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Chapter 1

Black hair still damp from the shower, power
flooded through Josephine via her connection to the mini vortex
that encompassed her large home as she stepped into her spacious
kitchen. She flicked the lights on with a brief pulse of
telekinetic energy and crossed the room to her coffee maker. She
measured at a category six with her magical ability, making her one
of the strongest wizards in the world and also immortal.
Josephine’s navy-blue uniform fit loosely over her tall, slender
frame and designated her as a captain for MADA, a specialized
government agency that developed advanced magical technology to
ensure the safety of the United States.

Josephine had reluctantly accepted the
position offered to her, surprised at how quickly she’d become
promoted from a detective at the Sarasota Police Department to a
federal government official. The idea of leading a team sometimes
scared her but her supervisor was literally the best boss she’d
ever had. Josephine’s radiant, youthful skin and silky black hair
gave her the appearance of a woman in her mid-twenties but she
possessed the life experience of over eighty years.

“Mom, we need to talk,” Perry said from
behind her.

Startled, Josephine turned to face him. “Good
morning, sweetheart. I didn’t realize you were up so early.”

It was only a little after three and usually
Perry was fast asleep in the form of a white dove perched on the
curtain rod of a window in either the kitchen, the living room,
dining room, or his bedroom. Josephine didn’t need much sleep so
she always woke up extremely early while Perry required just a
little bit more rest as a light being. Josephine’s fiancé, Mark,
had accidentally created Perry with white magic while trying to
save her life against a powerful construo letalis curse intent on
killing her. It had worked but with the unexpected consequence of a
new life form. Perry was less than a year old and thought of Mark
as his dad and Josephine as his stepmother. He was mature and wise
while at the same time naïve and sometimes remarkably clueless
about corporeal matters.

Perry stood at the threshold of the room in
his human form which was that of a man in his mid-twenties. His
loose-fitting white tunic and pants draped over his seven-foot-tall
and muscular frame. A friendship bracelet encircled his right and
left wrist, the only flash of color on his otherwise predominantly
white clothing. His brown eyes reminded her of a puppy dog, always
shining with soulful compassion.

Perry ran a nervous hand through his curly,
brown hair. “Mom, we really need to talk.”

Josephine dreaded those words. Perry had
picked them up from a classic sitcom that had once aired in the
late twenty-first century. A couple of months ago, when it had
become obvious that Perry had a crush on Helen, Mark had explained
about the birds and the bees. Perry had been stunned and hadn’t
breathed a word about it afterwards for about a couple of weeks
before confronting Josephine, advising her that “we need to talk.”
At that point, he had asked her if what Mark said was really true.
Uncomfortable with the discussion, Josephine had confirmed the
accuracy of Mark’s words with the adamant statement that any
questions about that topic should be directed at Mark.

“Perry, you’ll have to have this discussion
with your father,” Josephine said in a firm tone, her face flaming
with embarrassment.

“I plan to but you’re the one who woke up
first.” Perry’s earnest gaze held hers as he took a step forward.
“There’s something wrong with our network.”

For just a brief instant, Josephine’s relief
was almost palpable but then her concern returned at the reminder
of their magical network that she shared with Mark, Perry, Helen,
Alice and a small group of mostly white magic practitioners on
Adamas, a colony world that had once belonged to the human
ancestors of Earth.

“What’s happened?” Josephine asked,
instinctively checking it with her paranormal senses but finding
nothing unusual.

Josephine and Hermina, from Adamas, were the
only two wizards of the network that practiced mainstream magic
while the rest of the group were White Knights. The magical network
was a rare phenomenon and Josephine believed it was the main reason
that their white magic abilities hadn’t yet burned out.

“Our connection has fluctuated and the energy
signature has changed,” Perry noted.

“Do you know what caused this to happen?”
Josephine frowned with concern.

“No, but I think it’s caused from our link
with the White Knights on Adamas.”

“Maybe there’s nothing wrong at all,”
Josephine suggested hopefully.

“The only reason I can think of for this to
happen is if someone new was added to the network or someone in our
network died.” Perry’s brown eyes conveyed his deep concern over
this development.

Josephine sometimes worried about their link
to the wizards on Adamas. The more participants within a network,
the stronger it became but it also made for vulnerabilities. The
impact of a serious injury or death was greater with a larger
group. Josephine knew that Adamas was fighting for freedom against
Ludovic’s rule. Ludovic, along with the other AI’s, had imprisoned
dozens of colony worlds. Until recently, the inhabitants of Earth
had not known of this threat. Josephine had defeated one of these
AI’s known as APU 81 which was the main reason she had been
promoted to captain. The category six wizard was a rare and
precious commodity that the government needed to prop up their
defenses against this new AI threat.

Josephine mulled over the possibilities. “Is
it possible that one of the White Knights suffered from burnout and
lost his white magic?”

“That could be it.” Perry’s eyes widened with
surprise for just an instant.

“Do Mark and Helen show any signs of
burnout?” Josephine hated to think of her loved ones losing their
light energy talent but it seemed to be the fate of their kind
after one or two years. She fervently hoped that her fiancé and her
lifelong friend would be an exception because of their magical
network but it was too soon to tell.

“They’re fine,” Perry assured her.

“I suppose it’s time we opened a small portal
to Adamas so we can touch base with Hermina and the others,”
Josephine said decisively.

Helen and Alice always came over for coffee
and cards every morning before work. The three of them were
lifelong friends. Helen and Alice had only become immortal
recently. Both women displayed the vibrant, youthful vitality of
someone in their mid-twenties even though they were about the same
age as Josephine. Helen had left retirement several weeks ago to be
part of Josephine’s team although Alice clung to retirement.
Josephine, Helen and Alice gathered at the living room table with
their mugs of coffee. Perry sat with his own coffee although he
didn’t really need to eat. Ample lighting spilled from the large,
crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling.

“All right.” Alice leveled a moody look at
Josephine. “What’s the bad news?”

Josephine should have known her friend would
figure out something was wrong. “How did you know?”

Alice gestured at Perry who fidgeted
nervously in his chair and his worried expression was painfully
clear. He would never do well with poker so it was a good thing he
wasn’t interested in playing cards.

Perry froze and immediately looked guilty.
“Sorry, we were going to tell you after cards.”

“That was a thoughtful gesture.” Helen beamed
at him with approval. “Now that we’re on the topic, what’s going
on?”

Josephine explained about Perry’s perceptions
with their magical network.

“It’s always a problem with white magic,
isn’t it?” Alice grumbled.

Josephine cocked an amused brow at her
friend. “You wouldn’t be immortal without it.”

“Yes, I would. I’d just be a vampire,” Alice
argued.

“And that’s better how?” Josephine
pressed.

Alice’s gorgeous green eyes simmered with
ire. “I just want to enjoy my retirement. I’ve worked hard for my
entire life, paid taxes and social security and now I just want to
be left alone. Is that so much to ask for?”

“I don’t think so,” Perry said.

Alice set her mug down gently and favored him
with a faint smile. “Thank you for that, young man.”

“You haven’t heard about the new law that
just passed?” Helen asked.

Alice’s irritation returned. “No, I haven’t.
What bureaucratic poppycock is the government up to this time?”

“Most people feel that category six wizards
are shirking their duty if they don’t sign up for government work
now that we have know about the AI’s and how they want to enslave
humanity. They’re afraid we may not have much time before they find
a way to get to Earth and want to be ready for an invasion force,”
Helen explained.

Alice’s mouth formed a dour frown. “I don’t
like the sound of this.”

“The new law mandates that all immortals must
return to the workforce. All social security benefits are
immediately terminated,” Helen told her.

Josephine hadn’t heard of this either. The
news was just too depressing.

Alice’s face contorted with outrage. “When
did this happen?”

“Yesterday afternoon,” Helen supplied.

“I’m a category five wizard – not a six,”
Alice argued.

“That doesn’t matter because you’re still
immortal,” Helen pointed out.

“Can this day get any worse?” Alice scowled
and took another drink from her mug.

Josephine and Helen were still coming to
grips with the reality that they were immortal and would never grow
old but Alice remained steadfast in her ways that she had adopted
through her life as she’d aged. Even though her wrinkled skin,
gnarled hands and gray hair had given way to smooth flawless skin,
flaming red hair and youthful vigor about a year ago, it seemed she
was still in denial.

Josephine peered at Helen with curiosity.
“How does that law work exactly? Can an immortal choose to be
unemployed?”

“Excellent question!” Alice beamed at her
with approval then shifted her inquiring gaze to Helen as she
waited for an answer.

“Yes, you can do that.” Helen’s expression
became fretful. “But you’re on a fixed income. Now that you’re cut
off from social security benefits, what will you do?”

Alice’s face fell. “I hadn’t thought of that.
I suppose there’s no way around it but I do have enough in my
savings account for about five months or so. I’ll enjoy every last
minute of my retirement.”

“You’re going to blow away your entire
savings?” Josephine eyed her friend with incredulous disbelief.

Alice heaved a grievous sigh. “I don’t know
what I’m going to do.”

“You could work for MADA. I’d love to have
you on my team. I’m always hiring you to consult for me anyway,”
Josephine said.

Alice heaved another burdened sigh. “I have a
bad feeling I’m going to be doing a lot more claro mentis
enchantments.”

“Possibly. You’re very talented with mental
health magic,” Josephine acknowledged.

“All right. I’ll do it,” Alice said with
obvious reluctance. “Better working for you than someone like
Arthur Gallagher.”

Josephine’s lips twitched as she fought
against an amused smile. Even though Alice could be grumpy, she
always came through for her friends. She had saved all of their
lives and made huge breakthroughs in Josephine’s cases numerous
times. Alice began shuffling the deck of cards so they could play
rummy, clearly wanting to put this subject of employment on the
shelf for the moment. She passed out the cards and Helen took the
first turn.

“I’ll let Virginia know that you’re
interested.” Josephine leveled a warm smile at Alice.

“Thanks.” She smiled back at her friend.

Mark stepped into the room a short while
later dressed in black slacks and a turquoise polo. Josephine had
sensed when he’d awakened through their special link that had
developed just before they’d become lovers. Seeing him always
evoked a warm rush of love and she felt a stir of light energy
where her unborn child grew inside her. She pressed her hand
against her belly in a reflexive gesture, unconsciously increasing
the flow of light energy to her baby. Josephine’s stomach was flat,
the pregnancy too early to show. Perry had advised them that their
baby was special and would be born a White Knight. Because
Josephine shared a link with other White Knights, she could direct
enough light energy to activate white magic enchantments if she
concentrated hard enough in spite of the fact that she wasn’t a
white magic practitioner herself. Mark was by far the youngest in
the group at nineteen years although one couldn’t tell by looking
since everyone else appeared to be in their mid-twenties.

He was remarkably mature for his age and
extremely handsome with a slender frame, sultry brown eyes framed
by long lashes, a strong jawline with a cleft in his chin and short
silky brown hair. He owned his own business with an office space he
rented in Sarasota where he performed restoration enchantments for
a variety of needs. Most of his customers came to him with damaged
cars because his magic not only repaired them instantly but
actually returned them to brand-new, pristine condition. The
mainstream version of the spell was good but didn’t revert the
damaged goods back to their original state. Mark leaned down as he
passed her, brushing his lips against hers in a brief kiss before
he took the empty seat beside her. Helen dealt him in the next hand
of rummy. Josephine lost herself in the amiable chatter with her
loved ones but all too soon, it was time to leave for work. She
told Mark about Perry’s discovery last night regarding their
magical network and he wanted to accompany her to Helen’s condo
where the intergalactic portal resided.

“You’re always welcome.” Josephine flashed a
warm smile while silently adding to herself that this was only true
if there was no danger involved. Safeguarding her friends and
family would always be a priority.

“I should tag along, too,” Alice said in
resignation.

“Why is that?” Josephine threw her a puzzled
look.

“I’ll be working for you soon enough.”
Alice’s voice was grim. “I might as well get used to the end of my
golden years.”

“It’s not necessary for you to be there,”
Josephine said.

“I insist,” Alice said.

Josephine, Alice, Mark, Perry and Helen made
their way to Helen’s condo which was part of a retirement
community. Alice was a neighbor on a lower floor. The owners’
association had recently changed their rules to exclude immortals
from purchasing or living there but Alice and Helen were
grandfathered in. Helen’s entire condo was a large white magic
power center tied into the one at Josephine’s house. Helen found it
easier to work with stones so she used various polished rocks and
crystals to anchor the white magic power center while most White
Knights utilized plants such as shrubbery, trees and flowers to
create a power center. Helen and her friends stepped into her guest
room where the circle of large quartz crystals marked the entrance
to the intergalactic portal.

“Remember, we need to minimize any risk
against invasion by keeping the portal small,” Josephine reminded
her. She realized she probably sounded like a broken record but
Adamas was swarming with Ludovic’s soldiers and there was no margin
for error. Because of the great distance between Earth and Adamas,
Helen couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the aperture would open and
therefore, she had no way to predict if it would be within their
enemy’s territory or their ally’s.

Helen raised her right hand and three thin
streams of turquoise energy flowed from the center of her palm,
swirling together as they headed for the spot in the center of the
ring at about chest level. When the light energy reached the
enchantment, a fist-sized sphere of translucent silver energy
materialized, rotating languidly in a clockwise direction. Now that
she had opened a doorway to Adamas, they were close enough to
Hermina and her White Knights to feel their link. A rush of power
flowed through them now that their magical network was temporarily
expanded. Of course, they would also feel the lack when the portal
closed again.

“It’s worse than I thought.” Perry’s
expression was horrified.

Josephine cast a worried look at him. “What
do you sense?”

“Kristian, Rhia and Marius are either dead or
burned out,” Perry said.

“That means Hermina has only one White Knight
left.” Helen gazed at him with horror. “They won’t be able to keep
their city shields active. Ludovic’s soldiers will overrun
them.”

Josephine started when she sensed a
telepathic presence tap against her consciousness but relaxed a bit
when she recognized Hermina’s energy signature. Hermina initiated a
telepathic link with the group.

“Hermina, tell us what happened,”
Josephine urged.

“I was hoping I’d hear from you. Kristian,
Rhia and Marius are dead,” Hermina told them. “It started
with Kristian. He vanished without a trace but his presence was
snuffed out and we knew he’d died but couldn’t figure out what
happened. Rhia was next. I was actually with Marius when he passed
away. It’s the praesentia infinitus that took them from
me.”

Josephine gut twisted with anxiety and a
shiver of fear danced over her skin. She had used the praesentia
infinitus to cure Alice of vampirism, giving her immortality but
also linking her to the afterlife. There would come a time when the
other side would beckon and Alice would choose to die. When that
happened, her physical body would cease to exist as the final
stages of the praesentia infinitus came into effect. It was how
immortality from white magic worked. Death was part of the natural
order of things and when someone gifted with the praesentia
infinitus enchantment made the decision to pass on so they could be
with their deceased friends and family, their corporeal existence
ended. Legends stated that once White Knights wielded enough power,
their bodies underwent a transformation which automatically gifted
them with the praesentia infinitus. It could sometimes happen
without warning. Josephine feared that some day, Alice would
quietly disappear without a trace. It sounded like the same thing
could happen to Mark, Helen and Perry if they managed to retain
their abilities.

Josephine felt so bad for Hermina. “Maybe
Mark and I can assist you.”

“It’s too dangerous. There’s nothing you
can do here. I believe our network is too large and that’s what may
have caused the praesentia infinitus to trigger too early in the
White Knights. If you were to come here, your White Knights may
suffer the same fate. And it will be for nothing,” Hermina
said.

“This isn’t over. I’m going to try to
think of some way to help,” Josephine said.

“You should close the portal. The longer
you keep it open, the greater the chance Ludovic could detect
you,” Hermina warned.

Helen made a sweeping gesture with her hand
and the rotating silver sphere of energy winked out of existence. A
pang of loss fluttered through the group as their connection with
Hermina and Jarlath on Adamas became dormant once again. Josephine
took a deep, cleansing breath as she waited for the uncomfortable
sensation to pass, troubled by what she had learned.

“We have the same number of people in our
network here as Hermina did on Adamas.” Josephine couldn’t help but
voice her fear. “What if it triggers the final stages of the
praesentia infinitus in you guys?”

“I’ve never heard of that happening before,”
Helen said. “It’s always burnout that’s a threat.”

“You’re the first White Knights in recorded
history that have managed to form a magical network,” Josephine
pointed out.

“We’ll have to be careful to avoid triggering
our passing,” Perry said.

Mark’s expression was contemplative. “It
might be something they did with their magic. They’re using white
magic in their war against Ludovic. They must be constantly working
with high levels of light energy to activate their enchantments.
None of us have come close to using that kind of power. That could
have been a catalyst for their problem.”

“You’re probably right,” Perry agreed.
“There’s another contributing factor that may have caused their
deaths. White magic enchantments aren’t meant to be used in
war.”

Alice swept a dour gaze over the group. “I
rest my case about white magic. It just can’t be trusted.”

Josephine cocked a bemused brow at her
friend, refraining from pointing out that white magic had saved
their lives on numerous occasions and that Perry didn’t have a
choice in remaining a white magic practitioner. Because he was a
light energy being, he would burnout and die if he turned his back
on white magic.


Chapter 2

There was a distinct chill in the air,
signaling the approach of winter, as Josephine strode across the
parking lot to the twelve-story government building that housed a
variety of field offices for MADA, the military and the FBI in
Siesta Key, Florida. It was strategically placed to give field
operatives access to the power vortex at the public beach which was
about a quarter of a mile away, allowing category five and six
wizards to create powerful and advanced enchantments in a short
period of time. Josephine reached out with her mind and tapped into
the power vortex. Her awareness expanded and energy cascaded
throughout her body. Out of habit, she scanned the perimeter with
her paranormal senses to ensure she wasn’t walking into an ambush.
Even though she hadn’t been attacked for several weeks and wasn’t
currently being targeted by any powerful foes, she had learned to
be cautious.

Josephine tapped her magnetic badge against
the lock beside the door and entered the stark lobby. An
administrative assistant in her mid-thirties dressed in a blue
dress shirt, slacks and a navy blue sports coat sat behind a small
desk, intently typing at her computer. As Josephine crossed the
room to the locked entrance, the employee barely gave her a cursory
glance. Josephine tapped her badge against the lock and stepped
down the hallway to the elevator. Soon, she reached her office on
the fifth floor where Maggie, Mark’s sister, was already hard at
work, hunching over her computer screen. Colin, Josephine’s new
employee, was doing the same thing at his desk. The room was
spacious and the back wall was comprised entirely of windows that
offered a spectacular view of the ocean. Several work benches and a
conference table occupied the back area near the windows while
Maggie and Colin’s desks were stationed near the front door. Maggie
didn’t seem to immediately notice Josephine’s presence which was
typical. Her face had a lot of the same features as Mark, making it
easy to see the two of them were related. Her long black hair was
restrained in a tidy ponytail and her snazzy blue business suit
looked freshly pressed. Maggie’s privacy field kept any trace of
her thoughts hidden and unreadable. Both Maggie and Colin were
category six wizards like Josephine but a lot younger. Both of them
were in their early twenties.

Director Virginia Hamilton, Josephine’s
supervisor, had found and recruited Colin several weeks ago from a
small manufacturing company, WGI Lighting, Inc. Colin didn’t have
much experience practicing advanced magic but he was learning
quickly. He was short with blond hair and blue eyes while his
baggy, blue dress shirt and gray slacks were a couple sizes too
large.

Colin leveled a warm smile at her. “Good
morning, Josephine.”

“Good morning.” She threw him a questioning
look. “Why are you both here so early?”

Maggie tore her attention away from her
computer. “We’re so close to figuring out a way to make a
terramezic energy generator, I can hardly stand it. You already
approved overtime.”

“Yes, I did,” Josephine agreed, glancing at
the clock which read shortly after seven. “Something tells me you
didn’t just get here.”

“I came at 5:30,” Maggie announced.

“I just arrived a few minutes ago,” Colin
confessed.

Josephine was concerned that they were
pushing themselves too hard. “Just remember I don’t expect for you
to work overtime. I don’t want you burning out. You’re my star
employees, after all.”

Maggie’s lips twitched in a smirk at the
joke. Maggie, Colin, Perry and Helen comprised her entire team and
they all knew Josephine referred to them as her star employees.
Josephine’s desk was in the next room in her very own office,
something she’d never had before in her previous jobs. She sat down
at her chair and checked her emails then the reports related to
terramezic particle research. The ancient civilization that came
before had utilized terramezic energy rather than electricity which
was why no one had recognized that many of the old relics were
remnants of advanced technology that humans had once possessed
before the Great Wizard Wars. Josephine had high level clearance to
see what the other research teams at the military, MADA and the FBI
were working on and the progress they were making.

Captain Arthur Gallagher’s team was currently
working at the Venice site where an ancient facility had been
partially restored. It was an Interplanetary Transit Center with
the primary function of travelling between inhabited worlds but
because of the threat of the AI’s, it had to remain powered down.
Josephine wondered if Arthur’s team was making any notable
discoveries. She was blocked from access because his assignment
wasn’t about learning how to generate terramezic particles, but
instead focused on finding a way to reach Delphis or part of the
Delphis Alliance, a group of worlds that remained liberated from
the AI’s rule. As Josephine continued to read through the various
reports at her disposal, she lost track of time.

Maggie appeared at the doorway, regarding her
with a tentative but hopeful expression. “There’s something else
I’ve been working on.”

“Something else?” Josephine echoed with
surprise.

“I believe I have found a way to detect
material that used to be wizard glass,” Maggie said.

“We’re supposed to be working on terramezic
energy generation and detection.” Colin frowned at her with
concern. He was extremely literal and a stickler for rules so
straying from their assignment in any way created anxiety for
him.

“It’s all right, Colin. If we discover how to
do something related to Ancient technology that falls outside of
our work parameters, we’re allowed to pursue the matter with my
authorization.” Josephine threw him a reassuring look then focused
back on Maggie again. “You’ve designed a new enchantment?”

“Yes, I finished it this morning and I just
scanned it to make sure I have the design correct since this is the
first one of its kind. I have three of them altogether.” Maggie
held up a standard, wooden wand.

Wizard glass was a very sturdy material but
during the ancient wars on Earth, a devastating weapon had reverted
all wizard glass to stone and plunged humanity into the Stone Age.
The colony worlds had lucked out and managed to retain most of
their advanced technology. As a result, Earth was far behind the
times and had only managed to make contact with one world, Adamas.
If the citizens could liberate themselves from Ludovic and the
other AI’s rule, Adamas could become a very powerful ally. So far,
Adamas had rejected all offers of assistance of military aid due to
the fact that Earth’s technology was so primitive that their
presence on Adamas would serve as a liability. Josephine wished
there was a way she could help them, especially Hermina and the
White Knights.

“If you’ve really developed a spell that can
detect materials that were once wizard glass, we could finally
start discovering old Ancient facilities.” Josephine’s heart pumped
with excitement over the possible breakthroughs that could come
about as a result of this enchantment. “What’s the range on the
scanner?”

“I’m not sure but it should extend for at
least thirty miles,” Maggie said.

“Excellent! Let’s try it out now.” Josephine
rose to her feet, her eyes lit with anticipation.

When Maggie activated the enchantment, the
wand emitted a low-level hum for several seconds.

Maggie grinned with excitement. “I’ve got
something! If this wand is working properly, there’s an underground
Ancient facility in Bradenton on the East side of town.”

“It’s time for a field trip.” Josephine’s
brown eyes sparked with enthusiasm.

Josephine drove Maggie and Colin to Bradenton
so Maggie could direct them to the location indicated by the
enchantment. Maggie’s discovery would lead to quite a stir in the
scientific community who had been working on a way to identify
Ancient technology for quite some time. Maggie was seated beside
Josephine as they made their way to Bradenton on Interstate 75. As
they approached the city limits, Maggie activated her wand again to
get her bearings on the possible Ancient site. Josephine followed
her directions, exiting the freeway and taking them to White Eagle
Boulevard. Eventually, Maggie led them to a thick forest a short
distance East of Benito Court. It was an isolated spot without any
homes or business in the immediate vicinity. If there really was an
Ancient facility buried underground, it would be a huge discovery.
Josephine, Maggie and Colin strode across the grass towards the
forest and stopped just outside the area, knowing it wasn’t safe to
explore undeveloped land in Florida.

“Can you pinpoint how far it is and how much
of the structure is intact?” Josephine asked.

“I’ll gather as much detail as possible,”
Maggie promised.

She aimed her wand and it emitted an
electronic hum. Josephine pulled out her tablet so she could take
notes and directed Colin to do the same. Colin’s blue eyes flicked
over the landscape, clearly anxious about their decision to stray
from their main assignment in spite of Josephine’s assurances.
Josephine pretended not to notice as she waited for Maggie to
speak. Maggie continued to scan, slowly angling the wand from side
to side as she pointed it at the general area of the forest.

The wand went quiet and she turned to face
Josephine. “The chambers have collapsed, there’s no way to teleport
down there. It’s about three hundred feet below the surface and
there aren’t any large building structures intact but large chunks
of them so we’ll definitely have artifacts to study, possibly
Ancient devices that are still intact.”

“Excellent work, Maggie.” Josephine flashed
her a smile as she pulled out her cell and placed a call to
Virginia. Virginia was thrilled to hear about their discovery and
promised excavation teams would arrive within the next day or
two.

“This is very exciting. There haven’t been
any new Ancient excavation sites in the U.S. for quite some time,”
Virginia said. “I would appreciate it if you would wait for the
security team to arrive and cordon off the area. After that, I
would like for your team to continue searching the area for more
sites.”

“Certainly.” Josephine was puzzled by the
order. “We’re not going to just hand off the enchantment to the
exploration teams?”

“The exploration teams will automatically get
jurisdiction but we have the rest of the day to seek out new sites
on our own before that happens. I would like for you to travel as
far as you need to. The reason I’m doing this is because there are
so many government leaders who want a piece of the action that
we’re liable to get this site snatched out from under us unless we
stake a claim to multiple sites. That will give us a bargaining
chip to at least keep this one which is closest to you,” Virginia
explained.

“I don’t know how you can stand that
political balderdash,” Josephine remarked.

“It’s what I do. I have a lot of meetings to
set up and requests to place before I file any official reports.
It’s best to get these things done behind closed doors before our
competition learns about our discovery so if you can hold off on
sending your own report until the end of the day, I would
appreciate it.” Virginia sounded eager to tackle the red tape she
was forced to contend with.

Josephine’s mouth curved in a wry smile,
tickled by the fact that her supervisor actually enjoyed navigating
the political jungle. “We’ll find as many new Ancient sites as
possible.”

“Thank you. I’ll talk to you later.” Virginia
disconnected the call.

Josephine slipped her cell in her pants
pocket. She informed Maggie and Colin of their new orders.

“I’m glad I brought the other two scanners
with me,” Maggie said.

Josephine realized that this was a good time
to bring Maggie and Colin up to speed in regards to the white magic
network. Maggie stood very still and reminded her of a statue as
she adopted a faraway expression. Josephine wished she didn’t have
that privacy field because at least then she may have caught a
glimpse of her thoughts or emotional state.

“Are you all right?” Josephine finally
asked.

Maggie’s gaze snapped into focus on her.
“Something terrible is going to happen.”

Colin stared at her with alarm and was at a
complete loss for words.

“Tell me what’s going on.” Apprehension
slithered through Josephine. She should have known that this happy
and trouble-free period wouldn’t last.

“I remember something about the White
Knights.” Maggie’s brows furrowed with concentration. “It started
with more power.” Josephine waited in tense silence, worried that
if she said anything it would cause Maggie to lose the tenuous
grasp on her memory of this future event. “It wasn’t another world
though. Perry had LOTS of power and then Mark was flooded with
power.” Maggie’s eyes misted with unshed tears. “They both
died.”

When APU 81 had inhabited Maggie’s body, it
had used the Seer mirror to look into the future which was in a
constant state of flux. The problem with the Seer mirror was that
it showed the most probable outcomes and so you couldn’t rely on
the accuracy because there were mitigating factors that could
change events completely. Maggie couldn’t remember very many
details of the time period where she had been possessed but she did
sometimes recall bits and pieces. There was a lot of information
stored in her mind but it was mostly inaccessible. Alice had
performed many claro mentis enchantments on her in an attempt to
heal her mind to allow her to read the information but the
information remained elusive. Josephine fervently wished that
Maggie had continued working with Alice. Maggie had halted the
mental healing sessions because giving someone access to her mind
was no longer acceptable after years of possession by the hostile
AI.

Josephine’s throat tightened with grief. “How
does it happen?”

“What you said about the White Knights on
Adamas is what triggered my flashback,” Maggie explained. “The
final stages of the praesentia infinitus is triggered in both Perry
and Mark. I can’t remember the details of when or where they died,
just the knowledge that it happened.”

“You said Perry and Mark get a lot of power.
Do you know how that happens?” Josephine asked.

Maggie shook her head. “No but I’ll keep
trying to remember. I’m not going to lose my brother without a
fight.”

“Do you remember Mark and I getting married?”
Josephine’s gaze was hopeful. If Maggie had seen this event in the
Seer mirror, then that meant Mark would be safe until at least May
twelfth, the day of their wedding. That would give her about six
months to come up with a solution to rescue her fiancé. Perhaps it
would be better for him to burn out in order to avoid this death by
white magic.

“I can’t.” Maggie frowned with contemplation
and worry. “But that doesn’t mean anything. There’s so much that I
don’t remember.”

“Did you ever see a future where we went to
Adamas?” Josephine asked.

Maggie hesitated then shook her head. “No,
that never happened. APU 81 changed the future that it
foresaw.”

“So that means that we can’t rely on anything
that was glimpsed in that mirror.” Josephine felt just a smidgeon
of relief.

“You’re right. APU 81 caused a completely
different chain of events to occur. It’s possible Mark and Perry
aren’t in any danger at all.” Maggie’s words were heavy with doubt
as well as hope. “We should find out if Jarlath is still okay.”

“I agree. I’ll check in with Hermina tomorrow
morning,” Josephine said. “And I’ll do everything in my power to
make sure your brother stays safe.”

“I know.” Maggie’s lips curved in a wry
smile. “That’s why you’re going to be such a cool
sister-in-law.”

“Right back at you, kid,” Josephine said.
“While we wait, let’s see if you can detect another site from
here.”

“Okay.” Maggie extended the wand and
activated its enchantment. She stared off into space for a moment
then lowered the wand and faced Josephine. “There’s nothing within
scanning range. If we go farther north or east, we might pick up on
something else.”

Josephine nodded with approval. As soon as
the security team arrived, Josephine drove Maggie and Colin farther
north on the interstate. It turned out to be a long and exhausting
day spent mostly on the road and waiting for security teams but
they managed to discover three additional sites in Lecanto,
Umatilla and Port Orange. Josephine didn’t finish her shift and
return home until after nine in the evening. As soon as she stepped
through the front door, a heavenly aroma wafted to her. She inhaled
appreciatively and her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t
yet eaten dinner. She had called Mark and let him know she wouldn’t
be home until late but that had been around four. She made her way
to the kitchen where Mark was waiting.

“Perfect timing.” Mark’s full lips curved in
a warm smile. “The Risotto is ready.”

They embraced and Josephine rested her
forehead against his, an intense feeling of contentment and love
washing over her.

After a moment, she pulled back. “You’re so
sweet. How long have you been waiting?”

“It’s nothing. I have it on low heat and just
have to remember to stir it every once in a while,” Mark said.

They served themselves and went to the living
room. When she took her first bite, the scrumptious flavor of
chicken, herbs, cream and Parmesan cheese exploded on her tongue.
She savored the heavenly taste before swallowing.

“This is wonderful!” she exclaimed.

“Thanks.” Mark’s face lit up with pleasure at
the compliment.

“Where’s Perry?” Josephine threw him an
inquisitive look before taking another spoonful of Risotto.

“He’s on a date with Helen,” Mark informed
her.

“Those two are adorable. I’m glad he finally
got the courage to ask her out. They’re so happy together,”
Josephine smiled.

“Yes, they are,” Mark agreed.

Her mind went back to Maggie’s recollection
of Mark and Perry’s demise. A sliver of icy dread crawled up her
spine. She forced the worrisome thoughts aside for the moment,
wanting to spend some quality time with her fiancé before broaching
any dark topics. They chatted amiably and were almost finished with
dinner when Josephine could no longer avoid the problem looming
over her head.

“Mark, there’s something I need to tell you,”
she said.

“Okay.” His relaxed features tensed a bit as
he waited to hear about the issue.

“Maggie remembered something she saw in a
vision through the Seer mirror while possessed by APU 81.”
Josephine took a deep breath then explained what Maggie had
seen.

“It sounds like the White Knights were
afflicted by whatever will happen to Perry and I,” Mark said in a
musing tone. “I haven’t noticed any sudden increase in my light
energy strength.”

“I plan on speaking with Hermina again
tomorrow to check in on her and see if there are any other details
that can help us figure out what’s going on.” Josephine wished
there was a way to get more information.

“Maybe Alice can help Maggie pull the memory
to the surface with a claro mentis enchantment,” Mark
suggested.

“I was going to talk to Alice in the morning.
I’m sure she’ll agree to it,” Josephine said. “I don’t know about
Maggie though. She doesn’t want anyone poking around in her mind
anymore.”

Mark’s brown eyes reflected compassion
towards his sister. “I don’t blame her. She’s been through a
lot.”

“The more I think about it, the more this
phenomenon doesn’t make sense.” Josephine frowned with rumination.
“White magic isn’t harmful so why would it cause someone to die
before their time?”

“Good question.” Mark reached out and slipped
his hand over hers. “We’ll figure out how to stop this thing,
whatever it is.”


Chapter 3

Maggie's mind churned in turmoil as she lay
in bed, worried that the elusive memories she sought to save her
brother may not surface in time. She had told Josephine she would
allow Alice to perform a claro mentis but the idea of permitting
someone to enter her mind filled her with terror. APU 81 had seized
her body and mind for most of her life with the intention of
killing her when it was finished. When she had escaped that fate,
she had wanted nothing more than to destroy the artificial
intelligence that had ruined her life. With Josephine's help,
Maggie had finally found APU 81 and succeeded in killing it but her
relief had been short-lived.

APU 81's death didn't erase the lost years it
had taken from her or the horrible memories she had witnessed under
its control. Maggie wondered if she would ever feel safe or
completely trust anyone ever again. Exhaustion finally pulled her
into sleep. As soon as that happened, her eyes opened and she sat
up in bed. Maggie stretched in the darkness of the late night as if
waking up after a long, refreshing sleep. For the dark mind that
infected her unconscious, that was exactly what this felt like.
Maggie left the bedroom of the small rental house and strode down
the hall, enjoying the feel of the cool terrazzo floor beneath her
bare feet. Several months ago, APU 81 had surrounded Josephine,
Mark, Maggie, Perry and Helen with host bodies it controlled in
attempt to murder them. APU 81 had unleashed powerful black magic
and Maggie had tapped into the raw dark energy that was being used
against them.

Maggie hadn't realized what a serious mistake
it had been to absorb that dark power. It had allowed the darkness
to infect her unconscious mind. Every night since then, it seized
control of her body as her conscious mind slept. Maggie turned on
the light, revealing coal-black eyes and a smug smile on her face.
She opened the closet where she kept her dark energy enchantments
stored in a variety of gray satchels as well as clothing she had
purchased during her late night forays. Maggie changed out of her
blue pajamas and into a black dress. She pulled ten emerald rings
imbued with black magic enchantments from one of the satchels and
slipped them on her fingers. She also slipped on a silver bracelet
and a large red dichroic glass pendant programmed with powerful
protection. Maggie ambled over to the mirror and stared at her
reflection, concentrating on channeling the dark energy in her body
to flow the way she needed it to. After a moment, her black eyes
reverted back to their normal brown color.

Maggie went to her shiny, blue Toyota RAV4
she had purchased last week. She drove to a neighborhood near
downtown Sarasota where she kept dark energy collectors hidden
within homes she had chosen for their rich source of fuel. In the
first house she came to, she had no trouble breaking into the home
through the living room window using telekinesis and overriding the
standard wards. Maggie had already scanned the home and the married
couple was fast asleep. She stalked over to the scraggly, orange
sofa and lifted one of the cushions. She peeled back a small
portion of the fabric she had cut to hide the quartz cluster. She
pulled it out and held it in the palm of her right hand. The
crystals were jet-black and a roiling black smoke lifted from them,
wafting towards her. After several seconds, the currents of dark
energy flowed faster, streaming into her forehead. Her eyes turned
black and she soon depleted the reserves. The crystals were clear
again and ready to collect more dark energy.

Maggie placed the cluster back into its
hiding spot, put the torn fabric back to cover the hole and set the
cushion back down. She strode to the window and slipped outside.
The couple who resided here led miserable lives, generating massive
amounts of dark energy. Maggie went to three more houses, swapping
out the full quartz clusters with empty ones. When she returned to
her house, she made sure to park the SUV in the garage exactly
where it had been originally positioned. She went to the guest room
and set the three large, black quartz clusters on the desk that was
positioned in the far corner of the room. She opened the bottom
drawer where she kept three wands containing the foundation for
construo letalis curses. It took a lot of dark energy, more than a
single individual could produce to construct a curse.

Maggie reached out with her left hand and
closed her fingers over one of the black quartz clusters. She
tapped into its reserves and directed the dark energy into one of
the wands, carefully shaping the curse. A heady sensation of warmth
and power suffused her body as she worked. The crystal cluster in
her left hand slowly cleared as she sucked out the dark energy.
Faster than she would have liked, the crystals were completely
drained and the construo letalis curse was still not ready. She
finished the process on the other two wands and leaned back in her
chair. She examined the complex energy patterns contained in all
three wands, admiring her craftsmanship. She glanced at the clock
and saw that it was a little after three in the morning. Her
conscious self began to stir and would soon awaken. The dark mind
of her unconscious wished it had more time so it could complete the
curses tonight. It was tired of sneaking around at night and wanted
Maggie’s conscious to come over to its way of thinking. If it could
trick her into using black magic, it wouldn’t take much to hijack
her mind completely.

The dark mind undressed and changed back into
the pajamas Maggie had worn when going to bed. Maggie’s eyes closed
and the dark mind eased back into the deep, recesses of her mind as
her conscious self surfaced. Maggie’s heart beat wildly and anxiety
poured through her veins as she sat up in bed. She gestured with
her left hand, shooting out a telekinetic wave that turned the
light switch on. Over the last couple of weeks, she no longer felt
safe or comfortable in the darkness. She couldn’t remember her
dreams but knew they must be dreadful to inspire anxiety attacks
every morning. Maggie glanced at the digital alarm clock on the
nightstand beside her bed and confirmed it was almost three-thirty.
Because she was a category six and plugged into a power vortex
every day, she didn’t require as much sleep as the average
person.

Maggie prepared a mug of coffee in her Keurig
and brought it with her to the living room. She took a sip of the
warm, creamy java. She set the blue mug on the coffee table and
began her daily ritual of stretching in various Yoga poses. By the
time she finished her routine about half an hour later, she felt a
lot calmer. The mysterious panic attack had ebbed away. Maggie knew
that Josephine would be expecting her to meet with Alice for the
construo letalis session and anxiety stirred inside her once again.
She couldn’t stand the thought of allowing someone access to her
mind, even if it was a friend. The memory of the vision APU 81 had
received of Mark’s
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