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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 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 tapped into its power 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 would always
enjoy the vibrant health and youthful beauty of a woman in her
early twenties. They were lifelong friends and they had been
through so much together. Josephine was the only natural immortal
because she was born a six while Helen had been recently 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
can 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 ponytail.

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 couldn’t
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.

“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’ve 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.


Chapter 2

When Josephine arrived at the police
station, she made her way over to her desk. The two detectives she
worked with, Jake and Alex, were currently on a case so she started
catching up on some paperwork. Jake was a young man in his twenties
and happened to be Josephine’s grandson. He had a lot of the same
striking features as his grandmother with the coal black hair,
smoldering brown eyes, full lips, slender frame and handsome face.
He had a pleasant, easy-going personality and was good friends with
Mark.

When Jake and Alex strode into the room,
Josephine greeted them warmly. Alex was one of those rare humans
with no magical ability whatsoever. He could use enchantments but
not create them. Ever since the Disaster that had occurred over
fifty years ago, virtually everyone in the world had transformed
into wizards of one degree or another. Perhaps that explained why
Alex annoyed her so much; however, she was making a tremendous
effort to be civil with him. He had short-cropped brown hair, green
eyes, an average frame and was in his mid-forties.

“I’m glad you’re finally here. We could have
used your help on these cases,” Alex said.

“Thanks, Alex. It’s nice to be appreciated.”
Josephine leveled a casual smile at him before returning her
attention back to her computer.

“All this hard work gives me the munchies.
I’ll be right back.” Alex headed for the break room.

Josephine shot her grandson a questioning
look. “Was it really that bad today?”

“I hate to admit it but we’ve gotten used to
your help. When you get assigned special projects, it’s a big
deal,” Jake advised. “But that’s not your problem. You’re an OC
enforcer now so you’ve got more responsibilities besides ordinary
detective work.”

Alex returned with a chocolate cake donut
covered in chocolate frosting. Josephine envied his metabolism. If
she munched on snacks all the time like he did, she’d put on a lot
of weight. Their next assignment was a missing persons case. Meg
Brooks, a nine-year-old had never returned from school. Her teacher
had reported she attended class all day and no one had seen
anything suspicious. Her parents, Aaron and Connie, were sick with
fear and grief. Alex, Josephine and Jake took a police car down to
the Brooks residence. Connie was a short, medium set woman in her
late twenties with brown hair and green eyes. She invited the
detectives and Josephine to the living room to discuss her
daughter. A large, olive-green sofa occupied the medium-sized room
with three armchairs the same color and a glass coffee table
ensconced between the seating. A moderate sized entertainment
center stood against the wall with a television and a CD player
along with family pictures. Connie’s eyes were red as she’d
obviously been crying.

“Aaron and I were going to call and tell you
Meg’s been found,” Connie said anxiously. “We received a ransom
letter that said she would be killed if we went to the police but
we didn’t see it until after we’d already filed a report at the
station.”

“Can I see the letter?” Alex asked.

“Yes, I have it right here.” Connie picked
up the envelope lying on the table and handed it to him.

Alex pulled out the folded note which was
typed and held it out so Jake could read it as well. Alex frowned
as he took in the note then handed it over to Josephine. She opened
her mind to the psychic impressions on the paper and discovered it
was wiped clean with an ignotus enchantment. She read through the
short letter to see that the abductor demanded ten thousand dollars
to be paid in cash behind a marked tree at the cemetery. It was
rare to find a ransom like this with a middle-aged family. There
was nothing remarkable about Aaron’s career as a retail manager and
Connie was a homemaker.

“There isn’t a trace of the kidnapper’s
energy on here,” Josephine advised.

“We’ll question possible witnesses to the
abduction at the school and in this neighborhood. We’ll do
everything we can to find your daughter,” Alex said.

Tears dribbled down Connie’s face. “I don’t
understand why we have to wait three days before we make the
payment.”

“Usually, they want the money right away. If
we can’t find Meg before it’s time to leave the cash at the park, I
would advise that you follow those instructions,” Alex said.

“Of course.”

Josephine tensed as a brief, potent tendril
of grief from Connie brushed against her. An instant later, she
furrowed her brows with concentration as she scanned the house
again. She hadn’t noticed the first time but there was a distinct
lack of psychometric energy reflecting the suffering from Meg’s
parents.

“This is very strange,” Josephine
remarked.

Connie, Jake and Alex turned to face her
with expectation.

“Are you sensing something from the
kidnappers?” Connie’s expression was hopeful.

Ever since Josephine had made it on the
news, whenever she worked a case, the civilians usually knew about
her psychometry and the fact that she was a six.

“Are you sure Meg didn’t make it to the
bus?” Josephine rose to her feet as she continued to evaluate the
tendrils of energy wafting around her.

“I’m positive. Her friends always sat with
her and she wasn’t there. They never saw her go with anyone
either.”

“It’s like she vanished,” Jake said.

“This house is full of the typical
psychometric activity I normally come across so there was no
ignotus enchantment performed. I don’t sense any intruders but that
could be because they had active privacy fields.” Josephine’s
contemplative gaze swept over the room. “This is most peculiar.
It’s almost like there’s a trail of your grief that’s leaving the
room instead of gathering in here.”

“My grief?” Connie gazed at her with
confusion.

Josephine stalked out of the room and down
the hall until she came to the bedroom. The others followed her and
she hesitated at the threshold.

“May I search your room?” Josephine threw
Connie a questioning look.

“Of course! I want to know if the kidnappers
came in here.”

Josephine stepped into the room which was
moderately furnished with a king-sized bed, a couple of large
dressers and a couple of nightstands. She had to wait for several
long moments to see where the darker strands of energy were heading
because they drifted extremely slowly. She crossed over to one of
the nightstands which was tucked away in the corner and opened the
bottom drawer which contained a bunch of batteries, candles and
flashlights. Josephine reached out with her mind and gasped with
surprise as a concentration of dark energy throbbed at the bottom
of the drawer. Josephine reached inside and dug through the
contents until she found a large black obsidian sphere the size of
a fist. Josephine’s hand ached as she clutched it.

“Is this yours?” She held out the black
obsidian ball so that Connie could take a look.

“I’ve never seen that before. It’s
ugly.”

“I’ve never see one of these before but I
know what this is,” Josephine said.

“Is it a dark energy collector?” Jake
guessed.

“That’s exactly right,” Josephine confirmed.
She furrowed her brows with concentration as she realized the
kidnapper had left behind psychic impressions. One common oversight
people made who used privacy fields to keep secrets was the fact
that touching something with your bare hands inevitably left trace
energy behind. Even gloves weren’t enough of a barrier to
completely safeguard against this leakage problem unless they were
enchanted. Josephine’s lips curved in a grim smile. They’d made
their first mistake and hopefully it was enough to crack the case.
Information and memories trickled into Josephine’s mind.

“The Valituras kidnapped Meg,” Josephine
advised. She continued to allow the psychic impressions to flow for
several moments before she spoke again. “They’ve been doing this
for years. They use invisibility spells on themselves and wait
until the right moment to kidnap the child. They’ve been ordered to
collect a lot more dark energy than usual these last two
months.”

“So the Valituras is getting ready to do
something big,” Alex hypothesized.

“Yes, they are but this team has no idea
what’s going to happen. We need to go. I can take us to Meg.”

Josephine threw a pointed look at Connie.
Alex and Jake nodded with understanding as they realized she didn’t
want to discuss anything further in front of a civilian. They spoke
a few reassuring words with Connie before leaving. Alex drove the
police cruiser away from the house as Josephine continued
discussing what she’d seen.

“They were going to pick up the dark energy
collector on the day of the ransom while Connie left the house to
make the payment. They’re careful to pick families that don’t have
the means to hire investigators on their own and who can be
intimidated into not calling the police. And of course, they want
one of the parents to be a homemaker so that their dark energy
collector gets full exposure to their grieving,” Josephine
explained. “The one who has Meg is Edison Rivera. I can give you
directions to his house.”

Josephine supplied them with the address so
Jake could call it in on the radio. After that, she directed them
to Edison’s house. Alex parked the car down the street and just
past the corner so they weren’t visible in case Edison left
unexpectedly.

“Okay. I’m going to walk by and try to scan
the house to see if he’s home. If we’re lucky and he’s gone for
some reason, we can get Meg out of there right away,” Josephine
said. She reached for the door to open it. “Pop the trunk.”

“I never thought we’d need your props,” Alex
remarked as he complied with her request.

Josephine went to the back and pulled out a
stroller and set it up. She unclipped the long satchel from her
belt which contained half a dozen power wands and set it inside the
trunk. Next, she wrapped the life-sized baby doll in a pink blanket
so it wasn’t showing and placed it in the stroller. Alex and Jake
watched her with faint amusement.

“Don’t you look so cute with your precious
bundle of joy?” Alex teased.

“This wasn’t my idea,” Josephine reminded
him.

“I know. Standard protocols for blending
into the background. Maybe I should accompany you. I could pretend
to be your husband.”

“I go alone. You spew junk energy like a
coal factory which interferes with my scans,” Josephine said.

“Surely it’s not that bad,” Alex argued.

“You had sausage and eggs for breakfast this
morning. You forgot to grind your coffee beans before you brewed
your first pot of coffee. You stared out your window this morning
watching your neighbor, Paula, exercise in the nude in the living
room. Apparently, she doesn’t realize people can see her when she
doesn’t have her curtains closed. You’re starting to have
problems—”

“All right! Enough!” Alex’s face was flushed
with embarrassment.

Jake gazed at him with curiosity. “I want to
know what you’re having problems with.”

“That’s none of your business,” Alex
said.

“It’s something embarrassing,” Josephine
advised.

“I see.” Jake’s lips curved in a smile of
amusement.

“Why don’t you get going? I’m worried about
Meg.” Alex shoved the stroller forward a bit.

Josephine refrained from revealing anything
further about Alex as she walked away from them. She activated the
glamour enchantment embedded in one of her rings that she wore on
her left hand. Her silky black hair turned blond and her face
changed to that of a stranger’s. The only problem with disguising
yourself with an illusion was the need to constantly maintain the
spell. Any lapse in concentration for more than a few seconds would
cause the glamour to melt away and reveal her true appearance. This
would make performing deep scans more of a challenge.

“Be careful,” Jake called out.

“I will.”

Josephine set a brisk pace until she drew
closer to Edison’s blue house. It was a middle-class neighborhood
with decent-sized, well-manicured yards. Josephine opened her
senses fully to the energy currents drifting around her which was a
chaotic jumble from all of the neighbors. She sifted through the
information as she searched for impressions that revolved around
Meg or Edison. Unfortunately, Edison had left the house and
returned more than once but she couldn’t tell if it was before or
after he’d kidnapped Meg. Josephine couldn’t scan past the wards
protecting the house to see if Meg was alone or with Edison at the
moment. She continued to walk as slowly as possible without raising
suspicions. Unfortunately, she didn’t obtain the necessary
information which meant she’d have to try again. Josephine picked
up the pace and decided that after a few moments, she would turn
around. Her cell phone rang and she answered since it was the chief
of police.

“Josephine O’Connor,” she said.

“What’s the status on the situation?” Ben’s
typical, rumbling voice exploded from her phone.

“I did my first scan of the house and
couldn’t pick up whether he’s home or not. I’m waiting a few
moments so I can walk by again for another scan.”

“I’ve got backup on the way to surround the
house and Lieutenant Atkins will take charge once she arrives.”

Jennifer Atkins was an enforcer with a lot
more experience and she outranked Josephine who was a
detective.

“Understood. Do I really need to push this
stupid doll around? I could just pretend to be a pedestrian,” she
said.

“We need to follow protocols. Mothers with
their children tend to be invisible while strangers by themselves
tend to stand out,” Ben explained.

“All right. If I discover Meg’s by herself,
I’ll try to disarm the wards. Otherwise, I’ll wait for the backup
to take over.”

“Let me know if anything changes.”

Ben disconnected the call before she could
respond. Josephine tucked the phone into her pocket. After a
moment, she turned around and headed back the way she’d came.
Josephine forced her psychic receptors to become fully active when
she neared Edison’s yard again. Unfortunately, a jogger turned the
corner with her German Shepard right at that moment. The newcomer
was a woman in her thirties wearing a blue silk jogging suit with
her long blond hair swept up into a ponytail. Her dog kept pace
with her and was without a leash. At her current pace, she would
come within a dozen feet or so of Josephine about halfway past
Edison’s house which would inhibit a deep scan. Josephine couldn’t
turn around and try again without making herself conspicuous to
both the jogger and Edison if he happened to be looking out the
window. She couldn’t risk making another pass for a while because
he may start to notice a pattern if she came back too soon.

Josephine forced a faint smile on her face
as she continued to keep her senses open. She was close enough to
the yard that impressions from Edison began to trickle in.
Josephine maintained a leisure stride along the sidewalk as she
sifted through the psychometric energy and tried to access only the
pertinent information. The currents of emotions and thoughts
radiating from the jogger became stronger as she approached. Her
first name was Rhonda and her dog was Buster. To Josephine’s
dismay, Rhonda slowed down and focused on her with curiosity.

“I haven’t seen you around before,” Rhonda
said.

“I usually don’t come this way but thought
I’d get some exercise by walking farther,” Josephine fibbed.

“Where do you live?”

“About five or six blocks back.” Josephine
leveled a brief amiable smile at the stranger then turned her gaze
so she was staring straight ahead to avoid further
conversation.

Rhonda was still a short distance away and
wasn’t easily deterred as her attention remained fixed on
Josephine.

“It’s not good for the baby to have her
wrapped up like that in this heat,” she advised.

“Thanks for the tip. I’ll remember that in
the future.”

Rhonda began walking backwards and keeping
pace with Josephine. “Maybe you should think about removing the
blanket now. She must be hot.”

“My baby and I both have thin blood. We get
chilled very easily.”

The German Shepard drew closer to the doll
and sniffed at the blanket with curiosity.

“Would you mind calling off Buster?”
Josephine asked.

“How did you know his name?” Rhonda gazed at
her with surprise.

“I’m a category five.”

“I wish I was a five or a six. I’d love to
be an enforcer. I don’t think the government is doing enough to
protect us from the Valituras and the vampires that are running
loose.”

“I assure you that there are very few
vampires,” Josephine said.

“How can you know that? Vampires look just
like everyone else and they walk among us in the daylight. After
they drink your blood, the puncture marks they leave in your neck
heal up after just a few minutes and your memory goes away so you
could be a regular, unwilling donor for years and never even have
the slightest idea of what’s happening to you. I have a friend who
thinks she gets fed on because she’s always tired and weak all the
time. She went to the doctor and he said she has slight anemia
which happens when you’re blood is drained all the time,” Rhonda
said.

Before Josephine could respond, Buster
clamped his jaws around the two ends of the blanket and plucked the
doll off the stroller. He rushed over to Edison’s yard before
either of the two women could reach for him. Josephine gasped in
alarm as she was afraid the doll would slip loose and reveal
itself.

“Buster! Put that baby down!” Rhonda
commanded. Her dog completely ignored her. “Buster, heal!” She
threw Josephine an apologetic gaze. “I’m so sorry. He’s never done
this before.”

“I should hope not.”

Rhonda stepped into the yard and knelt down
so she was eye-level with her pet.

“Come on, Buster. Bring me the baby. Come
here, boy.”

Josephine forced herself to stand very still
so she wouldn’t distract the dog. Buster remained standing with the
bundle of blanket dangling from his jaw as he stared at his owner.
Rhonda kept herself hunched down to the ground but shuffled forward
a bit. Her dog countered by backing away which brought him closer
to Edison’s house.

“I want you to come here right now or you’re
not going to get any treats today!” Rhonda leveled a stern look at
her pet.

The front door to the house opened and
Edison emerged with an angry scowl on his face. Josephine swallowed
as a cold dread washed over her.

“Get that damned dog off my property,” he
said heatedly.

“I’m so sorry! He snatched this woman’s baby
before I could stop him,” Rhonda apologized.

Edison possessed an arsenal of hidden
enchantments which radiated currents of power that Josephine easily
detected. He must have seen what had occurred through his window
because he kept his hostile glare centered on Rhonda.

“That stupid mutt should be put down,”
Edison snarled.

Josephine extended the palm of her right
hand towards the dark wizard and cast a knockout spell. Edison
stumbled backward a couple of steps then collapsed in an
unconscious heap. Josephine heaved a sigh of relief as she’d taken
a risk. It would have only taken him a split second to activate his
protective enchantments.

Rhonda regarded her with shocked disbelief.
“I can’t believe you did that!”

“He had it coming.”

“Your baby is really calm. I can’t believe
she hasn’t started crying her head off by now.”

Josephine’s glamour melted away to reveal
her true identity. Rhonda gaped at her with surprise and slowly
straightened to her full height. An instant later, comprehension
lit her face.

“You’re Josephine O’Connor!” she
exclaimed.

“That’s me.”

“You said you’re a five.”

“I was undercover.” Josephine strode over to
Edison as she pulled out her enchanted handcuffs she kept hidden in
her pocket which would temporarily bind his powers. Jake and Alex
reached the two women as Josephine finished cuffing the dark
wizard. Buster dropped the blanket which exposed the doll.

“That’s not a real baby!” Rhonda
exclaimed.

“I was undercover. Remember?” Josephine
said.

“Oh! That’s right!”

Josephine scooped up the blanket and the
doll while Alex and Jake checked on Edison.


Chapter 3

Josephine and Jennifer stood guard as they
peered through the one-way mirror into the interrogation room where
Ben questioned Edison about the Valituras. Jake and Alex occupied
the chairs on either side of the chief of police as he continued to
grill the prisoner. Time was of the essence as the amnesia spell
implanted in Edison’s mind would take effect sometime within the
next two hours. No one had figured out how to reverse the memory
suppression enchantment or prevent it from activating when a member
of the Valituras was captured. Other officers were currently
searching and confiscating enchantments in Edison’s house and Meg
had already been returned to her parents. Ben was utilizing a
truth-speak enchantment which manifested visibly as a
silvery-colored energy field in the shape of a sphere which
encompassed all four men. It compelled Edison to answer all
questions and ensured complete honesty as it was impossible to lie
under the influence of this magic.

“I wanted to thank you,” Jennifer said
without taking her eyes off the prisoner.

“For what?” Josephine shot her a quizzical
look.

“Before you discovered the Valituras and got
the government to overturn its policy to use restrictive
enchantments on their category six enforcers, I was in constant
pain. It wasn’t excruciating but it was always there in my
head.”

“Ben was the one who spoke out for the
rights of sixes,” Josephine said.

“But you deserve some credit for exposing
the Valituras to the world as the threat that they are and for
being the catalyst for change.” Jennifer turned and leveled a
fervent gaze at her. “I just want you to know I’m grateful. The
mind control and inhibitor enchantments were removed so I’m free
now and without pain. I feel better than I have in years.”

“I’m sorry you had to suffer through
that.”

“I’ve been accessing the vortex at the beach
and it gives me quite a buzz.”

Josephine grinned with amusement. “If you do
it on a regular basis, you’ll discover it has restorative
properties.”

“I’ve noticed you’re looking about ten years
younger. How is that possible?”

Josephine hesitated because she’d discovered
by accident that tapping into a vortex at least once every three
days made a five or six immortal. She’d only revealed this secret
to a few close friends.

“It’s like I said, there are healing
properties at work.”

This must have satisfied Jennifer because
her attention shifted back to Edison and the information he was
revealing about the Valituras.

“Why were you ordered to increase production
of the dark energy collectors?” Ben asked.

“They never explain to us what they’re using
that stuff for. It could be anything,” Edison replied.

“Did they give you any hint as to what
they’re planning?”

“All they said was that it’s time to do
something big. They gave us a potion and told us it’s crucial to
drink at least two tablespoons a day until it’s safe to stop.”

“It sounds like some sort of attack is
imminent. Do you have any idea what kind of plans they’ve developed
in the past that they may or may not have already implemented?” Ben
asked.

“They’ve never told us about any of
that.”

“What’s the recipe for this potion you were
given?”

“They didn’t give that to us. We only have
the potion and enough doses to last for about a month.”

“Weren’t you curious about it? Did they give
away any details about how it was made?” Ben asked.

Edison’s eyes glazed over then he jerked his
hands which rattled the handcuffs that secured his wrists to the
table top. His expression became confused as the memory suppression
spell took effect.

“Where am I?” Edison asked.

“You’re at the police station. You’re being
questioned about the crimes you’ve committed. Tell me about the
potion you were given. Do you have any idea at all how it was made
or at least some of the ingredients?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Edison peered at him with confusion.

Ben clutched a mini wand measuring
approximately five inches in his right hand which contained the
truth-speak enchantment. He deactivated the spell and the energy
field surrounding the four men in the interrogation room winked out
of existence. These spells were exceedingly valuable and rare so
Ben couldn’t afford to continue using it on someone who’d developed
amnesia.

“We got the names and addresses of the other
four members of his team and a lot of useful information. Too bad
we couldn’t get the name of the territory administrator,” Jennifer
said.

The Valituras were so extremely organized
and paranoid that they divided their members into teams. Each team
comprised of approximately five individuals with one representative
as their leader and only the leader knew the names or how to
contact anyone outside their team. One administrator was assigned
to lead the teams in a territory which was broken down into
clusters of two or three states. Team representatives were never
given the address or the real name of their administrator. Instead,
they were given messaging stones which signaled their leader that a
meeting was requested. None of the Valituras teams or their
representatives knew who was in charge of the administrators. Ben
had Jennifer and several officers transport Edison to the
Clearwater Corrections Facility. Ben reported his findings over the
phone before he and Josephine gathered in his office to speak
privately.

“Good work on catching Edison. You seized a
perfect opportunity to knock him out and rescue Meg. I couldn’t ask
for a better scenario,” Ben said.

“Thank you, sir.”

“As you know, the team of combat enforcers
is located in Miami so we have to wait for them to fly in before we
can make our move on the other Valituras agents here in Sarasota.
We sure could use some of those teleportation enchantments that
you’re making.”

“Since I’m the only one in this entire
country that’s ever managed to capture a Valituras agent without
any intel, maybe the headquarters for Florida state should be
relocated to Sarasota?” Josephine suggested.

Ben laughed boisterously. “You’re so funny!
And I happen to agree with you but so far, no one’s listened to my
suggestions for them to move here. Seriously though, I would like
for you to spend half a day working on manufacturing teleportation
enchantments for the team. It would give us a distinct edge against
the Valituras.”

“I can’t make them on my own. I’d have to
work on it elsewhere,” Josephine advised.

“That’s okay. I’ll schedule you to come in
late on Tuesday’s. How many do you think you can make if I gave you
half a day every week?”

“I’m still learning but I would guess I
could do about three or four a month.”

“That’ll work.” Ben leveled a satisfied
smile at her. “And you’ll probably get better with practice,
right?”

“I’m sure I will,” Josephine agreed.

“It’s rare for people to work together
successfully in manufacturing enchantments. Who’s assisting
you?”

Josephine tensed as anxiety clawed her gut.
She already knew he wanted to know who this mysterious individual
was and had made guesses before in attempts to coax the answer from
her.

“You know I can’t say.”

“Maybe he or she would consider working for
us as a manufacturer,” Ben suggested.

“They can’t work with others for reasons I
can’t explain.”

“It’s someone who’s practicing white magic,
isn’t it? You’ve found a way to work with this person to combine
mainstream magic with white magic, haven’t you?” Ben asked in his
typical booming voice.

Josephine didn’t want to reveal her recent
discovery as she didn’t want to rope Mark into any dangerous
situations. White magic applications were limited to the general
areas of healing and defense. For this reason, along with the fact
that working with source energy inhibited one’s ability to use
mainstream magic, even those rare gifted individuals usually chose
to turn away from white magic.

“I really can’t say.” Josephine adopted a
stoic expression so she wouldn’t reveal any of her uneasiness.

“Come on! You can tell me! I promise I won’t
say a word to anyone – not even my supervisors. And just so you
know, I learned that Mark is a practitioner of white magic.”

Josephine was stunned that Ben had found
out. An instant later, she stewed with anger over the fact that Ben
had either spied on her or invaded her privacy somehow.

“I can see that leaving retirement was a
huge mistake. Ever since I started working for you, I feel like I’m
always being studied under a microscope,” Josephine said.

Ben’s expression turned apologetic. “I’m
sorry to be so blunt with you. I didn’t have anyone spy on you or
anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. I heard you and Jake
talking at the end of your shift the other day and you mentioned
Mark.”

“You’re right. I was careless.”

“It’s not a dark secret. Mark isn’t breaking
the law or anything. In fact, I’m sure I could get a contract drawn
up where we could purchase enchantments that he makes.”

“You’re right, he’s the one I work with.”
Josephine pointed her finger at Ben in a stern gesture. “And you
promised this is a secret between just the two of us.”

“I promise.”

“Enchantments made from pure source energy
can’t be triggered by anyone except for a white magic
practitioner.”

“I know that but the two of you can somehow
make stuff with a combination of those energies that allows anyone
to use the spells,” Ben argued.

“That’s true but we can only work together
on a limited range of spells. So far, the teleportation
enchantments are the only joint effort we’ve been successful at,”
Josephine advised.

“That’s a huge accomplishment by
itself.”

“You can see why Mark could never sell his
work now, right?”

“I do understand. And I’m sorry for being so
pushy. I hope you’re not really thinking about quitting,” Ben
said.

“I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon.”

“Good.” Ben offered a relieved smile. “As
usual, you did an outstanding job today.”
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