at Ellasbeth’s wand and wished she
had one of those enchantments. Josephine ran towards Lorcan as she
ignored the fallen knives completely. There was no way to stop them
without wasting too much valuable time. Hopefully, the others would
work on that problem. Josephine ran into the vortex as Lorcan
activated his stone tablet. Seething red energy blossomed
throughout the huge vortex. Josephine walked farther into the
shallow water so she was deeper inside it and directed calm
soothing energy into its depths. The runes flared a bright crimson
as Lorcan and the tablet were both inside the vortex as well.

“You can’t stop this,” Lorcan raged.

“Keep telling yourself that, Toadstool,”
Josephine taunted.

The two active daggers hurtled past Lorcan
and stabbed at her shield. They bounced away and dropped into the
lapping shallow water near her feet. Lorcan glared at her as his
grip on the stone tablet tightened. Josephine realized she was
actually winning this struggle with the weapon. The vortex
contained flecks of crimson energy but the various shades of blue
and green comprised the majority of it. Lorcan narrowed his eyes
vengefully at her then his gaze dropped down to the tablet and he
concentrated on amplifying its connection to the vortex. Josephine
and Lorcan continued their struggle but she still had the upper
hand. Lorcan’s shield flared into visibility as the others blasted
him with various spells. Josephine’s head and body began to ache
with the strain of energy that she continued to channel. As her
strength waned, more of the red blobs of destructive energy
materialized within the vortex. Lorcan’s shield wavered and he
immediately activated his backup. Cyril, Mark, Maggie and Jake
continued to pummel him with lightning and telekinetic waves. Mark
had been forced to revert to conventional protection so he could
help with the attack. Ellasbeth and Samantha watched the fight with
reserved expressions on their faces.

Josephine struggled to maintain control but
most of the vortex was dominated by the destructive red energy
again. Lorcan’s shield failed and he was knocked unconscious. He
fell facedown in the water while the tablet remained suspended in
the air. Josephine ran over to it and grabbed the loathsome device.
She deactivated the enchantment and the runes darkened. The vortex
calmed down and Josephine’s shoulders sagged with relief. She was
tempted to ignore Lorcan and let him drown but in the end, she just
couldn’t do it. Josephine hauled him over to the sand and lay him
on his back. She placed a call to the police and briefly outlined
what had just occurred. Josephine slipped the phone back into her
pocket as Ellasbeth and Samantha approached the vortex.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Josephine
snapped.

The two Puritans halted and turned to face
her.

“We’ve been preparing this enchantment for
many years. It’s finally ready.” Samantha held the chalice out to
show them as it began to radiate with a gold, shimmering
luminescence.

“Put that thing away or I’ll destroy it,”
Josephine said.

“We’re stronger than Lorcan. You won’t stand
a chance,” Ellasbeth said. “But I don’t want to fight you,
Josephine. This is white magic.”

“No, it’s not. I can sense its magical
composition very clearly. If it was made of source energy, I
wouldn’t be able to see any details,” Josephine said.

“It’s not pure white energy but it’s very
advanced and it’s going to make this world a utopia. Puritans have
always strived to use magic to eradicate all darkness from this
world and to create ultimate bliss and harmony for everyone,”
Ellasbeth said.

“I’m not letting anything that powerful
anywhere near a vortex.” Josephine pinned them with a no-nonsense
look of resolve and authority. “If you try to activate it, I’ll
have to arrest you.”

“Arrest us?” Ellasbeth eyed her with outrage
and indignation. “We’re trying to HELP you!”

“The description you’re giving me about that
enchantment is like a curse. It will be used as a tool to control
everyone even if that’s not your intention.”

Ellasbeth and Samantha exchanged concerned
looks then directed their attention back to her.

“On second thought, this device could use
some more work. There are a few possible bugs in the composition of
this enchantment that I’d like to examine more closely and fix
before we proceed with our plans,” Ellasbeth said.

The two women turned and walked away from
Josephine and the vortex. A moment later, they became transparent
for several seconds before vanishing from sight as they cloaked
themselves with invisibility. Josephine continued to scan the area
and monitor their departure. When Ellasbeth and Samantha boarded
their car and drove away, she allowed herself to relax just a
bit.

“Puritans are such pond scum,” Cyril said
with disgust.

Josephine shot him a questioning look. “Do
you think they could really cast an enchantment over the entire
world?”

“Of course not. It probably would have just
knocked out a few hundred people in the area,” Cyril said.


Chapter 24

Josephine returned to the dining room with
her second mug of coffee and sat down at the table beside Mark.
Nathan, Alice and Helen lounged with their own steaming cups of
java. Josephine was relieved that her life had finally settled down
with the capture of Lorcan. Once again, the dark wizard had
developed amnesia. The prison was equipped with greater security
and magic than ever before. The Valituras must realize it wouldn’t
be so easy to spring Lorcan out of jail because they hadn’t even
made an attempt in over a week. Many experts in psychiatric
enchantments speculated that it probably wasn’t possible to fully
reverse the amnesia spell a second time so the Valituras most
likely felt Lorcan was no longer a threat to their security. A
couple days ago, the old laws restricting the magic that category
six wizards could perform was overturned which gave them the same
rights as everyone else.

Josephine was overjoyed because she no longer
had to worry about Helen getting caught tapping into a vortex. It
also meant that if Josephine ever retired again, she could legally
do the same. She was absolutely ecstatic over this recent turn of
events. Josephine found herself the recipient of good wishes,
unwanted conversations with strangers and requests for her
autograph. The news had made it sound as though she’d
single-handedly defeated Lorcan. Josephine realized she should bask
in the glory of this celebrity status but suspected it would be
short-lived. Besides, she was entirely too old for all this
excitement. Josephine abruptly realized everyone was staring at
her. She set her mug of coffee down and her eyes rested on the
cards she placed face down on the table before she left for a
refill on her drink.

“It’s my turn isn’t it?” Josephine asked.

“Yes!” Alice said.

“Sorry.” Josephine picked a card from the
deck and frowned at her hand. Unfortunately, she still had two aces
and the deck had dwindled down to almost nothing which meant
someone else had her other two. “All right, who has the damned
aces?”

“Aha! You’re hoarding two of them! I knew
it!” Alice crowed.

Mark and Nathan exchanged amused looks.
Josephine chose a card to get rid of and slapped it down on the
table with disgust. Mark took his turn next without playing
anything. Alice hesitated as she reached for the discards.
Josephine’s eyes widened with panic.

“Don’t you dare!” she exclaimed.

Alice picked up the entire row of discards
starting with the king of spades.

“Damn!” Josephine slammed the palm of her
hand against the table. “I knew I should have held onto that king
awhile longer.”

Alice played four kings as her lips twitched
to form a smile of satisfaction. Josephine’s cell rang and she
gazed at the screen to see it was from the Seattle police
department. She cocked a brow in bemusement then pressed the phone
against her ear as she answered.

“Josephine O’Connor,” she said in a crisp,
business-like voice.

“Ms. O’Connor, this is Captain Patrick
Finnigan with the Seattle police department. I would like to offer
you a job as an enforcer here. I could start you at one hundred
eighty-thousand and we would provide you with a company car plus
quarterly bonuses.”

“That’s an enticing offer, Captain,”
Josephine said. “Why would you give me a position there when we
haven’t even met?”

“Your reputation precedes you. You’re already
working for the government so I’ve read all your files and reports.
You’d be a great asset here. I can give you a couple of days to
think it over,” he said.

“I don’t need that much time. I’m sorry but
the answer is no.”

“May I ask why?”

“I’ve visited friends in Seattle and even
spent a month there once. It’s always gloomy and rainy. And
whenever you guys get more than a couple of days of sun, everyone
gets cranky and starts whining about the heat. It would just be too
depressing. I could never do it,” Josephine explained.

“If you ever change your mind and another
opening comes up, don’t hesitate to give me a call,” Patrick
said.

“I’ll do that.”

Josephine ended the call then realized she
may have offended Mark and Nathan who were former Seattlelites.

“Sorry about that. You two have never
complained about the heat,” she said.

“That’s okay. It’s pretty much true what you
said,” Mark replied.

“I’m glad I don’t have to worry about you
taking off,” Helen said.

“I consider you all to be very close friends
and I’ve always said that friends are the family we choose. I’m not
about to leave my family behind for some stupid job,” Josephine
said.

“I’ll drink to that.” Alice raised her mug
and everyone took her lead. They tapped their mugs together and
took another gulp of their coffee.
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Chapter 1

Josephine, Helen, Alice and Mark each had a
mug of coffee resting on the dining room table in front of them as
Josephine shuffled the playing cards so they could play their
morning game of rummy. The sparkling crystal chandelier provided an
abundance of cheery illumination in the room. Josephine hadn’t
owned this large, spacious, pink two-story house for very long and
she still found herself admiring the many beautiful features
incorporated in the sound structure. When she’d first come to look
at it, the dead lawn and the pink colored exterior had put her off
just a bit; however, those were things that could be easily fixed
and pink houses were pretty common in Sarasota, Florida. The other
drawback to the home was that it was cursed and black magic always
harbors side-effects. Fortunately, the dwelling was situated on a
mini vortex which was a rare phenomenon and Josephine was virtually
always plugged into it which was an ability only category six
wizards possessed.

The three elderly women were all in their
seventies and up but because they were immortal, they’d always
enjoy the vibrant health and youthful beauty of a woman in her
early twenties. Josephine was the only natural immortal because she
was born a six while Helen had been cursed with immortality and
transformed into a succubus. Alice was a former vampire but had
been cured with a praesentia infinitus enchantment which basically
allowed her to live for as long as she could resist the enticing
lure of the afterlife. Once Alice decided she wanted to pass on,
the enchantment would transform her body into energy and her
corporeal existence would end. Alice had put her fiery, red hair in
pigtails this morning and applied a glossy crimson shade of
lipstick to her luscious lips. She wore pink spandex shorts, a pink
blouse, matching colored shoes, and long pink dangly earrings.
Helen and Mark both sported casual outfits while Josephine worked
today so she’d dressed up a bit with black pants and a cobalt-blue
dress shirt. Josephine was gifted with a slender frame, long legs,
and a gorgeous face. Her silky black hair was confined in a pony
tail.

Josephine passed out the cards and her
boyfriend, Mark, took his turn. Mark was eighteen years old and
Josephine had been torn with indecision on whether to date a guy so
much younger than her but in the end, she’d discovered they were
well-suited for each other.

“Is there any news on the Valituras?” Alice
asked.

“Not a peep,” Josephine responded.

“I knew they would continue to lay low and
just keep on living in secret. I think the only thing people like
that know how to do is play it safe,” Alice said.

Mark ended his turn by discarding a queen.
Josephine and Alice eyed the card with consideration and longing as
Helen picked up a card from the deck.

They played in silence for a while as the
discard pile grew. Josephine became tense as she was very close to
being able to score some big points. She and Alice leaned forward
and fierce expressions dominated their faces as they waited for
their chance to make a move. Mark and Helen lounged in their chairs
in a relaxed manner as they weren’t very competitive and could care
less who won. When Alice’s turn came, she picked up the entire
discard pile which elicited a growl of frustration from Josephine
who planned on doing the same thing. When Alice played three queens
and four kings, Josephine slammed the palm of her hand against the
top of the dining room table with frustration.

“I knew you were hogging my queens!”

Alice’s lips curved in a satisfied grin as
she arranged her cards.

“I’m not looking forward to going to work
this morning,” Josephine grumbled.

“Is something happening today?” Helen
asked.

“I have to see Lorcan and try to figure out
that stupid amnesia spell. They’ve got all kinds of experts and
other OC enforcers working on the memory problem. I don’t see what
difference I can possibly make.”

“You’re the one who captured him both times,”
Alice pointed out.

“I had a lot of help, too.”

“There aren’t very many category six wizards
who work as enforcers and I think you’re even stronger than most,”
Helen said.

Josephine leveled a warm smile at her friend.
“Thanks, Helen.”

Alice finally ended her turn and they
continued playing a new hand.

“I was thinking since you’re both immortal
now like me, you should think about joining the workforce. I don’t
see why I’m the only one that should have to suffer,” Josephine
remarked.

“I don’t know if my nerves could handle it,”
Helen said. “I’d probably end up drinking too much and doing a
bunch of crazy stuff and the next morning I’d wake up not
remembering what happened. Kind of like that old movie with the
three guys at that bachelor party called The Migraine.”

“I never heard of that movie.” Josephine
regarded her with bemusement.

“She means The Hangover,” Alice
advised.

Josephine nodded in acknowledgement as she
picked up a card to take her turn. It was just what she’d been
waiting for – an ace. Josephine slapped down four aces and
discarded which ended the game. Alice squealed with outrage as she
was stuck with a handful of cards.

“Maybe we should mix it up and try playing
something different one of these days,” Mark suggested.

“Like what?” Josephine asked.

“How about Bingo?”

“No way! That game is for the elderly. I’m
too hip for that kind of thing,” Alice said.

“I think it sounds fun,” Helen
interjected.

“Check out my new smart phone.” Alice whipped
out a sleek, maroon phone and showed it to her friends.

“That’s so cool!” Mark exclaimed.

“What does it do besides make calls?” Helen
peered at the phone with curiosity.

“The question is what DOESN’T it do? This
thing has over a hundred apps. I could even watch television on
it,” Alice boasted.

“Why would you want to watch shows on a
screen that’s so small?”

“It’s called being mobile. You can take it
with you anywhere – unlike a television,” Alice explained.

Josephine fixed an earnest look at Helen.
“Now that you’re a six like me, I strongly encourage you to join
the workforce. Working for the police has given me a sense of
purpose in my old age. This country needs more OC enforcers.”

“I could never do what you do,” Helen
protested.

“Right now is the perfect time to start.
They’re desperate for sixes. You could choose to work in the
manufacturing field. I know you can make advanced enchantments
because you’ve helped me before.”

“I don’t know. I’d still be an enforcer and a
backup for police work, wouldn’t I?”

“That’s true but if you’re only backup,
chances are you’ll never have to do any of that stuff,” Josephine
explained.

“There’s also the issue of traveling.
Enforcers often get assigned special projects out of state. Power
vortexes don’t grow on trees, you know. I’m lucky to have an
accessible one at Siesta Key beach and then there’s the one here at
your house but if I’m forced to work somewhere where there aren’t
any around, I’ll start getting succubus urges again.” Helen
grimaced with displeasure. “I remember how horrible it was to
suddenly get this uncontrollable urge to smooch and make out with
random guys in public. There’s no way to know when it would happen.
I’m still embarrassed over some of those unfortunate
incidents.”

Alice snorted with derision. “You don’t see
any of those men complaining, do you? At least you don’t have to
drink blood like I used to. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“You were possessed the whole time you were a
vampire.”

“I know but I could still see and hear and
feel everything that my body was doing.” Alice threw Mark an
appreciative glance. “Your skin was so soft and your blood was
especially delicious.” Her expression turned apologetic. “And I’m
very sorry that I attacked you and drank from you.”

“You were possessed. It wasn’t your fault.”
Mark’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Please don’t mention it
anymore.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t stop thinking about it
and all the other terrible things I did. Although drinking from
Dale and those jerks who were bothering Josephine was sort of
justified.”

“We all realize you weren’t responsible for
your actions when you were a vampire. Try not to dwell on the
past,” Josephine advised.

“I’ll try.” Alice’s lips curved in a sad
smile.

Josephine focused on Helen again. “You should
apply for work as an enforcer.”

“I’ll think about it.” Helen clearly harbored
misgivings about giving up retirement.

Josephine fixed her attention on Alice.

“You should think about it too. There’s no
reason I should be the only one suffering,” Josephine said.

“Oh, no! I’m too old for adventure and saving
the world. You’re one of a kind.” Alice’s emerald colored green
eyes conveyed her adamant refusal to engage in this course of
action.

When Josephine left for work, she made a
brief call on her cell to the police station to report she was on
her way to the Clearwater Corrections Facility which was the
closest maximum security prison to Sarasota. It annoyed her that
she was forced to commute so long to spend time with a man who’d
caused her so much grief. A corrections officer named Matt, a
dark-haired man with an average build and an alert expression on
his face, escorted Josephine to the interrogation room where Lorcan
was already set up with two guards watching over him. Currents of
negative psychometric energy emanated from the walls of the prison
and cascaded against the edges of Josephine’s mind. She did her
best to continue to block out the disturbing sensations as she sat
down at the table facing Lorcan who was handcuffed to the table
top.

The mere sight of Lorcan’s loathsome face
elicited flares of righteous anger in Josephine. He was a man in
his thirties with short-cropped brown hair, thin lips, a stubby
nose and green eyes. He suffered from amnesia due to a memory
suppression spell that all members of the Valituras contained in
their minds which activated when captured. This prevented the
government from discovering much needed secrets about this
organization including the enchantments and curses they could
create and the identity of other members. One fact they’d already
established was that members of the Valituras had infiltrated every
level of government in virtually every country throughout the
world. The Valituras had managed to spring Lorcan out of jail
previously but Josephine had apprehended him again which had caused
the memory suppression spell to kick in a second time. Having the
spell become active twice had an unforeseen side-effect of
inhibiting short term memory as well which caused Lorcan to forget
everyone he encountered.

“Hello, Josephine,” Lorcan said.

“This isn’t a social call, Toadstool,”
Josephine snapped.

“What did I ever do to you?” Lorcan’s
expression was hurt.

“You tried to curse me twice, you turned my
best friends into a vampire and a succubus, and you almost killed
my grandson.” Josephine’s beautiful brown eyes glittered with
hostility.

“It’s hard to believe I did all that.”

“You’ve done that and more, Toadstool.”

“Why are you calling me that?” Lorcan
regarded her with puzzlement.

“Because that’s the nickname I gave you when
I met you and realized what an ass you are.”

Josephine closed her eyes so she could focus
and to discourage any further conversation. She awakened her
psychic receptors which unfortunately made her more susceptible to
the dominant psychometric energy inhabiting the room which stemmed
from the boredom, anger, and sick thoughts of the many previous
occupants. She reached out with her mind to access Lorcan’s. It
took her several moments to find the memory suppression enchantment
which was programmed to mutate its energy signature to blend in
with Lorcan’s when detected. Josephine made sure not to probe at it
too closely so she wouldn’t have to hunt for it again. She wasn’t
an expert on this type of spell so it frustrated her to try and
reverse it. She examined the details of the enchantment which was
slow and tedious work. When she finally made her first attempt to
disarm it, the spell immediately mutated and slipped out of her
grasp. She managed to keep track of it for several seconds before
it vanished from her sight.

Josephine heaved a frustrated sigh and tried
again. When she found it, she noticed it had once again changed its
configuration. It reminded her of a network of veins deeply
entrenched throughout Lorcan’s mind. She continued to work until it
was time to head over to the Sarasota police station. Josephine was
immensely relieved to exit the prison.
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Chapter 1

Emily Winters paced back and forth in her
small, barren living quarters which had served as her prison for
twelve long years. Her plan for freedom was tenuous at best but
finally, her opportunity would arrive and she had to seize it for
there would never be another. As a level nine precognitive, she
knew this was her only hope. She had been abducted as an adolescent
with the ability to foresee the future with uncanny accuracy when
discovered by an operative of the Psi-Tech research facility in
Seattle. The extent of her powers had been ascertained through a
battery of tests. The vast majority of psychics possessed only one
strong talent but often one or two weaker abilities. Emily had been
classified as a level five precognitive with no secondary
abilities; however, she had intentionally failed their testing for
telepathy. The researchers had been ecstatic to discover a
naturally-occurring psychic with such a high rating. They had
immediately forced her to undergo the psi-enhancement procedure
which comprised of a combination of drugs and electrical
stimulation to the brain. This technique only worked on a third of
the population and no one knew ahead of time who it would help.
After a painful recovery of several days, Emily was reclassified as
a level nine precognitive which was the highest rating that
researchers could currently measure.

At first, Emily refused to cooperate with her
captors but after enduring days of torture, she’d capitulated with
their instructions. For years, she made daily predictions that
benefited the facility’s ability to generate profit through
economic forecasting as well as strengthen its political power
base. Several key government officials and a small, wealthy,
influential group of individuals secretly reaped the rewards of
work performed by both prisoners as well as employees of this
organization. As the company’s most valuable tool, Emily had been
instructed to foresee and report a variety of major events. As a
result of her work, she knew a great deal about this corrupt and
greedy organization. She couldn’t stand the thought of furthering
their agenda and supporting their power base any longer. Not when
an opportunity had finally arrived which would allow her to escape
this place.

Emily’s body filled with nervous anticipation
as she continued pacing the main room of her living quarters. It
was furnished with a small desk and laptop computer to allow her to
record any unexpected visions she may receive, a plush gray
armchair, and a small bookcase brimming with a collection of
popular novels. The white walls were devoid of any decoration while
the floor was covered by green, commercial-grade carpeting. The
spartan bedroom offered only a twin-sized bed with a small
nightstand that sported a cheap, digital alarm clock. The entrance
to the private bathroom was situated on one end of the main room.
Of course, there were no windows in the living quarters which would
have allowed for possible escape.

Her head spun toward the front door as the
lock clicked loudly and an instant later, Steve emerged inside the
room. Steve was a research manager and a level five psychometrist.
He was tall with soulless brown eyes and had thinning, blond hair.
He wore a gray dress shirt and black tie and brown pants. He
gripped a taser in his right hand and nodded toward the open
doorway as he stepped away from it so she could move past him.
Emily had been expecting this unwelcome visit. She took a deep,
fortifying breath and traversed down the hallway. Steve escorted
her to the elevator and they rode in tense silence until they’d
risen several floors. Emily’s anxiety mounted as they continued
down another long corridor until finally reaching Sharon’s office.
Sharon smiled chillingly from behind her massive, polished oak
desk. She was the director of this facility and had taken a very
personal interest in Emily as she had proven to be an invaluable
asset to the company. Like Steve, she had started her work here
with no psychic abilities whatsoever until she’d participated in
the psi-enhancement procedure which had fashioned her into a level
four intuitive. Psychometrists received impressions, information,
and emotions that individuals unknowingly left behind on inanimate
objects while intuitives could obtain information from some unknown
source. The most common theory for intuitives was that they
possessed a conglomerate of incomplete psychic abilities that gave
them glimpses of information and insight from seemingly
nowhere.

“Please, sit down,” Sharon said.

Emily knew better than to mistake this
statement as a request rather than an order. She reluctantly sank
into the black leather chair facing the director’s desk. Steve
remained standing slightly behind Emily.

“You know why we’re having this little chat,
I presume,” Sharon said evenly.

“Not exactly,” Emily fibbed.

Sharon slowly rose from her desk which
revealed her short height and dumpy frame. She wore a crisp, green
blouse and pleated, green pants. She stepped out and positioned
herself directly in front of Emily, peering down at her with a
threatening expression on her face.

“You’ve been hiding something from me.”
Sharon’s chilling gaze bore into Emily’s.

“I’ve reported all my predictions and
impressions to you.”

“You can’t lie to me,” Sharon said. “You’ve
withheld vital information from me. Something that threatens the
security of this facility.”

“That simply isn’t true.”

“I’ve been analyzing the predictions made by
all the precognitives at Psi-Tech and I’ve seen a pattern of gaps
of information that you report compared to what others have
reported. For instance, it’s obvious that you’re protecting the
identity of future telepaths. You know that they are a threat to us
and that they must be eliminated so you conceal their identities
from us,” Sharon said coolly. She paused for a moment to give Emily
an opportunity to speak before continuing. “Fortunately, I believe
we have virtually every individual who will become a telepath
identified. I don’t know if you realize this but my security
operatives have already begun neutralizing these threats.”

Telepaths were the greatest threat to
Psi-Tech. As a group, the precognitives had foreseen the
development of the ability for telepaths to create group psychic
links that allowed for unimaginable increases in their secondary
abilities. This revolutionary discovery would occur in
approximately four years and cause a major power shift that
Psi-Tech wouldn’t allow.

“You’re killing innocent people!” Emily’s gut
twisted with a potent mixture of revulsion and horror. “You make me
sick!”

“You don’t even know them. Why do you care
what happens to them? I’ve provided a safe haven for you and
everything that you need to live comfortably. Why do you try to
undermine this company and all the good it does?”

“You kidnapped me and kept me a prisoner here
for years! You expect me to be grateful?” Emily regarded the
director with incredulous disbelief.

Sharon stilled and her eyes narrowed
vengefully.

“You don’t understand what a pitiful life you
would have suffered if I hadn’t intervened and enhanced your
natural psychic ability. I know it’s difficult for you to believe
but things are a lot better for you now. Unfortunately, time is
running out and I need to know what you’ve been hiding. The
cataclysmic event is going to be a great transformation but only if
Psi-Tech can control the chaos that results from it. If we can’t
maintain order, society will be plunged into anarchy. And it will
be entirely your fault for failing to report what you’ve seen.”

“I’ve told you everything I know,” Emily
said. Anxiety clawed at her gut and made her body icy with terror.
She hoped that Sharon didn’t figure out her secret. Sharon had sent
a number of psychometrists to sense impressions from various
objects and furniture in her living quarters but they had failed to
uncover anything useful.

“Today is the big day,” Sharon said. “The
fragments of the comet passing through have already started to
enter the Earth’s atmosphere. It’s only a matter of time before the
electrical storms begin. Everything and everyone will be different.
You can’t stop that.”

“I know I can’t stop it,” Emily said
tonelessly.

“Then why aren’t you cooperating?” Sharon
demanded. “I’m at my wit’s end with you! I’ve coddled you because
you’re an important asset to Psi-Tech but if you refuse to
cooperate, I’ll be forced to use extreme measures. I hate to see
you suffer but I’m going to have to put a stop to all your meals
until you comply. Furthermore, you’ll be handcuffed to your office
chair with a security operative standing guard at all times. At
night, you’ll be handcuffed to your bed. You know the drill.”

Emily swallowed as adrenaline rushed through
her. She’d endured this scenario many times. They’d carefully
monitored her condition and hadn’t allowed her to starve to death.
When it came to a critical point, they’d fed her minimally then
switched tactics.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Emily
said shakily. “I’ve done the best job possible for you.”

“It looks like you’re not going to cooperate
with me,” Sharon said regretfully as she returned to her former
position behind her desk. “I was hoping you would voluntarily help
me. You have a good life and I hope that you will allow me to
continue to support you in that. I need to know what you’re keeping
from me. If you tell me now, we can avoid any unpleasantness. It’s
your call.”

Emily swallowed nervously and waves of dread
threatened to overwhelm her. She couldn’t endure any more torture.
She’d already suffered long enough. Maybe she could tell Sharon
something that wouldn’t hurt her chance to escape this dreadful
place. Or maybe she could make up a complete fabrication; a false
threat that would occupy Sharon’s mind long enough to leave Emily
alone until she could make her move. Emily’s thoughts churned
frantically for a solution to this dilemma.

“All right,” Emily said with a defeated slump
of her shoulders and a weary sigh. “I’ll tell you.”

Sharon’s lips curved in a satisfied smile and
she quickly brought out a tape recorder so she could save the
entire discussion and have her assistant type it up later.

“You’ve made a wise decision,” she said. “You
may begin whenever you’re ready.”

Sharon pressed the record button and waited
expectantly. Emily took a deep breath as she mentally prepared her
fictitious tale.

“There is a serious threat that will come
about as a result of the new psychics who will be made in the
aftermath of the electric storms. You remember reading about my
reports on the multipaths?” Emily asked. The question was a
delaying tactic to give herself valuable time to further enhance
her story.

“Yes, I recall them. Multipaths are those
psychics whose abilities inexplicably expand. They become level
nines and they begin to exhibit more and more secondary abilities
that are just as strong as their primary ability. All multipaths
die within three weeks from the onset of their symptoms.”

Now it was time for a half-truth. Emily knew
the secret to saving multipaths but only in theory. She’d seen how
they were saved in the future but the technique wouldn’t be
discovered for more than thirty years.

“What I failed to mention is that a quarter
of the multipaths that are created from the aftermath of the
electric storms will somehow learn to control and stabilize their
abilities which will allow them to live. With their precognitive
abilities, they will quickly realize telepaths are in danger and
move to get as many to safety as possible. They will go into
hiding,” Emily said.

Sharon stiffened and her brown eyes blazed
with fury.

“This is a terrible betrayal! I can’t believe
you hid this from me! None of the precognitives reported that any
multipaths would survive so we never bothered to identify them for
elimination! This is a serious threat!” She sputtered as she
reached out and snapped the recorder off. “Go back to your quarters
at once and begin working to identify the multipaths!”

“Okay,” Emily said meekly.

She headed for the door as Steve opened it
for her.

“One more thing,” Sharon said in a chilling
tone. “If you ever hide anything like this from me again, you will
be severely punished!”

Emily didn’t bother responding to this
threat. She knew for a fact that she wouldn’t reside in this
facility for much longer. Sharon would order her execution soon or
she’d escape. There were no alternate outcomes. Steve’s brooding
presence further exacerbated Emily’s fears of discovery. Steve
Drake was the only research manager who ran these types of errands
for Sharon. If it wasn’t him who summoned Emily for a visit with
Sharon, it would always be a security operative rather than a
research manager. Emily knew the two of them were having an affair.
Other psychics had discovered this information as well but all of
them were prisoners rather than employees so they kept quiet about
their discovery. Steve had grown aloof and distant with his wife
over the years and had seen Sharon’s interest in him as a great
opportunity for power. And it had furthered his career just as he’d
anticipated. Sharon had promoted him from a tech assistant to a
research manager in spite of his lack of any supervisory experience
or skill. His performance remained lackluster since he was just as
incompetent in his current position as his former one but she was
the boss so that didn’t matter.

“You were wise to cooperate,” Steve said as
they approached her room.

He opened the door for her and she stepped
inside her living quarters. Steve quickly closed and locked the
door behind her. Emily’s eyes roved over her prison then rested on
the laptop computer situated on the cheap desk shoved in the
corner. She took several, deep calming breaths then purposefully
shoved all thoughts of her plans for escape out of her mind. It was
essential that she controlled her thoughts and emotions when
touching any object in order to avoid leaving any psychic residue
that would betray her hopes for freedom. Emily took plenty of time
centering herself and plunging her mind into a deep meditative
state. Once she was certain she had gained complete control of her
thoughts, she sank into her desk and prepared to record psychic
impressions of the future. She hated to give the names of those
individuals who would become multipaths; however, she’d spoken the
truth. They would all die within three weeks once the onset of
symptoms had begun. Even her older brother, Jeremy Winters, who
believed her to be dead. But he was one name that Emily wouldn’t
give and she carefully avoided thinking about him whatsoever as she
typed in a name of one person who came to her.

In a way, Emily was giving the future
telepaths a fighting chance to fulfill their destiny by throwing
Psi-Tech on a wild goose chase. The company already had so many
targets that it would take years to hunt down all the telepaths but
now, Emily gave them an even greater task by providing a huge list
of psychics who would perish on their own anyway. If she hadn’t
remained in such a deep trance, her mind would burst with glee over
this deception. After hours of work, Emily slowly became aware of
pain nibbling away at the fringes of her consciousness. She
mentally withdrew from her work and redoubled her efforts to remain
in a meditative state which would partially protect her from the
negative effects of the electrical storm which she intuitively knew
had arrived. The lights in the room flickered then went out. Her
computer became the only source of illumination as it was plugged
into battery backup. The automatic program initiated, saving all
programs and shutting down the hard drive.

Enough of the elements in the passing comet
had been introduced into the Earth’s atmosphere to initiate a
worldwide disruption that would transform every living being on
this planet. Even in her current meditative state, she would
succumb to unconsciousness which would precede the transformation.
Emily slipped from her chair and positioned herself so she was
lying flat on her back on the floor. She closed her eyes and
focused completely on going deeper into a controlled trance. For
months, she’d practiced this exercise which was critical to her
plan for escape. The deeper her trance, the easier the transition
wrought by the electrical storms would be. She had learned this
secret in a vision and kept it to herself. Hopefully, it would give
her enough of a tactical advantage to stay alive once Psi-Tech
initiated the post-transformation protocols which involved
systematically killing all prisoners kept in the facility.
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