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Chapter 1

 


Josephine’s intent gaze was locked onto her
computer screen as she worked on finishing up her report for the
murder case she’d just solved. She was a category six wizard which
meant her power measured at the top of the scale and even though
she possessed over eighty years of life experience, her body was
that of a young woman in her early twenties. Her recently
discovered immortality was a closely guarded secret that she only
shared with her closest friends but she knew that eventually the
world would discover that all category sixes shared this potential.
Before Josephine had realized that she could live forever instead
of just aging very slowly, she had languished in retirement except
for consulting work for the police. Now, she was an OC enforcer for
the Sarasota PD whose psychometry skills were legendary in the
field.

She was beautiful, tall and slender with
warm brown eyes and long, silky black hair that flowed down just
past her shoulders. Her grandson, Jake, was a detective that worked
with her and his desk was positioned directly opposite from her.
Jake was handsome, in his mid-twenties and thin with black hair and
brown eyes. One of the main enticements that had lured Josephine
away from retirement was the fact that she would be able to spend
more time with her grandson. Detective Alex Riley was Jake’s
partner and one of those rare humans in a world full of wizards who
lacked any magical ability. He could use enchantments that were
already made but would never be able to create his own. His desk
was positioned beside Jake’s. He was average weight and height, in
his mid-forties and had brown hair and green eyes. For many years,
he’d been a thorn in Josephine’s side as she’d performed consulting
work for the police but now that she was an enforcer and making an
effort to be civil to him, she had discovered he wasn’t so bad. He
definitely had many redeeming qualities even though he sometimes
made her want to slap him silly.

Josephine reached for her mug of coffee and
took a sip. She glanced at the clock across the room to see it was
still early and noticed Alex was peering at her with a strange
expression on his face.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Josephine cocked a brow of bemusement. “I’m
perfectly fine. Why do you ask?”

“This is the third day that you’ve had
coffee at the station.”

“You drink coffee all day long,” Josephine
pointed out.

“That’s true, but I can’t help notice that
your habits are changing.”

“I’m just having one cup of coffee at work
to jumpstart my body in the morning.”

Jake watched the exchange with undisguised
amusement.

“Are you feeling tired or something?” Alex
asked.

“If you must know, I’ve been feeling a
little bit nauseated when I try to eat or drink anything until it’s
later in the morning. So I wait until I’m here before I have my cup
of coffee,” Josephine explained.

“Aren’t you worried about this change in
your condition?” Alex’s questioning gaze bore into hers.

Josephine quelled her rising annoyance.
“Thank you for your concern but I’m fine.”

“Maybe you’re catching the flu,” he
suggested.

“I don’t think so. I don’t feel achy or
tired and it’s just in the morning.” Josephine reached for her mug
of coffee and brought it to her lips for another drink.

“Maybe you’re pregnant.”

Josephine choked on her coffee and set the
mug down hard as she coughed uncontrollably for several
seconds.

She caught her breath and fixed an
exasperated look at Alex. “For heaven’s sake! I’m eighty-four years
old! That ship has sailed a long time ago.”

“Maybe not. Your body ages slowly and you’ve
got a young, virile boyfriend. You might be in for a surprise,” he
said.

“This conversation is over.” Josephine’s
eyes flashed with annoyance.

“All right! All right! I can take a hint.”
Alex held his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

Josephine returned her attention back to her
work. She was just about to submit her report when the chief of
police, Ben Nutter, rushed over to her desk. Ben was a tall bulky
man in his forties with close-cropped blond hair, piercing blue
eyes, and a mustache.

“I was just about to send you the report,”
Josephine said.

Ben waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not
concerned about that. There’s a major energy disturbance just east
of the intersection at Fruitville and Tuttle Avenue. It could be
APU 81. I need you to get down there right away.”

Josephine’s blood ran cold at the mention of
APU 81, an artificial intelligence created by an advanced
civilization over a millennia ago. Its program resided inside a
crystal skull and could take possession of the body of any category
six or latent six that made physical contact with it. Her
boyfriend’s sister, Maggie, had fallen victim to this sinister
life-form for most of her life. When Mark had liberated her using
white magic, APU 81 had seized control of Jake for a short time.
Even though Jake was just a category four wizard, he had latent six
potential. Josephine feared that the artificial intelligence may
someday set it sights on Jake for a host yet again or someone else
she cared about.

One of the more serious threats that this
hostile entity posed was the use of terramezic energy to launch its
magical attacks which no one could detect – not even her. The U.S.
government was currently researching ways to develop technology
that could scan for terramezic energy but so far, all their
attempts met with failure.

“We’re on our way.” Josephine leapt to her
feet.

Alex drove Josephine and Jake in the police
cruiser while six officers followed as backup. Their lights blazed
crimson and blue while their sirens blared as they rushed down the
streets toward their destination. Even though Josephine dreaded a
confrontation with APU 81, she was glad that she was an enforcer
and that Jake wouldn’t be facing this threat without her. When they
reached the area, the street for over a block was completely
clogged with abandoned cars. Many of the vehicles had shattered
windows. The traffic lights blinked erratically. No one was visible
outside as everyone had fled the scene to get away from the
disturbance. Josephine, Alex, and Jake emerged from the police
cruiser and surveyed the area. Potent fear and panic from the
people who’d witnessed the terrifying phenomenon slammed against
Josephine’s mind. So far, she wasn’t receiving any useful
information. Broken glass was strewn on the sidewalk at their feet
from the store windows nearby.

“We need to get closer,” Josephine said.

The sound of sirens from approaching police
cars and ambulances could be heard. She opened her senses to the
psychometric energy that flowed in the area. Impressions from
hundreds of people bombarded her mind. She cringed inside as she
sorted through the information. Almost everyone had taken shelter
in the nearby stores but some people had walked farther away to put
some distance between themselves and the attacks. The damage had
been caused by a combination of telekinetic blasts, microbursts,
and electrical discharges. Josephine halted so she could focus on
the psychic input.

Her brows furrowed with concentration. “This
wasn’t an attack at all. This was uncontrolled magical energy.”

“Are you sure?” Alex regarded her with
incredulous disbelief.

“Remember what would happen if I drew too
much energy before I started tapping into vortexes and my power
stabilized?” Josephine asked.

“There was the wind and sometimes things
were shoved around. It was beyond your control.”

“That’s right. What we’re seeing is
something similar except on a much larger scale.”

“Nothing is stronger than a category six
though,” Alex argued.

Josephine cocked a brow of bemusement.
“That’s not true. We don’t have the capability of measuring beyond
a six but there are definitely wizards much stronger than
that.”

“Are you one of those people?” Alex
asked.

“Yes, I am,” she confirmed. “Especially now
that I’m magically linked to Helen and Mark.”

“Can you find out who did this?” Jake
inquired.

“Maybe.” Josephine frowned with
contemplation as she focused on another scan of the perimeter.
“Sixes don’t leave much psychometric energy but if someone saw them
causing the damage, I can definitely read the witness.”

“The disturbance is over, right?” Alex asked
nervously.

“Yes, it’s over. There’s no more
uncontrolled magic here,” Josephine said.

“It looks like we just missed it.” Alex
surveyed the area with a dour frown.

Josephine led them down the sidewalk and
across the street to O’Malley’s Espresso. The windows had been
shattered and the store was devoid of any customers. Chairs and
tables were overturned and a flood of impressions from the
individual patrons cascaded through Josephine’s mind.

“No one took shelter in here because this
was the source of the disturbance. Microbursts and telekinetic
blasts continued in here. Even the employees took off.” Josephine
took up a position near the center of the eating area as
impressions continued to deluge her. Her brown-eyed gaze honed in
on a table near the far side of the coffee shop. “Two people were
sitting there. One of them was a category six. The other was
casting some sort of enchantment.”

“What type of spell was it?” Alex asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Can’t you tell by what’s left behind?”

Josephine frowned at him with annoyance.
“After you’ve cast a spell, the energy is utilized and therefore
nothing is left to read. You should know that by now.”

“I wonder if the two people are
experimenting with a spell that increases magical ability. We’ve
had cases like that before,” Jake suggested.

“Yes, that’s a possibility. Maybe that’s why
the category six wizard’s power is out of control and caused so
much damage. There’s always someone out there who wants to be
stronger,” Josephine said.

Her attention reverted back to the
psychometric energy of the room as she performed another scan and
sorted through the impressions. Public places were extremely
difficult because there were literally hundreds of individuals –
not just the ones who had recently occupied the area but all the
people who’d frequented the location for weeks. Sometimes,
impressions were left after months or even years. As Josephine
continued to work in silence, she glimpsed an image of the wizard
who’d cast the spell on the category six. A guy had noticed the
individual who was a young woman because he thought she was cute.
Josephine crossed the room and righted an overturned table where
the guy had been sitting with his friend. She picked up the chair
that was lying on its side and set it upright so she could sit down
in it. By physically touching the source of the psychic impressions
she wanted to tune into, she could obtain a stronger read and
hopefully get a better image of the category six wizard.

Josephine sensed Alex watching her and
thinking about making an obnoxious joke about sitting on the job.
She wished he would stop broadcasting so loudly. It was very
distracting in a room that was already packed with junk energy. She
closed her eyes so she could concentrate better. Unfortunately, the
guy hadn’t noticed the category six wizard that caused the magical
disturbance. He’d only paid attention to the companion who was
pretty, short, had an average build, was in her early twenties with
brown hair styled in a page cut and had brown eyes. Once the
microbursts and telekinetic blasts had started, he’d stopped paying
attention to the young woman. No one had associated the disturbance
with the category six wizard. Everyone had fled from the coffee
shop with no inkling that someone among them had caused the
terrifying incident.

Josephine made her way over to the table
that the category six wizard had occupied and sat down on that
seat. She rested the palms of both her hands against the surface of
the table and strained to pick up any details about her. Josephine
took in a deep breath then exhaled in a rush as frustration over
the lack of information began to take its toll. Her gaze swung over
to Alex and Jake who were standing off to the side watching her in
silence. Voices could be heard as people began to venture outside
now that the disturbance had stopped and it seemed safe. Josephine
explained what she’d learned and rose to her feet.

“That’s not much to go on,” Alex said.

“No, it’s not,” Josephine agreed. She
slipped into the other chair at the table to see if she would
somehow obtain more impressions. “The woman who was sitting here
didn’t leave hardly any psychometric energy. That means she’s
either a category six like her companion or a latent six. I do
sense that she was terrified by what happened.”

“Anything else?” Alex asked.

“I’m afraid that’s all I’ve got.”

“Is it possible APU 81 was possessing either
of the women?” Alex inquired.

“No. APU 81 doesn’t leave any psychometric
energy while it’s inhabiting someone’s body,” Josephine explained.
“I wouldn’t have sensed anything at all from them.”

“Maybe they’re Valituras agents,” Alex
suggested.

“That’s possible but the Valituras leaders
and most of its members are incarcerated. The remaining members are
unable to contact each other and have no leadership so I don’t see
why any of its agents would be doing something like this,”
Josephine said. “I think what happened is that the young woman was
a latent six and her powers just activated.”

“Why didn’t she just step forward then?”
Alex said. “Everyone is required to register their talent.”

“They have thirty days to report a change in
their ability,” Josephine pointed out.

“It looks like this will be one of our more
challenging cases,” Jake said.


Chapter 2

 


Josephine awakened shortly after four in the
morning which was typical for her. Because she was a category six
wizard, she didn’t need much sleep. For several long moments, she
lay in bed with her eyes closed listening to the relaxed, deep
breathing of Mark as he lay asleep beside her. She was always aware
of the subtle energy currents that flowed between them. They’d
always shared this special connection. While she was in her
eighties, Mark had turned nineteen just a few days ago. Josephine
had been hesitant to date such a youngster at first but had
eventually come to the conclusion that they were a perfect match.
As quietly as possible, she slipped out of bed so she wouldn’t
disturb her boyfriend. She took a quick shower and donned a pair of
crisp blue pants and a satin maroon blouse. She allowed her curly,
black hair to flow freely just past her shoulders. She made sure to
secure her blue satchel containing about a dozen power wands to her
belt. She also wore six pendants suspended on a black cord hidden
under her shirt and had over a dozen amulets tucked away in hidden
pockets. Most of these enchantments comprised powerful protection
while two of them were teleportation spells.

Because she was an OC enforcer, she must
always be prepared for a confrontation. Josephine left her large
pink house and made her way to the retirement complex where her two
best friends lived. Josephine still owned a condo here but rented
it out now. She and Alice gathered in Helen’s dining room with mugs
of freshly brewed coffee. Helen’s condo was jam-packed with
furniture containing a wide variety of knick-knacks and pictures of
her family. The walls were also covered with pictures of her
family. Like Josephine, Helen and Alice were immortal, elderly
women in their eighties. Helen was a white magic practitioner
linked to Josephine and Mark. The connection enhanced all of their
powers and prevented Helen and Mark from suffering burnout, a
painful and debilitating condition that marked the conversion from
white magic to mainstream magic.

Because virtually all white magic talents
endured burnout within a year of their powers activating, most
people who had this potential left it dormant and just relied on
their mainstream magic. Both Helen and Alice were immortal wizards
with youthful bodies. Helen had dark, curly brown hair and vibrant
green eyes the shade of emeralds. She was slim and average height.
Alice was beautiful with green eyes, fiery red hair like her
personality and was slightly taller than Helen. This morning, she
wore a colorful tropical blouse and shorts.

“How is Maggie doing?” Josephine asked.

Alice leveled a concerned look at her. “I’m
worried. That girl has led a traumatic life and the feds want the
ancient knowledge buried in her subconscious mind. I’m afraid they
may force her to work with them.”

“That’s not going to happen. The Valituras
isn’t a threat anymore so the government isn’t desperate for
advanced magic.”

“I’ve performed the claro mentis enchantment
on her for several weeks now and I haven’t made any progress. Her
mind is still healing and we may have to face the fact that the
information left in her head from APU 81 may remain inaccessible
forever,” Alice said.

“The important thing is that Maggie is
okay,” Josephine said.

“Yes, that poor girl. She’s been through a
lot,” Helen agreed.

Josephine took a sip of her coffee and
nausea assailed her senses. Her stomach clenched and threatened to
expel its contents. She adopted a stoic expression to mask her
discomfort as she carefully set her mug back down on the table. It
looked like she wasn’t going to have any coffee again this morning.
She didn’t want her friends to hound her about seeing the doctor so
she planned on dumping the coffee in the kitchen sink when no one
was looking.

“Are you working on the case that was on the
news last night?” Helen asked.

“I don’t know.” Josephine rarely watched the
news or read the newspaper because it was too depressing.

“There was a major magical disturbance on
Fruitville and Tuttle. People think it may be a terrorist attack or
experiment that the Valituras are trying out,” Helen advised.

“The Valituras are no longer a coherent
organization. I’ll be glad when we round up every last one of them.
I’m so sick of those guys.” Josephine’s gorgeous brown eyes flashed
with ire. That group had tried killing her more times than she
could count.

“I don’t blame you.” Alice leveled a
commiserating look at her.

“So what do you think caused that
disturbance?” Helen asked.

“To be honest, I have no idea,” Josephine
admitted. “It seemed like an out of control category six but
there’s no reason to hide their ability.”

“Maybe they’re afraid the laws will change
again and they’ll have to wear an aequitas enchantment,” Alice
hypothesized. “Those things aren’t fun.”

Aequitas enchantments would knock out the
wizard wearing them if they used more than a trickle of power. It
wasn’t too long ago that it had been mandatory for every single
category six to wear one at all times.

“I hated wearing those stupid things,”
Josephine recalled. “It was so liberating when I figured out how to
disarm them.”

“I was worried you were going to get
caught,” Helen said. “Plus you were tapping into the Siesta Key
vortex every day which was also illegal at the time. You had made
me worried sick.”

“Sixes are drawn to vortexes like a moth to
flame,” Alice remarked.

“I think it’s built into our DNA,” Josephine
agreed. She excused herself and made her way to the kitchen.
Josephine glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was still
alone as she stood near the sink. After confirming the coast was
clear, she took two quick steps and dumped the beverage.

“Aha!” Helen shouted.

Josephine froze with her mug tipped
upside-down over the sink and a decidedly guilty expression on her
face.

Both Helen and Alice stood in the doorway
with their hands on their hips.

“I was just rinsing out my cup,” Josephine
said.

“This is the fourth time you’ve done that,”
Helen said. “You need to go to the doctor.”

“Absolutely not!” Josephine exclaimed. “I’ll
just ask Mark to heal me.”

Alice leveled a smug grin at her. “You’re
not sick. You’re pregnant.”

Josephine gasped with astonishment then
glared at her two friends with annoyance.

“You’re as bad as Detective Whiney,” she
groaned.

“So Alex agrees with us.” Alice’s eyes
glittered with delight. “I knew it!”

“That’s not exactly something you should be
proud of.” Josephine threw her a sardonic gaze before turning her
back on them to wash out her mug.

“You need to get yourself checked.” Alice
took up a position on her left side.

Helen flanked Josephine’s other side. “Go
see a doctor.”

“You guys sound absolutely ridiculous! I’m
eighty-four years old!” Josephine exclaimed.

“You’re also a category six and you’re
immortal,” Helen pointed out.

“When’s the last time you had a period?”
Alice demanded.

Josephine shot her a disgusted look. “I’m
not dignifying that with a response.”

“The last time she had a period was over a
year ago in September,” Helen said.

Category six wizards only had their period
once every year and due to their unique physiology, it was
difficult for them to become pregnant.

“How did you know that?” Josephine regarded
her with stupefied amazement.

“You mentioned it when you were drunk at the
bar,” Helen advised.

“I don’t remember that,” Alice said.

“You were drunk too. I had cranberry juice
because I was the designated driver,” Helen explained.

“Poppycock!” Alice said. “WE are the ones
who made YOU the designated driver because you’re such a stick in
the mud that you never drink.”

Helen sniffed with disdain. “The point is
that I was lucid and I had a clear head which is why I remember
what was said.”

“You’re overdue by a month!” Alice pointed
her finger at Josephine and her eyes glittered with excitement.
“You’re pregnant!”

“Enough!” Josephine exclaimed. “If I hear
another word about this, I’m leaving.”

“But we haven’t played cards yet,” Alice
protested.

“Then you’d better choose your words with
care,” Josephine said.

They gathered in the living room again.
Josephine’s thoughts churned with chaos. A volatile mix of anger at
her friends, vulnerability, and something else stirred inside her.
She and her daughter, Rachel, rarely spoke even though she lived
nearby in Bradenton. One of the problems was that Rachel’s job
required a lot of travel and she was seldom home. Josephine
suspected her daughter liked it that way. Josephine wished she
could have had a closer relationship with Rachel but things just
hadn’t turned out that way. She wondered how things would change
between them if it turned out she was with child. Josephine’s
thoughts shifted to Mark and her heart warmed at the thought of
having a baby with him. He would make a terrific father. An instant
later, panic flooded through her at the thought of giving birth
when she was so old. This couldn’t even be possible. Josephine
silently chastised herself for allowing herself to entertain such a
ludicrous notion and stress out over nothing.

Alice began shuffling the cards and glanced
pointedly at Josephine as if she wanted to say something but wisely
refrained from doing so. Josephine pretended not to notice.

“How’s Jake doing?” Helen asked in a
conversational tone.

“He’s doing well.” Josephine regarded her
with curiosity. “How is my tenant doing? Have you heard anything?
Is she treating my condo okay?”

“Try not to worry about it. That’s why you
have a property management company.”

“This is a new experience for me. I wonder
if I should have just let it stay empty.”

Alice cocked a bemused brow at her. “Why
would you want to do that? You’re still making mortgage payments on
it.”

“I can afford it now that I’ve got a good
job. Have you thought about leaving retirement?” Josephine
asked.

Alice started passing cards to everyone so
they could play Rummy.

“It’s not going to happen,” she said.

Helen straightened in her chair as she
reached for her cards. “Before my white magic powers became active,
I was thinking I might try being an enforcer. It’s a scary idea
leaving retirement to do something like that. I don’t know if I
could do it. And my psychometry isn’t nearly as good as yours.”

“It doesn’t matter. There are enforcers
whose primary duties are creating enchantments.”

“I know but I would still be called to
assist in police investigations and it’s possible I may have to
work for the feds sometimes.”

“That’s true,” Josephine agreed.

“If I revert back to mainstream magic, I’ll
definitely revisit the idea.”

Helen had become a category six when she’d
been cursed with immortality and turned into a succubus. Now that
she was a white magic practitioner, the succubus nature was dormant
because light energy was always stronger than dark energy. If she
could avoid burnout and keep her white magic, the curse would
eventually unravel and she’d be completely free of it. Almost
everyone lost their white magic within a year or two and there was
no guarantee Helen would be an exception but Josephine was hoping
that their magical connection would make the difference. Forming a
magical network with others was very advanced wizardry and as far
as Josephine knew, none of the other white magic practitioners had
this advantage.

“I hope you’re not going to hog the aces
this time.” Josephine pinned Alice with a grievous look.

“Thanks for tipping me off. I’ll be sure to
save this ace with my last dying breath,” Alice goaded her.

“Hah! You’re bluffing,” Josephine said.

“Am I?” Alice’s expression was deadpan.

Helen rolled her eyes with exasperation.
“Will you please take your turn already, Alice?”

“Fine.” Alice discarded one of her cards to
end her turn.

Helen didn’t dawdle. She was done in no
time. Josephine picked up a card and cringed inside. It was a
three. She’d been hoping for an ace, king, or a queen. She wanted
to rack up those points. Josephine had just one ace but hoped the
other three were still in the deck lying at the center of the table
waiting to be drawn.

“Mark sure is excited about turning
nineteen,” Helen remarked.

“That’s because he’s sensitive about his
age,” Alice said.

The three women played in silence for a
while until Helen took her turn and played three aces and four
tens. Alice and Josephine both made sounds of protest as Helen
discarded her only card remaining which ended the game.

“I can’t believe YOU had the aces!”
Josephine exclaimed.

Alice leveled a shrewd gaze at Helen. “It’s
the quiet ones you have to watch out for.”

“Hmm.” Helen’s lips curved in an amused
smile.


Chapter 3

 


Myles was a portly man with black hair and
blue eyes wearing jeans, a brown knit shirt, and a green jacket
that was too insubstantial for the chilly outdoors of Sedalia,
Missouri. He stood as still as a statue, transfixed by the two
fist-sized crystal cubes resting on the ground at his feet.
Swirling, mist-like energy spilled from the devices and sank deep
into the dirt to the ancient structure far below. Myles was
positioned near the far edge of the dying cornfield which hadn’t
been tended to for several months. His body shivered but he didn’t
care in the least. His attention was absorbed by the task at hand.
It had taken weeks to find this place and now it was taking days to
fix the remains of the facility buried underground. It was one of
many similar structures containing advanced and powerful technology
built by humans many centuries ago. Compared to the civilization
now, it was hard to imagine humans had created such marvels. Not
much had remained of this facility but it had been enough for the
nanites of the crystal cubes to begin their work of restoration.
Myles ignored the discomfort of his body as it grew colder. He
simply didn’t care what happened to it. APU 81 inhabited this human
and to its way of thinking, there were plenty of humans around to
spare.

It took all of APU 81’s concentration to
direct the nanites to work as efficiently as possible. The
perimeter of the facility spanned several miles and APU 81 had set
up a disruption field to prevent APU 4093 from detecting the
terramezic energy in use. It was absolutely vital that APU 81
continue to work in secret until it seized control of this
facility. Myles tore his gaze from the crystal cubes, known as NPX
regeneration units, because he detected a human life form
approaching. He still maintained most of his mental capacity on
directing the nanites but resented the small portion of
concentration it required to deal with the unwelcome guest. Myles
watched the man stride over toward him. He was average height, in
his forties, with thinning brown hair, a mustache, and green eyes.
He wore a plaid shirt and jeans and his name was Ernest, the town
sheriff. Sedalia boasted a meager population of about twelve
hundred and Myles had recently purchased this abandoned farm that
rested just outside of the border. APU 81 had believed the
isolation of this area would afford him privacy but that was far
from the truth. The nosy inhabitants of this town found many
reasons to stop by. On the other hand, APU 81 figured if this had
been a big city, the neighbors would probably be just as bad.
Humans were a constant nuisance that it was forced to contend
with.

“Greetings, sheriff,” Myles said in a
pleasant tone.

Ernest leveled a curious look at him. “I’ve
received reports that there are strange spells going on here.”

“Strange spells?” Myles flashed an amused
smile. “I’m working on a revolutionary enchantment that will
enhance the soil and result in faster and better crops in the area.
It’s very important work.”

“Really?” Ernest’s green eyes conveyed
renewed interest.

Myles hadn’t intended to gain further
attention. He’d been trying to give a valid reason for his work
here that would satisfy the curiosity of the sheriff without
inspiring more interest.

“Yes and it takes many hours of observation
and concentration. I really can’t take my attention away from my
work without risking major setbacks,” Myles said.

“What are those things?” Ernest pointed at
the NPX cubes that continued to radiate with a swirling, silvery
mist as nanites continued to be produced.

“They are the source of the enchantment and
they also record the results of the experiment,” Myles lied
smoothly.

“I’m going to stay and watch. I need to make
sure everything is on the up and up,” Ernest said.

“Is that really necessary, sheriff?”

“I’m afraid so.” Ernest regarded him with a
look of resolve and his green eyes glittered with eager
excitement.

He was obviously looking forward to gleaning
any small nugget of information about this experiment so he could
gossip to his buddies.

Myles cocked his head at a slight angle and
offered a brittle smile. “Have you ever been forced to work with a
bunch of incompetent morons?”

“From time to time.”

“I’ve had to contend with that sort of
working environment for many years,” Myles said in a conversational
tone. “I’m sure you can understand how frustrating that is.”

“I sure do,” Ernest agreed.

“There was one company in particular that I
helped to build up with some major technological advances. It’s
called Freeman Enterprises. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

Ernest shook his head. “Nope.”

“There is a young man by the name of Mark
Freeman who I had such high hopes for. In fact, he did make the
work I’m doing now possible. Unfortunately, he became a major
impediment to my plans. He and Helen Pierce ruined years of
painstaking drudgery. I was finally on the verge of accomplishing
greatness and they stole it from me!” Myles clenched his fists with
fury. Ernest blinked with surprise and took an involuntary step
back. “You can see why I resent those two for their misdeeds
against me.”

“Well, yes, I do. Why didn’t you report them
to the police?”

Myles was stunned speechless for several
seconds. Then APU 81 realized the human sheriff had mistakenly
surmised that Mark and Helen had stolen his ideas and research. It
was an understandable error based on the description of events.

“Believe me, I did.” The lie rolled easily
off Myles’s tongue. “Unfortunately, they got away with their crimes
against me. And because of what they’ve done, I’m going to make
them pay dearly. I will make their lives a living hell.”

“It might be a good idea if you try not to
dwell on it,” Ernest advised.

“Have you ever heard of the expression
‘Whatever doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger?’ Well, sometimes
it’s true.” Myles’s lips formed a cruel smile. “But it doesn’t
change the fact that I’m going to ruin them. I’m going to kill
Josephine O’Connor. And when Mark is wallowing in his grief and
despair, he’ll discover his white magic failing him and that’s when
he’ll need it the most.”

“I’ve seen Josephine on the news. She’s one
of the heroes that saved us from the Valituras!” Ernest
exclaimed.

He activated his protection enchantments and
aimed his wand at Myles. A smug and sinister laugh exploded from
Myles as if the sheriff had just told him the funniest joke
imaginable.

“You’re under arrest,” Ernest said. “Put
your hands behind your head.”

Myles continued to laugh as he raised his
personal shield. Ernest fired a powerful telekinetic wave that
smashed against the powerful protection.

“You’ve seriously underestimated me, human.”
Myles’s eyes gleamed with anticipation.

Myles summoned a powerful stream of
terramezic energy and created a swirling mass of fire that tore at
Ernest’s protection. The thick, heavy flames continued to beat at
the sheriff’s shield. Ernest unleashed another powerful wave of
telekinesis from his wand which smashed against Myles’s protection
but didn’t even come close to breaking it. The sheriff activated
his backup protection with haste as his primary protection began to
fail. The thick spinning mass of flames was like a small tornado.
In mere seconds, Ernest’s shields failed altogether and his body
was ablaze. He died almost instantly and his corpse hit the ground.
Myles ceased the attack and all that was left of Ernest was a
smoldering, blackened skeleton. The grass had caught fire in a
circular shape around the body. Myles held his right hand out and
used mainstream magic to issue a stream of water from his palm to
extinguish the flames.

He strode back to his former position near
the crystal cubes and resumed his work. It wouldn’t take much
longer to restore this facility. The silvery glow of the NPX
regeneration units reflected in Myles’s brown eyes as he focused on
restoring the ancient and powerful structure beneath his feet.


Chapter 4

 


Mark was seated at a booth next to the
window at Triple Play Burgers leafing through a French novel as he
waited for Maggie and Virginia to arrive. A smattering of customers
were seated at various tables and booths. The heavenly scent of
freshly grilled burgers wafted in the air. Classic rock and roll
played in the background but not loud enough to discourage
conversation. Mark looked up and offered a friendly smile as his
sister strode over and slid into the seat across from him. Maggie
was a beautiful young woman with the same sultry brown eyes,
aquiline nose, long lashes, full lips and silky black hair as her
brother.

“Hey, sis.” Mark set the book aside.

Maggie’s expression was wistful. “I wish I
was fluent in over a dozen languages.”

“I can help you learn,” Mark offered. “It’s
pretty easy.”

Mark had acquired a vast array of knowledge
through his teen years due to his skill at creating memory
enchantments. His spells gave the user photographic memory for
several hours. When the spell wore off, the information was readily
available as needed.

Maggie’s eyes brightened with fondness.
“I’ve missed you so much.”

“I missed you too.”

“Mom and Dad offered me a job at Freeman
Enterprises.” Maggie scowled with displeasure. “Like I would ever
dream of working for them.”

“You were one of the company’s greatest
assets. Your skills with the Seer Mirror is legendary. The Freeman
scepter would probably have chosen to make you the clan leader when
a new one was needed,” Mark said.

“That stupid scepter couldn’t even tell I
was possessed by a horrible creature that wanted to enslave
humanity,” Maggie said with disgust. “It would have served them
right if I had still been possessed by APU 81 and been made clan
leader. I never want to have anything to do with Freeman
Enterprises ever again!”

“It does make you wonder about the clan
leader scepter. Did it make you a progenitor because of your
potential or because of APU 81’s potential?”

“That’s a good question.” Maggie’s
expression turned contemplative for a moment then mischievous. “I
would say APU 81. It did an excellent job of creating new magical
devices for the company and made sound business decisions based on
what it observed through the Seer Mirror. It probably would have
been one hell of a clan leader.”

Mark chuckled. “I don’t blame you for
steering clear of the family business.”

“Remember when we were little? You wanted to
be a police detective like Uncle Nathan and I wanted to be a
scientist.”

“I was well on my way to becoming one until
I chose my career in white magic,” Mark commented.

“Ironically enough, while APU 81 had control
of my body, I was on track for my goal too,” Maggie said.

Virginia strode over to them, wearing a
sharp business suit comprised of shades of brown and gray. She was
a short, stout woman in her forties with brown hair styled in a
page cut, a friendly smile, and green eyes. A stunning round opal
pendant was suspended on a gold chain around her neck and she
clutched a large, taupe leather purse in her right hand. She was a
director for MADA, a branch of the government similar to the FBI,
in charge of investigating and developing advanced magic.

“Maggie, you can still be a scientist,”
Virginia announced. Maggie and Mark hadn’t noticed her and they
both started. Virginia threw them both an apologetic smile. “Sorry,
guys. I couldn’t help but overhear the last part of your
conversation.”

“That’s okay.” Mark scooted aside to give
her some room. “Have a seat.”

“Thanks.” Virginia slid onto the chair and
beamed at them. “I have a proposal for the both of you. I’ll start
with you first, Maggie. I want to offer you a job as one of my
research scientists. For now, we’ll be working at the stone henge
in New Hampshire. Our main goal is to learn new technology from
either that site or to discover a new site. You are well qualified
for the position with the breakthroughs you discovered and the
master’s degrees you’ve got under your belt.”

“Those breakthroughs and degrees were made
by APU 81 – not me,” Maggie protested.

“That doesn’t matter. You were still awake
and aware during the time period that APU 81 did those things. I’m
convinced you will be a tremendous benefit to my team,” Virginia
gushed. “Think of all the possibilities. This is a once in a
lifetime opportunity.”

“You’re right.” Maggie’s eyes lit with
excitement. “This is something I’ve always wanted. I’ll do it!”

“I guess I should tell you the salary and
other details first.” Virginia plopped her purse on the table and
pulled out a manila envelope. She handed it to Maggie. “The first
page is the job responsibilities, salary, and benefits
summary.”

Maggie’s grin widened. “Yes, I’m definitely
interested.”

“Perfect!” Virginia exclaimed.

She showed Maggie which pages needed signing
then collected the job acceptance forms while giving Maggie her own
copy. Mark watched the two of them work with a sense of relief and
happiness for his sister. He’d been a little worried about her and
how she would cope in the aftermath of APU 81’s possession of her.
Virginia was absolutely right. This was the best thing for her.
Maggie had always wanted to do something like this.

Virginia turned to fix her attention on
Mark. “I’m offering you the same position. Your ability to cast
restoration spells is phenomenal and we wouldn’t have our site in
New Hampshire without you. I’m sure you could do the same thing
with another facility left behind by our ancestors. We just need to
find it. And I’m sure your sister will do just that. Additionally,
we’re having a problem with APU 4093, as you’re aware. It thinks
it’s protecting us by safeguarding its technology. You’re the only
one it will talk to because it has a respect for White Knights. And
that’s something else we would like to know more about. What
exactly were White Knights and what were they capable of? We need
to build up our power base while we can so we’re ready for APU 81
when it decides to go on the offensive.”

“I think we should rename those guys,” Mark
teased. “How about we call them the Good Computer and the Evil
Computer?”

Maggie snorted with mirth.

“I think a better name for APU 4093 is the
Stuck Up Computer,” Virginia said flippantly. She leveled an
earnest gaze at Mark. “Will you join my team?”

“I wish I could,” Mark said in a regretful
tone. “But I can’t be too careful about burnout. I really need to
sleep in a white magic power center until I’m completely certain
I’m in the clear.”

“Your friend, Helen, doesn’t have any
problems,” Virginia pointed out.

“That’s because she’s got a white magic
power center in her condo. It’s very weak but it seems to do the
job. Plus, she spends a lot of her waking hours at home too,” Mark
said.

“If we had more white magic practitioners
like you, this world would be a safer place,” Virginia said
emphatically.

“You don’t know that.”

“Nothing in life is certain but that’s what
my intuition is telling me.”

Maggie leveled an enthusiastic smile at her
brother. “Come on, Mark! Take the job!”

“I can’t. I’m sorry,” Mark said.

Virginia let out a soft sigh of
disappointment. “I was afraid you’d say that. I do have an
alternate offer. I can hire you for one-day assignments like
before. I have a private jet waiting for me to return to New
Hampshire. We can have lunch then spend half the day at the
research facility.”

“Technically, it’s a recreational facility,”
Mark teased.

“Fair enough,” Virginia said.

“All right. I’ll do it.”

“Great. Let’s have some lunch. The burgers
here smell great,” Virginia noted.

“They’re fantastic,” Mark said.

They placed their orders at the front
counter and were soon seated with their burgers, fries, and onion
rings. Virginia and Mark had chai lattes while Maggie chose water
to drink.

“It’s hard to find a good chai latte. I’m
surprised they’re on the menu at a hamburger restaurant,” Virginia
commented.

“This is one of my favorite places to eat.
Uncle Nathan and I stop by here at least once a week,” Mark
explained.

Virginia took her first bite and moaned with
pleasure. “I can see why you’re such a fan of this place! I don’t
care much for burgers, but this is divine!”

“I have to admit I was surprised to hear
from you,” Mark said. “It’s been a few months since I restored the
stone henge facility in New Hampshire.”

“If it were up to me, I’d have contacted you
right away but there is so much red tape over these MADA projects,
it can take a long time to get anything accomplished,” Virginia
said in disgust. “No one is in a hurry to approve my requests for
new staff now that everyone is feeling safe.”

“I was wondering why you didn’t have any
guards with you,” Mark commented.

“Ever since the Valituras threat was
neutralized, there aren’t any big enemies looming to motivate the
public or the government into action.”

“What about APU 81?” Maggie asked.

Virginia rolled her eyes with exasperation.
“You’re right about that but everyone thinks it’s just one
individual and can’t do much on it’s own. What they fail to realize
is that those NPX regeneration units may be capable of restoring a
new ancient facility. No one will listen to me. They say that it’s
impossible for nanites to rebuild something that’s been almost
entirely destroyed.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about those NPX
regeneration units and I do believe it’s likely that they can
restore any ancient facility if there is substantial debris – even
less then ten percent of the original structure,” Maggie said.

“What’s your theory on how this could be
done?” Virginia regarded her with curiosity.

“It’s entirely possible that the crystal
cubes possess vast reserves of computer memory. They may have the
schematics of every single ancient structure ever built or at least
the main facilities. If that’s the case, all that’s needed to
restore a facility are the basic materials and a steady supply of
terramezic energy to power the cubes.”

“APU 81 might not even need an ancient
facility to rebuild. It could just make a structure from scratch,”
Mark said.

“Yes it could but some of the materials
would take a very long time to produce. I don’t think APU 81 is
willing to spend decades manufacturing a brand new facility,”
Maggie said. “And with our current technology, I imagine it’s
extremely difficult to make terramezic energy generators.”

“Every ancient facility is self-reliant and
can produce massive amounts of terramezic energy. If APU 81
succeeds in commandeering just one, we may have a serious problem
on our hands,” Virginia said. “We need to track that thing down or
we need to start upgrading our own technology.”

“I can’t wait to find APU 81. I’m going to
smash its despicable crystal skull into a thousand pieces,” Maggie
said.

“That’s the spirit!” Virginia’s eyes
sparkled with enthusiasm.

They finished their meal and took the jet to
the ancient facility in New Hampshire that had once been a
structure that resembled Stone Henge in England. The facility was
now a large dome-shaped building spanning several miles in
diameter. It was comprised of a mysterious, white, translucent
composite. The exterior door slid aside to allow Mark, Virginia,
and Maggie entrance. They strode down the long, futuristic corridor
made of the same resilient material as the outside of the facility.
Touch-screen control panels were located sporadically throughout
the building. The trio made their way to the control room which was
a massive space boasting a variety of sleek workstations with
seating and also computer screens built into the walls. APU 4093
was the artificial intelligence that ran this facility and it
didn’t share any information with any of the researchers currently
stationed on site. Mark had cast a powerful restoration enchantment
on the ruins and had succeeded in reinstating the facility in its
original condition. It was an astonishing feat that no other wizard
had ever managed to accomplish.

“Greetings, White Knight Apprentice.” APU
4093 possessed a pleasant male voice with a trace of an accent
reminiscent of Italian.

“Hello, APU 4093,” Mark said as he held the
list of questions Virginia had given to him at the restaurant. “I’d
like to have a chat with you.”

“I’m afraid I have not changed my mind about
disclosing information about ancient technology to humans. You are
not ready and introducing such advanced scientific knowledge would
most likely result in humanity’s destruction.”

“Can you at least give us a way of scanning
for terramezic energy so we can find APU 81? We have no way of
defending ourselves against its attacks,” Mark said.

“It lacks the resources to implement a
significant offensive against any country of this world,” the
computer said. “Virginia and other directors have already made
these arguments. I am also bound by my original protocols not to
contaminate the culture and integrity of younger
civilizations.”

“But we’re descendants of the race that
built you,” Mark pointed out.

“As I have already explained, humanity
devolved to a younger civilization as a result of several tragic
wars. For all intents and purposes, you are not the same race as
the ones who built this facility.”

“What about the White Knights? Surely
nothing negative could result from their knowledge. Could you
supply us with their training programs?” Mark asked.

“There can be no exceptions. I’m sorry,” APU
4093 said regretfully.

“What if APU 81 manages to restore an
ancient facility? He’ll have the means to launch a full-scale
offensive against us,” Maggie said passionately. “Are you willing
to sit idly by and allow it to destroy the very civilization that
created you?”

“I have prepared weapons which I will use
against any facility that APU 81 establishes control over,” the
computer advised. “You have nothing to fear.”

“You’re asking us to have blind faith in
you,” Maggie said.

The computer failed to respond. Mark,
Maggie, and Virginia exchanged puzzled looks.

“Did you hear me?” Maggie asked.

“Further discussion on this matter is
pointless,” the computer said.

“How do you like that? It’s giving us the
silent treatment,” Maggie grumbled.

“I expected as much,” Virginia said. “I’d
still like for you both to take some readings and analyze your
findings. I have scanning wands stored nearby.”

“That won’t be necessary. We can both scan
without them,” Mark advised.

“Of course.” Virginia’s eyes lit with
understanding. “White Knights and category six wizards can do it on
their own.”

Mark’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “According
to APU 4093, I’m just a White Knight apprentice.”

“I intended no disrespect,” the computer
interjected.

“I’m just teasing,” Mark said.

“Understood,” APU 4093 said in a
contemplative tone.

Mark, Virginia, and Maggie exchanged amused
looks.


Chapter 5

 


Jake was driving the police cruiser with
Josephine seated behind him and Alex in the back seat. The siren
blared as he speeded South on Tamiami Trail towards Venice where a
destructive magical occurrence was in process. It was unlikely they
would arrive in time to witness the phenomenon.

“This isn’t good. This has happened two days
in a row,” Alex remarked.

“It’s likely to continue like this every day
until she learns to control her power or it kills her,” Josephine
said grimly.

“Do you really think yesterday was her first
day as a six?” Alex asked.

“I’m sure of it. That would explain why it’s
so volatile,” Josephine said.

“Won’t her power stabilize on its own?” Alex
said.

“If she doesn’t take the appropriate steps,
it could take weeks,” Josephine explained.

When they arrived on the scene, the road was
blocked with disabled vehicles. Many of the cars and trucks had
smoke billowing from beneath their hoods and the windows had
shattered. The stench of smoke and burned rubber permeated the air
as Josephine, Alex, and Jake emerged from the police cruiser. The
nearby stores had cracked or shattered windows but Josephine
noticed that the shards of glass had showered inside the buildings
instead of on the sidewalk. Most of the vehicle owners remained on
site beside their stalled vehicle or standing nearby at a safe
distance. Ambulance trucks and police cars had already arrived. The
wounded were being tended to and tow trucks were beginning the
process of removing the disabled vehicles.

Alex regarded the destruction with a sense
of horror. “This reminds me of what it was like working with you
when you were just a consultant.”

“Oh, please!” Josephine threw him a
disgruntled gaze. “I never came close to doing anything like this.
The most that ever happened was a few telekinetic shoves and blasts
of wind.”

“There was one time you threw me across the
room so hard you bruised my back and gave me a mild concussion,”
Alex said.

“That wasn’t my fault. How many times do I
have to tell you I’m sorry?” Josephine grumbled.

“I’m not looking for an apology. I’m just
making a comparison.”

Josephine stretched her awareness out to the
subtle energies in the street but avoided the stores. A jumble of
psychic impressions flooded her mind. She narrowed her focus on the
vehicles but there was too much psychometric energy around her to
block out.

“I need to get closer to these cars,”
Josephine said.

“All right,” Alex said.

“We just need to walk by them.”

Josephine strode down the sidewalk past the
people who were waiting for their rides or just watching the
devastation with varying degrees of fear and fascination.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

“I’m scanning the area.” Josephine slowed
her pace then halted as she neared a blue sedan. The hood of the
car was riddled with shattered glass from the
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