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  Chapter 1

  
  




Emlen stood outside the mansion, back to the Charles River as she stared at the four story brick, granite and sandstone monstrosity. Em’s Brewster ancestors had called the place home since the 1800’s and now it belonged to her. “I can’t believe my grandmother left this to me,” Em said, then looked over at her companion.

His dark hair curled against his collar, bright blue eyes taking in the details before Cullen replied, “She left it to your mother and never changed her will. As Camille’s only child, it came to you. Don’t give the old bat credit she doesn’t deserve, eh?”

“Either way, it’s perfect. We needed a new base of operations and the security already in place here is excellent,” Connor spoke, stepping up behind the two. Hair a shade or two lighter than his brother’s, he shared Cullen’s bright blue eyes but sported a crew cut for his job as a detective.

Em curled her fingers around the key fob, then pushed the wrought iron gate open. Heels clacked against the brick walkway and then granite steps wide enough for four to walk abreast. Clicking the key fob near the panel on the door released the locks and security system, allowing entry. A push of the heavy iron and oak door, and Em went inside. Marble floors in the entry, changing to polished wood throughout most of the house, gleamed under crystal and brass chandeliers. Staff had maintained the house in the months since her grandmother died. Appraisers had cataloged the items as required by the will, renovations had been done to one floor, but beyond that, no one had been here. Specifically, no family or friends.

“It smells like lemon wax,” Cullen said as he wandered in and out of a couple of rooms.

“Better than smelling like old lady.”

“Connor!” Em laughed, walking past them both and down the corridor to the back of the house. The kitchen a chef’s dream with a sitting area before a fireplace at one end, a round table and six chairs in a curve of windows at the other. Dropping her purse on the counter, Em opened the fridge, checked the cabinets and started to pull out items to make dinner. Groceries had been delivered earlier and stored by the staff. The cook, Mrs. Abernathy, had prepared lasagna, salad and garlic knots. All Em had to do would be heat it up, plate it up, and serve it.

* * *

The brothers unloaded the three vehicles after moving them into the underground garage and soon joined Em at the table. The three of them spent a few minutes just eating the delicious meal before Connor picked up his beer, “To next steps, new beginnings, and family.”

Cullen tapped his bottle to Connor’s, “To family.”

Emlen smiled at them both, then added, “To next steps, new beginnings, family, and kicking ass.”

“Yeah, to kicking ass,” Connor laughed as Em’s glass tapped their bottles. “Speaking of asses, have you heard from JJ lately?”

Em made a rude sound as she stuffed a garlic knot into her mouth and chewed.

“He calls two to three times a week and sends multiple invitations to events, etcetera, but she’s refused to speak to or see him,” Cullen said. “He seems to think drugging his daughter and trying to control her life is something she’ll just get over.”

“He’s a power-hungry asshole,” Emlen said as she got up to pour more wine. “You’d think being elected Vice-President would be enough to keep him busy, but noooo, he has to try fucking with my life.”

“Why don’t you just block his number?” Connor asked.

“Because it doesn’t seem to stop him. He just sends one of his Secret Service guys to deliver a message in person. After four rounds of blocking, we’ve given up,” Cullen replied.

“It’s as if there’s still a tracker somewhere, but we’ve scanned everything. Nothing makes sense.” Emlen leaned back with her wine, sipping as she stared into the back garden patio. “Micah, Jase, Kian, and Gina have settled in the downstairs rooms. They will be rotating shifts and filling in with other Garda as needed. Is there anything we need and haven’t handled?”

“Still waiting on delivery of the satellite phones. They’re due in a couple of days,” Connor spoke as he rose to clear the table.

“Can we keep Mrs. Abernathy as the cook?” Cullen asked as he helped clean up. “That tasted fantastic.”

“Mrs. A has been a personal favorite since I have been a kid. She is happy to stay on as long as we have help for her. She’s getting up there in years.” Em drained her glass, handing it to Cullen to put into the dishwasher.

“What about Corinne and the twins? You going to let them come pick out stuff?” Cullen wiped his hands dry, stepping closer to tug her against his body. “How about tomorrow we can go room to room and box up what you don’t want, stack it in the storage room. They can go through the boxes in storage and that’s it.”

Em’s aunt and cousins had been a royal pain in the ass about the will. “That should shut them up for a bit, eh? Yeah, let’s do that. Nothing really valuable though. If we don’t like it, it can go in the attic. The Ice Bitch doesn’t get a fucking thing I don’t want her to have.” She spoke into Cullen’s chest but they all heard her words.

Sliding his hand up and down her back, Cullen comforted Em. “You hold all the cards this time, Em. And you have us and the rest of the Garda behind you. It’ll be fine.”

Emlen could remember the years her aunt had been her legal guardian. The loveless existence spent at boarding schools or in psychiatric offices left her with little affection for her mother’s sister. “What a fucked up family, huh?” Pulling back, she gave Cullen a wan smile. “I’m going to go soak in the tub then go to bed. It’s been a long day.”

Cullen kissed her brow. “G’night love. Rest well. I’m just down the hall if you need me.”

Connor wiped his hands dry, nodding to her, “Goodnight sis.”

* * *

Emlen had a few things changed before they moved in. The third floor had been turned into four large bedrooms, each with a walk-in closet and en suite bath. There had been two up here before, with four smaller bedrooms where two shared a bath. Hiring out the work had bothered Cullen at first, but Em convinced him he had other tasks more important. His parents were now comfortable in his beachfront cottage, and Connor’s house had been rented out to a fellow trooper and his new wife.

The tub filled while Em tossed her clothes in the hamper and got out a bottle of water, some candles, and thick towels. Sandalwood bath salts coated her skin in her favorite fragrance as she slid into the water, hair pinned up out of the way. Muscles relaxed and Emlen closed her eyes, sinking up to her chin.

The day had started early with the usual regimen she’d been following for the past few months: Combat and firearms training followed by a five mile run that often ended in a swim if the weather allowed. Connor handled her firearms training. Cullen ran and swam with her, while various Garda handled the combat aspects. Garda were those trained to protect and serve the Descendants. Emlen was one of two Descendants – her father the other. According to history, Charlemagne’s son, Charles the Younger, had married Aelflaed in secret and had two children. The Carnute druids blessed, or cursed, the children with magic. That’s what Em had been told, but she wasn’t believing all of it.

The day after her father had drugged and kidnapped her, Emlen had put her foot down and decided no more. No more whussy victim mindset, no more rolling with the punches. She took control of her life.

The only thing she’d not found a way to control would be her magic – if she even had any. Cardinal Liam McKinsey assured her she did and it would appear when ready. Emlen didn’t believe him. Liam intended to send a witch trainer from the Vatican to try and help. This Sophia Verdelli would take the fourth suite in the house, staying as long as Liam felt necessary to get Emlen up to speed.

Em had a feeling that Sophia wouldn’t be leaving any time soon. Oh, sure, Emlen could hear and feel ghosts, talk to her dead mother, and beat the odds in outing liars, but how could that be magic? It could be some childhood psychosis coupled with a honed ability to read body language – nothing magical about it at all.

To add to Em’s frustration, the only family she could talk to about this would be her bio dad or his father, her grandfather. Bio dad, John Frederick Jackson, aka JJ, had recently taken up residence in Washington, DC as the nation’s new Vice President. His father, John Cameron Jackson, aka JC, had also changed residences recently. JC, once a Federal Judge, now an inmate at McLean Psychiatric Hospital in a locked ward. The judge had tried to shoot Emlen at JJ’s fundraising gala a few months back. Since Emlen had been getting hugged by JJ at the time, it had been considered an attempt on the candidate’s life and JC got locked away. Em didn’t care how long the bastard stayed locked up. He’d arranged to have her mother killed and nearly killed Emlen on more than one occasion. The Judge had also been responsible for the death of Joel DeSantis – a Garda, a retired cop, Cullen and Connor’s surrogate uncle – and the man who’d protected Emlen as a baby.

The judge had been behind years of death and destruction, so Em felt happy to see him rot in a psych ward. If he held the information she needed, though, she might have to go see him. Definitely a last resort. 

Wrapping herself in a towel and cleaning up the bath, Em padded into her room and found her favorite unicorn sleep shirt. Cullen had given it to her at the hospital after they’d been shot. Climbing under the covers, she left a small lamp on and pulled a pillow close to her chest. The sound of the city muffled by the bulletproof glass in the french doors to the balcony and the windows along the side could almost be mistaken for ocean waves. Now, instead of the cove on the Cape, she would see the Charles River with the Greenway on both sides and the buildings rising in the distance. Sighing at the memory of the cottage the Judge had had burned, Em slipped into sleep.

* * *

Cullen cradled his whiskey in one hand, a cigar in the other as he stood on the balcony outside his bedroom. Connor sat nearby, feet up on the wrought iron railing, smoke curling around his head.

“I’m going to miss the ocean,” Cullen said, sipping the Lagavulin 16 he enjoyed with a good Hoyo de Monterrey Epicure. Whiskey and a cigar had been a relaxation habit back at his own place so he invited Connor to join him tonight.

“We’re not here forever. Besides, we’re near the ocean,” Connor reminded him. “And, Mom and Dad are loving being back in the cove, even with the crappy winter we had.”

“It’s safer for all of us here right now anyway. Keeps the heat away from the folks,” Cullen said.

“Yeah, I’m just glad the Captain let me transfer up to Boston. We need my resources, even though we’ve got the freakin’ Vatican behind us.” Connor put the glass down to add more whiskey, reaching up to pour Cullen’s too. “So what do you think about this witch the Cardinal is sending?”

“Sophia?” Cullen sighed, dropping into the other chair. The late spring weather made the whiskey’s warmth welcome. “I haven’t found out much beyond what Liam sent us. I just hope she can pull Em out of this impostor syndrome mindset. It’s self-defeating.”

“When is she due to arrive?”

“Sometime this week. That’s what Micah said, anyway. He’ll be picking her up at Logan and bringing her here.”

They fell silent long enough for a few puffs and sips before Connor spoke. “I’m glad Mom and Dad got to spend some time with Emlen and reconnect. Mom’s tears about broke me.”

“Yeah,” Cullen said, adding “Talking with Dad about all of this and showing him the stuff from Joel helped me too. Figuring out just what we’d been dropped into feet first.”

“Liam’s been good about explaining the history and resources, but…”

“…but Dad lived it without much in the way of training, so he gets it,” Cullen finished. “I’d like to get the full swearing in done but they need to see Emlen get her magic first.”

“It’s what Joel wanted for you. For us.” Connor reached out and tapped his glass to his brother’s. “As it should be.”

“As it should be,” Cullen said before they both drained their glasses.









  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Kian handed Emlen a package and a stack of mail wrapped in a rubber band. “Picked up the mail from the Cove, Ms. Brewster. The package has been scanned and deemed safe.”

“Thanks, Kian,” Em said to his departing figure, putting her coffee down to open the package. Popping the box open, a letter lay on top of bubble wrap so she opened it first.




Dear Emlen,

I work for Jankosky Jewelers and recognized your mother’s pieces when they came across my desk. I do repairs and cleaning for them a couple of days a week to stay busy.

You’ve been on my mind quite often since the day you came to the general store and pretended to be someone else. Your questions brought back painful memories, but some good ones as well.

Cami and I were close friends. I don’t give that title away lightly, but she was one of the best.

In the box I’ve packaged up the jewelry and those books I mentioned that day. Two were borrowed from your mother, and two were supposed to be for her to read. After working with the jewelry, I strongly believe that you will need the books. I’ve included my information below for any questions you might have.

Be careful, Emmy. There’s so very much you still don’t know.

Blessings to you,

Susan Clark

P.S. There’s no charge for the repair and cleaning. Consider it my gift to you.




Em lay down the strange letter, lifting the box of jewelry out first, then the books. All four books were leather bound, two with metal corners and page clasps. They were clearly antiques, so Emlen handled them with care. Mysteries of New England Magic; Omens, Portents and Prophecies; Genealogical Dictionary of New England Families; and the largest one, The Magical Lineage of the Brewster & Bradford Families.

“Well, shit,” Emlen sighed before opening the box of jewelry. Lined with satin, the pieces were all tucked into pockets and slots, covered with a cloth. One ring lay on the top with a tag looped through it that said, ‘Wear me now.’. A heavy band of gold, etched with what Em thought might be runes laced among Celtic knotwork. Sliding the band on her right hand’s middle finger, she shook her hand to see if it would fall off. Ring securely in place, Em flipped the cover closed on the box before tossing the packing materials into recycling.

The books would stay here in the office slash library area, so Emlen picked up the big one on lineage. Two steps towards her seat at the end of the table were all she managed before stuttering to a stop.




Mist swirled around her, the scent of pine and wood smoke thick in the air. Her steps were silent as she moved along a path in the trees. Ahead, the light grew brighter, voices louder, the words accented oddly to Em’s ears. Before her in the clearing, a bonfire blazed. Figures stood around in cloaks and long skirts or knee boots and breeches. A man stepped closer to the fire, held up his hands and the rest fell silent. He pointed to a young man standing by himself. Em figured him for his early teens as he moved towards the figure by the fire and the light hit his face.

“William, it is time.” The man spoke and pulled something from a pouch at his side. The boy knelt and the man put something over his head, settling it on his chest. Rising to face the crowd, the boy, William, shook as the man gripped his shoulders. “We hide in plain sight. We dare not be found. May the binding be your blessing, William.” The man’s hands lifted and the boy crashed to the ground on his hands and knees, body shaking and breath hitching.

Emlen hugged the book to her chest and stared at the tableau before her. A glint of something amber caught the firelight – the pendant around the boy’s neck. She took a few steps closer, recognizing the same stone in her own pendant, but his pendant had been wrapped in plain metal and hung on leather.

Whatever they were doing to William, it hurt. Body shaking, skin pale and sweaty, breathing ragged – until he screamed and collapsed, unconscious. The man knelt, checked him over, then gestured to another man who scooped up the teen, then carried him away.

The images were starting to fade, yet as Emlen watched, she realized that each one there wore some kind of amber pendant, the same as hers.




The release of the vision had Em stumbling into the table, dropping the book on the gleaming surface before she fumbled herself into a chair.

“What the…?” Reaching for her coffee, she took a swallow, the warmth helping her to calm down. Obviously, she’d had a vision of a past event, but Emlen wasn’t sure what to make of it. Lifting her own pendant from her chest, she examined the piece that looked just like the ones those in her vision wore. Hers had been put in a nicer setting. About two inches long, egg-shaped amber had been wrapped in silver vines with tiny leaves and hung on a longer chain with no clasp. Em let it fall back to her chest and eyed the book warily. “Yeah, maybe later,” she spoke to the empty room.

* * *

Cullen found Em with her head on folded arms, asleep at the library table. Research notes, laptop, stacks of books and an empty coffee cup told the story. He spotted the four new books halfway down the table and slid the largest towards him. Lifting the padded leather cover of The Magical Lineage of the Brewster & Bradford Families showed Cullen some printed text and some handwritten. A looping, yet surprisingly legible script read This copy belongs to the Brewster family. Cull turned a few pages, finding printed text pages interspersed with groups of pages left blank of printing, some filled with writing. Pulling up a chair, he settled in to read. An hour passed before Em stirred and Cullen looked up. “Hey beautiful, you doing okay?”

“Mmph. Stiff from sleeping like this, but I think I needed it.”

“Where did these books come from?” Cullen pointed to the four antique books. He’d skimmed through the first, then spent some time with each of the others.

“Susan Martin, my mom’s friend, sent them. She works at the jewelers I sent mom’s jewelry to, before the fire. Apparently she fixed the jewelry, figured out who I was, and sent the books and jewelry to me with a letter.” Emlen slid the letter over to Cullen to read and got to her feet. “I’m going to go grab a drink, want one?”

“Sure, a water would be good,” Cullen said as he read the letter.

When she got back, Cullen pointed to the Brewster book. “Pretty good guess that this belonged to your Mom. I think the Mysteries of New England Magic belonged to her, too.”

Em leaned over to look at the books, opening each cover and turning a few pages. She kept the bottle of water in her right hand, not wanting the ring to touch the books in case that’s what triggered things earlier. “I think you’re correct. I wish I could ask someone about this, though.” She pointed to The Magical Lineage of the Brewster & Bradford Families. “Magical lineage in Mom’s family too? Is that maybe why my magic isn’t working? Two lines, short circuited?”

“I guess you’ll have to ask Sophia when she arrives. I’m also betting that Liam doesn’t know about this. If he did, he would have said something long ago.”

“I have Susan’s phone number. I can call her and ask her as well. Mom’s friend may know more than some random stranger.”

“Good point. Give her a call?” Cullen leaned back, taking a drink.

“I acted like a dick to her when I saw her last,” Emlen replied, turning to rest her butt against the table. Facing Cullen, she picked at the label on her water bottle. “I intended to go check on her after she got upset with our chat, but I never did. I used to do that kind of crap a lot.”

“Well, call and apologize. Then ask her questions.” Cullen reached out, patting Em’s arm. “If she went to all the trouble of reaching out to you, she has information she wants to share. Get her to share it.”

“Okay, I will. Later. I need food first and we need to check in with the Garda. I blew off training this afternoon and Rory is going to be pissed.”

“Hah! Better you than me,” Cullen laughed and looped an arm around her as they left for the kitchen.









  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Emlen held her phone, chewed her lower lip and put off hitting the button to connect the call with Susan. She’d been a different person back then. She’d changed. Yeah, she could keep telling herself that, but it didn’t lessen the guilt. Em thought back to that day, last year, when she’d met Susan for the first time as an adult.




“It was my fault,” she finally whispered softly as the other women fell silent.

Emlen blinked at the woman. “Your fault? How do you figure?”

“I was supposed to go by the night it happened. I had some books Cami wanted to borrow, and she had some for me – but it had been so stormy, I called to reschedule for a few days later. If I had been there…” Susan’s voice caught and she pressed her fingers to her lips, looking down.




Emlen had been there to interview the women about her mother’s murder while pretending to be someone else. One of the women had gone to make sure Susan had got home okay, but Em blew it off and didn’t follow through. Squaring her shoulders, Emlen pushed the call button, listening to the ring.

“Hello?” Susan’s voice answered.

“Hi Mrs. Martin, it’s Emlen Brewster. I just received your package.”

“Oh! Hi Emmy! So everything got there okay?”

“Yeah, it’s all good. The jewelry, the books and your letter. I’ve got a lot of questions though —”

“I’m sure you do. Where are you? I heard about the fire, but Louisa at the post office assured me your mail is being forwarded, so I just sent it along. To be blunt, I’d rather have this chat in person, dear.”

Em hesitated, then answered, “I’m in Boston, at my grandmother’s old place on Beacon. She left it to me.”

Susan didn’t speak for a moment, then sighed. “Are you up for company tomorrow? I’m in Quincy at my son’s place today. I can come into town tomorrow and we can talk.”

“Anytime after ten is good for me,” Emlen said. “I’ll write down some of my questions so I don’t forget.”

“I’ll do my best to answer them all for you, dear. See you in the morning.”

Susan disconnected the call, leaving Em holding her phone and staring out the window at the Greenway and the river beyond.

It seemed a little funny to Emlen that things were coming full circle. Books. Susan. Questions and answers. Now if she could just get her mom’s ghost to come back and speak to her.

* * *

Cullen had already gone to bed so Em got a cup of tea to take up to her room. Along the way she picked up the Mysteries of New England Magic to read. Sleep shorts, a tank top, and fuzzy socks; curled on a chaise with a soft blanket by the balcony windows, Em felt ready to open the book. The book seemed about two hundred pages long, a slim volume compared to the others Susan sent. Bound in dark blue leather with gold imprint, it showed the wear of the years since it’s publishing in 1809, but not as much wear as one would expect for a book over two hundred years old. The pages were thick and felt like cloth, then she remembered the cotton gloves Jase had picked up for them to use. Gloves would keep the oils in their skin from damaging the books, so Em took a moment to go get a pair before settling down again.

When she’d researched the books online, only the Genealogical Dictionary had shown up in any records. One more question to add to the list for Susan.

The language read as more formal than modern text, and it took a while to get used to the way things were phrased. The book contained what appeared to be a series of short stories about incidents of magic in New England from the 1600’s through the 1800’s. Unlike other tales of old New England – those written about sea captains or wilderness adventures – these were told as lessons. How to use the magic, what a practitioner needed if they were in Massachusetts instead of Connecticut, what areas had the most powerful resources, and so on. Apparently, Muckle Cove rated as one of the recognized high-power locations for sea water magic.

The more Emlen read, the more the questions list grew. A notebook sat beside her, tea forgotten as she listed page numbers and corresponding questions. She soon realized she’d be sending Susan home with questions to answer later, unless she planned on moving in for a week or two.

The clock in the hall chimed three before Emlen finally put everything down and climbed into bed. A few hours of sleep were needed before Susan came, hopefully with answers Emlen desperately needed.

* * *

Another morning of skipped training, but Em still got her run in with Cullen. They’d found a new route that pleased them both, a five mile circuit across bridges over the Charles and down the Greenway on one side, back across and up the other side until they reached home.

Showered, dressed in black jeans and a violet silk top, Em pulled on a pair of soft leather house slippers to head downstairs. She’d asked Mrs. A to set up some pastries, fruit, and coffee in the library by the fireplace, the gas logs lit to take the chill out of the air. The weather had turned damp and foggy, so the low fire felt pleasant and comforting.

Emlen also stacked the four books on a side table along with her notebook and pens, the investigative journalist in her unable to allow anything less.

Gina brought Susan to the library and handed Emlen some mail before leaving and shutting the library doors.

“Please, make yourself comfortable. I appreciate you coming,” Em said, feeling awkward and formal.

Susan tucked her purse under the leather wing chair as she sat, giving Emlen a warm smile. “Relax, Emmy. All is good right now.”

Em took in Susan’s short cap of silver-streaked hair, a brushed sweater in dark green over brown slacks and brown ankle boots. Silver and gold jewelry glinted from ears, fingers, and wrists as Susan poured them both some coffee, adding cream to her own before leaning back to sip.

“Drink your coffee, Emmy. It will help settle you. There’s no reason to be anxious around me. I hold no ill will for your subterfuge and questions last year. I understand you were seeking answers, and it is natural and right for you to do so.”

“Thank you.” Emlen replied, taking up her cup and sipping. She gestured to the plates. “Mrs. A made us some pastries and fresh fruit. I thought it would be nice.” Her voice trailed off and she laughed at herself. “I’m sorry, I’m trying to relax, but the idea of getting answers is almost overwhelming.”

“Did your grandmother not tell you anything?”

“My grandmother barely told me we were related. When I found out she’d left me the house in her will, I knew it had been my grandfather’s doing, not hers. Either way, it has been a useful bequest since my other house got torched by Judge Jackson’s orders.”

“I heard about the fire and Frankie Kyle’s death. When I learned it had been Frankie that did it, I had a feeling the Judge had been behind it.”

“Really? How are they connected?”

“Frankie’s grandmother served as the Judge’s nanny when he had been a boy. He hired Frankie’s mother to work in his law office when she got her paralegal degree. Just fits that he’d have found a way to help Frankie out too.”

“Jeeze, we had no idea of those connections. Now it makes more sense. Thank you for that.”

“I see you’re wearing the Brewster Band,” Susan nodded to the gold ring. “What has manifested for you so far?”

“Wait…what? Manifested?” Emlen put her cup back on the tray and leaned closer to Susan. “How do you mean, manifested?”

“Hrm. Maybe I should start from the beginning. You see, I am a witch. As was your mother.”

“A witch.”

“Yes, a witch. As in has magic, works with the elements and nature. A witch. Unlike your father whose magic comes from the Carnutes. They were called druids, but they were more like magicians. Instead of focusing on healing and increasing magic, magicians tend to focus on defensive or offensive tactics, or alchemical aspects.”

Em held up a hand to pause Susan’s words as she grabbed her notebook and started writing. “Okay, so witches work with elements and nature but magicians don’t?”

“No, magicians do – but not for the same outcomes. Two sides of the same coin.”

“So why would the magic be different? Isn’t it all coming from the same source – nature – and the difference is in the intent and focus of the user?”

“You’d think so, right? But over the centuries…” Susan paused “…okay, look at it this way. You redirect a stream so it will flow closer to your garden. At first, it takes a lot of work to get the stream to go where you want it to go. Over time, the water wears away the dirt and stone, carving a path that is more natural - even if it is not the original pathway. That’s what we believe magic has done. What had been one river that all sipped from has become a collection of tributaries.”

“Some are more accessible than others, depending on your type of magic?”

“That’s about it, yes.”

“Then what’s my issue? If I have two kinds of magic, I should be able to tap into two of the rivers - not be blocked from all of them.”

“How do you know you’re blocked?” Susan asked.

“Well…” Emlen hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she could share Garda information with a non-Garda person. “…I only heard my mom’s ghost a few times.”

“And after putting that ring on?” Susan gestures towards the gold band on her finger.

“I saw a vision. Trees and a bonfire and some people in colonial clothes. It happened when I touched the Lineage book.”

“Psychometry. One of the stronger Brewster gifts. Your mother had that gift as well. She also acted as a spirit talker.”

“Spirit talker? Is that what it’s called when I can hear and speak to ghosts?”

“Yes. As for the psychometry, you’ll need to practice. Be very aware of what you touch when wearing that ring. Don’t wear it unless you intend to ‘read’ items or people.”

Emlen slipped the ring off and tucked it into her pocket. “I didn’t realize the ring triggered the vision. Honestly? I wasn’t sure what had. So much has changed, I’m finding it difficult to keep up.”

“Just remember to breathe and center. It helps with magic and with life.”

When Emlen looked confused, Susan took the time to teach her a few basic practices. Practices that would help her deal with any new developments. Grounding. Centering. Focused relaxation. Basic meditation techniques. Susan also recommended doing yoga to help with all of the lessons as well as dealing with daily life stressors.

A few hours later, they hugged as Susan prepared to leave. “I’ll come back when I can, Emmy. I’m available anytime by phone, so do not hesitate to call.”

“I will call. Thank you, Susan. Be safe going home,” Emlen said. She waved as Susan pulled away from the curb before closing the door.

* * *

After Susan’s visit, Emlen cleaned up the food and dishes, taking a mug of coffee outside. Settling on a bench by the door, the brick patio stretched a few feet in front of her before ending in a garden border and a winding path. The sides of the yard were planted with a variety of dwarf trees, decorative bushes, and flowers. The daffodils and jonquils bloomed in clusters all the way to the back wall where a metal privacy gate offered access to the alley driveway. To the side, the path branched out, ending at a doorway into the garage.

Unlike most houses in the area, the Brewster Mansion had only one side that connected to another house. Three sides with windows, a garage and a yard made this an unusual, and highly valuable property. From what Em knew, her fourth great-grandfather, Howard William Brewster, had the house built in the early 1860’s. He had been invested in shipping and trade of some kind that made him several fortunes. Either way, he’d had a huge house built that remained in the family. Unlike many in the area from that era, it wasn’t chopped up into condos, sold off to a university or turned into a museum. Emlen enjoyed the fact that it had enough room for the collection of people in her life right now. This garden in the middle of the city wasn’t a bad perk either. She’d have to ask Mrs. A who took care of it so they could teach her about the plants. Hey, if she was a witch, she might even have a knack for gardening. Who knew?

Rising from the bench, Em turned to head inside, cup curled against her chest. She never noticed the raven sitting on the wall, watching her walk away.
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Three in the morning, the faint light from the bathroom painted a streak across the floor. Emlen sat up in bed with no idea of what had awakened her. The comforter, gripped tight in her fists and pulled up to her chest, acted as a shield. Her gaze skimmed the room, darting from shadow to shadow as her mind tried to put together just what had pulled her out of sleep.

“Hello, Emlen.” A man’s voice from the chair by the balcony, but she could see no figure.

“Uh…hello?” Em replied. “Who are you? Where are you?”

A low chuckle came from the same spot before the voice replied. “It’s Joel DeSantis, Emmy.”

“OH! Joel. Uh…want me to get Cullen?” Em’s sleep-fogged brain couldn’t process why Joel would be trying to talk to her.

“Not this time,” Joel said. “I came to talk with you.” As he spoke, the misty outline of his figure appeared against the shadowed curve of the chair.

“What did you need to talk to me about?”

“I’m still doing my best to help, Emmy. When Sophia arrives tomorrow, make sure she sees your amber pendant. It’s important.”

“She’s arriving tomorrow? Okay. Uh, Joel? I’m sorry my coming back got you killed.”

Another chuckle from the misty figure. “Emmy, it wasn’t your fault. The Judge had wanted to get rid of me for years. Your return just gave him an excuse.”

“If you see my Mom, tell her I miss her?” Em asked after a moment. “I’ve not felt or heard her since the house burned.”

“We either need an anchor to connect to this side, or your powers need to grow. She’s still watching, Emmy. We both are. Cullen brought my ring to the house today, so I had an anchor and could finally reconnect with you.”

“He knew about the anchor?”

“No. He has no idea. He just brought the box with the ring into the mansion today. It worked as an anchor for me. Tell him he’s doing a good job, and I’ll try and come back to talk to you when he’s around.” Joel’s misty figure flickered as it started to fade.

“Thank you, Joel. I’ll tell him - and I’ll show Sophia the pendant. Peace.”

“Peace to you, little one,” Joel’s voice whispered.

Emlen knew when he had left. The sense of his presence in the room had faded away.

She lay back in bed, fingers curling around the pendant about her neck. If she had to meet the infamous Sophia in the morning, she needed to get more sleep. As she drifted off, she wondered why, with all of her mother’s jewelry brought here, her mother hadn’t been able to reach out?

* * *

The next morning, Emlen wasn’t sure if the chat with Joel last night had been a dream or not.

Cullen kept pace beside her as they ran along the Greenway when Em asked, “Did you happen to bring a ring of Joel’s to the house yesterday?”

Cullen stuttered a step before his pace settled once more. “I did. How did you know?”

“Well, shit,” Em sighed. “He came to me as a ghost last night. Said you’d brought his ring to the house so he had an anchor and could visit. I wasn’t sure if I had dreamt the whole thing or if he’d really been there.”

They were about a block from the mansion so Cullen slowed to a walk. “And you didn’t come get me?”

It took Em a few paces to realize he’d stopped, so she walked back towards him before continuing at his side. “I asked him if I should go get you. He said he’d talk to you next time. Are you upset at me because Isaw his ghost and you didn’t? It’s not like I asked for this, y’know.”

“Yeah, I know,” Cullen grumbled. “I just miss him and have so many questions.”

“I get it. He wanted me to make sure I showed the pendant to Sophia. Said she would be arriving today. I didn’t even know when she would be coming in, did you?”

“I knew it’d be this week, just not when. She’s supposed to contact Micah before boarding so he can meet her when she lands. I guess they know each other from when Micah trained in Rome.”

“Oh, well I guess that’s good. At least we’re not all strangers.” Emlen opened the gate and jogged up the stairs. “Let’s meet up in the library in a half hour? I need a shower.”

“Sure thing. I’ll get Mrs. A to set up in there.”

* * *

Mrs. Abernathy had done her usual bounty of pastries, fruit, juice, and coffee. Em wrapped a tie around the end of her braid before she dropped into one of the leather wing chairs. The coffee table sat in the center of the Persian rug before the fireplace. A Chesterfield love seat faced the hearth while each side had two wing chairs around side tables and stained glass pole lamps. Em scooped up a pastry, poured a coffee and tucked her feet up, savoring the moment. The room had become Em’s favorite for it’s comfort, views of the river and the faint scent of her grandfather’s cigars that seemed to have soaked into the walls.

Cullen picked a bowl of fruit and a fork before taking a seat, his hair damp where it curled against his collar. “Sophia is here. She’s up in her room, showering and changing before she joins us.”

“Doesn’t she need sleep or something?”

“Micah said she slept on the flight and just wanted to clean up before getting to work.”

“Did you let Mrs. A know?”

“Yeah, she said Micah had already told her, so she made sure there were enough cups and plates.”

An olive-skinned, dark-eyed woman entered the room, her curly hair pulled back into a clip. Friendly smile on her full lips, hand outstretched, she walked over to Emlen. “I’m Sophia. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Emlen.”

Em wiped her hand on her jeans and reached up for Sophia’s hand. “A pleasure. Please, sit and help yourself?”

The woman, petite and curvy, about five foot five, dressed in jeans, a red silk blouse and black leather flats, exuded confidence. A cup of coffee doctored with sugar and milk in her hand, Sophia settled back in a chair. “Much more comfortable than an airplane seat, even if first class. This is a lovely house. So much history, yes?”

Cullen had risen when Sophia came in, but when she didn’t even look at him, he sat back down and watched her over the rim of his mug.

“Yeah, a lot of history.” Emlen pointed to Cullen. “That’s Cullen O’Brien, my Garda and boyfriend. His brother Connor is at work today, a detective with the Massachusetts State Police.”

Sophia turned to Cullen, gave him a smile and a ‘hello’ before turning back to Emlen. “I’m not here for your Garda. I’m here for you.”

“That’s lovely, but Cullen, Connor and I are in this together. You rudely ignore him again and we’re done, and you can go back to Rome. Understood?” Emlen kept a polite smile on her face the whole time she spoke, but her eyes flashed with warning.

Sophia laughed as she leaned back with her cup between her fingers. “Good, you have a backbone. That will help.” Her gaze shifted to Cullen. “My apologies, signore. I had been testing her to see how the land lay.”

Cullen topped off his mug before rising from his seat. A kiss dropped on Emlen’s head before he spoke. “I’ve got work to tend to. Good luck, ladies.”

The door clicked shut behind him and Emlen spoke again. “You are here to help me with my magic, yes? Not antagonize my household. So how about we focus on what you’re really here for, hmm?” Em pulled the pendant over her head and held it out to Sophia. The light caught the amber egg-shaped stone and the facets on the silver vines and leaves, making it sparkle.

Sophia examined the pendant, putting her cup down before reaching for it. The moment her fingers curled around the egg, she gasped, gaze lifting to Emlen’s face. “What is this thing?”

“My mother gave it to me when I was small. I started wearing it at about age nine and haven’t had it out of my possession since. If I’m not wearing it, it’s in a pocket and always with me. A jeweler told me it consisted of amber wrapped in silver. I just know that I get anxious when I don’t have it.”

“I can see why,” Sophia said as she turned it in her hand, then closed her eyes, fingers loosely clasped around the stone.

“Just last night, I had been instructed to be sure I showed that to you.”

“By Liam?”

“Uh, no. By the ghost of my mother’s Garda. Well, really my Garda when I was a baby.”

“You speak with ghosts?” Sophia asked, eyes still closed. “Is that something new?”

“I do, and no, it’s not new. I just didn’t realize it could be magic related. I thought I suffered from mental instability or something.”

“Ah, yes. Liam told me about your lack of training and exposure. We’ll fix that.”

“So, uh, what are you doing?” Emlen finally asked.

“Someone put a tracking spell on this. I’m trying to unravel it.”

“A tracking spell?” Emlen growled a little. “My bio dad. He’s the other Descendant and he tried regular tracking methods too. Fucker.”

“Well, he did a good job with the spell.” Sophia’s eyes opened, meeting Emlen’s gaze. “I’m going to give this back to you, but I want you to do something you may consider drastic. I want you to smash it on the hearth.”

“Wait…smash it?”

“Yes. Not only will that destroy the tracking spell, it will destroy the containment spell. The whole stone is a containment. You’ve not had full access to your magic because it is bound up in the stone.”

“Why would my mother want…” Emlen’s voice trailed off as Joel’s ghost appeared between where the two women sat.

“She had been trying to keep you hidden,” Joel said. “To protect you.”

“Protect me from what?” Emlen asked him.

Sophia looked around the room, then back at Em. “Is the ghost here?”

“Yes, Joel’s here. He said mom had been trying to keep me hidden, to protect me.”

“There is a group called the Order of St. Michael. They believed the Antichrist will be born from the lineage of the Descendants, so they used to try to eliminate all Descendants. Over the years, things changed and now they want to control the Descendants. The Judge acted as one of the leaders of the Order.” Joel leaned against one of the chairs as he spoke, his misty form flickering like snow on a television screen. “If you had no real power, then the Order wouldn’t be interested. The Order has a history against witches, too. The Brewster line created the druid’s eggs as a way to pull the magic out of a witch and hold it in reserve. If you didn’t show any magic, you weren’t on their list. Your mother knew you would be powerful, so she readied an egg for your magic when you were a baby.”

Sophia lay the pendant on the table and reclaimed her cup, watching Emlen as she conversed with Joel.

“He’s telling me about the Order of St. Michael…”

Sophia made a rude noise, interrupting Em. “Bunch of power-crazed old men. They should be drowned like a sack of kittens.”

Emlen continued. “…and that the Brewster witches created the druid’s egg to hold a witch’s magic in reserve. That my mother did that to me when I had been a baby.” She shifted her gaze back to Joel. “So, if I smash the egg like Sophia suggested, what will happen?”

Both Sophia and Joel answered together “Your magic will be released.”

Sophia finished her statement with “…and your magic will be returned to you.”

Joel shrugged, “At least, that’s what I suspect.”

“It will break the tracking, release your magic and put you on the radar of anyone who can sense magic,” Sophia said. “If you’re ready to do this, also be ready to train with me so you can handle the power you receive.”

“Is it dangerous?” Emlen asked, picking the pendant up off the table.

“No more dangerous than being born a Descendant and a witch and having no discernible power,” Joel replied. “You’re already a target. Might as well fix it so you can fight back with more in your arsenal.”

“You will be overwhelmed at first, but I can help,” Sophia added.

Joel flickered and faded from view. “Gotta go, kid. Good luck.”

“Joel’s gone again,” Emlen said as she moved to kneel by the hearth. A heavy brass candlestick set had been arranged on the corner of the hearth, so Em picked up the smaller of the three, laid the stone on the bricks and brought the edge of the base down on the stone. A faint crack appeared in the amber.

“Hit it like you mean it,” Sophia told her.

Another blow landed on the stone. A third blow and the stone shattered, the silver wrap mangled into the shards and dust. As the two women watched, a glittering stream of amber particles rose in the air and swirled around Emlen.

Em closed her eyes, a tingling sensation wrapping around her body. It felt strange, but not unpleasant at first. A quick breath and Em found herself curled on the floor, crying out as what felt like a solid punch hit her solar plexus. Another blow and another, one to her belly, one to her forehead. Jerking with each blow, she could barely hear Sophia telling her to breathe through it.

“Just keep taking deep breaths, Emlen. It’s almost done.” Sophia urged as Em’s body shook.

Deep, ragged breaths that ended in a sigh as the onslaught ended had Emlen wary of opening her eyes.

Sophia crouched down and helped her get back into her seat, then pressed a fresh cup of coffee into her hands. “Drink a little. Let your body adjust,” she said.

After a swallow of the warm brew, Emlen opened her eyes. “My whole body feels electrified. Like standing outside during a lightning storm.”

“I can’t imagine,” Sophia told her, handing her a chocolate chip cookie. “Here, eat this. The sugar will ease any shock you might be feeling.”

Em ate the cookie and it did seem to help, so she took another and nibbled it more slowly. “Now I’m exhausted.”

“I’ll help you upstairs. You should rest. I’ll keep watch for a while,” Sophia said, helping Em to her feet.
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Emlen had fallen asleep the minute she dropped onto her bed. That had been hours ago, if the clock on her bedside table showed the right time. Sophia wasn’t in the room anymore, but Em’s shoes had been removed and a throw blanket tucked around her. A glass of water and two white pills sat next to the clock. Em assumed they were painkillers, but she didn’t have any real pain, just stiff from sleeping in her clothes. She sat on the side of the bed, drank the water and ran through a self-check. Everything seemed fine - no pain, no weird tingling, no odd lights. “I really want a shower though,” she said out loud and almost screamed when a voice replied.

“That’s probably a good idea.”

Em jumped up off the bed and whirled around to see the nearly solid form of her mother. “Mom! You’re here.”

“Yeah, now that you’ve unblocked, you’re strong enough to see me just fine. Go ahead and take your shower, Emmy. I’ll be here when you get out. Just, uh, bring clothes with you. I’ve kept the others away for now, but they’re getting anxious.”

“The others?” Em shook her head in confusion.

“Joel, your grandmother Jackson, your Aunt Tina, and my parents are all eager to chat,” Cami replied.

“Oh, wow. Yeah, just give me a few minutes.” Em grabbed a pair of sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt before she headed into the shower. By the time she had showered, braided her damp hair and pulled on clean clothes, her bedroom had filled with family members. Dead family members. “Alright, I get that you’re all eager to talk, but this is too much. I’m not ready for this.” Em told them when she stepped out of the bathroom.

Her grandmother, Emilia, spoke up. “Young lady, you will listen to us and give us time right this minute.”

Grampa Joe glared at his wife. “I told you, Emilia, to watch your tongue around the girl.” The two of them argued while her grandmother Simone stayed silent in the back of the crowd, just looking at Emlen. Her Aunt Tina waved to her, but also stayed quiet.

“Look guys, I need to get some food and tea, and then I’ll talk to Mom and Joel. The rest of you can wait until later, please,” Em begged.

Again, Emilia’s voice rose. “She will speak to me now or…”

Other voices rose in argument and Emlen snapped. “I said later.” Walking past the group, she pulled open the bedroom door and left them arguing. She heard Joel whistle them into silence as she descended the staircase, voices fading by the time she hit the kitchen.





Cullen sat at the kitchen table, a bottle of beer in one hand and a pizza box in the center of the table. Emlen did a double-take before checking the clock. “Right…I slept all day. Any pizza left?” she asked him, pulling a bottled latte drink from the fridge.

“About half is left. Pepperoni and mushroom.”

“Excellent,” Em said, tearing off a paper towel before sitting down to grab a slice.

Cullen watched her inhale half the slice before he interrupted her. “So, Sophia…she did something and you had a reaction?”

Em could tell he did his best to stay calm. She swallowed her mouthful, washed it down with some latte, then spoke. “I smashed my pendant. There had been a magical tracker on it, and it held my magic so I couldn’t access it.” Her gaze shifted to the bottle in her hands. “I felt like I’d been wrapped in a blanket full of static, then punched in the chest and forehead.” One hand lifted to rub at her breastbone. “I still feel bruised, but otherwise, fine. Energized, like being outside before a thunderstorm.” She looked up at Cullen. “I guess now we wait for Sophia to tell me what to do next.”

Cullen drained the beer in his hand, then went to the fridge for another. “I wish you had waited for me to be there when she did that. We don’t know her. What if something had gone wrong?”

A second slice of pizza in her hand, Emlen glanced up at him. “Well, Liam sent her and we trust Liam, right? And who knew she’d find a tracker and blocking on the pendant? Did you want to keep letting JJ find me anywhere, anytime?” Shaking her head in frustration, Em stuffed pizza in her mouth before she kept arguing the point.

“I’m not so sure I do fully trust Liam,” Cullen said as he dropped back into his chair. “It’s not like we’ve had anyone other than Liam tell us he’s okay.”

“Joel did. In his letter and when he visited. He told me to trust Sophia, too. You trust Joel, right?”

“I trusted Joel. He’s dead.”

The frustration had been building since she woke up and had to deal with her grandmother, so Em, hearing Cullen say that he didn’t trust Joel any longer, had her seeing red. She slammed her hands on the table and pushed her chair back hard enough to make it rock. “I’m done with this conversation!” she shouted at him. “How can you not trust Joel? How can you question everything we’ve put our faith in since we learned about all of this?” Tears threatened to fall so Em spun around, hoping Cullen didn’t see. “I’ll make tea in my room tonight,” she whispered as she left the room.

* * *

Cullen watched her go, jaw clenched to keep the words from pouring out and making the whole argument worse. It seemed to him that the deeper they went into the whole ‘Garda/magic’ training thing, the further apart they grew. When they’d been at the Cove and lived next door, he’d had hopes for a relationship that would grow into something like what his parents shared. Now, Em kept herself so focused on figuring out her magic and sticking it to her father, he might as well be an afterthought. Good thing Connor wasn’t inside his head because he knew his brother would smack him for whining. Logically, he knew Emlen needed to figure this all out, but his heart wasn’t being logical. It felt lonely.

Almost as if his thoughts summoned him, Connor came in from the back patio. “Good. I had just planned on going to look for you,” he told Cullen. “Go put on a clean shirt and run a comb through your hair. We’re getting out of the house for a while.”

“I’m not in the mood,” Cullen grumbled.

“I don’t care. I need a wing-man, so get moving.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Cullen dropped the beer bottle into the sink on the way out of the room, letting the dregs spill down the drain.

“Wow, what crawled up your ass and bit you?” Connor called out to Cull’s departing figure.

“Shut up,” Cullen retorted as he went up the stairs.

Connor grabbed the last piece of pizza out of the box. “Grumpy-ass is going to need whiskey tonight,” he muttered to himself between bites.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




Once inside her bedroom, Emlen slammed her door and jerked the knob lock with a snap. “And stay out,” she snarled, kicking her shoes off.

“Well, you’re in a charming mood,” Joel said from the chair by the window.

Em jumped at the voice before snapping, “Don’t start on me. Your boy Cullen needs a two-by-four to the back of his head.”

Joel laughed at that, nodding to her. “Yeah, sometimes he does. Stubborn Irish can make you wish for a shillelagh now and then.”

When Joel laughed, Em paused her tantrum long enough to realize that he wasn’t opaque. Not misty. She walked over to him, one hand stretched out to touch his arm. Solid. “Oh. My. Gods.”

“Huh. Look at that,” Joel grinned at her. “Sit, Em. We’ve got to talk. Your Mom is keeping the others away for now, but they’re impatient to talk to you. Meet you. Well, except for Emilia. She’s anxious to apologize to you - not that I’d take her apology without a bag of salt.”

Emlen dropped onto the chaise near where he sat, then scrubbed her face with her hands. “Argh. I don’t even know where to start. Why does Grandma need to apologize?”

“It’s probably best she tells you that. You’re going to be pissed when you find out, though. Jes’ sayin’.”

“Greaaaat.”

“Yeah, well, not my circus, not my monkeys.”

Emlen laughed at that, grabbing a pillow and hugging it as she relaxed. “So you knew about the whole druid-witch magic thing? Do you know Cullen is having a difficult time dealing with all of this?”

“I helped your mother gather what she needed for the coven to do the binding spell. So, yes, I knew about it. I also expected Cullen to hit a couple of speed bumps along the way. He’s very much a cop in many ways, but he’s also an artist. He knows how to work his way around a stubborn problem. Give him time and he’ll come around.”

“What’s it like over there?” Em asked.

“Over where? The dead side?” Joel grinned at her. “Time is irrelevant. I have no idea how long I’ve been over here. It could be hours, it could be decades. I know it hasn’t been too long because you don’t look drastically older. More in shape, maybe, but you don’t look like you’ve aged.”

“It’s been a few months. Your ashes were buried in the cemetery with a stone, but the scattering at sea hasn’t happened yet. The weather wasn’t good earlier and then we had to move. We’re hoping to schedule it for the summer Solstice.”

“Ahh, now that would be perfect. Please, tell Cullen I approve of that plan.”

“I will. So, is it peaceful? Do you get to be with all the people that went before you? Do you watch over the living?”

“It is serene, yes. There is no pain, no cold - for those of us who believed in a heaven or hell, we were surprised to find that whatever heaven or hell we thought we deserved, well…”

“Well what?” Em leaned forward, hugging the pillow tight.

“Heaven is finding your loved ones waiting for you, learning the answers to the questions and feeling the absolute, unconditional love and peace that is here. Hell? That’s also here. When you feel the pain, sorrow, regret for all of the evil you may have done in your life. All the pain you caused others, you feel that.”

“Wow,” Emlen sighed. “It makes sense, in a way. When I got shot, I didn’t feel cold or pain. Not until I woke up after surgery.” Her tone was dry as they both chuckled.

“I got shot once or twice. I remember.” Joel looked down at his hands. “Be patient with Cullen. He’s worth your time and effort, just as you are worth his. I know a lot has been dumped on you in a short amount of time, but you’re strong, intelligent and more than capable.”

“I’ll do my best,” Em said. “But he can be really infuriating.”

“Aye, that he can,” Joel chuckled.

“Um, Joel? Do I have to meet everyone else tonight? I’d rather just make my tea, read a little and get some sleep. The idea of meeting and talking to JJ’s mother and sister, never mind the emotions in seeing my grandparents and Mom again – it’s a lot.”

“No, darlin’. Just do what you need to. I’ll tell them we’ll plan it out over the next couple of days. Like I said, the concept of time doesn’t fit over here. I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you, Joel,” Em tossed the pillow aside before leaning over and giving him a hug. It felt strange, feeling his solid form. Strange, yet good.

Joel patted her shoulder, waited until she straightened up, then faded away.

* * *

Cullen followed Connor into the Green Briar, working his way through the crowd to the bar. The sound of live Celtic traditional music spilled from the pub room, growing louder the closer to the bar the brothers came. Leaning in, Cullen grabbed Connor’s shoulder to yell near his ear, “Had to pick a Monday, eh?”

Connor laughed, gave Cullen a thumbs up and edged his side between two stools to tap the bar. “Two pints of Guinness, please.”

“Sure thing,” the bartender replied, flipping a glass up before pulling a proper pint.

Connor handed the bartender a folded bill, called out, “Keep the change,” then grabbed both pints, handing Cullen his. “Next round is on you.”

Cullen took a swallow of the brew before answering, “Yeah, whatever.”

They finally found a pair of stools near a high-top against a wall. Neither one liked to sit with his back to an open room, so this way they could be leaned back against the wall, hold a conversation and relax.

Connor waited until half of Cullen’s pint had been drained before he spoke. “So why are you riding the cranky train today?”

Cullen almost choked on his mouthful of beer. “Cranky train? You’ve been talking to Ma, haven’t you?”

“I had to go down that way for work yesterday, so I stopped in for dinner with Ma and Da. They said it’s been quiet so far.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” Cullen said, watching the musicians on the other side of the room. “I had a feeling that our leaving the area would help settle it down for them.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

“No, I haven’t. I’m having a lot of doubts about Liam, and now Sophia. Their influence on Em…” his voice trailed off.

“…and Em’s increasing reliance on them?” Connor finished. “She still needs you, Cullen. You’re her dose of reality and stability in the craziness that is her world right now.”

“Yeah, I get that. It’s just she’s so busy training, learning, doing, there’s no time for us.”

“Want some cheese with that whine, brother?” Connor jabbed. “Seriously, get over yourself. You want time with the girl? Make time. Instead of running one morning, take her to breakfast. Do something spontaneous, something fun. It doesn’t all have to be about work and training.”

“Ugh, I know I’m whiny. It’s pissing me off too.” Cullen drained his pint, hand lifted to get one of the waitress’ attention. When one turned around, he lifted the empty pint then two fingers. She nodded and moved away as he turned back to Connor. “Smack me if I get whiny again, eh?”

Connor rubbed his hands together. “Oh, now I have permission, do I? Grand!”

They both laughed, the conversation dying as they focused on the music. After the waitress brought them their fresh pints, Cullen lifted his. “To life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”

Connor tapped his glass to Cullen’s. “Sláinte,” he replied and drank.

“I love her, Connor. We’ve not slept together yet, and I love her. I’m trying to give her time and space to figure everything out, but I just want to pull her tighter to me.”

Connor looked surprised at the ‘not slept together’ statement and schooled his features before Cullen met his gaze. “Have you told her you love her?”

“I did. I think.” Cullen took a swallow of beer. “I tried to? I don’t know. I’m worried if I push too hard she’ll run.”

“You think. You think you told her you love her. You’re not sure? Good gods, man! Take her out to breakfast tomorrow, skip the five miles, tell her you love her and you’ll support her. Get it all said and out of your head.” Connor left his half-finished beer and slid a bill under it for a tip. “Come on. No getting sloshed tonight. You’ve got a date in the morning.”

Cullen drained his beer before following Connor out the door. No wasting good Guinness.
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The next morning, Em came out of the shower to find a note on her bed. 

Wear jeans and a t-shirt. No run this morning. - Cullen

Not having slept well, Em welcomed the reprieve and pulled on a pair of black jeans, ankle boots, a purple t-shirt, and pulled her hair up into a messy bun.

Downstairs, Cullen leaned against the wall near the door. He handed her a travel mug filled with coffee and offered her his arm. “Shall we, m’lady?”

Em took a minute to enjoy the coffee before looping her hand around his forearm. “We shall. Thanks for the coffee. I’m a little slow getting my brain going this morning.”

“It’s a short ride, but with morning traffic, it may take a while, so you’ve got time to get caffeinated.”

“Where are we headed?”

“It’s a surprise,” Cullen said as he led her into the garage and helped her into his truck.

Soon they were making their way through the city, heading south. Once they crossed over into Quincy, they followed Quincy Shore Drive before turning into a neighborhood. A few turns and they were back on a main thoroughfare, pulling into a parking lot shared by a few small businesses. Cull helped her out and led her to a low, brick building. Stepping inside, the smell of hash browns, bacon and coffee filled the air. “This is my all-time favorite breakfast place. It’s called The Egg & I, and you can get a huge breakfast for a few dollars, the food is amazing.”

“It smells amazing,” Em said as they slid into a booth. Moms with little ones sat clustered at one table while a construction crew took up two booths nearby. Two men in expensive suits talked across a pot of coffee and a stack of folders at the counter while an elderly lady read the paper with one hand, eating an omelet with the other.

“All types come here. I discovered it when I worked a restoration project in town.”

“It’s great,” Em told him, leaning back as the waitress arrived.

“Coffee?” she asked and at their nods, put down two white, thick stoneware mugs and filled them up. “Do you know what you want yet?”

Em shook her head no, but Cullen spoke up. “Yes, we’ll have two number fours with English muffins. Mine over easy, hers over medium.”

A quick nod from Em and the waitress went to place the orders. Leaning over, Em teased, “And what if I didn’t want corned beef hash and hash browns?”

“Since when have you not ordered that when we go out for breakfast?”

“Okay, point made,” she conceded as she fixed her coffee and took a sip. “And yes, the coffee is excellent. So, why the change in schedule?”

Cullen reached out and took one of her hands. “I got in a mood yesterday and I took it out on you. Connor pointed out that if I felt a lack of shared time together, then I should do something about it. So, I am. Doing something, that is.”

“I know it’s been crazy, and we’ve not had a lot of couple time - but you’re my rock, Cullen. You are my one solid piece of sanity in all this insanity. I appreciate you sticking by me through everything. Not many people would.”

“Not many in your life before, but you’ve got a few in your life that would stick with you now. Connor, Gina, Micah, the rest of the clan. My parents.”

“True. I have to remember that I’m not on my own any longer. A lifetime of habit isn’t easy to change,” Em told him. She kept her fingers tangled with his until the waitress returned with their plates. They both sat back as she served them and refilled their mugs. Once she left, Em dug in. “Yeah, this is good,” she mumbled around a mouthful.

“Told you it would be worth the trip,” Cullen said. “So, what do you want to do after this? I thought a walk on the beach before heading back?”

“I’d love a walk on the beach. I miss being able to do that like we used to at the Cove.”

“I miss it too,” Cullen paused to sip his coffee. “Um, Em? What kinds of changes have - No, never mind. We’ll talk about it when we’re walking.” His gaze took in the crowd of people before settling back on her. “Too many ears.”

“I agree. Best to have that conversation later,” Em said, finishing up her food. She settled back with her mug, her turn to watch him eat. “We’ll have to do this again sometime. Unexpected, good surprises are always welcome.”

* * *

They had held off conversation beyond trivial things until they had parked by the salt marsh and started to walk down the beach.

“You started to ask about the changes,” Em said, reaching out to take his hand. “All I’ve noticed so far is that I feel more confident. Also, the ghosts? They’re solid. I can touch them.”

Cullen stopped, turning to face her. “You can touch the ghosts? How do you mean?”

“I…uh…gave Joel a hug last night and it felt as real as when he had been alive.”

“Oh,” Cullen said, voice low. He stood and stared out at the ocean then started walking again. “What other ghosts are you seeing?”

“Well, my Mom, Joel, and right after I woke up yesterday, my grandmother Jackson, my aunt Tina and my Brewster grandparents were all in the room, along with my mom and Joel. They were all talking at once and I yelled at them. Told them I wasn’t ready yet. Since then, it’s just been Joel while Mom kept them away.”

“And they were all solid?”

“I guess so? I didn’t really look at them all. I felt smothered and overwhelmed, so I ran out of the room. Childish, I know, but it felt like too much.”

“No, not childish. I don’t imagine any of this is easy to wrap your head around. I know some of it is hard for me, and it’s not even happening to me.”

“How is it hard for you?” Emlen asked.

“I’m trained as a cop to be rational and logical in my thinking. I have been raised Irish, on the myths and folklore of the culture, so while my brain tells me it’s not real, my blood tells me it is. Reconciling the two can sometimes take a minute, y’know?”

“I get it. I have been trained to see beyond the surface as an investigative reporter. Facts are facts, truths are often presented as lies, and the real story is often layers deep. This, what I’m experiencing, the whole magic thing, is fact. I can touch it, see it, feel it. It’s real, and no matter how many ways I try to discount it, my experiences are proof.”

“I’ve seen some of what you’re going through, so for me, it is becoming more real. I just have my moments of doubt.”

Em pulled them to a stop once more and reached up to cup his face with her hands. “I have my moments of doubt, too. But the one thing I don’t doubt is my feelings for you. I can’t imagine living this life without you, Cullen. I know we’ve been taking it slow, but I’m letting you know you are important to me.”

Cullen leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, arms encircling her as he held her close. Pulling back from the kiss, he gazed down at her. “I’ve known for a while now, Emlen, that I’m in love with you. I’ll take whatever time you need, but I’m not going anywhere.”

Em caught her breath, then smiled, “I’m falling in love with you too, Cullen O’Brien. Thank you for being patient.”

Cullen’s attention shifted from Em to a point in the distance behind her, expression shifting to one of concern before turning her slightly. Bending, he moved his mouth near her ear, speaking low. “Look to my left and tell me if that man reminds you of anyone?”

Em’s gaze shifted slightly before she faked a laugh and tipped her head back to look up at him. “He sat at the counter, at the diner. Coincidence or did he follow us?”

Cullen kept his arm around her waist as he started walking once more, angling their movement to bring them closer to the parking area. “Since he’s been mostly focused on us and not looking out at the water or at the beach, I’m guessing it’s not a coincidence. Pick up the pace just a little, but try and keep it casual.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Emlen replied. “Play along?” Her fingers goosed him in the side as she let out a peal of laughter. “Tag, you’re it!” she yelled and started to run backwards a few paces. As Cullen laughed and started to chase, she turned and raced for the truck.

They both could hear the footfalls as the stranger started to run towards them. The moment Emlen reached the truck, Cullen hit the key fob and unlocked the doors so she could get in. Just as Cullen pulled open the driver’s door, the man called out, “Please, wait a moment.”

Cullen stood in the door, blocking the man’s view of Emlen, one hand on the door, the other pointing to the floor of the driver’s seat.

Emlen reached under the seat and found the holstered gun and drew it from the holster. She pressed it into Cullen’s hand behind his back.

“I’m sorry to bother you folks, but I need to speak to Ms. Brewster,” the stranger said. “I’m Keith Simmons, from the Order of St. Michael.”

“Oh, hell no,” Cullen said. “Not happening. You have a message for her, you can talk to me.”

“You’re her Garda, aren’t you? O’Brien, right?” Keith asked. “Look, take this card,” he held out a business card, “and have her call the number. The Order just wants to give her some information and some options.”

“Information about what?” Emlen called out from inside the cab.

Keith tried to peer around Cullen to see through the windshield, but the hand with the gun, resting just inside on the dash, made him back up. “Your magic activated. We know. We want to offer you information and training options. Call the number.” He backed up further. “No need for violence. I’m just a messenger.”

“Piss off,” Cullen snapped and slid into the truck, pulling the door shut. Snapping the lock button, he started the truck.

Keith darted forward and stuck the card under the windshield wiper then backpedaled to avoid being run over as Cullen spun the wheel.

“Don’t lose the card,” Emlen asked as they drove away. “Just pull over once we’re off the main road and grab it. I don’t know if I’ll call it, but information is information, right?”

Cullen reached between his knees and slid the gun back into the holster, then pulled over long enough to roll down his window and grab the card. A quick glance at it before he handed it to Em and they were driving once more. “All that’s on it is a phone number. Creepy much?”

“Maybe Joel knows something about it. I’ll ask him when we get home. You want to come talk to him? I can at least pass messages or something.”

Cullen drove in silence for a few long minutes before he said, “I don’t think I’m ready to talk to him yet. But tell him I miss his ass and I loved him.”

“I will. He also said to tell you that he’d really like his ashes scattered on the solstice. He thought it a great idea.”

“Okay, then that’s what we’ll do. I’ll let my folks know.”
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A late afternoon spent with Sophia had Emlen reviewing everything Susan had already taught her. Not feeling like she’d progressed at all and bordering on frustrated, Em escaped to her bedroom and locked the door. The card from the Order guy had been burning a hole in her pocket. She just wanted to ask Joel about it and see what he knew.

“Joel!” Em called out. She opened her bottle of water and dropped into a chair. “Joel, I have questions.” Head back, eyes closed, Em sipped water and waited. “Come on,” she grumbled.

“Come on? How about ‘Hi, nice to see you?’ Joel retorted as he appeared in the chair opposite her.

“Bloody hell,” Em gasped as her eyes flew open and she sat up straight. “I’m gonna put a bell on you or something.”

Joel laughed, folding his hands across his belly. “What questions, Emmy?”

She pulled the business card out of her pocket and held it up so he could read it.

“Huh, that number seems familiar.”

“I did a reverse lookup on it,” Em told him. “It goes to the Judge’s old offices.”

“Where did you get it?” Joel asked.

“Some guy named Keith Simmons showed up after following Cullen and I this morning and gave it to us. Said the Order of St. Michael wanted to give me some information and offer training.”

“Heh. I’m sure they would love to, quote, train you. Indoctrinate you. A pet witch for the Inquisitionists.”

“Inquisitionists? As in, The Inquisition?”

“Yeah. The Garda came about as an offshoot of the Knights Templar and the Order came about as an offshoot of the Inquisition of the Holy Roman Catholic Church. At first the Order wanted to eradicate all witches and those with power. At first, meaning the first seven hundred years. It wasn’t until after 1826 that Cardinal Josef Razelle decided they should start recruiting and indoctrinating those with actual magic into the Order to give them an advantage.”

Emlen shuddered, pulling a pillow close to hug it. “Why would someone with magic work with the same people that tortured and murdered tens of thousands of innocents?”

“The Order can make it tempting. Many of the world’s leaders are connected with either the Knights or the Order. Power corrupts, as they say, and money talks.”

“Well, having the number go to the Judge’s old offices, answers a few of my questions,” Emlen said. “And since the Judge was responsible for your death and the death of my mother, I’m convinced the idea of me working for them came from the mind of a psychopath.”

Joel laughed. “Likely. Then again, neither the Catholic church nor the Order of St. Michael, have ever thought very highly of women or their ability to think.”

“Ooh, Joel. Tell me how you really feel,” Emlen teased. “I do understand what you’re saying though. Maybe they think I’m some empty-headed twit and not a Harvard graduate? Simply because I’m female?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

Emlen mused, “I wonder how I can use that to my advantage.”

“That’s my girl,” Joel chuckled. “Well, while you’re thinking about that, how about taking a few minutes and meeting the others?”

Em sighed. “I guess so. I do miss Grampa Brewster. He did his best to soften things. I’d also like to find out what happened to Aunt Tina. Something to trip JJ up with the next time he’s in my face.”

“Alright then, let me see who’s around.”

Emlen finished her bottle of water, got up and replaced it with a cold bottled latte from the mini bar coffee station in the corner of her room.

About ten minutes had passed before Joel returned with a young woman who could have been Emlen’s sister. Hair and eyes the same color as Em’s, but Tina looked younger. She’d been nineteen when she died.

“Hi. You must be my aunt, Valentina.” Emlen offered a hand to shake.

Tina hesitated, glanced back at Joel, and when Joel nodded, reached out to take Emlen’s hand. When Tina’s fingers curled around Emlen’s, she laughed. “Wow, that’s trippy!”

“Yeah, I’m still getting used to it,” Emlen told her, curling up in one chair while Tina dropped to the floor between the chairs, leaning back on her elbows.

“You look a bit like me and JJ. Mom had the hair and eyes like us,” Tina noted, looking at Em.

“JJ said you were telekinetic?” Em asked, nodding to Joel as he gave her a wave before fading out.

“Yeah, I was. It made for some chaos when I first figured it out, but it got useful.”

“What gift does JJ have?”

“He’s sort of telekinetic, but only with little things like locks. His big gift is telepathy. He can plant thoughts and ideas in someone’s head, read surface thoughts, stuff like that. It’s helped him a lot in his political career, but it drives him crazy that he can’t go deeper than the surface.”

Emlen’s mouth dropped open. “Holy crap. That’s terrifying. A VP who can plant thoughts?”

Tina nodded, “Yeah, it’s not good. Not now, anyway. Oh, and if you’re around him? Just mentally hum a song in your head. He can’t read crap past that.”

“Good advice,” Emlen said. “Anything else?”

“Avoid the Order. Dad stood as the North American leader for the Order - and now that he’s locked up, JJ is the leader. He’s got some guy named Reginald Dunleavy who’s acting head, but Reggie only does what JJ tells him to do. Reggie had been Dad’s protege, so he knows the score.”

“Why would the Order send someone to try and get me to join up for training?”

Tina laughed, “Oh, they’ll train you alright. Brainwash you, more likely, and turn you into some breeder for them.”

“Breeder?”

“Yeah, marry you off to someone to make magic babies. That’s what happened with me. They tried to force me to marry Reggie but I fought them and took off. One of them shot me and they buried me in the woods in Vienna, behind the mansion they were holding me in.”

Emlen reached out to touch Tina’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry. Do you want us to get your body back and bury it properly?”

“Naw, it’s fine. If you want to later, when things calm down, I can show you where it is. It doesn’t bother me, though.” Tina paused, then looked up at Emlen. “If you see a guy named Keith Simmons, though, be careful. He’s the one that shot me.”

“Crap, he’s the one that showed up earlier today when I went out with Cullen. Wanted us to call a number that I traced to the Judge—your Dad’s—old office.”

“Keith is a snake. Don’t trust him. He pretended to be nice, then shot me in the back.”

“Got it. Anything else?”

“There’s a lot, but I don’t want to overwhelm you too much,” Tina said, then giggled. “Your boyfriend? Cullen? He and his brother are hawt. Nice work, niece.”

Emlen snorted a laugh. “Yeah, he’s a sweetheart too. I’m lucky. Oh, what about your Mom?”

Tina’s smile faded, “Mom’s death got ruled a suicide – but Dad killed her. He’s truly evil and you’re not safe until he’s dead.”

“Sounds like we both got crap for fathers.”

“JJ wasn’t always a dickwad. Dad made him that way. My dying didn’t help, and then losing Mom – he changed. He could fake it well, and your Mom? She was the one thing that started pulling him back from the dark side. Dad fucked that up too, and once you and your Mom were out of the picture, JJ had nothing to hold on to.”

Emlen didn’t want to feel bad for her father, but hearing Tina talk – she kind of did. “Do you think there’s any hope for him?”

Tina thought about it for a moment, then sighed. “Probably not. Just, be careful, okay? You need to go eat dinner. Connor cooked. I’ll be around. Just call for me if you want to talk more.”

“I will, Auntie. Thank you.” Emlen said as Tina faded away. She got to her feet and headed downstairs, the aroma of fried chicken drawing her to the kitchen.
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“Connor, you cooked?” Emlen said as she slid onto a stool at the counter.

Connor stood in front of the stove, pulling pieces of fried chicken out of the pan of hot oil and laying them on a towel-lined plate. “Am cooking,” he corrected. “Want to pull the potato salad out of the fridge and add the mayo?”

“Sure, I can manage that,” Emlen said, taking a large bowl and the jar of mayonnaise out of the fridge. Settling back on the stool, she added the mayo to the mix of potatoes, onion, pickle, egg, and seasonings. Once mixed, she scooped up a bite on the spoon and sampled the salad. “Okay, this is awesome. Red wine vinegar?”

“Yeah, I put the vinegar and oil on, and let it sit for a couple of hours while it cools.”

“You’re going to have to teach me how to cook more stuff. I can do about six things and that’s it.”

“Sure, I’ll show you a few things,” Connor told her as he stacked plates next to the food. “Buffet style tonight. I thought we could fix plates and sit outside.”

“Good idea,” Emlen said as she pulled out her phone. “I’ll text Cullen to come down.”





By the time Cullen joined them, Em and Connor were sitting at the patio table, lemonade poured and food being consumed.

“Thanks, Connor. Looks great,” Cullen said, his plate in hand as he stepped out through the open patio doors.

Emlen waited until Cullen sat before she started speaking. “I had a chat with Joel and then my Aunt Tina today. I learned a few interesting bits of information I think you guys need to know.” She then proceeded to tell them what Joel told her, about the Garda being from the Templar’s and the Order being from the Inquisition. She shared Tina’s story, about being shot after escaping to avoid a forced marriage to Reginald Dunleavy. “The man that shot her was Keith Simmons.”

“The same guy that chased us down this morning?” Cullen asked.

“Yeah. And Dunleavy is the puppet leader of the Order in North America. JJ’s the real leader now that the Judge is in the psych ward.”

“Dunleavy also served with the Department of Justice for a while. Simmons, I looked up after Cullen told me about this morning. He had been with the State Department,” Connor said.

“Holy crap, these people are connected. I’m seeing how dear old dad got so close to the White House,” Em said. “I’m sure his magic gift didn’t hurt.”

“Oh, did Tina tell you what that was?” Cullen asked.

“Yeah,” Em said, a worried look on her face. “He’s a telepath. He can plant suggestions or ideas in someone’s head. He can also read surface thoughts. Tina said he’s also mildly telekinetic in that he can pick locks or move small things.”

“Good gods,” Connor sighed. “No wonder he’s gone so far with so little effort.”

“I did learn something he doesn’t know, though,” Emlen said. “His father killed his mother, then had it staged to look like a suicide. Tina, present in spirit form, witnessed it. Not that we can do anything with a ghost witness, but telling JJ that Tina told me will shake his world up.”

“See what else you can learn from these ghosts, if you’re up for it?” Connor said to Em.

Cullen reached out and took her hand. “If you want to, more information is good. I don’t know if this is tough on you or not, and I don’t want you straining yourself.”

“No, I’m fine. I’ve been spending a couple of hours a day with Sophia, practicing grounding and centering exercises, and a few other things. Slowly stretching my wings, so to speak. Talking to the ghosts isn’t difficult or tiring, although it can be emotional. Seeing Tina so young, it was tough. She had only been nineteen when she died. I am working on getting them to respect my privacy more.”

Connor laughed. “I guess it would be awkward to step out of the shower and be surrounded by your grandparents and Joel.”

“It means I bring clothes into the bathroom and make sure I’m dressed before stepping out,” Em said, laughing with him.

Cullen got quiet and Emlen turned to him. “Let’s get you to talk to Joel tomorrow, okay? I don’t want this distrust of yours to grow.”

Cullen just nodded, then rose to collect the plates. “Tomorrow. I think tonight I’m going to take some downtime and read in bed. Goodnight, you two.”

Emlen tugged his shirt to get a kiss before he left, then leaned back with her lemonade. Connor spoke up, “Once he gets settled down, let me know. I’d like to talk to Joel too.”

“Sure, anytime. I’m hoping that I can figure out a way to help you two to at least hear him too. Sophia’s looking up some spells.”

“Sounds good. Okay, I’m headed up. Sweet dreams when you get there, sis,” Connor said.

“G’night, big brother,” Emlen replied.
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“You told them I’d look up a spell?” Sophia asked, eyes wide.

“Yes. Because they need to be able to hear Joel. He got killed before he could train them and Liam is going on the ‘You’ll figure it out as you go.’ mindset of training. Which is a great way to say ‘You’ll figure it out or die.’ So, yes. You’re going to help me figure out a spell or something to help them hear Joel,” Emlen said.

Sophia huffed, indignant. “I’m not your personal spell-maker or whatever you want to call it. I’m the senior witch in the Garda and I’m the one in charge here.”

Emlen laughed as she stood. “Yeah, keep telling yourself you’re in charge. I’ve got combat training in fifteen minutes. Hopefully, you’ll have something when I get back in an hour.”

Sophia cursed in Italian as Emlen sauntered out of the room.

* * *

Stepping out of the bathroom, freshly showered and changed, Emlen saw her mom standing by the window. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hello, Emmy,” Cami said, smiling at her. Barnabas rolled over on Emlen’s bed, feet in the air. He used to race out of the room when a ghost came around, but he had been adjusting, just like Em.

“Something up, Mom?” Em asked, running a brush through her hair before braiding it.

Cami pointed to the balcony railing. “Someone’s here to see you.” Outside, a raven sat on the railing, head tipped to the side.

“The bird?”

“That’s Scatha. My familiar. Haven’t you noticed him around?” Cami asked.

“I have, but I just figured it was picking up on the magic or something. Why is he here? And why is he still alive? No offense, but you’ve been gone a long time.”

Cami laughed. “Familiars are magical creatures. They don’t age like normal animals. Barnabas is a normal pet, although he’s the most understanding cat I’ve met in a while. Scatha, if you bond with him, will speak telepathically with you. Familiars can guide your studies, scout for you, be an early warning system, many things. Most important though, familiars can stabilize a new witch’s powers or boost them if needed.”

“Wow, that’s pretty impressive. So, what should I do?”

“Open the doors and invite him in.”

Em twisted her fingers together and took a deep breath before opening the doors. “Hey, Scatha,” She felt a little silly, talking to a bird, but she’d already dealt with stranger things. Stepping back, she gave him a clear path into the room. “Would you like to come inside?”

The raven’s head bobbed up and down as if it were nodding before gliding through the doors and taking up a perch on the foot board of her bed. Leaving the doors open, Em moved back beside her mom. “Now what, Mom?”

“Now you open yourself to your magic and reach out to him. Open your heart to his presence. Accept his friendship.”

As she’d done in her training with Sophia, Emlen reached for her magic and let it flow through her. The magic tingled in her fingertips and toes, her hair lifted in an unfelt breeze. Eyes opened and hand outstretched, she called to the raven. “Come to me, Scatha. I welcome you.”

The raven fluttered over from its perch to settle on her forearm and stared at her, head tipping side to side. After a moment, it walked up her arm and settled on her shoulder, rubbing it’s head against her cheek. ~And I welcome you, Emlen. Thank you for accepting me.~

Em gasped at the low-pitched voice inside her head. “I heard him.”

“Congratulations, Emmy. You have a familiar,” Cami smiled and reached up to tuck a strand of Em’s hair behind her ear. The back of her hand brushed the bird and Cami paused. She reached out again and gently pet the bird, eyes shining with tears. “Oh, my old friend. I’ve missed you. Take care of my baby.”

~Of course I will, and I miss her too.~

Emlen held her breath as Scatha spoke, then relayed it for her mom. “He says of course he will and he misses you too. But, if you can touch him now while he’s touching me, that gives me an idea to try later. I wonder if I’m holding Cullen’s hand, if he can hear or touch Joel. Screw Sophia and her snotty spells. I may be all they need.”

“It works for me, so maybe it’d work for that. Give it a try.”

“I will later. So, what do I feed him?”

Scatha lifted from her shoulder to perch on the bed again. ~I like berries, meat and nuts. Popcorn plain is a treat.~

“He loves grapes and blueberries. Raw peanuts and plain popcorn are treats. Keep a bowl of shredded raw meat – I used to keep ground sirloin or stir fry meat in a bowl in the fridge to give him.”

“Easy enough. I’ll leave the balcony doors open in good weather – but if it’s going to storm, you’ll either have to knock or get here early,” Em said to the bird.

~Not a problem, Emlen. I prefer being inside during storms. I don’t need doors or windows left open now that we’re bonded. Magic works well.~

“Oh, right. Magic bird. That’s going to take some adjustment on my part. I hope you’re patient.”

~I bonded with Camille when she was ten. I’m patient.~

Emlen laughed and looked at her mom. “He said he learned patience being bonded with you. I get the feeling he has some great stories to share.”

“Behave, old bird,” Cami wagged her finger at the raven. She turned to Em and brushed a kiss to her cheek. “Sophia is waiting and I have some spying to do. Go learn things, daughter.”

“Love you, Mom.”

* * *

Scatha returned to Em’s shoulder as they went downstairs to the kitchen. “Do you need food now or are you good?”

~I’m fine for now. I ate well this morning.~

Emlen got a visual of roadkill and shuddered. “Eww, don’t share. I get it. Ready to meet Sophia?” The raven bobbed his head, so Em grabbed a couple of bottles of water and headed toward the library.

As she stepped through the door, Scatha took flight and settled on a perch by a window - a wooden rod sticking out of the bookcase. Em hadn’t noticed it before. She thought to herself, “I bet that has been there since Mom got Scatha.”

~It was. You can, you know, just think to me and I’ll hear you. It’s useful when you don’t want people thinking you’re crazy because you’re holding a conversation with a bird.~

Emlen laughed, then said, “Good, because people think I’m weird enough,” as she put a bottle of water down next to Sophia. “Thought you could use this.”

“Si, thank you, yes,” Sophia said. “Think you are weird? What?” She looked up from the book in front of her, grabbed the water and took a few sips. “Sorry, I am reading this lineage book. It is fascinating. Your mother’s family is from ancient magic that goes back to Ireland, Scotland, and Wales before England.”

“Okay, so?” Em settled a hip against the table. “And I had been talking to Scatha earlier,” she pointed to the raven.

“So it is…”Sophia started to say, then turned to look. “…oh, a familiar! You are blessed. They are not so common now. A witch must have decent power to attract or hold one.”

Scatha preened at the praise, bobbing his head up and down in agreement.

“Cheeky one, he is, eh?” Sophia laughed then turned to Emlen. “I did not find a spell yet.”

“I may have figured out a way around it,” Emlen replied. “When Scatha was on my shoulder, my mother’s ghost could pet him. She’d been unable to pet him earlier. I’ll bring Cullen up to my sitting room later, and call Joel to see if my holding Cullen’s hand is enough for him to hear, or maybe even see, Joel’s ghost.”

“It may be so,” Sophia said. “Your psychometry gift and your druid side may not need a spell, just contact. Let me know how it goes, eh?”

“I will. I am thinking that it is time to learn combat magic,” Em said as she watched Sophia’s expression. A flicker of annoyance and then worry crossed Sophia’s face before she turned away from Em to speak.

“You have much more to learn before you get to that.”

“No, I think I need to learn a few things now. Sophia, I’ve almost been killed more than once since all of this started. Now that my magic is unlocked, I needto be able to protect myself and my family.”

Sophia turned to Emlen, head bowed. “I am not permitted to teach you such things. I have been told specifically to not do that.”

“By who? Liam?” Em’s temper flared.

“Si, yes. I know some combat magic, but my strength is in reading magic levels and doing spells.”

Emlen forced herself to take a few slow breaths. She sent to Scatha, ‘I’m done with this bullshit. Can you help me learn combat magic?’

~I can help. Your mother can teach you, too. She may not have magic to use, but she knows how it worked when she had been alive. Send this witch back home. She’s more spy than tutor.~

Emlen’s head snapped up at Scatha’s last words and she turned to Sophia. “I’d like you to go pack your things. I’ll send Gina up to make sure you’re only packing what you’re supposed to. Then one of them can drive you to the airport. I appreciate your time, but you’re leaving. Now.”

Sophia stood, shaking her head, “The Cardinal will not like this,” she warned.

“The Cardinal can bite me. I’m angry at him, not you. Please, prepare to leave.” Emlen headed out of the room, sending a thought as she went. ‘Keep an eye on her, Scatha. I don’t trust her.’

~I will do so.~








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




Emlen had curled up in one of the wing chairs, reading the news feeds on her tablet when Cullen found her.

“So, you sent Sophia home, eh? Good,” Cullen said as he dropped into the chair beside hers. “She spent way too much time reading your lineage book and not enough time genuinely helping you. I think she was a spy for Liam, not so much a trainer.”

“You figured that out too, huh?” Emlen said, setting the tablet aside. “My new familiar, Scatha, said the same thing.”

“Familiar?”

“Yeah, he’s a raven. He’d been Mom’s familiar and now he’s mine. Speaking of meeting people, come with me?” Emlen held out her hand to him, standing from the chair.

“Ookay…” His hand clasped hers and Cullen followed her upstairs. When they entered her room, she paused in front of one of the chairs and gestured for him to sit.

“I need you to trust me, okay?” Emlen asked.

“Sure. I trust you, Em.”

“Joel? Can you come here, please?” Em called out.

Cullen frowned and he sighed. “I told you…”

“Yeah, I know. Just trust me, okay?” Em stood behind the chair and reached out, gripping his shoulders lightly.

Joel shimmered into solid form and looked from Emlen to Cullen. “What do you need, Emmy?” he asked.

“Oh. My. God,” Cullen whispered, eyes wide as he stared at Joel. “I can see him. I can hear him!” He started to get up and Em pushed a little.

“It only works if I’m touching you,” Em told Cullen. “So, if you’re going to get up, take my hand.”

Cullen got to his feet, holding Em’s hand, his gaze never leaving Joel. “Can you hear me?” he asked the ghost.

“Yes, my boy, I can hear you,” Joel replied, voice thick with emotion.

The three of them moved slowly towards each other until Cullen reached out a hand towards Joel. Joel lifted his to grasp at Cullen’s hand and they both sucked in a breath as their fingers connected. “I can feel him,” Cullen whispered.

Emlen felt tears on her cheeks as she watched them embrace. “It worked. I had been hoping it would.”

“Oh, yes, it worked,” Cullen said as he grinned at Joel. “Damn, I’ve missed you, old man.” His smile faded as he continued. “We got Frankie Kyle. He killed you, Em’s mom and then tried to kill us. Connor captured him, but he ate a cyanide capsule. I just wanted you to know, you were avenged.”

Joel kept a hand on Cullen’s arm and shook his head. “I wasn’t worried about that, my boy. I worried about you all getting hurt in this mess. I hear the Judge was behind it all and he’s in a psych ward now?”

“Yeah, he did it to himself. I won’t relax about that one until he’s dead,” Cullen said.

“Ditto,” Emlen added. “Guys, let’s sit. I’m going to curl up in Cullen’s lap and take a nap while you catch up.”

Cullen sat on the bed, back against the headboard, while Emlen curled up against him, head on a pillow while he wound an arm around her. A soft sigh and Em had already slipped into sleep.

“She’s been training and studying so hard,” Cullen said.

“I’ve been watching her,” Joel replied. “She’s really doing well, but I’m worried. Sophia set her back a bit by not training her in combat magic. Liam wouldn’t approve it. Cami is going to try and teach her some even though she can’t do it herself anymore. The knowledge is there, so might as well use it. At least, now, she has Scatha.”

“Yeah, the raven familiar. Where is he?”

“Outside, scouting around. So, you got the chest, the letter, all the stuff I left you?”

“I did. And Liam explained some to us, but I don’t really trust him. He seems more interested in the power than the reason for the power.”

“He didn’t used to be like that,” Joel said. “He knew what happened to Valentina and how it destroyed Simone. He felt responsible, but instead of fighting to make things better for JJ, he stepped back and threw his energy into running the organization.”

“He took the coward’s path, then.”

“Aye, he did.” Joel watched Cullen with Emlen for a bit, then asked. “Have you told her you love her yet?”

“Yeah, the other day. I know she loves me too, but this is still new and there’s been so much that has happened. There will be time to focus on us later. Right now, I do my best to show her I love her.”

“Do you still not trust me?” Joel asked, voice quiet.

Cullen looked at him and sighed. “No, I trust that you are the same Joel as before, just less alive. I had been concerned that Em put an awful lot of trust and faith in ghosts that only she could see and hear, and that maybe it could be something else being done to her. I didn’t know how to tell her that without completely undermining her belief in herself and her gifts.”

Joel nodded. “I understand. But you’re convinced now?”

“I am. You would not have mentioned the things you gave me if you were some projection from JJ or Liam. We never told them, nor Emlen, about the trunk and the sword.”

Joel perched on the foot of the bed. “Well, now that we’ve got that out of the way, let me tell you a few stories about those things I left you…”

Emlen slept while the two talked late into the night.

* * *

The next morning, Emlen woke with her head on Cullen’s chest, his arms wound around her. She took a moment and simply enjoyed the feeling of being in his arms. The scent of his skin, the shadow of stubble on his jaw, the thud of his heartbeat beneath her palm where it lay on his chest made it a moment to hold close. A moment interrupted by her mother’s ghost clearing her throat across the room. “Shit!” Em hissed, sitting up.

Cami laughed. “Relax, Em. You’re a grown woman, in a relationship with an honorable man who loves you completely. I’m happy to see you able to have a healthy relationship.”

“Shh, Mom. He can hear you when he’s touching me.”

“He can? Oh, how wonderful! I’ll get to be that mother-in-law!”

Emlen groaned, then laughed, sliding carefully away from Cullen. She tucked a blanket around his shoulders, gave him a kiss on the cheek and ducked into the bathroom. Washed and brushed, she headed downstairs, gesturing for her mother to follow. Scatha lifted off the railing and glided to her shoulder as she moved past. “Good morning, Scatha. I got some shredded steak and some berries for you. Well, I had the house staff pick them up for you, but I made sure we got it.”

~Thank you, Emlen. I look forward to breaking fast with you.~

“Aww, so formal, Scatha!” she teased the bird before glancing back at her Mom. “Let me tend to him and get my coffee and then you can tell me what’s on your mind?”

Cami sighed. “Gods, I miss coffee. Yeah, it can wait until you’re settled.”

Once Scatha had a bowl of fresh berries and a bowl with strips of raw steak, Emlen fixed her coffee and grabbed a cranberry-orange muffin from the plate on the counter. Settled on a stool near the bird, Em smiled at her mom. “Okay, so what’s up?”

“I talked to Joel about training you in combat magic, so I want to get that started today. There’s a warded room in the attic we can use for practice. I’ll show you how to find it. But before we do that, I need you to talk to my mother. She has information you need to keep yourself safe.”

“Oh, Mom. I didn’t like her when she had been alive. Why do I have to deal with her now that she’s dead?” Emlen stuffed a big piece of muffin in her mouth. That sounded an awful lot like whining and she really hated when she did that.

Cami arched one brow and gave her daughter The Look. “My mother never did anything with her magic. She let it wither and die. Not using your gifts can sour a person. Then I got killed and she had been partly responsible. She’s not a nice person and we both know it, but she is your grandmother and she says she regrets her choices. Let her at least talk to you?”

Washing down the mouthful of muffin with coffee, Em stayed silent for a bit. Finally, she sighed and nodded. “It can’t hurt to hear her out. I don’t want her just hanging around though. Is there a way I can send her on to her rest?”

“I’ll see what I can do about that. Have your breakfast and then take Scatha out back. He can watch over you while you speak with Emilia.”

Em leaned over and kissed her Mom’s cheek. “Thank you, Mom. I love you.”

Cami cupped her daughter’s face and gave her a warm smile. “I love you too, my Emmy.” and then she faded away.

Emlen turned to Scatha, continuing to eat as she took the conversation telepathic. ‘So, what are your thoughts on this?’

~I think you are wise to not trust your Grandmother, but Camille is correct in that she has information you need. Your Grandfather has simply waited around for her to come across and join him before they moved on. But she won’t move on before speaking with you.~

‘Great, make me feel guilty for holding up their eternal rest, why don’tcha?’ Em mentally grumbled at Scatha as she picked a blueberry muffin from the plate and started to eat that.

~That was not my intent. Also, you need to eat more than muffins. Using magic drains energy and you will be using a lot today.~

Em turned to look right at the bird and stuffed half the muffin in her mouth, making her cheeks bulge. She topped off her coffee, grabbed another muffin and headed out through the french doors to the patio in back. ‘My body, my choices, bird. Don’t start trying to act like a parent,’ Em thought at him.

Taking a chair at the table, Em put her food down and continued to eat, leaving the door open and Scatha inside. Picking at the third muffin, she thought about what she wanted to ask Emilia. Why did she feel responsible for Camille’s death? Why did she hate Emlen so much? Why did she work with the Judge?

“Emlen, may I join you?” Emilia asked, standing near the table.

Emlen looked up at her grandmother, then silently nodded, using a foot to push one of the chairs out enough for the woman to sit. “I have a lot of questions for you,” Em said.

“I’m sure you do. First, let me thank you for taking the time to speak with me.”

“Oh, cut the crap, Grandmother. This formal bullshit never worked for me when you were alive and it sure as hell isn’t going to work now,” Emlen snapped at her. “You were a snotty, hateful old bitch from my earliest memories. So do us both a favor and say what you need to say, then get out.”

Emilia lifted her chin, glared at Emlen and huffed an indignant breath. “Rude, insolent little brat. A shame all of that money spent on boarding schools and etiquette classes didn’t stick. You should be married to Bradley and making babies, not sticking your nose into business that is none of yours.”

A low, growling voice filled the garden and Emlen jumped to her feet when she heard it. “Emilia Emmerson, you apologize to that child right this minute and get down off that bloody high horse you got on that got you killed.”

“Grampa Joe!” Emlen cried out and ran to wrap her arms around him, hugging him tight. “Oh, Grampa, I’ve missed you somuch.”

Joseph William Brewster wound his arms around his granddaughter and hugged her back. “Hey little bug. How are you? I’ve missed you too, baby girl, but I’m so proud of you and what you’ve done with your life so far.”

Looping her arm through his, Emlen walked with him towards the table and made sure a chair got pulled out for him to sit next to her. Emilia glowered at the two of them.

Joe tapped the table with two fingers. “Emilia, tell the girl what she needs to know. You’re done being mean to the child and we need to move on.” He turned to Emlen. “Little bug, get a bit of paper for yourself. You’ll need to make notes.”

Emlen pulled a notebook out of her pocket, then leaned over to hug him again before turning back to her grandmother. “Okay, spill.”

Over the next while, Emilia laid out how she had become entangled in the Judge’s plans to counter the Garda and undo their work. Camille wasn’t supposed to have been harmed, just Emlen. She figured Camille could find a new man and have other children once Emlen had been eliminated. Killing a baby didn’t seem too high a price to pay to get the power she craved. To her, all Emlen had ever been was the cause of her daughter’s death and a pawn in the game with the Judge. “In fact, if not for your grandfather changing the will, you’d never have seen a penny.”

Emlen turned away from the woman, lifted a hand to her grandfather’s cheek and smiled at him. “You made my life bearable. You loved me no matter what, and you made sure I’d be taken care of. I cannot thank you enough for that, Grampa Joe. I hope wherever you go next, you find peace.”

“I will, little bug. My wife will have to spend some time, paying her debts, but eventually, we’ll be together again. In the meantime, I’m going to take her on out of here. She’ll never bother you again, Emmy.” Joe kissed his granddaughter, got up from the table and grabbed his wife’s arm. “Time to go, Emilia. I’m not letting go of you until you’re well away from here. And when I’m done dropping you off? I’m going to see my parents and my siblings and find some peace.”

Emilia struggled and cursed at Joe, but he pulled her along until they faded away.

Emlen sat in the garden for a while as the tears flowed down her cheeks. Truth could be cleansing, and this time, it truly had been.
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It had been about a week or more since Emlen’s Brewster grandparents had passed over and she’d spent hours every day, trying to train with her mom. She’d learned a few things, but it had been a real hit or miss situation. Scatha had learned a few things too – like stay out of the way when Em trained. He’d lost a few tail feathers when a ball of flame went left when it was supposed to go right. The warded room kept any magic from leaving the area, but if you were in the space, you were at risk. Luckily, nothing Emlen learned so far could harm a ghost.

They were taking a break so Em could get some lunch, which meant Em heard the doorbell first. Peering through the peephole, Emlen couldn’t quite believe who stood in front of her. She opened the door and stepped back, glancing behind the woman to make sure she had arrived alone. All she saw was her stepmother, Elise Jackson, and a guy carrying a heavy suitcase behind her.

Elise spoke first, “That’s my Uber driver. Can he put the suitcase inside?”

Emlen smirked, “Does it have a bomb in it?”

Elise looked horrified, “Gods, no. Please, I need to get off the street.” The last words were nearly whispered. Something clearly had Elise terrified.

Emlen gestured to the guy to put the suitcase inside the door. He accepted the folded bills from Elise and headed back to the gate and drove away. Elise shifted the duffel bag over one shoulder, her purse in her other hand as she stepped inside. “Thank you for letting me come in.”

Em slid the huge suitcase to the side and closed the door, setting the security system again. “You’re welcome, but I have to ask, why the hell are you here?” She could feel the truth of Elise’s terror wafting off of her in waves. Her ‘truth testing’ gift was sensing nothing deceptive or devious in the woman directed at Em or her household at all.

The duffel slid down her arm and dropped to the floor as Elise leaned against the wall. “I needed someplace secure where John wouldn’t look for me. I have been avoiding moving to DC, but he gave me an ultimatum – either move this weekend or he’d lock me up in the same psychiatric facility as his father.”

“Charming,” Emlen sighed. “I had been just about to make myself lunch. Are you hungry?”

Elise nodded as she followed Em into the kitchen. “I can help if you like. I enjoy cooking.”

“Well, Mrs. A does most of the cooking for us. I just put it all together or heat it up.” Em opened the fridge and smiled. “Cheeseburger casserole and rolls today.”

Elise took off her coat and laid it over a stool, then moved to wash her hands at the sink. “Point me at the plates and I’ll at least set the table.”

When Emlen turned, she almost dropped the casserole dish. The light silk blouse Elise wore clearly outlined a pregnant belly. “Oh, holy crap. You’re pregnant.”

“I am,” Elise replied, drying her hands as she turned back around. “Almost six months. John doesn’t know.”

Emlen put the casserole in the oven and set the controls before turning back to Elise. “I take it this is why you didn’t move to DC and why you’ve been avoiding him?” When Elise nodded, Em continued. “You know what it means if you have this child, correct? Either it, or me, will be unable to have children that live.”

“I know. I also know he will siphon some of John’s power when he is born,” Elise said. “And John won’t permit that. He’ll kill the child first. Or, he’ll kill you and raise this one.”

“I’m betting on the second situation,” Emlen replied. “But he’d wait until the boy is at least a teenager so he can be assured of his survival past childhood.”

“So, either way, someone dies and I won’t accept it. What he told me about you, none of it is true. I know that now,” Elise opened and closed cabinets until she found the dishes. “Some of the people he surrounds himself with, they are not good people. I don’t want to go to DC and put this child at risk.”

“How did you avoid your Secret Service detail? I know I had to sign a hundred things to make sure they knew I didn’t need one. I have my own bodyguards.”

“My sister, Elaine, is pretending to be me. She went to DC and stood in as Second Lady for the election galas because I supposedly had a bad case of the flu and John had been worried about the optics. We’ve just kept up the illusion.”

“And no one has noticed Elaine is not you?” Em asked, dumbfounded.

“She’s a year younger and people always thought we were twins. I cut my hair and she let hers grow out so it’d be close and she started stepping in when John and I started having marital issues.”

“When was that?”

“Shortly after he had me drug you. We fought that morning and I had told him if he didn’t let you go, I’d leave him.”

“Wow, yeah. I remember the tension in the room, but I had been too freaked out to say much about it then.”

Elise looked down at the counter, fingers pressed tight to the surface. “He got…rough…with me then and that’s when I really started paying attention to what was going on, instead of just going along for the ride. Then I got pregnant and it all changed for me.”

Emlen put the basket of rolls down on the counter and rested her hand on Elise’s shoulder. “Well, you’re safe here. We’ve even got a suite available that you can use until you figure out what you’re doing next.”

“Thank you, Emlen. I appreciate it, more than I can say,” Elise whispered. “Gods, I’m starving. May I have a roll?”

Emlen chuckled and handed her the basket. “Here, take a seat, I’ll get the butter. The casserole should be ready soon.”

They chatted about inconsequential things while they ate, getting to know each other. Elise’s exhaustion soon became apparent, so Emlen showed her up to the suite Sophia had been in and asked Micah to bring the bags up. “There’s a mini fridge with water and juice, and a tea or coffee bar above it in the corner near the bathroom. Food is always in the refrigerator downstairs so help yourself. I’ll let the rest of the household know you’re here.”

Elise, close to tears by then, hugged Emlen. “Thank you. I don’t deserve this kindness, so thank you.” 

Em smiled and shook her head. “You’re family, Elise. Go rest. You’re safe here.”

Once the door had been closed, Em headed upstairs to the practice room. Texting Cullen and Connor, she let them know about their guest and said she’d fill them in later. Sitting in the middle of the padded floor, Em called her mom to her.

Camille settled on the floor in front of Emlen. “What did you call me for?”

“I had a few questions, Mom.”

“Of course, Emmy. What’s going on?”

“Elise showed up today. Pregnant. And it got me thinking. Why did you not use combat magic to defend yourself when Frankie killed you?”

“Oh,” Cami sighed. “I had been wondering when you’d figure that out. I had stopped using my magic and wore a druid’s egg, like yours, to shield us. It didn’t seem wise to me to suppress your power and leave mine blazing, so I suppressed both of us. I wish I hadn’t, now, but hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Emlen replied. “I just started thinking about it while listening to Elise talk about the lengths she went to, to hide from JJ. She’s terrified of what he’ll do to her if he finds out she’s pregnant. She also said she’s worried about what he’d do to me, but I think that is just being nice because she needed a place to stay.”

“Don’t discount her worry about you too quickly. She may be afraid of JJ now, but she loved him enough to marry him and make a baby with him. That’s a powerful tie to another person. I will keep an eye on her and let you know if there’s anything to worry about. She’s got your brother to protect, and I can understand that.”

Emlen leaned forward and hugged her mom. “Thanks, Mom. I’m beyond grateful that you stuck around to watch over me and help me. I love you.”

Cami patted Em’s back as she hugged her. “I love you too, my Emmy. I think Cullen just got home, so you should go fill him in on your new house guest. Also, I think Simone is ready to talk to you now. Maybe later today?”

Em nodded. “Sure, Mom. Let me go take care of this first and I’ll settle in my room to talk to Grandmother Simone.”
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Cullen and Emlen spent time talking while working out – her on the stationary bike, him on the treadmill. He had plans to spend the evening in the Cove and finalize the memorial arrangements for Joel with his parents. They kissed as he left with an overnight bag and Em headed up to take a shower. When she came out of the bathroom, her grandmother Simone had taken a seat by the balcony doors, watching the sun set.

“Hello, grandmother,” Emlen greeted her, taking a bottle of water out of the fridge before she took a seat nearby. “Thank you for coming to speak with me.”

Simone regarded her silently for a long moment before she spoke. “You are as beautiful as my own Valentina, yet stronger than both of us. I am the one pleased to spend time with you, Emlen.”

“I enjoyed getting to meet Aunt Tina. She gave me a lot of information about my father and how she died.”

“That was a rather dark time for our family. My heart has eased since my own passing, when I could reunite with my girl. I’ve lost hope that my son would find peace.”

“Grandmother, you are the only descendant of Charlemagne that I can honestly speak with about all of this. Well, you and Tina. I need to know anything you’re willing to tell me, because your other daughter-in-law and your unborn grandson are asleep in a room nearby and I want to protect them.”

Simone’s eyes widened. “Oh, that’s not good. I mean, it’s wonderful, but it’s not good.”

“Yeah, we know. Elise thinks John will either kill me or kill her and the baby to keep his power levels high.”

“How far along is she?” Simone asked.

“I think she said about six months.”

“Then he might already notice the drain. You see, he knew you were going to be magical before you were born. It’s your mother’s Brewster bloodline mixed with the Charlemagne line. Makes for powerful offspring. Elise’s child is of the Bradford and Charlemagne line, so the same thing is likely.”

“Wait, Elise is from witch blood too?”

“Yes, although, she may not be aware of it. I haven’t spent much time around John’s wives to tell if they were all magical or not.”

“Then how do you know about Elise?”

Simone’s expression darkened as she spoke. “I stayed around the Judge when he told John to marry her because of her bloodline. That if they couldn’t get what they wanted from you, they would get it from another child.”

“What the hell did they want from me?”

“A magical dynasty. Cameron, what I called the Judge, became obsessed with creating a powerful family dynasty to run the country. I thought he didn’t know about my Descendant status, but I thought wrong. He chose me because of my bloodline.”

“Then why did he try to kill me?”

“Your mother refused to follow his dictates. She wanted to raise you without nannies and governesses. She wanted to give you a normal childhood. Teach you about your magical heritage as a natural thing. When he told her how her life – and yours – was going to be, she told him to shove it and left. John tried to convince her to come back and she tried to convince John to be with her and leave his father.”

“Ohhh. So JJ…John’s story about his father splitting them up and her going into hiding to avoid the Judge had been only half true. I’m starting to see the clearer picture now.”

“I believe John loved your mother, and you, but losing Tina and then thinking I committed suicide, broke something in my son. When your mother and you came along, it started to heal - but he couldn’t get out from under Cameron’s thumb.” Simone met Emlen’s eyes and reached for her hands, one held between hers as she spoke. “Do not let Cameron, the Judge, out of that psychiatric ward. Do not let my son destroy your life. You need to protect yourself as best you can. Send Elise out of the country with a fake passport so she can have the child in hiding and be safe. I had tried to get Valentina away, but her Garda had been killed when they switched planes in Spain. The man they said was the replacement Garda, he worked for the Order and he delivered her right to Dunleavy.”

Emlen looked down at her grandmother’s hands clutched around hers and shivered. “I’ll talk to Connor and see if he can figure out how to get Elise away.” Em’s gaze lifted and she tugged her hand free to lean in and hug Simone. “I wish we’d been able to know each other when I was growing up. Thank you so much, for staying to talk to me and helping me.”

Simone hugged her back and smiled sadly. “I will stay as long as I can or as long as you need me, Emlen.”

“Oh, I have another question,” Emlen said, leaning back but still holding Simone’s hands. “Who was the Descendant in your family?”

“My father had been the Descendant. I also had two siblings, a brother and a sister. My brother married but never had children. My sister died in childbirth with her first.”

“Wow, this curse thing really doesn’t play games, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t. Which is why you need to be careful if Elise delivers a healthy son.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a ways off and I’m more concerned with staying alive and figuring out this legacy than making babies right away.”

Simone chuckled. “I’ve seen you with your man, Cullen. You will make beautiful babies together. Magical babies.”

Something about the way Simone said that made Emlen pause. “What do you mean, ‘magical’ babies? Something more than just my lineage?”

Simone arched one brow. “Of course. He’s a distant cousin to Elise. He’s a Bradford descendant.”

* * *

After Simone had dropped the bomb of Cullen being from witch blood, Emlen needed some time to think. She got Kian to join her for a run and they did her usual five-mile route. She liked running with Kian because he kept his mouth shut and his eyes on her surroundings, giving her the peace she needed to process the information Simone had shared. Obvious, to Em anyway, Cullen didn’t know about his witch ancestry. She did remember one of the brothers had told her that Eileen O’Brien did genealogy research. She bet that Ma O’Brien knew about the Bradford tie, but she might not understand exactly what that meant. Next time she spoke to Eileen, she’d ask her about it. The more urgent task now would be to figure out how to help Elise.

Once they’d returned home, Em thanked Kian and headed up to shower and change. Mrs. Abernathy had made pot roast with carrots and potatoes, so Em didn’t want to be late for dinner. Connor, Elise, Emlen and Kian settled around the table. Gina and Micah were on duty and would eat later. Conversation stayed light and friendly while they enjoyed the meal. When Kian left, Em changed the subject. “Elise, I think it’s best if we figure out a way to get you out of the country and into hiding, so you can have the baby safely.”

Connor choked on his drink as he looked from Em to Elise. “Really, you’re going to figure out how to smuggle the Second Lady out of the country?”

“Why not? She wants to keep the baby safe and stay away from JJ…” Emlen started when Elise interrupted.

“It’s a good idea, but not possible, unless I go by boat or something. It’s not safe for me to fly due to a condition I’ve developed during pregnancy,” Elise explained.

“Lovely,” Em grumbled. “Let’s just make this even more difficult, why don’t we?”’

“Wait, wait…calm down,” Connor said. “We are in Boston, a coastal city with lots of ships. We can figure this out.”

“I had hoped we’d just get a private jet from Liam and get her out of the country. Easy peasy,” Emlen said.

“Unfortunately, they told me I’m susceptible to blood clots in my legs, something that flying exacerbates. I could die mid-flight with no warning,” Elise told them.

“Well, yeah, so no flying then. Connor, if you come up with something, let us know, okay? In the meantime, Elise hides out here and doesn’t go outside the back garden or near the windows at the front and side of the house. We don’t know who’s watching the place or when, so let’s do our best to keep you a secret,” Emlen told them. “If you need a doctor, we can smuggle you out in one of the armored SUVs with the smoked glass windows and use a fake name at the doctor’s office.”

“You’ve put a lot of thought into this,” Elise said.

“I have. I also have a question for you, Elise,” Emlen glanced at Connor before her gaze went back to her stepmother. “Did you know you were a Bradford descendant? That your family lineage has witch blood?”

“Yes…uh, what?” Elise stared at her. “I know William Bradford is an ancestor, but what about witch blood?”

“Like me, you are a descendant of people with witch blood. My mom was a Brewster descendant. I’ve got a book in the library that talks about the Magical lineage of Brewster and Bradford lines. In fact, my grandmother Simone Jackson told me today that you were chosen as JJ’s wife because of your bloodline.”

Elise stared at Emlen, took a sip of water, then looked back at Em again. “Simone Jackson, your dead grandmother?”

“That’s what you’re stuck on?” Emlen chuckled. “Yeah, I can see and talk to ghosts. Simone, by the way, didn’t commit suicide. The Judge killed her and staged it to look like a suicide. Who would dare to question a Federal Judge? A Federal Judge with an alibi from three other judges who were supposedly playing poker at one of their houses at the time of her death? No one. But Tina told me all about it. She had been killed already and had been watching her mom. Oh, yeah, I can talk to my dead Aunt Valentina too. And my mother, and a friend of the family, and I did talk to my Brewster grandparents, but they’ve moved on now.”

“I see,” Elise said, looking pale. “I, uh, no. I didn’t know about the witch blood. I don’t even know what it means.”

Connor poured Elise another glass of water and pressed it into her hands. “Drink. We don’t need you passing out on us now.”

Emlen sighed. “I’m sorry, Elise. I assumed you were aware, since that had been the reason JJ chose to marry you. That, and how you behaved when I had been at the penthouse.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Elise said. “I know about magic, but only the Descendant’s magic. I know JJ can plant suggestions and undo locks. It’s how I ended up married to him. He made me believe I wanted to marry him. I never really ‘fell in love’ with him. I just…accepted that I was married to him and that was it.”

Emlen felt nauseous at the thought. What JJ had done to Elise equated to rape. Mental and physical control outside of her own free will. “Let me make you some tea and maybe Connor will sit outside with you for a bit while I go check on a few things?”

Connor nodded. “Yes, let’s go sit outside and get some air,” He muttered to Emlen as he passed, “I could use a whiskey while you’re fixing that tea.”

“You got it,” Emlen replied.
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After leaving Connor and Elise out on the patio, Emlen went into the library to pull out the lineage book. She hoped to find something that explained what differentiated the two lines, if anything. Two hours later, Connor found her with pages of notes to one side, her nose buried in the book.

“Coffee?” he asked, putting a mug down beside her. “Elise has gone up to rest.”

“Gods, yes, thank you,” Emlen sighed. Coffee in hand, she leaned back and sipped. “I’m trying to find out if there is anything that shows up in one line over the other, like, do Brewster’s generally get one kind of magic and Bradford’s another? Have they intermarried a lot? What happens when a Brewster and Bradford have kids?”

“Why would that matter? JJ’s not a Brewster, is he?”

“No, he’s not,” Emlen replied. “But you and Cullen have the Bradford bloodline. At least, that’s what Simone told me.”

“Ha! No way,” Connor laughed, perching on the corner of the table. “Don’t you think we’d know if we had magic?”

“Not if it is really subtle and you’re generations removed from the main bloodline.”

“Huh, yeah, I guess. But how would we know?”

“Didn’t you – or maybe it had been Cullen – tell me your mom picked up doing genealogy research as a hobby now?”

“Yeah, she does. We can ask her if we’re related and how. Don’t go getting Cullen upset about this until we know for sure, a’ight?”

“You think him finding out about magic would upset him?” Emlen asked.

“I don’t know, but I know all this ghosts and magic stuff has been a lot for us both to process. He’s doing it because he loves you – as am I – but it’s different. He wants a life with you. I just love you as a sister.”

Emlen blushed at his words and nodded, focusing on the contents of her coffee cup. “I don’t know if I even want to try and have kids with all that’s been found out. And if Elise has a healthy baby, the chances of one of us not having kids or dying before we can have them is huge. My grandmother Simone had a sister die in childbirth and a brother that never had kids.”

“Wow, yeah. I guess I’d be hesitant to risk it too,” Connor replied.

“Besides, Cullen and I are a long way from worrying about kids,” Emlen told him.

“This is an uncomfortable conversation,” Connor laughed. “But I get what you’re saying. It’s all good. So, what else did Simone tell you?”

“A lot, really. And none of it good. She warned me to make sure the Judge never got out of that psych ward. Not that I think that’s something we need to worry about, but yeah. She’s afraid of what he might do - with good reason. I mean, the bastard killed her.”

“I’m glad you’re verifying what the ghosts tell you, though. I know it’s tempting to take their statements as fact, but fact-checking is crucial to our making good decisions about how to use the information they give us.”

“After the vile crap my grandmother Brewster spewed, I’m checking everything,” Emlen said, then asked “Hey, are you heading to the Cove tomorrow or waiting for the weekend?”

“I’m planning on going down on the weekend. Cullen said he’s coming back tomorrow so we can all drive down together.”

“Okay, but now we need to bring Elise with us. I don’t want to leave her here with no Garda around or anything.”

“Hey, she’s pregnant with a Descendant. Shouldn’t she have a Garda of her own now?”

“Yeah, but that’s if we let people know she’s pregnant. I’m not sure telling Liam or anyone else that it’s a Descendant she’s carrying is a good thing.”

“True. Okay, we’ll just have to bring her with us and hide her out at the house while we’re on the boat. We won’t fit the whole Garda contingent anyway, so we can leave Gina or someone with her there. Sound good?”

“Yeah, sounds like a plan. I’ll let her know in the morning,” Emlen replied as she finished the coffee and handed him the mug. “Thanks for the pick-me-up. I’m going to get back into this for a bit longer.”

“Anytime, sis. I’ve got some reports to write, so I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll call Cullen and tell him the change of plans. He can stay there and I’ll drive with you tomorrow.”

“Sounds good, thanks.”

* * *

Scatha swooped in to the library and settled on the table near where Emlen sat reading. ~I’ve been watching the house and noticed two cars that are consistently watching the place. They’re not our Garda. I think they’re your father’s men.~

Emlen sighed. “Did they see Elise, do you think?”

~I don’t believe so. They come and go, and she showed up between their visits. Luck had been on her side for once.~

Em leaned back, looking at the bird. “So, getting her out through the garage will work. I just hope she stays away from the windows like we asked. We’re going to Muckle Cove this weekend for Joel’s memorial service. Will you ride with us or fly on your own?”

~I’ll fly on my own. I can spot any tails or trouble, and I can portal ahead if I need to.~

“Portal? What is that?” Emlen asked.

~Teleporting, of a sort. I have my own magic.~ He preened a bit and Emlen laughed.

“Are you hungry? I put out some food about an hour ago on top of the fridge.”

~I thank you for that. I ate when I came in, before coming to see you. I wanted to see you and let you know before I went out for the night. I prefer watching from the rooftop or the trees.~

“Thank you, Scatha. I feel safer, knowing you’re watching.”

~You’re most welcome, Emlen. Dream well when you rest.~

* * *

After spending another hour on the book, Emlen concluded that there wasn’t anything specific to one line or the other. Both had witch blood and both dealt with the elements. Taking her notes with her, she headed upstairs to get ready for bed. She’d make sure to bring the notes to the Cove and ask Ma O’Brien about the lines then.

Settled in bed, she texted Cullen to see if he was still up and wanted to talk. He replied that he was watching a movie with his dad, but that he missed her. She sent back that she loved him and to give his folks a hug from her, then plugged her phone in and grabbed her book.




Em woke the next morning, book on the pillow beside her head, light still on. Sitting up, Em reached to turn off the light and heard “Good morning” from the chair near the window. Emlen groaned and tucked a pillow behind her. “I’m going to ward my room against ghosts unless I want company,” she grumbled.

Tina laughed, “Yeah, you might want to do that. I’ve been sitting here forever, waiting for you to wake up.”

“Wait, that’s something I can do? I’ll call Susan, maybe she can help.”

“Ha, ha. Anyway, ask Elise if you can borrow her sapphire bracelet. It belonged to me and it will act as an anchor so I can come with you this weekend. Your mom also wants you to take the Brewster Band with you, for the same reason.”

“Uh huh. Sapphire bracelet. Brewster ring. Got it,” Emlen scrubbed her face with her hands, then got out of bed. “I need to wash up and get coffee. Is there something else?”

“Yeah. Ask Elise about her brother, Edmund.”

“She didn’t tell me about a brother, just her sister, Elaine.”

“Yeah, well, he’s a senator from Connecticut and he’s a magic user.”

Emlen stuck her head out of the bathroom and stared at Tina. “He’s a what?”

“He uses magic,” Tina said. “He’s good with earth and air elements. And no, Elise doesn’t know that about him. She thinks he’s weird because he’s gay.”

Emlen snorted laughter and ducked back into the bathroom, finishing her morning routine. “I’ll ask her about him over breakfast. Thanks, Tina. And I’ll get the bracelet so you can come along.”

“Good deal,” Tina replied before fading away.
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It had taken more than a little convincing to get Elise to go with them to the Cove, but finally she realized that staying in the mansion alone with no guards was too high a risk. Scatha had flown off that morning and the armored SUV held Elise, Emlen, Kian, and Connor behind the wheel. Gina and Micah were following with the luggage and Jase was already in Muckle Cove with Cullen. The Cardinal, Liam McKinsey, had flown in last night and was staying in a B&B in town. He had wanted to officiate the memorial as Joel had been a personal friend as well as one of his Garda, so they had agreed. The added pomp and security was bringing a lot more attention to the event than any of them wanted, but how do you tell the Cardinal no?

Emlen toyed with the sapphire bracelet on her wrist, the Brewster ring on a chain around her neck. She didn’t need to be randomly boosting her chaotic magic without conscious effort, so putting it on her finger would wait.

Tina, Camille, and Joel had flickered in and out during the trip, letting Emlen know they had managed to leave the mansion and join them. Connor had taken Joel’s signet ring on Cullen’s approval. He wore it on his right hand until he could safely pass it off to Cull. Connor had already told Emlen how paranoid he’d become about losing it, so Emlen teased him a few times before they’d left, asking him if he’d remembered the ring. Finally, he put it on so he didn’t have to keep panicking as he checked his pockets while Em laughed.

“You two act like siblings,” Elise noted as she watched Em and Connor joking during the ride.

“Well, we almost were siblings, so I guess it fits. When my mother died, I stayed with the O’Briens for over a year. They were willing to adopt me since my blood family didn’t want me – until the will had been probated and they realized I might be worth something.”

“I’ve always thought of her as my little sister,” Connor added. “And if she and Cullen ever figure out they belong together, she’ll be my sister in truth.”

“My siblings and I used to be close, but not so much now,” Elise said. “Elaine has been…very accommodating. I think she’s sleeping with John, so that would explain why she’s still doing the swap thing. My brother got sent to a military boarding school as a teenager, so Edmund and I didn’t spend much time together. I’m almost ten years older than he is, and I had already moved out by the time he was eight or nine.”

“I don’t remember you mentioning a brother before,” Emlen said, urging her to speak more about him.

“He’s a state Senator for Connecticut now and lives in Maryland while working in DC,” Elise explained. “I thought about going to him for help with all of this, but I didn’t know if he’d just turn me over to John, or try and help, or tell me to get lost.”

Emlen stared out the window while she listened, watching the passing scenery. “I’ll get someone to see where his loyalties lie,” she said. “That way, we know if we have another avenue for later.” Looking back at Elise, she asked, “Is he married? Does he have kids?”

“No, he’s single. No children,” Elise replied.

Kian held up his phone to Emlen. “There’s a wiki page on him. Says he is a confirmed bachelor and is known for his elegant functions held at Mayfield, his restored plantation in Maryland.”

“Wow, sounds nice,” Em said. “I’ll check out the wiki, thanks, Kian.”

Elise interrupted them with the typical pregnant woman’s complaint – a need to use the facilities. They stopped at a gas station and filled up while she ran inside. Kian went in to keep an eye on things and pick up drinks. Em was stretching her legs when Connor asked, “I can tell you’re planning something, Emlen Brewster. How about filling me in?”

A glance to the sky had Em holding an arm up for Scatha to land. “One sec, Connor. Let me check in with Scatha.”

~All’s clear for the next twenty miles or so. Looks like Gina and Micah have been arguing most of the way down. They’re a good fifteen minutes ahead of you and will get to the cottage first. I’ll hover around them and see if I can find out what the argument is about.~

‘Sounds good, Scatha. Thank you.’ Emlen thought back to him and gave him a piece of jerky before he flew off.

“That is just so cool,” Connor mumbled, then took care of the gas pump. “All’s well?”

“He said Gina and Micah have been arguing the whole ride. He’s going to see if he can find out what the argument is about by hanging around them when they arrive. They’ll be there before us.”

“Huh, I wonder myself now. Gina’s been keeping distant in training of late too. Something’s bothering her.”

“I’ve trained with her, but she’s never been chatty, so I dunno,” Emlen said. “And yes, I’m plotting something but I’ll fill you in when I tell Cullen.” A wink his way and she climbed back in the car, buckling up just as Elise and Kian returned.

“We’re almost there. About twenty or thirty minutes more,” Connor said as they pulled out. “Bridge traffic is always a nightmare so it’s a matter of getting past there and then it’s home free.”

Elise sipped her drink then lay her head back and dozed. Kian played a game on his phone and Emlen used hers to research Edmund Matthews. About five years older than Emlen, he’d risen quickly in politics and was considered one of the most powerful young politicians inside the Beltway. Knowing what she knew about his having magic, Em wondered how his power had enhanced his meteoric rise. She remembered Sophia explaining, during one of their few training sessions, that those without magic were often inexplicably drawn to those with magic as if it were a lure or an aphrodisiac. Power, in the political sense, has often been called the ultimate aphrodisiac, so to have political power and magical power could be considered a double whammy. Definitely something to think about before she reached out to Senator Matthews.





Eventually they pulled up in front of the cottage and Kian got out to scout around before Elise pulled the hood up on her jacket and hid her face in the depths. They all went right up onto the porch and inside as Cullen held the door. Emlen paused to give him a hug and a kiss hello. “I missed you,” she whispered to him.

“I missed you more,” he whispered back before kissing her.

“Hey, hey, enough of that. Let me see our girl,” a booming voice filled the entry as James O’Brien wrapped Em in a hug. “There’s my Emmy. How’s things, little one?”

Now, that’s what a father’s hug felt like, Em thought to herself as she hugged him back. “I’m good, Da. I hope you’ve got room for everyone.”

“We set up the travel trailer in the side yard for the Garda to use when off shift. You and Elise will share a room and Cullen and Connor. Eileen and I have the downstairs room anyway, so we’ll do fine,” James replied. “Now, there’s food set out in the dining room. Why don’t you all get washed up and come eat? Eileen’s been cooking all day.”

“Sounds good, Da,” Emlen replied and moved to lead Elise up to the room they were using- a small guest room across from the master suite with two full-sized beds and pass-through to the master bath. Elise begged off eating for a nap, but asked for a plate to be set aside for later, so Em washed up and headed back down. She slipped up behind Eileen and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Ma. You didn’t have to do all this, but thanks. I’m starved.”

Eileen O’Brien laughed and swatted at Em’s hands. “Go sit yourself down, girl. The steamers are getting cold.”

A full New England feast spread out before them. Potato salad, corn on the cob, steamed clams, boiled lobster, bowls of melted butter, and fried haddock fillets covered the table. Em settled between Cullen and Micah, leaning over to ask him. “You and Gina get here okay?”

Micah frowned as he spooned potato salad onto his plate. “We got here. She’s out setting up the camera feed in the trailer. Mrs. O’Brien took her out a plate a few minutes ago.”

“I heard you two were arguing,” Em said, keeping her voice low.

Micah turned to look at her and then sighed. “Yeah. I’ll talk to you and the brothers about it after we eat.”

“Sounds good,” Em replied.

The rest of the meal passed with general chatter and a lot of laughter. Kian hadn’t had boiled lobster before, so James took it upon himself to teach him how to handle it. Stories of how when Connor was about six, he decided to save a live lobster for later by putting it in the toilet bowl and closing the lid. James discovered it when he flipped up the lid to sit and it pinched his buttocks.

After cleaning up, dessert was cherry cobbler and coffee, enjoyed out on the porch by some, inside by others. Connor, Cullen, Emlen, Micah, and Kian ended up on the porch and Em nodded to Micah. “Okay, spill.”

“Well, somehow you know Gina and I were arguing most of the trip down. She thinks the Cardinal is up to something and I think she’s being paranoid. She also said that Sophia and the Cardinal were, well, uh, romantically involved.”

“Eww,” Cullen said. “He’s a priest!”

“Like that’s stopped them before?” Emlen retorted. “Priests are human and some of them have ignored that particular vow in the past. However, I don’t believe their relationship is romantic. In all the time I spent with her, training and talking, she spoke about him like anyone speaks about a powerful boss, not someone they’re intimate with.”

“Okay, so that’s just all in Gina’s head,” Micah replied. “Either way, she did bring up a few points that made me wonder. She was talking about the Order of St. Michael and that she thinks the Cardinal is working with the Order.”

“Doing what, exactly?” Connor asked.

“Trying to control magic and the Descendants. Considering Emlen has both magic and Descendant blood, she is more valuable and potentially more powerful than just a magician or just a Descendant,” Micah replied.

“I’ve seen a few reports come through that asked specifics about Em’s magic training or usage,” Kian offered. “But since none of us are in those sessions, we just say ‘undefined’ and leave it at that.”

“What does Gina think?” Emlen asked.

“She thinks the Order and the Garda need to sit down and talk, work out their differences and stop fighting each other,” Micah replied.

“Well, that’s never going to happen,” Emlen said. “The Order wants to control all magic and use the power to control the world. The Garda is supposedly for the protection of Descendants so we can live our lives, and not about controlling us. Right?”

“Well, that’s what it always meant to be,” Joel said from the corner of the porch. Em looked over at him and sighed. “But it’s not now, Joel?”

The two Garda did a double-take and looked around while Cullen and Connor smiled. “Hey Uncle Joel,” Connor said while Cullen put his arm around Em’s shoulders and nodded to Joel once he could see him.

“I can see, and speak with, Joel’s ghost,” Em explained to Micah and Kian. “He’s here, standing over there in the corner of the porch.”

The two Garda got to their feet and saluted Joel, fists to heart, heads bowed sharply once. Then they both sat back down.

“Tell them both I am honored, please,” Joel said.

Cullen spoke up. “Joel says he’s honored by your salute – and yes, I can see him if I’m touching Emlen.”

Micah was sitting on Em’s other side and he lifted a hand over her knee. “May I?” When Em nodded, he rested his hand on her knee and looked around, then saw Joel. “Sir, it is good to see you again.”

“And you, Micah,” Joel replied.

Micah spoke to the group, “Joel trained me when I first came to the Garda. He was my mentor.”

Emlen put her mug down and stretched out her hands so Connor and Kian could touch. Connor got up and stood behind her, a hand on her shoulder, while Kian moved to sit on the floor at her feet and put one hand on her foot. They all looked at Joel and for a moment, everyone was silent. Kian spoke up after a minute and said, “Sir, it is an honor to be able to see you and speak with you again.” His voice, thick with emotion, cracked and he stopped to clear his throat. “Joel was one of my trainers too, but only for a short time.”

Connor remained silent the longest and then he said, “Uncle Joel, I have missed you more than words can say. I love you, old man.”

“I love you too, Connor. All of you. Knowing that I had a part in helping you all succeed is my greatest honor,” Joel said.

“So, you were saying?” Emlen prodded Joel to continue.

“Ah, yes. The Garda was intended to be an organization that protected the Descendants and their families, to make sure there would always be a Descendant. They wanted the magical heritage of Charlemagne to carry on. Unfortunately, it seems some of the motivation of the Garda has been corrupted by greed and a hunger for power. It’s not the first time over the centuries that this has happened. Our history tells us of other instances. However, it is the first time in ages that it has progressed so far,” Joel explained.

“How do you mean?” Cullen asked.

“He means that the Garda and the Order are working together in some aspects, correct, Sir?” Micah said.

Joel nodded. “I believe so, yes. You five, be very, very careful. Trust no one outside of the group of you. I’ll keep an eye on Gina and see what she’s up to. Scatha can keep an eye on the Cardinal.”

Emlen nodded. “Alright, Joel. Mom or Tina can watch over Elise, the other can keep an eye on Ma and Da O’Brien.”

“Sounds good to me,” Joel said and faded away.

As soon as he was gone, Micah, Connor and Kian shifted so they were all looking at her.

“Okay, who is Scatha? And the others, who are they?” Micah asked.

Emlen took a swallow of her coffee and Cullen spoke up. “Scatha is her raven familiar. Tina is her aunt, Valentina Jackson and her mom is, well, her mother. Camille Brewster. The ghosts have been helping train and protect since we got to the mansion.”

“So that explains the bloody raven that’s been hanging around the house. I thought it was some wild bird that kept getting in through the attic, but I couldn’t figure out how it was getting in,” Kian grumbled as Emlen laughed.

“I’m sorry, guys. I probably should have said something, but it’s been a bit crazy, eh? Scatha was my mom’s familiar and he’s now bonded with me. We communicate telepathically, and he uses magic to get in and out of places without needing to open windows or doors. I’m still learning about him, but he’s been awesome as a spy assistant.”

Connor went inside to drop off dirty dessert plates and bring the coffee pot out for refills as Cullen and Emlen filled the others in on the information Tina, Simone, Camille, and Joel had shared. When they were done, Micah tapped the side of his mug. “So, let me get this clear in my head. The Vice President of the United States’ wife is upstairs, hiding from him. She’s pregnant with a child he doesn’t even know about, and we’re supposed to figure out how to get her out of the country without using a plane. We also need to get ahold of Senator Matthews without anyone but the five of us knowing, to see if he’s willing to help us out. Do I have it straight?”

“Pretty much, yeah. We also need to figure out how to eventually bring down the Vice President, shut down the Order of St. Michael, and reorganize the Garda so that power plays like this can’t happen again,” Emlen said.

“Riiight. And while we’re at it, let’s cure world hunger and find world peace,” Kian snarked, earning him a swat from Cullen.

“He has a point though,” Cullen told her. “It’s a huge order.”

A yawn made Emlen’s ears pop and she sighed. “Okay, guys. I’m going to go sleep. I’ve been up since the crack of dawn and tomorrow is going to be a long day. See you in the morning.”

Everyone said their good nights and Cullen stole a kiss at the top of the stairs before Em slipped away and got into bed. Camille came in and gave Em a kiss before reminding her that she would be watching, so Em fell asleep with a smile on her face.
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The next day, the clan from Boston woke to James O’Brien’s famous pancake breakfast. Emlen had heard about his Sunday morning pancake feasts but didn’t remember them herself. He only did them on Sundays, but today was a special case because it was Joel’s memorial. Glancing over, Em saw that Elise’s bed was already made, so she got up, made up her bed and headed for the shower.

Scatha was sitting on the back of a chair when she came out, twisting her hair up into a ponytail. “Morning, Scatha,” she said, laying out her clothes for the service later. Black slacks, a violet silk blouse and flats, since they were going to be out on the water.

~Good morning, Emlen. In the early hours, Jase came by, parking by your old place, then walking over. He met Gina down by the path to the beach and they spoke briefly before he departed. Gina went back into the trailer. I could not get close enough to listen. When I flew near, Jase drew his gun, so I left.~

“So, he knows about you. That’s interesting,” Emlen mumbled as she pulled the chain with the Brewster ring on over her head and fastened the sapphire bracelet around her wrist.

~I think it would be wise to be suspect of Garda Jase. It looks like he’s pressuring Garda Gina.~

“Well, he’s at the B&B with Liam, so we can track things with him more later. For now? I want pancakes. How about you?”

~Save me one. I’m going to keep an eye on things outside.~

“I’ll do that,” Emlen told him as she headed downstairs.

* * *

Cullen wrapped his arms around Em as she hit the bottom of the stairs, swinging her off her feet before kissing her. “Good morning. There are pancakes, blueberries, syrup, bacon, sausage, and enough coffee to float a houseboat.”

“Sounds amazing. I’m starving,” Em told him, kissing him back. “You’ve told me about these pancake feasts, now I get to experience one for myself.”

“Best hurry up or it’ll all be gone,” Cullen teased as he put her down, took her hand, and led her into the dining room. Everyone was seated at the table except for James who stood at the counter with a giant electric griddle. Gina came in and took a seat as Kian got up and headed out to take his shift. Em found a spot between Eileen and Cullen, accepting the mug of coffee handed to her by Connor with a “Thanks.” Before she’d even managed two sips, Eileen had picked up Em’s plate and was stacking blueberry pancakes, bacon strips, and breakfast sausage on it.

“Oh, Ma, I’m not going to be able to eat all of that,” Emlen laughed.

“Well, you can sure try,” Eileen told her, putting the plate in front of Emlen, then passing her the pitcher of warm syrup. “You’re too skinny, Emmy. All that running and training is great, but you need to eat to fuel your body.” Eileen leaned over then and spoke near her ear. “Also, magic burns a ton of calories. Eat, because you have a busy day ahead of you.” A nod from the woman as if in punctuation and she turned back to her own plate, pausing every other bite to hand someone something or add food to someone’s plate.

Emlen watched the others at the table as she made inroads on the mountain of food in front of her. The brothers were teasing each other and their parents at one corner of the table while Micah and Elise chatted at the other corner and Gina sat silent, picking at her food. “Gina, do you not like pancakes? I can scramble you up a couple of eggs or something if you want something else.”

Gina’s head snapped up, then shook briefly side to side. “No, I’m fine. Just not very hungry.” A decidedly fake smile slid across her face. “Too many snacks last night, I guess. I’m going to go grab a nap before this afternoon.” She got up, took her plate to the counter and with a polite thank you to James and Eileen, left the house.

Emlen’s gaze went to Micah and he shrugged before his attention was back on Elise and their conversation. Closing her eyes, Emlen sent a thought to Scatha ‘Please check on Gina. Something is upsetting her and I’d like to find out what.’

~Will do. Don’t forget to save me a blueberry pancake.~

‘You got it,’ Em thought back, opened her eyes and gave up on trying to eat more. She settled back in the chair with her coffee and soaked up the feeling of family.

Eileen glanced over at her, reaching out to tuck a strand of Em’s hair behind her ear. “What’s on your mind, Emmy?”

Em smiled back at Eileen. “Just soaking up the feelings, Ma. Feels good to be sitting here with everyone, enjoying good food and good conversation.”

“It does feel good, doesn’t it?” Eileen agreed. “Are you done? Help me clear the table. Jamie and I want to talk to you and the boys before we head out today.”

* * *

Emlen joined Cullen and Connor in the family room after breakfast. None of them knew why Ma and Da wanted to talk, but they were happy to take coffee refills into the room and relax. After a few minutes, the senior O’Briens joined them, the pocket doors shut and locked.

“What’s up, Da?” Cullen asked, tucking Emlen close to his side. They were on one love seat, his parents on the one across from them, with Connor sprawled in the wing chair at the end.

“It wasn’t your Da that wanted to talk, it was me,” Eileen said. “Now that you are all tangled up in the Garda and magic, there are a few things we wanted you to know.”

“I think we’ve been “all tangled up” as you say since we were babies,” Emlen said.

“True, but it was something to protect you from for many years,” James replied. “And we did our best to teach in our own way.” His gaze shifted to his sons as Eileen spoke up.

“All of those folk tales and Irish stories we told you from the time you were small, were to keep your minds open to the possibilities of magic and things that couldn’t easily be explained.”

“When I went into the Garda to protect Emlen, I didn’t believe their stories about magic. To me, it didn’t matter. I just wanted to keep that little girl safe.” James turned to Emlen. “We wanted to raise you as ours, and I’m so sorry we could not.”

Emlen shook her head. “You tried, and knowing that someone wanted me has helped more than words can say. You’re my Da,” she said with a smile.

“I’m the one who knew magic was real,” Eileen said after a minute. “When James came home and told me what the Garda had told him about what was going on, I finally told him what I knew about magic.”

James reached over and took Eileen’s hand while Cullen stared at his parents. Connor got up and handed Emlen a five dollar bill. “You said she had to know and I bet you five bucks it would be news. You win.”

Emlen chuckled and everyone looked confused as she pocketed the bill and Connor sat back down. “He’s talking about my learning that he and Cullen are Bradford descendants.”

“Yes, that’s through my lineage,” Eileen said. “My fourth or fifth great-grandfather changed his name from Bradford to Brady when he went west to homestead. He wanted to get away from the magic heritage and the instant recognition of the name.”

“So, we have magic in our family?” Cullen asked.

“Remember the lineage book?” Emlen told him. “Brewster and Bradford magical lineage. You have witch blood, like me.”

“When were you going to tell me?” Cullen asked Emlen.

“When I saw you again. I only found out a couple of days ago. It’s not exactly a conversation you have over the phone, right?”

“I guess so,” Cullen conceded, but he still looked upset.

“She told me nearly right away, but I agreed it was something to talk about in person, Cull. It’s not like she’s had a chance to tell you yet,” Connor said.

“And if you want to blame anyone, blame me. I’m the one that kept it from all of you,” Eileen said as she got to her feet. “Our bloodline tends towards a ‘knowing’ or a ‘kenning’ as it is called in the old Irish tales. That gut instinct the two of you use to stay alive as cops? That’s the Knowing in your blood. That’s magic. Yes, cops have instincts, but how did you know that druggie with a shotgun was about to shoot and you took him down first?” She pointed to Connor when she said that. “Or you, when you dove out of a moving car and avoided being crushed by that truck?” she said to Cullen. “The truck was in an alley. You dove out before the alley and avoided the whole thing. That was magic.”

James rose and stood beside Eileen. “Think about it, boys. You know there have been times that didn’t make logical sense when you just knew something, right? That’s your bloodline.” He slid an arm around his wife and kissed her cheek. “We need to take care of a couple of things before changing and heading to Joel’s. Cullen? You and Em bring his ashes. They’re on the mantel in the parlor. I’ve got the photos, champagne, and stuff to load on the boat.”

“Sure thing, Da,” Cullen said, then rose to hug his parents and kiss his mother’s forehead. “It’s fine, Ma. I get why you kept it a secret, and I’m glad you told us now. I love you.”

“I love you too, son,” Eileen hugged Cullen back, then turned with James to leave the room.

Silence filled the room after they left until Emlen cleared her throat and asked, “Are you angry with me, Cullen?”

He shook his head no before speaking. “No, not angry. Just really hate being blindsided.”

“Was it really a surprise, though?” Connor asked.

“No, not really. I mean, yeah, that there’s a bloodline reason, that surprised me. But that something existed to explain all the weirdness? No, not a surprise,” Cullen replied.

“We need to not let this information become public knowledge,” Em pointed out. “It’s not something we need Liam, the Garda, or JJ to find out. Not if what Valentina has told me is their motivation to make a magical dynasty.”

“Yeah, good point. Okay, let’s go get ready, ” Connor rose, gathered up mugs and headed for the door.

Cullen wrapped his arms around Emlen, resting his chin on her head. “Every time I think I’ve got a handle on things, the size of the baggage changes.”

“Yeah, welcome to my world,” Em said and they both chuckled. “I think you should have Gina stay here with Elise. Jase was all over her about something last night and she could probably use some quiet time.”

“I was going to assign her to Elise anyway. A female Garda with a pregnant woman is just smart. If something happens, Gina can handle it.”

“Okay, go be Garda and I’ll go change. Don’t forget Joel’s ring. He wants to be there.”

“I won’t forget,” Cullen assured her, giving a kiss before they went their separate ways.
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The row of vehicles ran down the drive, across part of the lawn, and down the side of the gravel road that lead to Joel’s cottage. People gathered on the deck and along the dock, drinks in hand and servers were going around with trays of finger food. Emlen, Cullen, and Connor had arrived and found a corner of the front deck where they could keep an eye on things and be out of the way. Joel’s urn of ashes was tucked in Em’s over-sized purse and both brothers were armed beneath their suit jackets.

Liam was holding court under an awning that stretched from the screen porch out into the yard. Tables and chairs had been placed for people to relax and eat, and he’d claimed one with a steady rotation of people coming to talk to the esteemed Archbishop and Dean of the College of Cardinals for the Vatican.

“Do you see Kian, Micah, or Jase around?” Emlen asked. “I thought I saw Kian on the dock, but I haven’t seen the others.”

“Micah is around back, Kian is patrolling from the dock to the beach, and I haven’t seen Jase yet,” Cullen replied.

~And I’m up on the roof. Jase is not in this crowd yet. James and Eileen have just arrived, however. Their car is being guided up to park in the yard.~

‘Thanks, Scatha,’ Emlen thought to the raven, then spoke “Your parents just pulled up, they’re parking in the yard. Scatha also said that Jase is not in the crowd.”

Connor started across the deck. “I’ll go get the folks.”

Cullen twisted the Templar ring on his finger as his gaze traveled the crowd, leg pressed against Emlen’s. “I don’t see Joel.”

“I think he’s wandering the crowd,” Em replied. “I saw him staring out at the water earlier.”

“Once we scatter his ashes, does that mean he’s gone for good?”

“Oh, no. It just means that when he’s ready to go, he can go in peace. Think of it as building the bridge for him to use later. At least, that’s how he explained it to me.”

“Good. He’s been invaluable with his help through all of this. I’m not ready to lose him yet.”

Emlen put her hand on Cullen’s arm to lean up and kiss his cheek. “I’m not ready to lose him either. We have time.”

“So, when do I have the honor of joining you two in wedlock?” Liam asked, jolting the two out of their private moment and bringing a quick flush to Emlen’s cheeks.

“Hello, sir,” Cullen said, ignoring the question. “Is there something we can help you with?”

Liam waited for a moment to see if Emlen would say anything, then shrugged before speaking again to Cullen. “I was told you had the remains, and that you would be doing the scattering.”

“Yes, that is true.”

When no further information was added, or offered, Liam gave them a fake smile. “Well, then. I’ll see you both aboard shortly.”

Emlen gritted her teeth and waited until the Cardinal had left the deck. “The more I know about him, the more I want to punch him in the throat.”

Cullen coughed into his hand to hide his chuckle. “I completely understand. How about we head that way?” He slid his hand into Emlen’s and they wove their way through the crowd and onto the dock.

A few people had started to board the boat, with James acting as captain for this trip. Cullen stepped aboard and held out a hand for Em. She took his hand and grabbed the railing with the other – and froze. The minute the hand with the Brewster ring touched the metal of the railing, she got a vision. Flames shooting into the sky, people screaming and bodies floating on the water. It only lasted seconds, but Cullen yelled her name as he watched her face go pale and her eyes unfocused.

The vision ended and Emlen stumbled back, pulling Cullen towards her and off the boat. “Get them off.” she rasped, voice choking as she kept moving backwards. “Get them off the boat!” Emlen screamed before turning to the crowd of people on the dock. “Get back! GO!”

Cullen knew better than to argue, so he turned to the boat and started helping people off. “Da, get off the boat. Now. Everyone off.”

Soon the crowd was moving away and back to the lawn while Cullen caught up with Em, his arm wrapped around her waist as he held her up. “What did you see?”

“There’s a bomb on the boat. I saw flames and heard screams. Bodies floating in the water. We need to get people back further.”

“We’re the last ones, come on, let’s get you some water.” Cullen led her up to the deck where Kian and Micah joined them. “There’s a bomb on the boat,” Cullen told them. “Do we need to call the bomb squad or is someone here that can handle it?”

Kian turned to the Cardinal’s group. “Leo, over here!”

“Leo is an EOD specialist. He can check it out,” Micah explained. “I’ll help keep people back.”

Emlen sat in the corner they’d been standing in earlier, a bottle of water in hand as she stared into space. “I keep seeing it. It was still at the dock, but the ropes weren’t tied anymore.”

“Sounds like it’s tied to the engine,” Kian said. “I’ll go let Leo know what you saw.”

Kian ran off and Cullen stood in front of Emlen, blocking her from the stares of others, giving her a moment to breathe.

Liam stormed over to them.“What is the meaning of this? Are you trying to ruin Joel’s memorial service?”

“No, I’m trying to prevent it from becoming a terrorist attack,” Emlen said from behind Cullen.

“You don’t have the ability to make those kinds of judgments with your magic,” snapped Liam.

Emlen got to her feet, one hand resting on Cullen’s back as she glared at the Cardinal. “Kindly go fuck yourself, Your Eminence. I know what I saw. You don’t believe me? Go ahead, get aboard and start her up. I’ll wait right here.”

Cullen folded his arms across his chest, one brow quirked up as he watched Liam splutter and grow more red in the face. “Y’know, Liam, you should get your blood pressure checked. It seems a little high right now.”

A shout from the dock had all looking that way as everyone moved further back. Kian crouched at the end near the boat and a heavily padded figure lay under the console.

“So, I don’t have the ability, huh?” Emlen slid her arms around Cullen from behind.

“We’re not done discussing this,” Liam snarled before turning away.

“Oh, yes. We are done,” Cullen said, voice pitched low. “Don’t bother us again.”

The Cardinal kept going, his guard circling as they led him to the armored limo.

“You think he’s leaving altogether?” Emlen asked.

“No, he’s too proud for that. He’ll hide out in there, so if the bomb goes off, he’s protected. Probably doing a few shots of whiskey, too.”

“I could use a couple of those,” Emlen mumbled into his back.

His hand reached around to tug her out from behind him. “Then let’s go get some. I happen to know where the good stuff is hidden.”

* * *

It took about an hour before the bomb had been disabled and disposed of. James, Eileen and Connor had joined Em and Cullen inside Joel’s cottage. They had taken over a corner of the living room and found the bottle of twenty-five year old Glenmorangie. Their Irish wake was interrupted by Joel’s ghost appearing to Cullen and Emlen. “The bomb has been disabled and removed, but may I make a suggestion?” Joel said.

“Sure, Joel, suggest away,” Em replied, feeling a pleasant warmth from the whiskey.

“Just do the ceremony off the dock. I spent more time fishing there than I did out in the Cove anyway. It’s fine with me, and safer for all of you,” Joel said.

Cullen lifted his shot glass in a toast to Joel. “Sláinte. We’ll do that, then.” He tossed the shot back, got to his feet and announced “We’ll do the memorial on the dock and the beach. Someone go get the priest.”

Everyone made their way to the dock and the beach while Emlen and the O’Briens stood at the edge away from the boat, over deeper water. It took a few minutes, but eventually Liam made his way through the crowd to stand with them. He gave a brief eulogy, and as Emlen and Cullen poured the ashes into the ocean, he gave a blessing. When the urn was empty, Liam turned to leave and Emlen reached out a hand to stop him, fingers curled against his forearm.

As the Cardinal turned to chastise her for touching him, his gaze landed on Joel’s ghost, standing between Emlen and Cullen. “Holy Mother of God,” he breathed, eyes wide, face pale.

Then Joel spoke. “Liam, you have strayed from the path of the Garda and taken the coward’s way. You do not deserve to hold the office you now occupy. You will name your successor and step down as Garda leader, or I will see to it that the remainder of your days are hell on earth.” Joel paced closer as he spoke and Liam backed up until he bumped into a post. “I suggest you pick Micah Ranowski or Kian Fitzpatrick as your next leader. Now get the hell off my property!”

As Joel shouted the last, the Cardinal yelped and walked so fast it was almost running, diving back into the limo and driving away. Emlen and Cullen burst out laughing, drawing confused looks from several people who considered a memorial a somber occasion. When Em and Cullen told the rest of the family what Joel had said, they started laughing too. Headed back up to the cottage, James called out to ‘start the music’ and Irish traditional music filled the air, food was brought out and whiskey, beer, and wine flowed. 

The real party had started.








  
  
  Chapter 18

  
  




Scatha fluttered from group to group, listening and watching. He saw Kian and Micah dust for prints and check for evidence on the boat, storing the kit in the SUV. He watched as they worked with Leo to analyze the bomb, before having him take it to store safely. He watched as the party started to wind down before perching on the deck railing near Emlen. ~It’s time to head back, Emlen. Cullen will have reports to go over with the Garda related to the bomb. Things are safe here, worry not.~

“Thanks, Scatha,” Emlen said out loud before looking up at Cullen. She was tucked against his side, listening to the music. “Scatha says we need to head back because you have bomb reports to go over with the Garda.”

“Yeah, I’ve got a couple hours of work ahead of me,” Cullen replied. “Let’s get going.”

Kian and Micah joined them for the ride back and started the debrief while Emlen stared out the window and thought about the vision. It had been so vivid, so real. She found herself still processing the feelings.

They pulled up at the beach house and piled out of the truck. Kian got on the radio to tell Gina they were back.

“Hey, she’s not responding,” Kian said.

“You go check the trailer, I’ll check the house,” Micah told him and they split up, guns drawn. Cullen turned to Emlen. “Get back in the truck for me, please?” She complied and sat on the seat, legs outside, the door open where Cullen stood in front of her, his own gun drawn. Emlen put her hand on Cullen’s shoulder when Joel appeared with Tina beside him.

“They’re dead,” Tina sobbed, hugging herself and rocking.

“I found her on the stairs like this,” Joel told them. “She’s in shock, but I don’t know how to fix shock in a ghost.”

Cullen rubbed a hand over his face then snapped at Tina. “Knock it off. Who’s dead and what happened?”

Tina jolted, blinked up at Cullen and seemed to draw a deep breath. “Elise and Gina are dead. Two guys in black with ski masks broke into the house. Gina shot one but the other shot her right in the forehead. He ran past her on the stairs to Elise’s room and shot her in the head and in the stomach while she was in bed. Then he grabbed the other guy and left. They were in a black truck of some kind.”

“Oh my god,” Emlen whimpered, covering her mouth with her hand and pressing her face into Cullen’s back. “Oh, my god. My brother…”

Cullen swallowed hard, then gave Tina a nod. “Thank you, Tina. I’m sorry you had to see that. Stay with Joel for now. I need to take care of Em and let the guys know.” He fumbled his radio when he pulled it out of the glove box, then told them both to do a sweep but that Gina and Elise were both dead. He would call Connor and have him get the police here.

“Emlen, we need to go inside, pack up some things for everyone and get it out of the house. Anything that speaks to magic or the Garda needs to be scrubbed. Finding the Vice President’s dead wife in my house is going to cause a shit-ton of issues. Take a breath and let’s go.”

Emlen wiped her sleeve across her face and nodded as she slid out of the truck. “Yeah, let’s go. I’ll get Ma’s laptop and stuff out of their room, you get our duffels? Oh, and get Joel’s chest.”

The four of them cleared the house and trailer, loading the truck with duffel bags, tote bins, and the chest. Weapons, ammo, books, papers, and a few family antiques were added to the collection. By the time they were done, Connor had arrived with Eileen and James. The elder O’Briens were going to stay behind with Connor and say Elise had come to stay with them for health reasons. Considering Eileen was a distant cousin, it might pass. Hugs were given all around and Eileen was grateful they’d taken her research to keep it safe. Last goodbyes were said and Cullen had the four of them back on the road, heading to Boston.




Kian slid a jump drive into his phone and pulled up a video file. Surveillance footage of the hit men as they entered and exited the house. “Pros,” Kian said. “In and out in under ten minutes. Could be Order, could be mercs, no way to tell unless CSI finds something.”

“Could be Garda,” Cullen suggested. “The way Liam acted today, something isn’t right. Joel told him to step down and name a new successor because he had chosen the coward’s way.”

Kian and Micah both reacted with surprise.

“What was Joel referring to?” Micah asked.

“He didn’t help JJ when Valentina was murdered and Simone supposedly committed suicide, but we know now that she had also been murdered. Instead of helping the one remaining Descendant, Liam threw himself into playing with the power of the organization. His inability to stand up to the Judge brought us to this situation,” Emlen told them.

“And the Judge, JJ’s father, was the head of the Order of St. Michael, correct?” Micah clarified.

“Yes. So, basically, Liam bowed to the Order and didn’t do his job,” Cullen said. “He violated his oath as a Garda.”

“Yeah, that’s one way of putting it,” Kian said. “If he doesn’t step down, we’ll call an assembly and put it to a vote. Emlen, if we do that, I’d like you to be there with Joel and Simone so they can tell their side. Is that possible?”

“Sure, but I’m not sure how to get everyone in a group to see and hear them. We’ll have to test and see if holding hands works or if everyone has to touch me to see and hear them.”

“If it comes to that, let’s test it out first, sure. Good idea,” Cullen replied.

Cullen drove the whole way home while the rest slept or read. Kian ordered pizza to be delivered and asked Mrs. Abernathy to accept the delivery if they weren’t back in time, since they hadn’t been scheduled to return for a few more days.

When they pulled into the garage, they all let out a sigh of relief as the door came down and they were finally safe. Em took Ma’s laptop and notes into the library while the guys unloaded the rest of the truck into the hallway. Emlen and Mrs. A shuffled belongings to various rooms, the laundry, or the library.

Cullen brought Joel’s trunk in and set it in the library, under the table. “I shudder to think what the cops or the Secret Service would have made out of all the stuff in that trunk. Rune-etched guns and swords would definitely have raised a few eyebrows.”

“No kidding,” Emlen said, stepping close to give him a hug. “How about a kiss before dinner?”

“Oh, no, I can’t,” Cullen teased. “I’m not allowed to have sweets before a meal.”

‘Aww, you’re a big boy. I can make sure you eat all your vegetables. It’s pizza, it’s kind of hard to noteat the vegetables,” Emlen teased right back.

“Oh, well, in that case.” Cullen leaned in to kiss, the two of them quickly losing track of time as they savored each other. Cullen’s phone chirping in his pocket, broke up the make-out session. “It’s Connor,” Cullen said, as he sat on the edge of the table.

“Hey, Connor, what’s up?”

“Uh, I’ve got some news. Elise and her bodyguard were killed tonight,” Connor said. That meant someone was listening to his side of the call, and maybe to both sides. Cullen played along.

“Oh, my god! Are Ma and Da okay? You okay?”

“Yeah, we’re all fine. We didn’t find out until we came home from the memorial, and called the police right away.”

“I guess we’re lucky we headed home early. Em’s feeling better, but she won’t be after hearing this. Let me know if you guys need anything,” Cullen said, watching Em as she listened.

“I made sure Cook has your number. He’s working with the Secret Service on this one. If they need to ask you guys questions, he’ll call.”

“Okay, Connor. Thanks for letting me know. I need to go tell Emlen now.” Cullen hung up the phone and let out a breath. “Well, the alibis held and everything seems to be going as well as can be expected. I did have a thought, though. Did Elise ever give you Edmund’s contact info?”

“Yeah, she did. I have it in my phone. I should probably call him. I don’t want him finding out from JJ being a dick.”

“Let’s eat first,” Cullen said, tugging her with him. “Pizza waits for no man, or woman.”

* * *

After everyone ate and went their separate ways, Emlen settled by the hearth in the library to call Edmund. She didn’t really know how she should handle this conversation, but better now than waiting.

“Hello, Edmund Matthews?”

“Yes, who is this? How did you get my private number?”

“I’m Emlen Brewster, Elise’s stepdaughter. Elise gave me the number the other day.”

“Oh, well, hello, Ms. Brewster. How can I help you?”

“Uh, are you sitting down? I have some bad news. I wanted to tell you myself and not have you find out from JJ or anyone else.”

“Yes, I’m sitting down. Is Elise okay?”

“No, sir, I’m afraid she’s not. Elise and her bodyguard were killed today in a home invasion at her cousin’s place on the Cape. I just got the call a few minutes ago and…”

“Elise…is dead? Are you sure?” Edmund’s voice broke and Emlen could hear the tears.

“I’m so sorry, Edmund. She was shot in the head and the stomach while sleeping. It’s not likely she even knew what happened.” All she could hear were Edmund’s sobs through the phone.

“Edmund, Mr. Matthews – do you have someone with you? Or someone I can call to come be with you?”

“My friend is here,” he choked out. “Emlen, thank you for calling me. Can I call you back in a bit?”

“Of course,” she murmured, then disconnected the call. Tears slid down her cheeks as she thought about how excited Elise had been to meet her son. That she wanted to name him Edmund for her brother and not another John Jackson. Em decided them that whatever stone was put on their grave, she’d do what she could to see that the baby was named Edmund on the monument. Somehow.

A hot shower and her favorite sleep clothes made Em feel a bit more relaxed. Scatha showed up as she settled into bed with a book, perching on the headboard next to her. “Scatha, glad to see you.”

~And I you. Unpleasant business at the house. Connor and the O’Briens are staying in the travel trailer tonight while CSI goes over the house, but they have been assured they can be back in the house by tomorrow evening.~

“Well, that’s good to hear. I worried they’d be booted out for weeks.”

~Connor’s connections and Cullen’s past connections – as well as Elise being your stepmother, and your ties to the O’Briens went a long way to clearing up any questions. The bodies have been removed and Elise’s is being flown back to DC while Gina’s is being sent to Texas, where her family resides.~

“Did you happen to see Jase anywhere?”

~No, he wasn’t at the memorial, nor at the house for the investigation. Perhaps he left with the Cardinal?~

“Maybe. I’ll have Kian or Micah check tomorrow. Do you need food, Scatha?”

~Mrs. Abernathy put out beef and berries before she retired. I ate before coming up to you. That long a flight makes me very hungry.~

“I’ll get you more if you need it, my friend. Rest for now, and thank you again.”

~It is my duty and my honor, Emlen. I will go rest. Goodnight.~

Scatha lifted off and glided towards the closed balcony doors, then disappeared. He reappeared outside, where he landed on the arm of a patio chair, head tucked under a wing to sleep.
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It was late afternoon by the time Jase showed back up in Boston. Cullen heard the garage open and went to see who had arrived. Jase got out of his car, wincing as he moved his shoulder.

“What happened to you?” Cullen asked, startling Jase into dropping his keys.

“Nothing happened, I’m fine,” Jase replied.

“Uh huh. So, why were you so late getting back?”

“I helped clean up after the Cardinal left, making sure all the equipment was packed and stuff. You know, the usual.” Jase pulled his duffel out of the trunk and slung it over his left shoulder, then closed the trunk with that same hand.

Cullen could easily see something was wrong with Jase’s right shoulder, and warning bells started to ring. He’d had suspicions before, but thought it simply his paranoid cop mindset. Not anymore, now he knew he had magic. Walking towards Jase, he gave him a bright smile. Without warning, he snapped a light punch to the man’s right shoulder.

Jase screamed, dropped his duffel and curled around himself. “What the fuck, Cullen?”

Cullen didn’t waste any time spinning Jase around by one wrist and pinning him to the car. He pulled out his cell and hit a button, calling Kian to bring his cuffs to the garage. Kicking Jase’s feet further apart, he held both the man’s wrists in his hands and kept him off balance against the car. “So, you were one of the two. Who was the other?”

“The two, what?” Jase asked.

“The two that killed Gina, Elise, and the baby.”

“No way, that wasn’t…” Jase started to say before Cullen reached up and smacked him in the back of the head. “…ow!”

“Try again, asshole.”

“I want a lawyer.”

Cullen started laughing, “Riight, because this is a legal arrest and all. Nope. This is Garda business and we’ll be dealing with this in house. Now, try again.”

Kian arrived and handed over the cuffs, so Cullen snapped them on and pulled Jase upright. “Grab his duffel and search his car.” He pulled the keys out of Jase’s pocket and tossed them to Kian. “Our boy here has a shoulder injury. I’m thinking someone shot his ass.”

Kian’s expression went from curiosity to fury as he nodded once to Cullen, “Yes, sir.”

Jase remained silent as Cullen shoved him towards the door and into the concrete-walled training room. Sitting him down on the bench for the weight machine, Cullen adjusted the cuffs so Jase sat locked with both hands in front of him, around a pole of the machine. Jerking Jase’s shirt up, he saw a thick bandage and peeled it part of the way back. “Yep, bullet hole.” He stuck the bandage back in place and stepped away, glaring at the man he’d worked beside. “Okay, spill.”

“No.”

Cullen thought about Elise and the baby, Gina’s laugh as they played cards one night. His hand snapped out, fist connecting with the wounded shoulder again. Jase screamed and Cullen leaned in. “Talk. Now.”

Jase still didn’t speak as he panted in pain. Cullen hit him two more times, making him scream each time. Now the wound started bleeding, blood soaking through the shirt, and Jase started shaking and looking pale.

“Enough,” Jase gasped. “Enough. My brother, Jonas, is in the Cardinal’s guard. He asked me to go with him, on the Cardinal’s orders. We were to never speak of it, not even to each other.”

Cullen felt his blood chill as he heard those words. The Cardinal had ordered the murder of a pregnant woman and one of his own. The Cardinal had killed an unborn Descendant. Leaving Jase where he sat, Cullen raced from the room. He had to find Emlen.

* * *

Emlen sat on her balcony feeding Scatha grapes when Cullen burst into her room.

“Em, are you okay?”

His tone had Em getting to her feet. “I’m fine, Cullen. What’s happened?”

“Has the Cardinal tried to contact you? If he does, let me know. It appears that he was behind the shooting.”

“Wait, how do you know?”

“Jase just showed up with a bullet wound in his shoulder. After talking to him, he told me that he and his brother, Jonas, had been ordered by the Cardinal to take out Elise. Gina was just collateral damage.”

Emlen curled her fingers into fists. “How much do you want to bet Liam was behind the bombing attempt? No, wait, that doesn’t make any sense because he would’ve been on the boat too.”

“What the hell are we in the middle of?” Cullen asked.

“I have no idea but the longer we’re in it, the more confusing things get. Why would Liam kill a Descendant? Is Liam working with the Order and JJ?”

“It’s starting to look that way. Please talk to Simone, Tina, and Joel, and see if you can find out anything new. I need to go take care of Jase.”

Emlen nodded. “Just be careful.”

Cullen closed the door behind him as he left. Emlen turned to Scatha and sighed. “I think it’s time to change the game. I’m tired of being on the offensive, and think we need to go on the defensive.”

~I agree. See if the ghosts are ready to plan. I’ll do a pass around the house and make sure there are no surprises waiting. ~

* * *




Emlen’s discussion with Simone, Tina, and Joel didn’t reveal any new information. The ghosts were incensed that the Cardinal was behind the murder of Elise and her child, and warned Emlen to be extra careful.

However, Emlen had come up with an idea. One that she was sure the brothers would not approve. She needed to talk to Edmund again, so she called him.

“Emlen, I’m glad you called. I had intended to call you later today.”

“Oh? Why were you going to call?”

“I received a letter from Elise, mailed from Muckle’s Cove the day before she died. She said if anything happened to her, I should find you and learn the whole story. What story is she talking about?”

“I’d be happy to tell you, Edmund, but not over the phone.”

“Well, then I guess it’s a good thing I’m headed to Boston tomorrow.”

“Excellent timing. Don’t bother with a hotel, you can stay here. We have plenty of room and excellent security.”

“I’m not traveling alone,” Edmund told her.

“And that’s fine too. Here’s the address. When’s your flight?”

“I land in the afternoon and we’ve got a rental car. There are three of us. Myself, my partner and my aide.”

“Not a problem. Call if you have any issues. We’ll expect you. Safe travels, Senator.”

When the call ended, Em went to let the staff know about the incoming guests, and to find Cullen and fill him in.

She found Cullen in the kitchen, making a sandwich. “Can you make one of those for me?” Em asked, sliding onto a stool at the counter.

“Sure, turkey and Swiss okay?”

“Perfect. Mustard for mine. I’d like one of those bottled latte drinks too, please.”

Cullen handed her the bottle and started building her sandwich. “Kian is driving Jase to the chancery and leaving him there. I’ve already changed the security codes for the house. Your new codes were sent to your key fob.”

“I wish we could take him to the police, but trying to explain the Garda would make uslook like the crazy ones.”

“I know. So, what did you learn?”

“Nothing new, really. They’re all pissed about what went down, and Scatha is doing extra passes around the place to make sure we’re safe.” Em took a drink, then reached for the pickles as Cullen slid her sandwich over.

“Why do I get the feeling there’s a ‘but’ in there?”

“Because I had an idea and so I called Edmund. He’s going to be staying here while he’s in Boston, starting tomorrow afternoon. He and his partner and his aide will all be here. I already let Mrs. A know.”

“I see,” Cullen said as he sat beside her with his meal. “And what was this idea?”

“You’re not going to like it.”

“I can tell.”

“Just, promise me you won’t yell or shut me down before you think about it for a bit, okay?”

Cullen let out a long sigh. “I will do my best. Spill, Em.”

“I want to get Edmund to help me take down the Order.”

Cullen just stared at her in disbelief. “How?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet. I need to meet Edmund and talk to him first. He’s a magician, right? He’s a senator. What better way to get inside the machine?”

“I’ll think about your idea and we’ll discuss it more after we meet Edmund. Agreed?”

“Wow, you’re being really reasonable about this,” Emlen said, surprise in her tone.

“We have to do something, and I haven’t any ideas of my own yet. I’m tired of playing defense all the time.”

“Me too. Okay, so we don’t use Liam for anything, we have Kian and Micah on our side…”

“…and Connor, and my parents, and the ghosts,” Cullen added.

“Right. We have enough resources, we should be able to figure this all out. Let’s eat and then go for a swim? I need to let my brain cook the idea a bit.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Cullen said, leaning over to kiss the side of her mouth. “Mmm, mustard.”

Em laughed as they went back to eating.
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Edmund arrived with his entourage close to dinner time, so the first chance everyone had to meet, they were seated around the table, enjoying Mrs. A’s fried chicken dinner. Connor was still in the Cove with his parents, closing up the house. The three of them were all coming to the mansion the next day and Emlen had been helping to clean out the ground floor suite that had been her grandparent’s rooms in their later years. The senior O’Briens would be enjoying a bedroom, sitting room and bath with their own patio access and a mini kitchen.

Edmund and Patrick, his partner, would be taking the suite on the second floor that had been Elise’s, while the aide, Sam, stayed in Jase’s old room. Mrs. A was thrilled to have a full house to cook for, and Ana, her assistant, did her best to keep the older woman from overdoing things.

“Mrs. A, this looks amazing. Thank you.” Emlen told her as she and Ana carried out bowls of mashed potatoes, gravy, coleslaw, and rolls.

“Yes, thank you.” Edmund added. “I haven’t had a meal like this in a long time.”

“That’s because we don’t eat fried food at home,” Patrick added, reaching for a second piece of chicken.

“It is coated with a gluten free batter and fried in sesame oil.” Mrs. A told them. “So it’s about as healthy as you can get and still be good fried chicken.”

“Fantastic,” Patrick replied as he put a second piece on Edmund’s plate. “See? It’s healthy.”

They all laughed and started circling the dishes so everyone could be served. Edmund had told them that Sam was also a magic user and so discussion of magic would be safe.

The first few minutes were taken up with eating and quiet conversation until Edmund took a sip of his drink and asked, “Alright, so what can you tell me about what’s going on?”

Cullen wiped his mouth and leaned back. “How much do you know about the Garda and the Order?”

Emlen saw the glint in Edmund’s eye and she smiled. “I’m betting he knows a lot more than the average person, correct?”

“If you mean, do I know that my brother-in-law is the leader of the Order and has Dunleavy acting as his front man, and that Cardinal McKinsey is the head of the Garda, then yes, more than the average person,” Edmund replied.

“Good,” Cullen said. “That means we don’t have to fill in too much. Emlen can speak to the dead, and JJ’s mother and sister have told us quite a bit about the Order. Including that the Judge had arranged for Dunleavy to marry his daughter, Valentina, against her will, and Simmons shot her in the back. Her body is in a forest in Vienna, Austria. Simone Jackson was killed by her husband, the Judge, and several other judges lied about it, giving him an alibi. He staged her murder to look like a suicide, and her son does not know that his father killed her. Nor does he know what happened to Valentina. We also know that the Cardinal ordered the killing of Gina, Elise, and the unborn Descendant. The men that did it will be dealt with according to Garda law.”

“What does that mean, Garda law?” Patrick asked.

“It means, they’ll be executed for treason against a Descendant.” Kian answered. He turned to Cullen then. “It also appears that Connor is about to be named the next Commander of the Garda and the Cardinal is stepping down.” 

Cullen chuckled and shook his head. “That bastard. He thinks this is going against what Joel wanted.”

“How do you mean?” Edmund asked.

“Joel told the Cardinal to step down and name Kian or Micah as his replacement. If he’d named either one of them, it would have been great, but Joel told me that dealing with the Cardinal was like dealing with a toddler. Tell him the opposite of what you want, and he’ll do just that. See, Liam thinks that by naming Connor, it will weaken the Garda. He couldn’t be more wrong,” Cullen explained.

“I wouldn’t have wanted it,” Kian said.

“Good gods, me neither,” added Micah. “But I will support Connor however he needs me.”

“We all will. I also think we should reconsider whether the Garda has a purpose any longer as an organization. We can discuss that when Connor’s here,” Cullen said. 

“What’s going to happen to the Cardinal?” Patrick asked.

Micah answered him.”He’ll have a heart attack in his sleep.”

“Understood,” Patrick replied.

“That would not have been the case if he was just stepping down. However, considering he arranged the murder of Elise, Gina, and the baby, he must pay,” Kian told them.

“And he doesn’t know we are aware of his part in all this,” Micah added. “So he won’t be trying to go into hiding.”

“So, the Garda is being handled. Now we need to take down the Order – and my father,” Emlen said.

“And I might have an idea about how to move forward on that,” Edmund said. “You see, I am the head of a powerful coven of magic users in the DC area. We have noticed a definite disruption in things since JJ took up the Vice President’s position.”

“That’s probably because his gift is telepathy. He can plant ideas and thoughts in people’s heads and get them to do things the way he desires. He also has a light telekinetic talent with things like locks,” Emlen told them.

Edmund and Patrick shared a look. Patrick nodded and Edmund sighed before turning to Emlen. “That explains a lot. Patrick cast a spell on our rings that protects us from any magical manipulation. If someone tries something, the rings heat up. Every time I’ve been around your father, my ring nearly burns my finger.”

“I’ve made charms for every member of our coven and their aides and partners. I can make some for all of you, too,” Patrick told them.

“So, JJ has tried to manipulate you. Do you know what he planned on attempting?”Cullen asked.

Sam spoke up then. “He tried to get me to change Edmund’s schedule a few times.”

“And he’s tried to get me to leave my employ with Edmund,” Patrick added.

Edmund looked at Emlen. “You’re going to love this. He’s tried to get me to agree to marry you.”

“Does he not realize you prefer men?” Emlen asked, half-laughing at the statement.

“I don’t think he cares,” Edmund replied. “Although, how he expected us to make babies, I don’t know. Maybe he’d join us in the honeymoon suite and command it?” 

Soon they were all laughing at the ridiculousness, making jokes about how they’d have to have the VP show up each night to command them to bed.

Cullen tapped his glass with the side of his fork to get their attention, then cleared his throat. “I have an idea.” He looked at Emlen, then to Edmund. “We need a way to get closer to JJ and the Order, and I think we have it. Emlen comforts you in the loss of your sister and her stepmother, and you fall in love and ask her to marry you. Out of the loss of his wife, the VP finds joy in the impending marriage of his daughter and his brother-in-law, reuniting the families.”

“Wow, that’s kind of brilliant,” Patrick says after a pause. 

“Do you think we can pull it off?” Emlen asks.

“Do you remember what Elise told you about how she ended up with JJ?” Edmund asked her. 

“Yeah, that she just accepted it. Probably because he planted it in her head.”

“Exactly. We just ‘accept’ it. Let him think his little seeds finally sprouted. He won’t know any different.”

Em turned to Cullen, lifting a hand to cup his cheek. “I know this is your idea, but are you really okay with this? We’ll have to have a rather public fight for it to be believable.”

“I know you love me and I love you. What we have can handle a little time apart, if it brings us all peace in the end,” Cullen told her. He covered her hand with his and pulled it down, kissing her palm. “We both want justice for our family, and this is the best way to do it.”

Emlen nodded and then turned to Edmund. “Alright, let’s do it. The Order killed my mother, Joel, my aunt, both of my grandmothers and tried to kill me more than once. It’s time they paid.”

“Agreed. It’s time they paid,” Edmund said and lifted his glass. Everyone joined him and touched glasses, vowing in that moment to take down the Order, once and for all.
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In the week since the decision to take down the Order, things moved rather quickly. Elise’s funeral had been scheduled for the Friday coming up and everyone scrambled to make sure all was in place. The plan needed Em and Cullen to fight publicly before the funeral, so Em and Edmund could attend the funeral together, leaning on each other. Decidedly public, lots of photographers and the perfect time to sell it all. JJ had sent an engraved invitation, asking Emlen to please join him as family for the funeral, and she had RSVP’d that she’d be there. 

There had been a lot of confusion at first, as to how the Second Lady could have died in Massachusetts when she had been seen on the arm of her husband in DC the night before. No satisfactory answer had been given, so that puzzle was simply left unsolved. Elaine would be attending the funeral, but then she would flying to France to spend some time with friends. Anything to get her out of the public eye for a while.

Emlen had hired a professional stylist to trim her hair and do some shopping. She needed appropriate attire for the funeral and events surrounding it, as well as when seen with Edmund and her father. The daughter of the VP would be on camera quite a bit and it served to play the part well. 

Cullen had taken a room at The Jefferson and Emlen would be staying at the Observatory, the Vice Presidential residence. Edmund planned to also be staying at the Observatory, which played perfectly in their plans.

The night before they left for DC, Emlen called Susan and learned the spell to ward her room. She bathed, primped, and put on a new violet silk nightgown before texting Cullen to stop by her room on his way to bed. Then she tried to read, but ended up staring at the pages, not seeing them. She wasn’t a virgin, but it had been a while and she wanted this time with Cullen to be special. 

About an hour later, he tapped on her door. 

“Come in,” Em called out. 

Cullen stepped in, pulling the door shut behind him. “You needed someth…” his voice trailed off as he saw what she had on. “…um, something?”

Emlen slowly rose to her feet, palms damp as she clutched the sides of her gown. “I did. I do, need something that is. I need to spend the night with you.”

Desire flared in his blue eyes as Emlen looked at him and Cullen asked, “Are you sure?”

“Very sure,” she whispered. Slow, measured steps brought her in front of him. “If you want me?”

His hands wrapped around her and lifted her against him. “I very much want you, Emlen Brewster.”

The rest of the night they spent showing each other how very loved and wanted they were. Emlen fell asleep in the arms of the man who made her feel safe and cherished beyond all others in the world.

* * *

Late the next morning, Emlen descended the stairs in a black silk skirt suit, dark purple silk blouse, dark stockings, black patent Louboutin’s and a strand of black pearls about her neck. Black pearl studs in her ears and her hair twisted into a bun, they didn’t quite recognize the wild witch they often got to see. Large black sunglasses were slid into place before Emlen stepped out of the mansion to the swarm of cameras and calls to answer questions, all of which were ignored. Cullen, in Armani black and gray, helped her into the Town Car before sliding in beside her. As they pulled away, Em leaned back and sighed. “Gods, I hate this kind of crap, but at least I can play the game.”

“Champagne?” Cullen offered, grinning at her. “Well, since it’s still morning, it’s a mimosa, but hey, works for me.” Emlen took a glass as he fixed one for himself, draining half of it before he’d even sat back with his own. “A touch of liquid courage, my love?”

“Pretty much,” Emlen replied. “I wish we could have just stayed in bed.” 

“Me too,” Cullen murmured, pressing a kiss to her temple. “At least we’ve got a private flight, thanks to Patrick, and time to relax before we have to be back on stage in DC.”

“Kian and Micah went ahead to check the plane, right?”

“Yeah, no worries. We’re making sure there are no surprises.”

“Connor’s due back from Rome tomorrow, right?”

“Tomorrow night. He’s bringing four Garda that wanted to come back stateside and work privately. All the Garda employees were given generous severance packages and he wrote review letters based on their records. The properties that were specifically for the Garda are being appraised and some will be sold. I asked him to keep the two in Ireland. He’s also selling off a lot of the equipment, but more than enough to keep our group supplied is being shipped back and stored.”

“I had no idea it would involve so much. I’m glad it’s Connor handling it.”

“I am too. Thanks for letting him and Da talk to Joel about stuff.” 

“I just sat there and read my book while they each held an ankle and chatted. It was funny, but after a few minutes, I just tuned it all out.”

“Have you spoken to your mom lately?”

“I did, a little bit. She’s upset about Elise and the baby. I think it brought back her own situation and so she’s been gone more than she’s been around.”

“That’s understandable,” Cullen replied, taking a moment to refill their glasses while the car stopped at a light. “Em, just promise me something.” 

“Of course. I’ll be careful. We all need to be careful. Scatha is already on his way to DC and will be at the Observatory when I get there. The clip on his leg, he said, doesn’t bother him, so we can slip the micro drives onto it and send them back and forth.”

“I think we’ve thought about everything we could possibly consider. It’s the stuff we didn’t consider that worries me.”

Cullen took her hand and lifted it to his lips, kissing her fingers. “We’ve got this, Emlen Simone Brewster. We’re going to come through this and then you and I are going to take a long weekend and go anywhere you wish. Sound like a plan?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Emlen replied, giving him a smile. 

The car pulled up to the steps near the private jet and they finished their drinks while the luggage got loaded. Getting aboard and buckling in, they greeted Kian, Micah, and Noah, the pilot. 

“Clear skies and light winds all the way to Andrews Air Base. We have permission to land on base, thanks to the Senator, so you will have a shorter ride to the Observatory, Ms. Brewster.”

“Thank you, Noah,” Emlen said as she slid her feet out of her shoes. “I miss my ankle boots.” 

“Well, you did pack them, right?” Kian asked. “And your running shoes? Because we’re not going to stop training, just because you’re playing DC socialite.” 

Emlen laughed. “Yes, I packed them. I’ll need my daily runs to avoid punching my father in the throat.”

“That’s my girl,” Cullen chuckled.

* * *

The flight from Boston to Andrews lasted only a little over an hour. When they landed, Micah and Kian went first to put the luggage in their respective vehicles. Emlen slipped her shoes back on and Cullen helped her to her feet, pulling her into his arms. They clung to each other, kissing and holding tight. It was the last private moment they were going to have for a while. The reality of their separation had set in and it felt a bit hard to handle. With a last kiss, Cullen untangled her arms and stepped back, turning towards the door. Em wiped her cheeks, pulled on her sunglasses and picked up her purse to follow. No cameras were around at the base, so Cullen got into the SUV with Micah, while Emlen got into the armored Town Car with Kian. He would be acting as her bodyguard while at the Observatory, along with the Secret Service that would be assigned to her while she stayed in town.

“You okay?” Kian asked her, as he hit the button to put the window up between them and the driver.

“I will be. It’s just hard, being away from Cullen. Knowing it is one thing. The reality is another.”

“You two are doing the right thing. I just hope it all plays out the way we hope.”

“Me too, my friend. Me too.”

* * *

The paparazzi were outside the gates as Emlen’s car pulled up to the Observatory. Smoked glass windows kept them from being seen, but the cries from reporters to answer questions filtered through as the car got waved onto the grounds. The beautiful Queen Anne-style architecture glowed in the afternoon sun, the white-painted brick and dark green trim unchanged in over forty years. Kian got out first, then held out a hand to assist as Emlen left the car. Four agents approached, two went to the car and two stopped them under the portico. Hand scanners were waved over both Emlen and Kian while their luggage had been taken to be x-rayed and scanned before it would be delivered to their rooms. Once both were considered cleared, the agents led them through the reception hall and into the living room. “Please wait here for the Vice President,” one agent told them. Kian took a position near the fireplace where he could see both entrances to the room while Emlen wandered the space. Fine art hung on the walls, exquisite furniture created conversation areas in the room and the views from the windows were lovely. 

“Feels like a museum,” Emlen murmured, voice low.

“It is, in a way,” Kian replied. “But it’s also a home and you sure don’t get that vibe from here.”

“Nope. Also, nothing that speaks of mourning except the black-draped wreath on the front door. How Victorian.”

Both fell silent as the sound of hard soles on wood floors could be heard. Emlen stood with her hands folded in front of her around the handle of her purse. John Frederick Jackson, or JJ, her bio dad, came around the corner with two men. The agent stayed by the door and the other man followed JJ as he approached Emlen. 

“Emmy, I’m glad you came,” JJ told her as he reached out to hug. 

Emlen stepped back out of his reach and looked from her father to the man beside him. A shudder ran through her as she recognized Reginald Dunleavy, the paper head of the Order and her aunt’s ex-fiance.

“Of course I came, JJ. Elise deserves to be honored properly.”

“Yes, of course,” JJ replied. He turned to Kian and greeted him with a nod. “Your bodyguard?”

“Yes, Kian Fitzpatrick. They also informed me that you would assign Secret Service agents while I stayed in the area, but Kian will always be at my side. I was very shaken by Elise’s murder and I trust Kian to keep me safe.”

“Not a problem, Emmy. May I introduce Reginald Dunleavy, my associate? We have been friends for years, but have been working together quite a bit of late,” JJ said as a hand gestured to the man at his side.

“A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Brewster,” Dunleavy said, hand outstretched.

Emlen curled her fingers tighter around her purse and nodded. “Mr. Dunleavy.” She refused to shake his hand, instead digging into her purse for a tissue to dab at her eyes. The man was distinguished looking, shorter than JJ by an inch or two and dressed impeccably. Emlen wanted to puke on his Italian loafers.

JJ’s expression showed clear disapproval at her refusal to shake, voice taking on a sharp tone. “Well then, I’m sure you’d like to freshen up after your trip. A maid will show you to your room. Dinner is in two hours. Dress formally as we will have guests.” He turned to leave the room but paused in the doorway. “Emlen, do not embarrass me while you are here. I will not tolerate any insubordination.” As his footsteps echoed across the hall, Dunleavy behind him, Emlen ground her teeth. 

Kian moved to her side and cupped her elbow. “Not here,” he whispered. 

A young woman in black slacks and white blouse appeared and they followed. Up the stairs from the reception hall, Emlen paused to admire the etched glass window with the seal of the Vice President. Once upstairs, they were led to a suite with a small ante room holding a twin daybed and small cabinet, then into a cozy bedroom-sitting room combination with an en suite bath. Emlen nodded to the maid and Kian followed her out to close and lock the door behind her. 

“Guess this works,” he mused. “At least I’m not several floors away.” 

“No, this is good. I was afraid I’d have to request an air mattress for you to stay in my room,” Emlen chuckled. Shoes kicked off, Em moved to tug the drapes open on the window to show Scatha which room they were in. 

Kian came over with a packet of papers. “Looks like your itinerary for the next few days. Dinner tonight is ‘family and friends’. You, Edmund, Elaine, JJ, the President, and the First Lady.” 

Emlen sighed. “I wish Cullen could be here.” 

“I can see if he can be added?” Kian asked.

“Yes, please do,” Emlen replied, then pulled a notepad out of her purse and wrote a note before she passed it to Kian. 

‘Need to scan the room for bugs and cameras. Make a show of leaving and go ask if Cullen can join while I unpack and scan.’ Emlen had written.

Kian turned for the door and gave her a subtle thumbs up gesture before he stepped out. 

A camera and a mic in the bathroom were quickly disabled. Four microphones and three cameras in the bedroom and one of each in the ante room. Emlen knew they’d have to scan any time they left the room for an extended period of time, but she wasn’t going to let JJ spy on her – especially in the bath. 

Kian returned with a smile. “Cullen will be here for dinner,” he told her as he locked the door. 

Emlen felt tension ease as he said that, then she took a deep breath. “Looks like our argument will be sooner rather than later.” 

Kian’s eyes widened and he looked around before Emlen shook her head. “We’re safe. Four mics and three cams in here, one of each in your space and the bathroom. The bathroom, of all places. Eww.”

Em showed Kian the sealed plastic bag with the devices floating in water. He reached out with a grin. “I know just where to put these.” Kian stepped out into the hall. Emlen heard water and the faint ‘tink’ of plastic against china, then he came back in with the bag. “I noticed a vase of flowers in the hall needed a bit more water,” he told her and they both burst into laughter.

“Perfect,” Em told him, then turned to tend to her clothes. A dark purple silk gown would do for dinner tonight. She wanted to look good for Cullen, and not give JJ any reason to comment. 

“Why don’t you lie down for a bit and rest before tonight? I’ll wake you in an hour,” Kian offered. 

“Make it in forty,” Emlen asked. “I won’t sleep, just meditate.”

“You got it,” he replied and closed the door between their rooms. 

Emlen took her hair down, washed her makeup off and changed into a bathrobe before lying down. The bed felt comfortable, so she propped up pillows and settled in. 
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Emlen took one last look in the mirror, picked up her silver clutch that matched the strappy silver shoes on her feet and headed for the door. For jewelry, she wore her grandmother’s amethyst set of drop earrings, bracelet, cocktail ring and necklace with a five carat teardrop amethyst surrounded by diamonds that settled just above Em’s cleavage. It wasn’t every day a girl got to dine with the President, after all. 

Kian waited outside the rooms, sliding a device into his pocket. He offered her his arm as he leaned in to whisper “Set up an EMP device that will take out any surveillance when we get back. Just don’t go in there with your cell phone or the flash drive until I trigger it, okay?”

Emlen nodded as she took his arm. “Got it, Q,” she teased as they started down the stairs. “Is Cullen here yet?”

“Not yet,” Kian replied. “The President arrived about five minutes ago. He and the First Lady were early. Edmund is also here. He arrived just before the President.”

Once they reached the bottom of the staircase, Kian released her arm and stepped back, following a couple of paces behind. Dressed in a black suit and tie with a gray shirt, he looked every inch the bodyguard. 

Everyone had gathered in the living room. As Emlen entered, Edmund got to his feet and came to greet her. “Lovely to see you again, Emlen,” he offered, taking a hand and leaning in to kiss her cheek. He looked relieved that she had arrived.

“Always good to see you, Edmund. Would you care to do the introductions?” Emlen asked. 

Em spied a glint of mischievous amusement in Edmund’s eye as he tucked her hand into his elbow and approached the Bannermans. “Mr. President, Mrs. Bannerman, may I introduce you to Emlen Brewster, the Vice President’s daughter?”

Emlen shook hands with each one, smiling politely. The President presented as a distinguished looking man in his late fifties, dark hair brushed with gray, clean shaven with laugh lines and deep green eyes. His wife, Susan, seemed lovely and petite with short white hair and dark brown eyes. 

They chatted about Boston and DC until noise in the reception hall told them someone else had arrived. Emlen turned to see Cullen enter in dark gray Armani with a blue shirt that matched his eyes. “Excuse me,” she muttered to the Bannermans and hurried to his side. “Hey there, you okay?” 

“We’re fine. Traffic in DC is crazy and we had a little trouble getting through the gate. Seems they weren’t notified by the VP that I should be on the list,” Cullen said, voice pitched low.

“Charming. So we’ve already progressed to petty childishness,” Emlen replied. She took his arm as they turned and she escorted him over to the Bannermans and Edmund. “Mr. President, Mrs. Bannerman, I’d like to introduce you to Cullen O’Brien, my special friend.” 

Cullen shook both of their hands and charmed the First Lady with his usual Irish flair. 

Edmund nodded to him with a polite smile. “Cullen. Nice to see you again.”

“And you, Edmund,” Cullen replied. While they both really did like each other, they were playing up the competitors angle over Emlen’s hand as previously agreed. 

JJ returned to his guests, sliding a cell phone into his suit coat pocket. “My apologies. Ah, I see all of our guests have arrived and introductions have been made? Good. Shall we go into the dining room?” He barely glanced at Emlen other than to see that she had dressed appropriately as he led the way across the reception hall into the dining room. The polished mahogany table had been set for six with fine china and silver, lit white tapers and a bowl of peach roses. JJ held out the chair at one end for Emlen to sit, as if she were given the role of hostess. Cullen sat to her right, Mrs. Bannerman to her left, which left the President seated facing Edmund with JJ at the other end. Staff came and went, serving a seafood bisque, pouring wine and water, taking away and bringing out shrimp Alfredo and garlic rolls, a garden salad and more wine. 

The food had been well prepared and Emlen held Cullen’s hand under the table as much as they could manage without being noticed. Conversation with Susan Bannerman managed to be witty and entertaining, to where Emlen found herself truly liking the woman. Dessert and coffee were served, a light strawberry mousse with fresh berries, when JJ rose and lifted his wine glass. “To friends and family, may they be the backbone of all we do.” 

Emlen lifted her glass with the others and took a sip, then set it aside to enjoy the coffee and dessert. Cullen slid a folded bit of paper into her hand that she surreptitiously tucked into her clutch before placing her utensils on the plate. Emlen rose and nodded to Susan. “Shall we go to the garden room and leave the gentlemen to drinks and cigars?”

JJ nodded in appreciation and the men all rose from their seats as the women left. 

* * *

The garden room opened up at the back of the house, boasting comfortable seating and many plants with the windows and doors thrown wide to the outside air. 

“Would you like a drink or more coffee, Mrs. Bannerman?” Emlen asked.

“Coffee is fine for me, and please call me Susan.”

Emlen nodded to the maid that had followed them and they took their seats, a tray of coffee and light finger pastries placed on the low table moments later. Emlen poured and sipped before placing her cup on the table. “How are you finding life in the White House?”

“It’s not unlike living in a giant fish bowl with enough history to boggle the mind,” Susan replied with a laugh. “I finally managed to arrange our rooms comfortably. It is not easy when everyone has an opinion.”

“I’m sure. I understand what it’s like, having to live with everyone’s idea of what you should be doing.”

“Your young man, Cullen, seems very nice,” Susan led as she sipped her coffee.

“He is very nice. Things have been difficult of late, but we’ll work through it.”

“I thought Elaine Matthews had planned on attending this evening.”

“She did not feel well. The loss of her sister has been hard for her to take. She will be at the funeral tomorrow, but is then leaving for France for an extended stay,” Emlen explained. 

Susan arched a brow. “She seemed to enjoy the DC social scene well enough.”

A knowing smirk curled Emlen’s lip as she nodded. “Oh, she did. I think the loss of Elise, combined with the loss of her entree into Washington society, are the real cause of her distress.”

The First Lady gave Emlen a nod as she put her cup down. “I see we understand each other well. Let me offer you this, then. If you find you need anything, please do not hesitate to contact me.” An embossed business card had been pulled from the woman’s purse and handed to Emlen. “My private line is at the bottom. You can use it for personal advice or to share information.” 

“I appreciate that, Susan. I will do my best to share whatever is appropriate.”

“I’m sure you will,” Susan said with a smile.

Light conversation and a few quiet moments were enjoyed before the men joined them with their drinks. Cullen took the seat beside Emlen and draped an arm around her shoulders. Two fingers discreetly tapped her arm, letting her know they were about to start their argument. Em gave him a sideways look and nodded, then shifted her position so she sat as far from him on the love seat as she could get.

“Oh, come on baby, sit a little closer,” Cullen slurred, tugging her against him. 

Em shoved at him and edged away once more. “Knock it off, Cull. You’re drunk.”

Cullen pulled her back to him with a bit more force. “I said, sit closer.”

Emlen elbowed him in the side and Cullen spilled his whiskey all down her front. She leaped to her feet, gasping at the cold liquid staining silk and chilling skin. 

“I think it’s time you went home, son,” JJ said, voice as cold as the whiskey on ice dumped on Em. 

“I think it’s time she stopped being such a frigid bitch,” Cullen snarled as he got to his feet. He reached out for Em’s arm, but Edmund stepped in between them and glared at Cullen. “Time to go, O’Brien.” 

Emlen knew this was all an act, yet she found it difficult to behave so horribly to Cull. “I’m done with you. I never want to see you again.” she said, then raced from the room and up the stairs. 

Cullen jerked away from Edmund. “You can have her. She’s not worth my time.” then he made his way out of the house. 

JJ apologized to the Bannermans, and Edmund excused himself to go upstairs and check on Em.




A light tap on her door and Kian cracked it open, then nodded and stepped back to let Edmund in. Emlen had changed into sweat pants and a t-shirt, face scrubbed and hair in a pony tail. “How’d it go?” she asked Edmund. “Oh, don’t worry, we sweep and destroy every time we come in.”

Edmund let out a breath and loosened his tie, dropping into a chair. “Cullen left after telling me I could have you. JJ had been making nice with the Bannermans and I came up here to make sure you were okay.”

“So all is going according to plan,” Emlen said. She tucked her feet up in the chair and opened a bottle of water. “Want some water or something?” 

“No, I’m good. I heard from some of the other coven members. They’re ready for whatever we need. Oh, and JJ tried pressuring thoughts again tonight. My ring heated up and Cullen kept messing with his watch. Is that what Patrick and Mira spelled for him?”

“Yeah. Kian, Micah, Cullen, and Connor had watches. I had a toe ring, of all things. It seemed the most discreet thing I could wear that didn’t need to be changed out depending on outfits. Mine got a little warm but I think he’s still trying to figure out where I’m at to start with before he pushes.”

Edmund laughed. “That’s brilliant, actually. Well done. Alright, I’ll slip out and make my excuses, and see you tomorrow morning to head to the funeral.” His smile faded and he sighed. “I want to see these fuckers pay for what they did to her. When you speak to Connor, let him know I appreciate his handling of the Garda side.” 

“I will, Edmund,” Emlen told him. “Stay strong. We’ll win this.”

“I know we will.”

Kian had stood in the doorway between the rooms, keeping watch while they talked. He patted Edmund on the shoulder as the man left and locked the door behind him. “He’s a good man. I’m glad he’s on our side.”

“Yeah, me too. I’m going to read for a bit, go ahead and use the shower. I’ll wait and shower in the morning.”

While Kian showered, Emlen pulled the folded bit of paper that Cullen had slipped to her, out of her purse. 




Dear Emlen,

I just wanted to write to remind you that you are loved so very much. I know this is not going to

be easy for either of us, but it is for the greater good. Stay strong, beloved. Nothing can truly 

separate us.

Always yours,

Cullen




Emlen folded the note back up, pressed a kiss to the paper, and slid it into the lining of her purse. It helped, having a tangible thing to hold on to, even with the risk. 
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It felt wrong, to Emlen, to have the day of Elise and the baby’s funeral be so bright and sunny. At least she wouldn’t look odd wearing her huge sunglasses. The hot and muggy weather, typical late June in DC, had her wearing a black sleeveless silk sheath that ended below her knees, black stockings and her black patent Louboutin’s. Again she wore the black pearls, a somber, elegant ensemble. Emlen rode with JJ and Edmund in the armored SUV. Kian and the Secret Service agents were in the lead car and the car behind them. Neither one spoke, lost in their thoughts and memories the whole ride. A police escort sped them through morning DC traffic to the Washington National Cathedral where the funeral service would be held. 

The Bishop of Washington stood inside the foyer of the Cathedral, greeting the mourners as they entered, three of her fellow clergy standing nearby. Ushers guided people to their seats, then cleared a path for the Vice President, his daughter, and the senator as they stepped into the shadowed entry. The Bishop greeted them, then introduced them to one of the vicars who escorted them to their seat in front. Patrick had already been seated. He rose as they started to step in and Edmund sat between Patrick and Emlen. JJ glanced over at the two of them in silence, then turned to face front as they both felt their spelled rings heat up. Emlen reached out and took Edmund’s hand and he gave her a small smile. 

The game was on.

An eloquent elegy given, a somber speech about the brevity of life and the loss of a mother and son, and the service ended. The pall bearers moved into place and started to wheel the flag-draped casket down the aisle, pausing so JJ, Emlen and Edmund could move into place behind it. Elaine stepped around the pews and stood behind them, then all four began walking behind the casket. The President and First Lady stepped out of their row and joined behind Elaine. 

Mourners stepped out of their rows and moved in behind as they passed until they reached the front steps where the bearers lifted the casket from the cart and carried it down to the hearse. 

Emlen, JJ, Edmund, and Elaine got into the SUV in silence and waited for the hearse to start moving before the cars turned on their lights and followed. Burial would be in Arlington National Cemetery, so the ride would not be long. 

Nobody spoke as the cortege drove down Rock Creek and across the Arlington Memorial Bridge. Elaine sneered at Emlen and Edmund’s joined hands, then turned away to stare out the window. Emlen could see how Elaine had been mistaken for Elise from a distance, but the younger sister had none of the softness or joy that Em remembered in the elder sister.

The family waited in the SUV until the casket had been carried over to the grave site and set in place, flowers brought from the church clustered around the green cloth covering the raw dirt. The Bishop stood at the head of the casket and the family took their seats in the row of chairs beside the grave. Em had been grateful for Edmund’s arm as walking on grass in heels could be a real challenge. A vicar handed each of them a long-stemmed red rose as the rest of the mourners stood nearby. 

The graveside service had been kept brief, the family stood and each placed their rose on the casket before slowly walking away. A reception would be held in the Rose Garden of the White House for a select gathering, and people were already heading that way. Emlen paused before entering the SUV and glanced back to see JJ standing by the casket, head bowed, hands clasped tightly in front of him. One hand lifted as if to wipe tears from underneath dark sunglasses before he turned and walked toward them. Em thought it a particularly well-played photographic moment as she got into the vehicle.

Once at the White House, Emlen pulled Edmund aside. “Did you see where Elaine went?”

“Yeah, she told me she had been dis-invited to the reception, so she would be leaving for France tonight.”

Emlen swallowed the chuckle. “Seems the First Lady truly did not approve of Elaine’s machinations. We spoke a bit about it after dinner at the Observatory.”

“Come, let’s get into the receiving line and get this over with. I want a drink and something to eat,” Edmund said, offering his arm to walk her to the entrance and into the line next to JJ.

“What held you two up?” JJ asked as they stood in place.

“I needed the facilities,” Emlen told him, “and Edmund waited for me so I wouldn’t get lost.” She turned and rested her head on Edmund’s shoulder a moment, hugging his arm. “He’s so considerate and caring.”

“He is wonderful, isn’t he?” JJ said. “I’m so glad you two are getting along. Wouldn’t it be amazing if the family connected in marriage once again?”

Emlen wiggled her foot as the toe ring heated up and Edmund leaned in to whisper in Em’s ear “Ouch.” before kissing her temple. 

“It has crossed my mind,” Edmund told JJ before they all straightened up and began shaking hands and accepting condolences from a long line of people. 

Once the line had finally trickled down, the three of them moved into the crowd. Emlen plucked two glasses of wine off a tray and handed one to Edmund. “If you get me a plate of food, I’ll love you forever,” she teased. 

“If I get you a plate of food, I’d expect at least your undying devotion – and a seat somewhere,” he replied.

“Deal.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I saw Scatha in the bushes over there. I need to go check in. I’ll find us seats near where he’s perched.”

“Sounds good. I’ll find you.”

Emlen greeted this person and that before she finally managed to claim an empty table and put her back near the line of shrubbery. ‘Scatha, I’ve been waiting for you to show up.’ she thought.

~Neither I, nor the ghosts, can get to you in the Observatory. The place is warded tight. Have you been able to do any magic?~

‘Well, that explains a lot. And I don’t know, I haven’t tried to do any. But the spelled anti-telepathy bands are working. I’m going to have a permanent heat mark on my toe by the time we’re done.’

~I can only get within about a hundred yards of the house. Perhaps taking a daily constitutional would allow us to communicate?~

‘I’ll see what I can do. Going for a run will be a good excuse to get out of range of the warding. I’ll call for you if I can get out and away,’ Emlen thought to Scatha. ‘I’ll tell Cullen to watch for you and make sure he leaves food out for you. Stay safe, my friend.’

~Your Cullen already has been feeding me. I can caw once for no and bob my head for yes, so we’ve worked out some rudimentary communication. He knows I cannot reach you at the house, but that I am still keeping watch. You stay safe as well, Emlen. You’re in the veritable lion’s den.~

‘I know, my friend.’ 

Edmund approached with two plates, and a server behind him with a tray. “I brought reinforcements,” he said and Emlen laughed.

“Couldn’t decide?” 

“It all looked good, and I wasn’t sure what you preferred, so Stephen here carried over the extras.” 

As Stephen put the dishes on the table, he smiled politely at the two, then accepted the folded bill Edmund slipped into his hand before he walked away. Edmund took the seat beside Em and reached for the pitcher of ice tea. “While a drink is good, we need our wits about us today, so I got us a pitcher of tea.” 

Emlen sorted out plates and utensils, draping a linen napkin over her lap. “Good point. I just tend to automatically revert to alcohol when around my father.”

Edmund snorted amusement at that and handed her a glass of ice tea, a wedge of lemon on the rim. “To family. May we forever change the composition of ours.”

“To changing compositions,” Emlen replied, amusement in her tone as she touched glasses. 

They took a few moments to eat, attention on the crowd spread out in front of them before Edmund asked “Any news?”

“Apparently, the Observatory is warded so Scatha and the ghosts can’t get to me, even with me having their spirit anchors. Scatha asked if I could do any magic and I told him I hadn’t tried, but that our rings were working. I’ll just have to go on my daily runs in order to check in with him.”

“I didn’t try to do magic when I stayed there, either. We’ll have to test that theory at some point.”

“So, how far do we take this charade?”

“He’s really pushing, so I think we should do the engagement, at least. I have my mother’s ring. It’s a lovely platinum setting with rubies and diamonds – and enough protection magic woven into it to keep you safe from curses, hexes and anything else he might want to throw at you.”

“Are you sure you want to let me wear that?”

“Yes. If I could have convinced Elise to wear it, she might still be alive.”

Emlen reached out to give him a hug at that, and he hugged her back. “We’ll finish getting her justice. I promise, Edmund.” 

“Even when this is over, Em, we’re still family. That little boy would have been both of our blood.”

“She wanted to name him Edmund, after you,” Em told him. 

Edmund choked up at that. He took a swallow of tea and let out a breath. “Then we do this for Elise and little Eddie.”

“For Elise and little Eddie,” Emlen vowed.

* * *

As the reception wound down and people made their way out of the Rose Garden, Emlen and Edmund found themselves once again standing next to JJ, speaking to various guests as they departed. The President and the First Lady had left about half an hour after arriving, so as not to draw attention from the real purpose for the event. It had already been a very long day; Emlen felt more than ready to get out of her heels and away from so many people. She leaned slightly against Edmund and JJ smiled at the sight. 

“You two should try and pick up where Elise and I left off. She would want you both to be happy,” JJ said.

Emlen groaned low as her toe ring heated up and she forced a smile when she looked up at Edmund. “What do you think, darling?”

“I think my sister’s funeral is not the place to propose to the woman of my dreams,” Edmund managed to get out between clenched teeth. “Shall we leave now, my love?”

“Yes, let’s go,” Emlen said, then turned to press a kiss to JJ’s cheek. “See you at the Observatory later, Father.” 

“Be safe, you two,” JJ replied, looking smug. 

Edmund slid an arm around Emlen’s waist and they walked as quickly as could be politely managed. Once inside the SUV, Emlen kicked off her shoes and rubbed her toe-ring clad foot. “Oh. My. Gods.” she hissed. “Can we figure out a way to make these not hurt?”

Edmund leaned back in the seat, tie loosened and fingers rubbing his ring. “I’ll see what Mira has to say. She’s the one that came up with the idea, even though Patrick did most of the work.” 

They were careful what they said, assuming the vehicle had been bugged like everything else had been. 

Kian looked back at them from the driver’s seat. “Say what you want, guys. I swept the SUV.”

“Oh, bless you, Kian. I need to vent,” Emlen said. “I mean, seriously, how bad is it that you want to punch the man in the throat at least five times in the first two hours?”

“Just five times?” Edmund asked, shaking his head. “It took a lot of willpower to not scream in the middle of the church that he was an evil bastard and Elise would still be alive if she hadn’t married him.”

“Oh, and did you see that display at the cemetery? Anyone want to lay bets that him wiping tears as he lay a rose on her casket will be the front page photo worldwide?” Emlen put her feet up on the seat while she dug into the mini bar for a bottle of water.

Edmund held up his cellphone with the front page of the Post. “You mean, this photo?” 

Emlen flipped the photo her middle finger before looking at Edmund. “Would you be willing to host Kian and I at your place? I don’t think I can stay in that house another night.”

Edmund smiled. “I had considered offering that, but didn’t want you to punch me, thinking JJ’s plants had taken hold.” 

Emlen and Kian both laughed, easing the tension in the vehicle. “I can spend time at the Observatory, acting as hostess and getting close to JJ, but I can’t live at high alert all the time. I’m already exhausted and it’s only been a couple of days,” Emlen said.

“Then that’s what we’ll do. Kian, we’ll stop at the Observatory, get your things and then head to Mayfield. I’ll call my housekeeper and give her a heads up,” Edmund replied.
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Emlen called JJ on the way to Maryland, gushing about being romantically whisked away. Edmund and Kian gave her Oscar award status for her acting. 

“Enjoy yourself, life is too short,” JJ told her before asking her to join him in two days at his office at the White House. He wanted her to see where he worked and introduce her around.

Once they got to Mayfield, Edmund gave them a quick tour of the gorgeous estate, told them the pool and stables were theirs for the using, and went to spend time with Patrick. Emlen took advantage of the satellite phone Edmund had loaned her and made a call to Micah’s phone so she could speak with Cullen and fill him in. 

Curled up in the window seat of her room, Em sighed into the phone. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I miss you.”

“I miss you too, love. I saw photos from today and wished I were there in Edmund’s shoes,” Cullen replied.

“I wish you had been in Edmund’s shoes too. JJ is horridly predictable and we couldn’t wait to leave. I’m to go to his White House office in two days. Edmund’s going to talk to his coven and see what we can come up with to bypass his wards.”

“I had an idea, but I need to have you do it. I want you to gift the President the gold cuff links I got from Joel, so Joel can follow him around and be our eyes and ears.”

“That’s a good idea, but does he have to have them on him all the time?”

“As long as they’re in the White House, Joel can be there. Not much we can do if he travels and doesn’t take them, but at least we’d have a better idea of what’s going on.”

“Well, now that I’m not in a warded cage, I’ll talk to Joel and see what he thinks. If he’s good with it, courier them over and I’ll do it.”

“Yeah, Scatha kind of let me know you were walled off. I worried.”

“I didn’t even think of wards. I’m still so new at all of this, I miss the obvious sometimes.”

“It’s fine. At least we have a lot of experienced help. Between the ghosts, Scatha, Edmund and his crew, the Garda guys that have gone private – we’ve got a team to be proud of.”

“We do, and I’m grateful. I just wish I could be a little more up to speed and didn’t feel like I kept making stupid newbie mistakes.”

“So, what’s next with you and Edmund?”

“He’s going to propose. Well, what we’re going to do is have Patrick take photos of what looks like a proposal and I’ll wear his mother’s highly protective engagement ring.”

Cullen fell silent for a moment.

“Cull? You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. I’m just wishing we didn’t have to play this game. I know it’s all fake, but I wish I were able to show the world how much I love you.”

“Oh, Cullen. I love you. It’s only part of the game. It isn’t real. None of what you have seen, or will see in photos of Edmund and I is real. He loves Patrick and plans on marrying him someday. They’ve already handfasted – it’s legal by coven standards, but not by state law standards. Edmund is my friend and much like a brother to me. You, Cullen, are my heart.”

“And you are mine, Emlen. You are mine. Call me soon.”

“I will. Give Connor, Micah, and your parents all my best.”

“I will. Bye.”




The call disconnected and Em hugged the phone to her chest for a moment, wishing it were Cullen she were holding close. 

“Emmy?” a voice called out. 

Emlen turned as her mother shimmered into solid form. “Hey, Mom. Come sit with me?”

“I was hoping to catch you. I kept trying at the Observatory, but the wards were too strong.”

“It’s fine, Mom. I didn’t even know about wards like that. I feel like an idiot.”

“No, sweetheart. You’re not an idiot. It’s just that a lot of this is still new to you. You’ll catch up – you always were a bright one,” Camille said as she settled on the window seat near Emlen’s feet.

“Thanks, Mom. So, you were kind of absent for a bit after Joel’s memorial service. I thought it might be because Elise’s death hit a little close to home for you?”

“That was part of it. I’d also spent a lot of energy trying to spy on the Cardinal, but it was too far from my anchors and I could only be there for short periods of time. I’m glad to hear that he’s no longer among the living.”

Emlen nodded. “He appears to have had a heart attack. Carefully planned and orchestrated, but he committed treason against a Descendant, so there could be no other sentence.”

“He had also been in daily contact with Dunleavy,” Camille said.

“He was? Well, that means JJ knew…”

Camille turned to look out the window as she spoke. “Yes, it means JJ knew that Elise would be killed. It also means he knew she carried his son, since Liam knew thanks to Jase’s spying.”

Emlen’s fingers curled into fists and she forced herself to take slow breaths. “I want him to suffer, Mom. I want him to pay.”

“We’ll see that he does, Emmy. Just make sure it’s not your hand that takes his life. Fratricide is not a burden you need to bear.”

“He’s never been a father to me, Mom. If I have the opportunity and means, I will take him out.”

Camille reached over and hugged Em. “I’m so sorry I didn’t do better. I love you, my daughter. Be careful, please. He’s not the man I fell in love with and I’m afraid of what he might do to you.”

Em hugged her mom back and whispered. “We’re going to win this, Mom. I love you, too.”

* * *

A swim in the pool, a shower and a nap had Emlen feeling more like herself by evening. Dinner with Edmund, Patrick, and Kian had been lighthearted and casual. The conversation turned more serious over coffee and dessert. 

“We’ve got tomorrow to do the fake engagement photo shoot and leak the pictures before Em has to show up at the White House. I’ve already hinted to a couple of reporter contacts that there maybe an announcement of something notable tomorrow evening, so they’re ready,” Patrick told them, tapping on his tablet. “Mira has the ring, she’s cleaning it and checking that the stones are secure, and that the spells are still strong. She’s also fitting a sizing strip inside the ring that won’t interfere with the spells but will make the ring fit more snug.”

“Good gods, he’s efficient,” Kian muttered, and Emlen laughed.

“He’s beyond perfect,” Edmund teased. “I also told him you had a dress already. You did say you had one, right?”

“Yes, a violet silk by Shalk, with a circle skirt, sweetheart neckline, and cap sleeves. I’ll wear platinum heart dangle earrings and freshwater pearls. Violet silk Louboutin’s so he won’t have to hunch over to kiss,” Em added, tone dry.

“Perfect,” Patrick muttered, then looked up as they all started laughing.

Em caught her breath and teased, “You’d make the perfect wedding planner, Patrick. I’m sorry, it’s just so ridiculous and I am trying to have fun with this so it doesn’t tear my heart out.”

Kian put a hand on Em’s shoulder. “You’re doing beautifully, Em. Just keep breathing. We’ve got you.”

“I know you do,” Em replied, patting Kian’s hand. “Okay, so I need to catch you guys up on a few things. Mom told me that Dunleavy and Liam were in regular contact.” She stared at Edmund as she said this, and saw the moment he made the connection. His face flushed red, hand curled into a fist that rose and fell onto the table hard enough to rattle every dish.

“JJ knew she carried his son. He knew they were going to kill Elise and the baby. He knew it all,” Kian whispered as he stated the obvious for everyone.

“Now, you all know why I will end him if I get the means and opportunity,” Emlen added.

“No, we will make him suffer. Death is too easy,” Edmund stated, voice cold. 

“Agreed,” Patrick said.

“Alright, agreed,” Emlen replied.

A few moments passed and Em sipped her coffee, then she said, “Cullen had an idea that I need to run by Joel, but he thinks if I gift the President the cuff links that used to be Joel’s, he can keep an eye on things at the White House and let us know what’s going on there.”

“That’s a good idea. I hope Joel is amenable,” Edmund said. “I also talked to the coven. Stefan thinks he may have a way to make a charm that will allow Cullen to speak with Scatha, with your permission, of course.”

“That would be very helpful, thank him for me?” Emlen said.

“He’ll be here tomorrow with a few of the others. I thought it would be good to meet with them and let them know what we were doing, let them meet you and Kian,” Patrick said.

“It would help, thanks,” Emlen replied.

A yawn and a stretch from Kian as he got to his feet. “Thank you for a great meal and for a safe place to sleep. I’m going to crash. Goodnight, all.”

“Night, Kian. See you in the morning,” Emlen told him. “We have laps to do since we have the pool and won’t have to run in the heat.”

“And then some training, Missy. You’ve had a long enough vacation,” Kian teased before leaving the room.

Emlen chuckled, then finished her coffee and stood. “Goodnight, guys. Thanks again, for everything.”

“No, Em. Thank you. If not for you and your clan, we’d not have the opportunity to do this. Good night,” Edmund said.

* * *

“It’s called a leitung, which is German for conduit. My great-grandma came from Germany and she created the spell for these.” Stefan told them as he held up a small gold charm threaded on a leather cord. “All you need to do is touch it to your familiar, ask them for their permission to share the gift of speech, hope they say yes…” everyone laughed at that, “…and give it to the person you wish to communicate with your familiar.” 

Some of the coven had come over and Em, Edmund and Patrick were seated in the library with them. Scatha perched on the back of Emlen’s chair, so she took the leitung from Stefan and turned to the raven. Letting it rest against glossy black feathers, Emlen spoke out loud for everyone’s benefit, “Do you give permission for Cullen to communicate with you?” Scatha bobbed his head yes, but spoke into Emlen’s mind. 

~It will make things much easier for all of us if I can communicate with him. It has a sliding knot, yes? Loop it over my leg and snug it down. I’ll bring it to him myself.~

Emlen did as Scatha asked and the bird lifted off, flew right at the closed windows – and disappeared, only to be seen a few feet beyond the window, flying away. A few folks commented in awe, and Emlen’s muttered “Show off” had them laughing.

“Apparently it’s a budding bromance,” Emlen joked, to more laughter. She turned to Stefan, voice low as the others were talking among themselves. “Thank you, Stefan. I am beyond grateful.”

“You are most welcome, Emlen. We’ve all worked hard to keep our country a good global citizen, magically and otherwise, and people like Jackson and Dunleavy undermine everything we and our ancestors have put in place,” Stefan said. 

Thomas, seated on the other side of Stefan, was in his late fifties but looked closer to thirty-five. He had been a lawyer at the International Criminal Court in The Hague, but now worked as some kind of intermediary between DC and the United Nations in New York. Edmund had explained a bit about each person in the room, and they ran the gamut from intern to Senator. Thomas currently worked to create a legal and law enforcement group for magical crimes. There were other groups around the world like the Garda or the Order that had let power and control corrupt them from within. While Emlen’s group and Edmund’s coven were taking apart the Garda and working on taking down the Order, Thomas created the global, UN, and ICC sponsored magical version of the current non-magical organizations. 

“Emlen,” Thomas said, “I spent some time with Connor in Rome. While there, I made some suggestions that he has been kind enough to consider. He is going to work with us, utilizing his law enforcement background and his position with the Garda to help merge some of them into our organization. Cullen has offered to coordinate from DC while he’s in town.”

“Oh, that’s excellent,” Emlen said, smiling at Thomas. “I’m glad the valued members of the Garda will be able to continue helping the cause. You’re going to need the extra men when we shut the Order down, to transport the criminals.”

Thomas chuckled, nodding at her. “From your lips to the ears of the gods.”

* * *

After a day of socializing and learning from the coven members, Emlen went up to change for the photo shoot. Struggling to clasp her bracelet, she didn’t see Joel materialize and nearly screamed when he cleared his throat. “Dammit, Joel, you’re seriously going to give me a heart attack. Can’t you knock or something?”

Joel smirked, “You need to up your situational awareness,” he teased her. 

“Yeah, well, I’ve got a lot on my mind. Speaking of which, I need to ask you if you’re good with spending time following the President around.”

Joel shrugged. “Sure, why not? It’d be interesting to see how the halls of power are run. I saw the package with the cuff links on the hall table downstairs, so you can do it tomorrow when you’re there with dear old dad.”

“Dear old sperm donor, you mean,” Emlen replied. “Da is my dad in my heart, not JJ.”

“And the girl knows how to make good choices,” Joel said. “Go do your acting gig for the camera and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Emlen gave him a weak smile and, carrying her shoes, left the room. 








  
  
  Chapter 25

  
  




Wearing her black skirt suit, violet silk blouse and black pumps, Emlen followed the aide down the hall to her father’s office. Stepping inside, she found JJ and the President standing in front of a wall-mounted screen, watching a news report. 

“Mr. President, Father, good morning.”

“Good morning, Emlen,” the President said, turning to greet her. “And thank you for the lovely gift. I will cherish them.” He lifted a sleeve to show he had on the gold cuff links embossed with an ancient Templar symbol. Emlen had handed them to an aide before going through the security screening process and asked that they be given to the President. Apparently, that aide had them checked out and delivered before she’d finished in security. 

“I’m so glad you like them,” Emlen replied, shaking his hand. 

“Daughter,” JJ said, stepping forward to kiss her temple. “I hear congratulations are in order.” He lifted her left hand, admiring the platinum, ruby and diamond ring. 

“Congratulations?” Bannerman asked.

“Yes, my daughter has accepted Senator Edmund Matthew’s proposal in marriage.”

The President looked confused. Last time he’d socialized with Emlen, she’d been with Cullen. “That’s rather sudden, isn’t it?”

“Tragedy makes us realize time is fleeting,” Emlen replied. “Edmund cherishes me, makes me feel safe, and loved.”

“And I wholeheartedly approve,” JJ said.

“Well, uh, congratulations then,” Bannerman said, then turned back to the screen. “Jackson, see if you can get the committee to give us a solid answer on who is behind these threats. I’d like to have something reliable to comment on when I give my address this week.”

“Will do, Mr. President,” JJ replied. 

The President left the room with a frown on his face, as JJ turned to Emlen. 

“What threats is he talking about?” Emlen asked.

“Oh, some anti-nuke lunatics are threatening to blow up the White House unless the US stops using nuclear power or gets rid of nuclear weapons or something ridiculous.”

Emlen’s liar sense flared to life and she blinked a little at the sensation. JJ was lying about everything he’d just said and somehow had put it all into motion. She knew it with every fiber of her being.

“D-do you have coffee?” Emlen asked, voice shaking a little.

“Yes, are you alright?”

“I’m fine, just didn’t eat much this morning and I’m a little lightheaded. Just need some caffeine and sugar to fix it up,” Emlen said as she turned toward the doorway. Tina stood there and gave her a little wave and a thumbs up. 

“Where can I find a restroom?”

JJ pointed to a door off to the side and Emlen quietly excused herself. Locking the door behind her, she looked around the room. A massage table, a glass-walled shower, sink, toilet, and bidet filled the space. Emlen turned the air vent on as Tina slid through the wall. 

“What’s up?” Emlen asked.

“Joel suggested I come and help keep the resident ghosts from crawling up your ass today.” Tina replied.

“Oh, hell, I didn’t even think about that. Thank you.”

“Yeah, President Lincoln is funny, JFK is a horn dog and the ladies, Letitia Tyler, Caroline Harrison and Ellen Wilson keep commenting on my clothes and how risque fashion has become. They also say that Harrison, McKinley, Garfield, Taylor, Harding and FDR are all around somewhere, but I haven’t run into them yet. Oh, and Willie Lincoln is pissed that he can’t play video games, but he loves watching some of the interns play on their lunch breaks.” 

Emlen smoothed her hair back into the bun and washed her hands, laughing at Tina’s commentary. “Alright, well, thanks for keeping them back. If I get a chance later, I’ll talk to them, or if you don’t mind – you can gather messages and I’ll see if I can help with anything?”

“Sure, I’ll let them know. Go find out what my sleazeball brother is up to.”

“That’s the plan,” Em replied and left the room. 

Coffee and a selection of pastries sat on a table before the sofa and chairs in a corner. Emlen fixed herself a cup, grabbed a pastry and sat while JJ stared at the screen, drinking his own coffee. “Thank you for this. Low blood sugar, I think.” Emlen told him.

“You need to take better care of yourself. Planning for children happens a good year before you have them, you know.”

Em nearly spit her coffee back into the cup at that and stared up at him. “What?”

“Children. You need to give me grandchildren, and soon.” JJ turned to look at her, eyes narrowing. 

Emlen could feel the toe ring vibrating – the change from burning that Mira had spelled for them. “What if I don’t want children so soon?”

“Then I’d have to kill you, because you’d be useless,” JJ replied, then smiled.

Emlen didn’t feel her liar’s sense go off. He was serious. She gave a weak laugh as if to brush his comment off and glanced up at the screen. Her mind raced and she let out a breath, “Well, it’s a good thing Edmund wants children soon, so you needn’t worry.” Yeah, that would work. For now. She hoped.

“So, why did you want me to come in today?” Emlen asked him.

“I wanted you to see where I worked, give me a chance to introduce you around, that’s all.”

Again, Emlen’s liar’s sense rushed through her. “That’s all? There wasn’t someone in particular you wished me to meet?”

“Isn’t that reason enough?” he countered.

Em noticed that he kept glancing at his watch, then looked up at the screen, then at the windows on the other side of the room. “I suppose so. I just get the feeling there’s more behind why you wanted me here.”

JJ ignored her comment and put down his coffee, both hands gripping the arms of his chair. 

Emlen leaned forward to put her own coffee down, and ended up on her hands and knees on the floor. Her ears were ringing, dust filled the air, then JJ lifted her to her feet as the Secret Service stormed the room and rushed them both out and down a hall filled with dust, debris, screaming people and sirens. In mere moments, they were hustled into a windowless room full of equipment and chaos. Medical personnel checked JJ first and then Emlen before moving her out of the way to a padded bench. Wet wipes and a bottle of water were shoved into her hands and they left her alone. Her ears still rang but she could make out voices now. Her hands shook as she wiped at her face and neck with the cloths, brushing bits of plaster out of her hair. A hand gripped her shoulder and Emlen jumped, then looked up into Joel’s face. “Are. You. Hurt.” he asked.

“No, I don’t think so. Confused. Shocked. What happened?” 

“The Oval Office is gone. Someone shot what I’m guessing was a Javelin missile into the building and blew the place apart. The President, his Chief of Staff and the Saudi Ambassador were all killed, as well as the secretaries and agents just outside the office. A lot of people are wounded and some are still trapped in the debris.” Joel told her as he crouched in front of her. “Drink some water. You need some sugar, too. There are donuts on the table. Get up and get one. It will fight the shock.”

Emlen just sat there as her brain processed what Joel had said. 

“Em, get a fucking donut!” Joel snapped at her.

She got to her feet and edged around people to get a donut off the table, then stumbled back to the bench and sat back down. 

Emlen ate the donut, drank the water and didn’t remember doing either of those things. “He did it,” she finally said to Joel who sat next to her as the chaos continued around them.

“You mean JJ?” Joel asked.

“Yeah. He knew it was coming. Kept checking his watch, the TV screen, and the windows. Just before it hit, he put his coffee down and gripped the arms of his chair.” She looked up at Joel. “Where’s Edmund?”

“In a secure bunker under Capitol Hill,” Tina answered. 

Em jumped as she hadn’t noticed her aunt’s arrival. “Any way we can reach him?”

“I’ll go find Camille. She might be able to get Scatha to hear her. It’s happened before. Scatha can get to Cullen who can try and reach the Senator,” Joel said.

“Please try. He needs to know what I know.”

Joel disappeared and Tina looked around the room. “I heard one aide saying they won’t swear him in until they’ve found the President’s body and confirmed he’s dead. Right now, there’s so much rubble, they don’t know who was in there for sure and it will be a while before they do.”

“I need to learn as much as I can. Please wander and listen, report back anything good, okay?”

“You got it, Emmy,” Tina replied as she moved away.

A young man paused near Emlen. “Excuse me, Ms. Brewster, are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Just shaken up.”

“Oh, I thought I saw you talking to yourself.”

“I was praying,” Em told him, giving him the best doe-eyed look she could manage.

“Oh, uh, okay then,” he stuttered and hurried away. It took all Em’s control to keep from laughing, but that would really make people stare. Instead, she leaned back, slid her feet out of her shoes and tucked them up beside her. Eyes and ears, as her old journalism professor said, would be her greatest tools. Time to put them to use.

* * *

Five hours after the attack, people started going in and out of the bunker. Sandwiches and drinks were brought in and Emlen ate and drank, then napped while Tina watched over her. Ten hours after the attack, the all clear had been called. The man believed responsible had been found and killed by the agents in a stand-off somewhere in northern Virginia. 

JJ never bothered checking on Emlen or even speaking to her the whole time they were in the bunker, so she didn’t bother telling him when she left with her assigned agents to be driven back to Maryland.

When she stepped into the house, Emlen found herself hugged by one and then again by another. Edmund, Patrick, and Kian all reassured themselves she was alive and safe before Kian followed her upstairs and stood outside her room. 

“I’m just going to shower and change, Kian. I’ll be fine,” she assured him.

“I’ll wait. They ordered Chinese food when we got the call you were on the way home. It’ll be here by the time you get out.”

“Okay, but you don’t need to wait.”

“I do,” Kian said and turned to stand with his back to her door.

Emlen went in, peeled off her clothes and got into the shower. As the last bits of plaster dust ran down the drain, she let the tears fall for Hugh Bannerman. The President had been a good man and he didn’t deserve to die that way. When she got out of the shower, Em dried off, braided her hair and pulled on sweat pants, her softest t-shirt and fuzzy socks. It was a night for comfort clothes. 

Out in the hall, Kian still stood there, waiting for her. He smiled when he saw her and walked beside her down the stairs. “I should have been there.”

“Kian, you had a dentist appointment. That tooth has been bugging you for days. I’m glad you weren’t there. You would have been in the hall and probably been hurt.”

“But, still…” 

Emlen cut him off. “Kian. Stop.” She patted his arm, then walked into the kitchen where the others were seated around enough Chinese food for an army. The scent of the food had her stomach growling, but the sight of Cullen seated next to an empty chair made Emlen run and jump into his lap. Arms around his neck, she hugged him tight and whispered, “I really needed to see you tonight. Thank you.”

Minutes passed before Edmund spoke up. “Okay, enough fondling my fiancee. Let the woman eat.” Everyone laughed at that and Em slid into the chair next to Cullen as the food made the rounds and everyone filled their plates. 

Swallowing a mouthful, Em looked over to Edmund. “Did you get my message?”

Edmund nodded. “I did. Cullen showed up at the Hill and got a Secret Service agent to pass me an encrypted tablet.” 

“A tablet?” Emlen asked.

“Yeah, I figured an envelope could be opened, a cell phone would be suspicious, so I put the message in a folder and encrypted the tablet. I stuck a sticky note on it that gave him a hint to the pass code and hoped for the best,” Cullen replied.

“Using the date Patrick and I handfasted was brilliant,” Edmund replied. 

“So, everyone here knows that JJ orchestrated the attack, correct?” Emlen asked.

Everyone nodded, expressions grim. “And the supposed attacker died. He was shot while attempting to surrender, so someone had been told to take him out,” Patrick said.

“Joel said he thought it had been a Javelin missile that hit the Oval. He knows Bannerman, his Chief of Staff and the Saudi Ambassador were in there, because Joel had been in there too,” Emlen said.

“We only have hours before the engineers stabilize the building enough to get in there and excavate. Once they find the President’s body, Jackson is sworn in. We need to get to Jackson before that,” Edmund said.

Emlen set down her fork and took a breath. “I have an idea on that.” 

Everyone looked her way and Cullen rested a hand on her thigh as she spoke. “We need to get proof he orchestrated it, and blackmail him. How do you feel about being the Vice President, Edmund?”

Silence met her words, so Emlen picked up her fork and kept eating. 

“Vice President?” Edmund finally asked. “How do you think we’ll get him to agree to that? He doesn’t even have to name a VP if he doesn’t want to.”

Cullen looked from Emlen to Edmund and grinned. “It’s brilliant. He thinks he has you two dancing like puppets for him. Putting in a well-loved Senator who also happens to be his brother-in-law and future son-in-law would be ideal in his mind.”

Patrick looked at Edmund and started to laugh. He was laughing so hard, he started snorting. 

“What? Why are you laughing?” Edmund asked, confused by the reaction.

Emlen started giggling then, hand lifted to cover her mouth full of food. 

Patrick’s laughter finally faded enough for him to gasp out, “I’ll be Second Lady!”

At that, the whole table burst into laughter. After the day they’d had, the laughter seemed a good way to get rid of the tension and fear they’d all been feeling. 

Ideas were tossed back and forth, some noted, some dismissed. Emlen found herself impressed with the strategic minds at the table. Feeling a hint of hope that they might pull this off, well hope was something she needed.








  
  
  Chapter 26

  
  




Senator Edmund Matthews stood next to his fiancee on the steps of Capitol Hill, reporters and cameras spread out before them. He held her hand and thanked God and the Vice President for keeping her safe and working tirelessly to make them all safer citizens. Praise for the efforts of the first responders and staff, the law enforcement agents who caught the heinous creature who dared attack the White House. It was all there. A skillful delivery of an artfully written speech, broadcast across the globe.




Two hours later, John Frederick Jackson stood in front of Connor O’Brien and four Garda agents as evidence of his complicit involvement and organization behind the murder of Hugh Grant Bannerman had been revealed to him. They met in a hotel suite under the premise that Connor would be surrendering the Garda to the Order. It took serious bait to get a fish that large to bite.

Instead, Jackson learned that he would be exposed – unless he did something for them.

Connor leaned against the table in the elegant suite, arms folded across his chest. “Here’s how it will play out, Jackson. You see, our evidence has been gathered, cataloged and time-stamped. Chain of custody has been followed to the letter. We’ve shown you the video, you know we’re not playing here.” He paused, watching JJ’s hands curl and uncurl, jaw clenched. “You will put Senator Edmund Matthews in place as your Vice President and you will leave Emlen Brewster alone, or all of the evidence comes out.”

“You bastard,” JJ hissed. “I don’t need a VP. I don’t want a VP.”

“Yeah, yeah, we know – you don’t want to share power. Suck it up, sweetcheeks. We want someone in place who can be a check on your lunacy.”

“My lunacy, as you call it, will finally put magicians in positions of power and magic won’t need to be hidden any longer,” JJ said.

“And then the Inquisition will happen again. But, hey, you guys were behind that the first time, weren’t you?” Connor replied.

“As President, I can control it.”

“You really have no idea how little the President truly does control, don’t you?”

“Well, it’d be more than I do now. And I have my ways of making sure things are done how I want them to be done.”

“Uh huh. So you’ve said. No matter, Jackson. We have an eye-witness account of the missile strike and evidence from Bobby Lee Gramble that ties you to him. Your options are to agree to our demands or be exposed to the world as the murdering bastard you truly are,” Connor laid it out for him. “If you don’t name Matthews as VP, we’ll see the Speaker of the House being sworn in tomorrow.”

JJ swore. “You would really be willing to create enough chaos that I’ll never get named President? They’d put that idiot Speaker McDonald in my place. Want to talk about someone who would be fatal for magic?” He paced back and forth before he huffed a short breath and snapped, “Fine. I’ll do it.”

Connor nodded to a man standing near a door to another room in the suite. When the door opened, two reporters and their camera crew were in place, ready to roll. Connor gave Jackson a knowing smile. “You’re on, JJ.”

“You’re a real bastard, O’Brien,” JJ replied.

“You have no idea,” Connor smiled.

* * *

The bodies of the victims, including the President, were retrieved from the wreckage that afternoon. The recorded statement from Jackson had played across the globe that evening. “My fellow Americans…” he began and then told them of his great grief in the loss of Hugh Bannerman, his determination to lead the country through this dark time and into a bright future with the help of the man he’d selected to be his Vice President, Senator Edmund Matthews.




The next morning, Emlen and Edmund were both dressed in navy blue suits, white shirts and while he sported a dark red tie, Em wore dark red heels and accessories. Patrick, Connor, Cullen, and Kian were all in the limo with them and conversation was sparse.

“I don’t trust the bastard. I know he’s going to try something,” Emlen said.

Cullen lay his hand over hers where they were clasped in her lap and squeezed. “Breathe, Em. We have some of ours mixed in with his Secret Service detail. His secretary is one of Edmund’s coven. We’ve got it covered as best we can.”

“I just don’t think letting him become President is in our best interest,” Emlen replied. “What kind of justice is that for Bannerman, Elise and little Eddie?”

Patrick spoke up to answer her. “It isn’t. Yet. But it will be. With Edmund as VP, we have a better position to take Jackson down. He still believes you two are his puppets. We’ll make sure he keeps thinking that.”

Connor added “You know the evidence we have is thin and half of it is circumstantial. How you guys managed to get Joel recorded…”

“We didn’t,” Emlen interrupted. “James, one of the coven member’s brothers, sat with me and Joel and we put him fully in shadow to hide his identity. He simply repeated, word for word, what Joel said about being in the Oval. We, of course, said that he had just stepped outside onto the portico and found himself thrown into the bushes of the Rose Garden when the missile hit. We also said that he’d suffered several injuries but that his mental faculties were intact, confirmed by doctors.”

“That’s genius,” Connor said.

“That’s Joel,” Cullen replied and they all laughed. 

“He thinks he’s getting what he wants. We’re going to make sure he gets what he deserves,” Edmund said as they pulled up to the White House. 

* * *

Construction crews, stacks of material and plastic sheeting draped from scaffolding filled the Rose Garden and part of the South lawn. A platform had been set up on the lawn, chairs in rows in front. The seal of the President graced the podium and Emlen stood, holding the box that contained the Lincoln bible. Reporters, camera crews, politicians, and guests filled the seats and the space around them. Edmund stood between Emlen and the podium to her right and the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court stood to her left. 

Edmund stood, solemn and serene, as he placed his hand on the bible and did so swear to support and defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic. When he finished, the Chief Justice, Mirabelle Legarde, better known as Mira the spell master for the coven, shook his hand. He leaned over and kissed Emlen’s cheek, then stepped back as JJ took his place. Mira, again, administered the oath of office and Emlen held the bible for her father’s swearing in as well. When he finished, Mira shook his hand, shook Emlen’s hand and stepped down off the platform. JJ kissed Emlen’s cheek before taking his place in front of the microphones while she stepped down and handed the boxed bible off to the curator. 

Emlen had to admit, the theatrics were well planned. Behind them, the shattered remains of the Oval Office, being rebuilt and repaired, just as this new swearing in ceremony promised repair to the damaged government. Unfortunately, Emlen didn’t believe her father had any intention of repairing anything. Everything she’d seen of him had been about destruction, control and greed. 




The reception after the swearing in had been kept low-key and short. The country was in mourning for their murdered President; not exactly a time for celebration. Emlen stood between Edmund and JJ as they shook hands and accepted well-wishes before politely excusing herself. She ducked into a bathroom, locked the door, and took a deep breath. Water and fan both turned on to muffle her voice, Em called out softly, “Mom?”

“I’m here, Emlen,” Camille replied. 

“Do you think this is going to work?” 

“I think it’s a solid plan, Emmy. You all have to stop JJ before he destroys the country or figures out how to get even more power. But, Em…look at who you have on your side? The Vice President, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and the head of the UN’s new division for Paranormal law enforcement – and that’s just the ones you sat across the table from at breakfast!” Camille laughed. “Honey, you’ve got this.”

“We have to manage to do this without somehow destroying the country, exposing magic to the three-fourths of the planet that are clueless, and without getting the rest of us killed. So far, that’s not worked so well. Too many people have died, Mom.”

A loud knock on the door interrupted her conversation. “One minute,” Emlen yelled, then lowered her voice. “I’ll talk to you later. Love you.” 

Camille faded as Emlen shut off the water and opened the bathroom door. The woman there slipped past Em without a word. “Guess she really needed to go,” Em muttered.

Edmund met her in the hall and slid an arm around her waist. “You look a little pale.”

“I’m tired, worried and my stomach is upset. It’s just the stress. I need a few days of not dealing with Father and some time with Cullen.”

“We’ll see about getting you that,” Edmund told her as they walked away from the East Room where the reception had been held. “I’m going to be here so much, they’ve given me a bedroom upstairs for the week. Of course, my aide, Patrick, will be staying in the room next to mine. I’m afraid that means you will have to stay at Mayfield without me.” 

Em turned to Edmund and put a hand to his cheek. “You. Be. Careful. I’ll be fine and we’ll do what we can to coordinate from Mayfield.”

“I’ll be fine,” Edmund assured her, taking her hand from his cheek and squeezing it lightly. “Don’t forget, Thomas will be arriving at Mayfield tomorrow, and the O’Brien brothers are already there. We’ve all got a meeting planned in two days with Mira and the others. Plenty of time to catch up and go over plans.”

“Sounds good. Are you able to come back with me today?”

“Yes, I do need to pack and take care of a few things at home,” Edmund replied. “Let’s go, shall we?” Secret Service agents surrounded them as they stepped out into the afternoon sunshine, then into the vehicle.

Motorcycles, lead car, their car, one behind and more motorcycles with lights and sirens formed a convoy as they sped out of DC towards Maryland. Kian sat beside Em and Patrick beside Edmund, the window between passengers and driver up for privacy. Kian pulled out his scanner and went over the space, then settled back. “No bugs, we’re good.” Everyone let out a breath and relaxed.

“So, how soon do you have to move to the Observatory, Edmund?” Kian asked.

“I have some time before I have to worry about it. It’ll take time to fully sweep the place, take down the bloody wards and all of that. Apparently, Jackson is moving in to the White House residence this weekend.”

“Heh, doesn’t surprise me. No way he’d delay taking his so-called rightful place.” Patrick said.

“After you sweep and clear the place, I’ll go to the Observatory with the Brewster ring and make sure there are no nasty surprises,” Emlen told them. “I’ll also use it on your offices at the White House, if you like.”

“If you want to, Em,” Edmund replied. “But take a few days and rest first, okay? I don’t like how pale you’ve been.”

Kian nodded. “You’ve been looking more tired of late. I figured it could be all the stress we’ve all been dealing with, but you’re now the President’s daughter and the Vice President’s fiancee. No one has ever been in that position before and it is going to have its demands.”

“I’ll rest, don’t worry,” Emlen told them. “A few days by the pool, time with Cullen – that’ll fix me right up. Besides, I can’t go all out on vacation – I’ve asked Susan Clark to come for a visit. She was in my mother’s coven,” she explained to Edmund and Patrick, “and she is a talented witch. I promised to stay in touch, and with all that’s happened, I’ve fallen down on that job. I thought a long weekend in Maryland with your coven folk would be good for her.”

“I think it’s a good idea. Susan had been very helpful back in Boston and she cares about you,” Kian said. 

“It’s fine with me,” Edmund replied.

“She’s one of the last good ties I have to people who knew my mom when she had been alive. I’d like to cherish those if possible,” Emlen said.

“How are the O’Brien elders doing?” Patrick asked.

“They’re doing well. They’re living at my manse in Boston and have decided to stay in the city for the winter. James has claimed my cat, Barnabas, as his while he’s been helping Connor with dismantling the Garda organization. It also makes me feel better knowing someone is taking care of the place.”

“It’s why we’ve offered Mayfield to you and Cullen, while we’re at the Observatory,” Edmund added. “Connor needs a DC base and you need Cullen close. The coven has protected and charged Mayfield, so I don’t want it being left empty – the charge would fade. Besides, we will need a place to go that is a safe space when we’re not stuck in town. You also need a place to live that is not the White House or the Observatory until the supposed wedding. People are more open minded – but not so accepting of “living in sin” as it were.”

“It would normally be expected that you’d move into the White House,” Patrick said, “but considering you’ve only known your father a short while, having you stay elsewhere is easy to explain. It also makes it look less like you’re a power-hungry whore.” 

Kian choked on the water he had been swallowing and glared at Patrick. “What the hell?”

Emlen started laughing. “You saw that article too, huh? Yeah, people are fun. Not.” She put a hand on Kian’s arm. “An opinion piece in the Post, accusing me of everything from being the mastermind behind the assassination to an incestuous power whore who is sleeping with her father and her fiance.”

“Wow, they really like you, huh?” Kian asked.

Edmund snorted wryly, “Apparently, they love her. That was one piece though, Em. There have been many more who speak of you as a paragon of virtue and strength, standing beside your father and fiance during such dark times. I quote ‘During a time when she should be celebrating life and love, Ms. Emlen Brewster is attending funerals and supporting the two most important men in her life as they take the reins of a nation dealing with grief and horror.’”

“Yeah, because I’m so supportive of that monster I call father.”

Edmund gave her a serious look. “You have been beyond supportive of Patrick and I, and I won’t ever be able to thank you and your clan enough.”

“It’s what you do for family,” Emlen replied.

* * *

Later that evening, after most of the house had gone to bed, Emlen and Cullen were in the pool in the back garden. They sat on the wide steps at one end, snuggled together, enjoying the way the landscape lights and the nearly full moon shone on the water. 

A bottle of champagne sat on a tray with two glasses and a plate of fruit and cheese. Cullen reached over to pour the bubbly and slid something from under the edge of the plate into his hand. Em didn’t notice the sleight of hand and took the glass, leaned back and sighed in contentment. 

“I needed this tonight. A chance to just spend time with you and relax.”

“We both needed it,” Cullen replied. “And I need you. I need you, Emlen, in my life, for the rest of my life. Emlen Simone Brewster, would you do me the honor of becoming my partner in life?”

Emlen blinked at Cullen, then looked from his face, to the ring held between thumb and forefinger. Carefully, she reached out and set her champagne glass down on the stone edging and pulled Edmund’s ring off her left hand – and slid it onto her right. Emlen held out her left hand and laughed as it trembled. “I need you, Cullen Murphy O’Brien, in my life, for the rest of my life. Yes, I’ll be your partner.” 

Cullen slid the narrow, white gold band of channel-set amethysts and diamonds on her finger, then tugged Edmund’s band off her right hand and slid it back onto her left, where it snugged up against the band and partially over it. “Now you can wear both. One for love and one for protection, until it’s time to give Edmund’s back and wear only mine.” 

Emlen looked at the rings in the light and smiled. “It just looks like a wider band. Clever of you.” Then she wrapped both arms around his neck and kissed him. 

“We have our beginning,” Cullen said, “here and now. Tomorrow, we’ll work on Jackson’s ending. Deal?”

“Deal,” Emlen replied.
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