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Epigraph
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Magic is believing in yourself, if you can do that, you can make anything happen.

-Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

––––––––
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If we don’t know life, how can we know death?

-Confucius
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Prologue
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​

Edward Beckwith was tired. It’d been another exhausting day at the Protectors Society in London conducting research but so far, the information he was looking for proved to be elusive. Even though it was September 3rd, 1925, it was cooler than normal with on and off thunderstorms, so he’d ordered one of the servants to get a fire going in his study’s fireplace.

The room itself was two stories tall, with a spiral staircase in the corner that accessed the second level that contained a section of books that covered every topic of history one could think of. The balcony circled the room and as one crossed the vaulted windows, an excellent view was afforded of the meticulously maintained gardens and lake in the rear of the manor. On the main level, his expensive desk sat on a slightly raised platform so anyone who sat before him had to look up. This level also contained built-in bookcases that were filled with books on subjects most people feared to speak about. 

He sat in one of the chairs in front of the fireplace staring at the fire, the only source of light in the room. The fireplace was massive, with a large mantle carved in dark cherry. The ornamental scrolling across the length of it had been impressive, so much so that he’d commissioned the wood carver to create more pieces in the study. This was his favorite room in the manor, a place he could unwind and not have to worry about being the one of the most powerful industrialists in England.

His wealth was considerable, and he had interests in the railroads, steel, shipping, and copper mines around the world. He was a powerful man and there was virtually nothing that happened in England on a large government scale without his input. He took calls from the highest levels of government as well as the occasional royal ones. 

Even though he was tired, he knew he was close. Ever since the discovery of a previously unknown journal written by Emmanuel Swedenborg, too many people at the Protectors Society have failed to realize its true importance. The journal, De Vita Et Mors Dominatus, or Mastery of Life and Death, was still an unknown entity. Mysteriously dropped off at an auctioneer’s house in Brocton, it had been lost again after the auctioneer sold it to an unknown buyer without it ever making its way to the auction block. 

Swedenborg had a strong history with the supernatural and had written other accounts of his experiences with the afterlife. For the Ghost Club members, it was an important piece of history written by a man who died in 1772. For Beckwith, there was the possibility that the book offered something more. The potential for immortality, and the power that went with it, was something he couldn’t overlook. He was extremely wealthy and powerful, but it did him little good in the grave.

There were numerous paranormal societies in London, but the Ghost Club was the most prestigious and had included the rich and the famous, like Charles Dickens and Arthur Conan Doyle. But with the advent of the journal being discovered, a section of members broke off from it to form the Protectors Society. Most of the Ghost Club members thought they were a bunch of flakes for leaving and trying to find a single book. But he, and his friend, Arthur Stewart, knew better.

Beckwith’s mind wandered over to Arthur. They had met years ago rather unconventionally because they ran in different circles. He was also almost a decade older than Arthur. He was rich and Arthur was not. Beckwith was a tall, lean man in his mid-thirties, he possessed short blonde hair, an angular face, thin nose, slanted eyebrows, and a hard mouth, giving him the look of perpetually scowling. Arthur was just as tall, but more solidly built with a shock of red hair with a trim beard on a friendlier face. Beckwith’s clothes were custom made and of the finest quality, Arthur’s were off the rack.

But what joined them was their abilities. Magical abilities. These were things they kept secret from the rest of the members. They’d agreed that even though the people in the club would probably be the most receptive to their powers, they also knew there’d be a lot of resentment and jealousy. 

The discovery of the journal six months ago had changed everything. If only I could’ve gotten a chance to examine it! Well, somebody knew how it important it was which is why it was bought before it hit the open auction. 

He sat on several corporate boards, often in a leadership position. His status in society demanded it. But he had been more than content to be just a regular member of the Ghost Club. Plenty of rich and powerful figures over the club’s history took the same philosophy. It was a chance to pursue the paranormal while not having any responsibility.

Beckwith stoked the fire, watching the embers rise. There’d been a fierce debate in the Ghost Club amongst the members regarding the journal. Rightly, he and Arthur recognized it for what it was and were able to convince others to join them in leaving the club. There’d been some hard feelings when they left, as several of the senior level members considered it a betrayal. 

Beckwith looked at some of the books that flanked the fireplace. The lower level of his study was filled with books on the supernatural, including the complete collections by Swedenborg. In his mind, Swedenborg was the real deal. He’d been to Arthur’s house, meager as it was, and he had almost as an impressive collection of books on Swedenborg as he did. 

Beckwith rose from his overstuffed leather chair to stretch his legs and walked over to the window. He stared out on the gardens, the full moon reflecting off the surface of the lake. He had been spending a lot of his spare time trying to track down information on the journal. 

The new headquarters for the Protectors Society wasn’t as posh as the club but it was nice enough and in the past six months, they’d built up an impressive amount of research on the journal. Each of the members was dedicated to finding it but only he and Arthur knew what it could really contain. Coupled with their abilities, the journal quite possibly could contain an incredible amount of power.

Based on what he’d uncovered so far, he believed that a book like this would serve as kind of an instruction manual. And in reviewing some of the works of Swedenborg, and others of similar nature, he believed there had to be some kind of a talisman associated with it. If there was one thing he knew, objects were connected to the paranormal. 

He quickly crossed the room and decided to place a call to Arthur because he couldn’t get it out of his head that this was an angle that no one else was thinking about. At least, he’d hoped no one else was thinking about it. Arthur was the one person in the Society that he felt he could trust to bounce any ideas off. 

“Hello?” Arthur answered on the second ring.

“It’s Edward, hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time?”

“No, not really, just doing a little light reading on a spell book I picked up in the market.”

Beckwith smiled. He figured that’s what he’d be doing. Arthur was much more of a bookworm than he was, and more than once he’d tapped him for his knowledge. And the market he referred wasn’t exactly the kind of regular place to pick up a book containing magic spells.

“Did some research this afternoon. What do you think about a talisman with the journal?” he asked. “A sort of a lock to the journal’s key.”

“What made you think of that?” Arthur asked.

“Because there’s a lot of books and other literature that suggest that in order to make the spells or other powers work, a mystical object is required.”

Arthur thought it over. “Swedenborg doesn’t mention anything like that in his other works.”

“But none of his other works ever had the title of Mastery of Life and Death. I tell you; I’ve got a feeling that there’s a talisman connected with the journal. And more than likely, it’s something that’s got to be assembled.”

“Possibly. But we’re not going to know anything until it’s recovered and so far, the auctioneer hasn’t been too cooperative.”

Beckwith had purposely stayed away from the auctioneer because others had spoken with him already and his high-profile presence would cause more problems than what it was worth. The time had come for that to change. 

“Perhaps I need to speak with the auctioneer myself.”

Arthur paused. “You’re sure that’s a good idea?” he asked. “I mean, you’re not exactly an unknown. And you poking your head around in that area may raise some questions with the locals.”

Beckwith smiled again. Arthur was a humble man and owned a modest bookstore in a middle-class section of London that catered to several different tastes. The focus was on history and the supernatural, although those books weren’t as prominently displayed. Some were kept out of sight altogether, so you specifically had to ask for the ones you wanted. And despite the differences in their stations in life, he felt the most comfortable to speaking to Arthur. He could say things to Beckwith that he would never tolerate by anyone else. Beckwith did try to weed out the yes-men as much as he could, but people agreed with him more often than not simply because they were afraid of him. It was a vicious cycle.

“Which is the reason I have stayed away,” he answered. “But I think it’s time someone with a little more gravitas, as it were, spoke to him. Maybe with some persuasion, he may remember if there was anything else with the book. You should join me.”

“You want me to go with?”

“Why not? In fact, it might work a little better if we combined our strengths,” Beckwith answered.

Arthur paused. “You know I’d rather not use magic in the presence of others, especially in that area. My family is somewhat feared in the Cannock Chase which is why I left.”

“All the more reason to come. You were born there, and the family presence is still strong. A Stewart asking questions would be intimidating.”

Beckwith could feel Arthur debating with himself. After a few moments, he spoke.

“All right, but the only way I’ll go is we agree to no magic. We’ll talk to him normally without any threats or intimidation. Deal?”

Beckwith laughed. “Fine, we’ll do it your way. My schedule’s a little tight right now, but how about next Friday? Meet me here at 10?”

“That’ll be fine, see you then Edward.” 

Beckwith hung the phone up and stared at it for a moment. Their powers put them above other people and while he had no problems embracing them, Arthur still struggled with it. He’ll come around.

With a slight raise of his hand, the apple flew off the table across the room and landed in his hand. He took a bite and thought about the upcoming trip. It’s going to be nice to get out to the country.

Friday had arrived and like clockwork, Arthur arrived promptly at the appointed time. They took Beckwith’s car to the train station for the trip up north as a car ride would’ve taken too long. Beckwith preferred traveling in his own private rail car with all the personal amenities anyway. 

They spent the trip alternating between talking, reading, gaming, and the occasional magic. Both were competitive men and winning was something they took seriously. A game of darts or cards, it didn’t matter, they both hated to lose. He did concede that Arthur took losing better between the two. Beckwith supposed that was because Arthur lived a relatively simple life and was easier going. Due to his status in society, Beckwith didn’t have that luxury, one of the few he didn’t have.

They arrived at the station and his man showed them to their car they had available. It was a twenty-minute car ride past farms and occasional businesses. He could never live here, out in the middle of nowhere, but the scenery was pleasant enough for a short stay. He just hoped the auctioneer would have something useful to say.

They found the farmstead without too much trouble as it was just off one of the main roads on the southeast side of the Cannock Chase. The Chase was once a royal forest that had been converted to a public use park. At 66 square kilometers, there was a lot of room to roam and it also had a supernatural history.

Beckwith instructed his man to wait in the car while he and Arthur went to the door. Arthur suggested leaving the man behind because there was no sense in arriving with a show of force.

Arthur knocked on the door and stood back. Within a few moments, the door opened.

“Yes?’ the man asked suspiciously. 

“Benjamin Sexton?” Arthur asked.

“Who’s asking?”

“Arthur Stewart and this is Edward Beckwith.”

Sexton blinked. “The Edward Beckwith?” he asked. He then motioned for them to come inside and shut the door behind them.

“To what do I owe the honor?”

“We’re here about the journal,” Beckwith answered. “Specifically, how much you translated and more information about your buyer.”

Sexton’s friendly demeanor changed to one of fear and suspicion.

“I’ve told those people what I know, there’s nothing else to say.”

“What people?” Arthur asked.

“The people from the Ghost Club,” he answered. “They asked the same things.”

“And what did you tell them?” Beckwith asked, taking a step closer.

“Just that I knew enough Latin to know it was a Swedenborg. An unknown Swedenborg,” Sexton answered, looking nervously from side to side. “I didn’t go very far with it, but I knew it was genuine.”

“What do you know about Swedenborg’s works?” Arthur asked. “They’re a little too obscure and heavy for most people.”

“My business requires that I know a little something about everything, from books to antiques to everything in between. Stumbled across one of Swedenborg’s books a while back and it really kind of just spoke to me. I’ve got quite a little collection of his works myself.”

Beckwith was quiet for a moment. “And it just randomly showed up on your step? With no explanation?”

“Just like that, woke up that day and the box was on the stoop,” he answered. “The box was simply marked Donation.”

“That’s it?” Arthur asked. “That sort of thing happens often?”

“Surprisingly, yes,” Sexton answered. “People don’t want to just throw something away, so they donate it. Sometimes it’s because it’s a family heirloom that has too many painful memories, or they don’t want a relative to know they took it because they didn’t want another relative to have it. There’s lots of reasons.”

“What was in the box?” Arthur asked.

“The journal, a soft cloth bag with an endcap of some sort with a skeleton hand on it, miscellaneous papers with children’s riddles, that’s it.”

“And what happened to the endcap and those papers?” 

“The man who wanted the journal, also wanted everything in the box,” Sexton answered. “I didn’t pay too much attention about the other things; the journal was the most valuable.”

“What about the man who bought it from you? What did he look like?” Beckwith asked.

“Average sized, I guess. I never saw his full face, his wide-brimmed hat was pulled down, and he had a high collared coat. He wore tinted glasses so all I could really see was the tip of his nose and little of his mouth.”

“That’s it?” Beckwith asked with irritation.  “How’d he know about the journal?”

“When I found out what I had, I knew it’d be valuable, so I had images of it put up around town. He must’ve saw it.”

Arthur then spoke up. “Did he have an accent, or did he sound like he was from around here?”

“He wasn’t from around here, that was for sure but as far as where his accent was from, I’ve no idea,” Sexton answered. “He looked like he could’ve been young, but his voice almost sounded like an old man. And when someone waves a lot of money in front of your nose, you don’t ask a lot of questions.”

Beckwith had had enough. He raised his right arm extending his fingers. Sexton rose into the air and slammed against the wall, pinned to it. Beckwith then lifted him off the ground, so that just his toes were touching. Beckwith closed his fingers, making a fist.

“I’m not accustomed to people wasting my time,” he snarled. “You know more than what you’re telling us, don’t you?”

Sexton struggled to breathe. “I swear I don’t know anything else!” he gasped. His legs were kicking wildly. 

“Edward!” Arthur shouted. “Release him!”

Beckwith continued to hold the man for few moments before releasing him. Sexton fell to the floor, grasping at his throat.

“If you’re holding anything back from me, you will regret it. Do I make myself clear?” Beckwith asked as he stood over him. Sexton nodded while coughing. Beckwith jerked his arm away from Arthur and they left.

Back in the car, Arthur spoke.

“What was that about?” he demanded. “I thought we agreed to no magic.”

“The greatest discovery in the history of mankind and we’re to believe that it showed up out of the blue on his doorstep, bought by a man who sounds fake, and Sexton doesn’t know anything else?”

“And if he goes to the police?” he asked. “You could’ve killed him.”

Beckwith snorted. “And tell them what?” he asked. “One of the wealthiest and most influential men in England showed up at his door, demanded information about a supernatural book about life and death, then used his magic to choke him?”

Arthur went quiet. “Point taken,” Arthur finally conceded. “Still, it could be dangerous for you if people start connecting you to the magic.”

“I’m not worried some auctioneer from the middle of nowhere is going to spout off about magic. He knows something, I can feel it,” Beckwith continued with a frown.

“What do you plan on doing?” Arthur asked.

Beckwith thought for a moment. “I think a full-scale investigation and background will be needed for our friend Sexton,” he answered. “Something outside of the Ghost Club or the Protectors Society. Shake someone’s tree hard enough and there’s bound to be things that will fall out.”

And if they don’t, Sexton’s tree might just collapse on him, Beckwith thought, a slight grin on his face.

***
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SEXTON HAD MANAGED to sit up and was resting against the wall, massaging his neck.

“Are you okay?” his wife Martha asked, kneeling next to him. 

“I’ll be fine,” he answered. “And I’m not concerned Edward Beckwith will return here.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t you fight back,” she said. 

He knew she wasn’t chiding him; it was just her nature not to take any nonsense from anyone, including the rich and entitled.

“The thought crossed my mind,” he answered. “But then I realized he wasn’t going to kill me, at least not now.”

“What do you mean by that?” she asked.

“Based on his questions, he still needs me,” he answered. “Men like Edward Beckwith don’t come out for trifling reasons, obviously the journal and the contents of the box are important enough for him to leave London. He’ll want to know more.”

“Do you know more?”

“Of course,” he snorted. “But I wasn’t about to tell him. And he didn’t need to know what our capabilities were. Surprise may be the only thing we have on our side; his magic is very strong.”

He looked his wife in the eyes.

“And besides, Arthur Stewart and Edward Beckwith aren’t the ones I’m the most worried about crossing.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Mabel Stewart sat at her desk waiting for the school day to end. The last hour of the day was always the worst, probably because she’d spent another day trapped in a school building with kids she didn’t like. Well, despised was probably a better word.

Having just turned 14 years old, she felt better about herself than she did after her 13th birthday. Of course, that was after her adventure at her grandfather Chamberlain Stewart’s house last summer where she’d found out about her family’s history.

The entire school year in her hometown of Port Washington, Wisconsin had dragged on forever. She’d had some good times, like when her friend Henri Cooper came to visit. And Mabel and her younger brother Izzy visiting their grandfather Chamberlain Stewart in Elkhorn a couple of times. She’d met Henri last summer as she was the next door neighbor to Chamberlain. Henri was her best friend and a girl she could totally relate to. The girls in this school? Not so much. 

“Whatcha doing for the summer Mabel?” Ashley Peters asked from her chair behind her. 

“Hanging out, going to stay with my Grandpa for a while with Izzy, nothing too big, I gue—”

“We’re going to England and then on to Germany and France,” Ashley interrupted speaking over her. “Of course, it’s not the first time I’ve been to Europe.”

“Well, enjoy,” Mabel answered and turned around not wishing to prolong the conversation. She really wasn’t in the mood for her bragging and she couldn’t care less what Ashley was going to be doing. And she knew that Ashley felt the same way. 

Mabel had been friends with Ashley when they were younger, but like a lot of the kids her in her grade, people changed once they entered middle school. Suddenly, cliques started on who was cool and who wasn’t. Ashley was one of the first to leave her behind for the popular girls’ club.

As for the popular girls’ club? They could have it. Filled with some the most vain and shallow girls she’d ever seen. Constantly worried about maintaining their image, they lived on social media and obsessed about the dumbest things you could think of. And every time she felt left out, they’d say or do something stupid that would make her feel better about who she was.

She looked up at the clock again. It seemed like the second hand was ticking backwards twice for every second forward. She was stuck here in English class on the last day of school before the summer release. Normally she loved English class, but this past year had been more difficult with the kids she’d been trapped with.

She had a passion for reading and had in fact already read most of the books that had been assigned. If there was an elective for a creative writing or literature class, she took it. Those classes weren’t generally as bad in terms of fellow students, but she loathed the required ones because people always hit her up for help. And once her help was no longer needed, she was no longer useful to the popular crowd. 

Mabel hated the last week of the school year. Everyone was always goofing off, including the teachers. Granted, she didn’t want to be working too hard either but if they weren’t going to be learning anything, what was the point? She had more important things to do and sitting here was the last place she wanted to be. 

The bell finally rang signaling the end of another school year. She grabbed her stuff and left the room, heading down to her locker. They’d already cleaned them out, and there were various papers and other debris on the hall floor where the other students had carelessly missed the garbage cans placed along the hallway. 

She grabbed her backpack and started the long walk down to the area where her mom would be waiting to pick her up. She was glad she didn’t have to ride the bus on the last day because she knew it’d be a zoo. She got made fun of regularly when she rode the bus as her fiery red hair was kind of hard to miss. Not having to deal with the stupid end of the year jokes all the way home was also a relief. She was average sized with better than average looks, at least according to her mom. She didn’t dress flashy but was presentable. She was a regular kid who didn’t follow the rest of the sheep.

Except she wasn’t a regular kid. She was a Stewart. Something that meant little to her other than it being her last name until her supernatural experiences at her grandfather’s house last summer. Along with Izzy, they found out they possessed magical abilities.

“Hey Mabel, what’re your plans for the summer?” Liz Williams asked as she fell into stride with her.

“Not a lot, some local trips with my parents, probably some digs, and spending some time at my grandpa’s house. You?”

“Pretty much the same, although no digs, and I’ll also be working in the family store as well.”

Mabel laughed about the digs part. Both of her parents were archaeologist professors at the University of Wisconsin and when not teaching, were off somewhere in the woods or jungle.  Mabel and Izzy weren’t allowed to go on digs out of the country but did help when it was something done in Wisconsin or another state. 

Liz was one of the few girls she got along with in school. She wasn’t exactly someone she’d pal around with over the summer, but she shared a lot of the same classes and she was easy to work with. She was very religious and took some kidding about it from some of the other kids. Mabel was also religious, being brought up as an Evangelical Lutheran, and she attended church every Sunday. Her parents also made it a point when they were traveling that she experienced other religions as well.

She’d attended Catholic, Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, Unitarian, and other denominational services when the chance arose. And when they’d been in big cities where there were landmark places of worship, they didn’t just go for the self-guided tour, they made time to actually attend a service. Mabel had been glad that her parents did this because she’d learned to appreciate the differences and the similarities. 

They continued having a conversation, commenting on not missing certain students, being glad for the summer, and not being stuck in a school for eight hours a day. They made their way to the front doors where they both hugged and wished each other a good summer. 

Mabel found that Izzy was already waiting for her in the lobby. Two years younger than her, Ian Izzy Stewart, had just completed 6th grade. They’d only had a year together before Mabel would be off to high school next year. Mabel then found their mom’s car parked in the long line of people waiting to pick up their kids. 

“How’s it feel to be released from prison?” Janet Stewart joked as Mabel and Izzy got in the car.

“Like a million bucks,” Mabel answered. She always referred to school as a prison even though her parents didn’t think it was that bad. They’d obviously never had to spend any length of time with some of the morons in her class. 

“It’s never as bad as it seems.”

“You'd change your mind if you had to sit through a class with those people,” Mabel grumbled.

“I’m just glad I’m no longer on the bottom of the food chain. Being a 6th grader stinks,” Izzy said while kicking off his shoes in the car. It was one of his habits that bugged Mabel which is why he did it. 

And as much as she complained, Mabel did like school and academically, she was at the top of her class. School came easy to her and she wasn’t worried about what she was doing after high school. She’d just finished 8th grade and she had plenty of time to think about that.

Her mom pulled away from the school and Mabel rolled down her window, letting the breeze blow through her hair. She was looking forward to spending time with her grandpa and getting her training in person from him. The magic lessons she’d been working on through the school year had been enlightening and she hoped he had some real cool hands-on things for her to do. 

***
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THE MAN WATCHED THE car pull away from the school. He checked to make sure he wasn’t noticed by anyone else and then pulled out into traffic. He kept a discreet distance behind, driving a non-descript sedan. He’d been ordered to keep surveillance on the girl. And he would not fail.

.
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CHAPTER 2 
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George Stewart stared at the pieces of paper. He’d been at it for hours and the words were now just swimming in front of him. He pushed away from the desk he’d been working at and leaned back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. It always helped him think. 

The past few months had been a whirlwind of activity. George, like his American cousins, Mabel and Izzy, had just discovered their true family history. A history filled with magic and everything you could think of in terms of the supernatural. 

A recent college graduate in his early 20’s, he’d been living with his friends, Benny Sexton and Will Busby in the home of Professor Algernon Morley. Based in a fashionable part of London, they were all members of the Protectors Society. Having been started in the 1920’s after the previously unknown Swedenborg journal had been briefly been found and then lost again, theirs was a mission of ensuring that the book didn’t fall into the wrong hands.  In this case, the Darkness. Another secret society that had arisen from the Protectors and whose sole purpose was to obtain the journal, assemble the Elysian Staff, and take over the worlds of the living and the dead. 

George still couldn’t believe that he had become embroiled in this end-of-the-world type of stuff. The agents of the Darkness were everywhere, although the protective amulet he wore around his neck did possess powerful warding magic that could keep them at bay. Still, nothing was ever foolproof, and he lived a dangerous life now.

He looked around the room where he was working. The second story of Morley’s house was dedicated to their research. Each of them had a workspace and plenty of room to spread things out. Morley had set up this portion of the house like a classroom setting where he could address them whenever they were working on their paranormal studies or something of more importance came up. The third story contained the sleeping quarters for the three of them while Morley’s bedroom was on the on the main floor along with the kitchen, study, and parlors. Well, he had the place to himself today.

Benny and Will were out on a haunting case in a village just outside of the city and Morley was gone to who knows where. He’d been keeping to himself lately and being secretive, even for him. George supposed it didn’t really matter because he hadn’t been a fan of Morley lately. The old man always had an angle and somehow usually managed to leave out key pieces of information that could’ve made their lives easier and safer. When confronted about it, he always came clean but with excuses.

George stood up and decided to head downstairs as he was hungry. He walked down the narrow stairs where the walls were adorned with photos and artwork Morley had collected through the ages. In the kitchen, he was let down with the food choices available in the house. While there were leftovers, he decided he wasn’t in the mood for what the kitchen was offering so he made the decision to step out for a bite to eat. A brisk walk in the fresh air coupled with some food would clear his head.

As he walked by the entry level coat rack and built in mirror, he stopped to check himself out. Flaming red hair, a trait he didn’t realize he shared with the rest of the Stewarts. Adopted when he was a baby, his adopted parents didn’t like to speak about his relatives. Because of this, he’d been left in the dark about his lineage.  Tall and lanky, he had always been a good athlete, but it was reading and the study of the supernatural that drove his passion. 

After making sure he had his amulet on, he locked the door and bounded down the three steps of the townhouse. He turned up the street and decided he was in the mood for something light, so he headed to the deli on the corner. He figured he’d grab some food to go and enjoy an impromptu picnic down in the park.

He picked up a sandwich, an apple, some potato crisps and a Coke and headed off to the park across the street. One of London’s unknown gems, it was a park that not many people frequented, and he didn’t know why. Private, secluded, it was like you were in your own little world when you sat on one of its benches. 

He unwrapped his sandwich took a bite, and leaned back, swinging his feet up on the bench. There was no danger of anyone bothering him, at least it hadn’t happened yet.  He took a drink and enjoyed the fine early summer day. He opened the bag of the crisps and ate one before he caught a movement out of the side of his left eye.

He was too late though, and he felt the blow to the side of his head, sending him off the bench. He was on his feet in a flash and tackled the man dressed in black that had punched him.  George landed a couple of punches to the man’s head before being pushed off.

The man rose to his feet and produced a long thin knife and brought it up over his head when he heard people coming up the path towards them. He looked down at George with hatred in his eyes and wiped the blood off his face. He quickly secreted the knife back in his vest and took off running down the path opposite from the oncoming people.

George quickly sat on the bench and grabbed the sandwich just as the people rounded the corner. It was a group of four friends, two men and two women, laughing and joking around. Dressed casually, they waved and said hello to him before continuing. He smiled and as soon as they passed, he quickly gathered the rest of his lunch and decided to make it back to the house as fast he could. 

Arriving back at the house, he entered and locked the door behind him before going over to one of the windows to discreetly look for the man in case he was followed. Satisfied that he wasn’t, he flopped down on one of the sofas and breathed a sigh of relief. 

He sat there quietly a few moments trying to process what had happened to him when he heard a key in the lock, startling him. The door flew opened and Benny and Will walked in commenting about something.

“Whoa, what’s this then?” Benny asked motioning to the fireplace stoker George had grabbed. “I told you’d I buy more bread.”

George put the stoker back and sat down again.

“I had a run-in with the Darkness just now down at the park.”

“You okay?” Will asked, crossing the room. “Jeez, you got a nice shiner going already. What’d he hit you with?”

George reached up and felt his eye, wincing a little bit. He then stood up and walked over to the mirror. Will wasn’t kidding.

“You said it was the Darkness? Shouldn’t your amulet have stopped him?” Benny asked taking a seat.

“You’d think, unless it’s starting to lose its effectiveness.”

“Or they’ve come up with something to counteract it,” Will answered.

“Well whatever happened, it sure as hell didn’t feel good.” He then told him about the entire encounter, including almost being stabbed and being saved by the people walking by.

George had finished and they all went quiet. The Darkness was a formidable society, and its members were always evolving. They’d had some close calls in the past few months, but the powers of the amulet were not finite. The Darkness would find a way.

“Tell me, was he wearing the typical Darkness garb?” Benny asked. “I’m assuming all black.”

“He was but there was something else. He had a silver braid across the bottom of the sleeve. Single, not very flashy, but different from the usual ensemble sported by those lunatics.”

Will thought about it. “It’s possible it’s a new rank we’re unaware of. And if they’re new, they may not be affected by the magic specifically geared against the regular members.”

George hadn’t considered that. Were they branching out? Adding more to group? Nothing is ever easy.

“Possibly. I’d better place a call to Chamberlain to see what he knows.”
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Chamberlain Stewart had been waiting for this day since last summer. It had been almost a full calendar year since his grandchildren, Mabel and Izzy, had spent a few weeks with him here at his house in Elkhorn, Wisconsin. And when they came this time, he planned to continue their studies of the lessons he’d sent them during the school year. Without their parent’s knowledge of course.

He thought about his son, Henry, and daughter-in-law Janet. Both archaeologists like himself, they weren’t exactly thrilled with how he’d chosen to live his life. His career arc and interests involved the supernatural whereas they concentrated on the known world. 

As diggers, he and they both shared the excitement of uncovering things that may have been buried for hundreds or thousands of years. Their work for the university had them all over Central and South America. Their breadth of knowledge even extended to Medieval Europe, something he was an expert of.

His past life working for the university allowed him to pursue his passion for anything related to the paranormal. As a Stewart, it ran deep in his family, based for the past several hundred years in Brocton, a small village in the County of Staffordshire, England. He’d left Brocton for America after his youngest son John, had disappeared. He’d also had a falling out with Henry who blamed him for it. 

He sat on the porch of his large Victorian house which some people referred to as “creepy.” Located at 3 Frank St., he’d stumbled upon it after he’d made a wrong turn in the area. He immediately fell in love with the place and knew he wanted to retire here.

The house had five levels, if you included the basement and the attic. It had two turreted corners on the second floor that were on the east and west side corners. Painted olive green with tan and maroon trim, it also had a front porch that ran the width of the house. He enjoyed spending time out here, especially in the fall. The cool air, the rustling of the orange and brown leaves, and the pumpkins and later Jack O’Lanterns, it was his favorite time of year. 

And until last year, the house held secrets that he never knew about until Mabel had solved them. His house held what was the biggest supernatural discovery of all time. And all under his nose. Emmanuel Swedenborg’s journal, Mastery of Life and Death. A book that potentially could change life and death as humans understood them. 

His phone call he’d received from his grandson George in London had been troubling. George had described the altercation and it was a new wrinkle in the battle with the Darkness. They had expanded their ranks and with the new non-magical members, they’d be immune to the protection spells of the amulets. Which meant they were all in danger.

He checked his watch. Mabel and Izzy were due in another hour. Until last summer, he never realized how much he’d missed being a dad. Granted, he wasn’t actually their dad, but he was the next best thing as a grandfather. His own two boys were a joy to be around when they were younger. They liked going on the digs with him and their mother but as they grew older, Henry began to drift away. It got especially bad when his mother died. His faith in religion had been strained to the point he almost dropped it altogether. 

He was glad that Henry had continued going to church, although he suspected he only did it because of Janet. Chamberlain had seen enough of the supernatural to know that death wasn’t the end and while religion wasn’t perfect, like humans, it did provide a kind of a road map.

Chamberlain had had his discussions with atheists over the years and the common refrain from them was that it wasn’t necessary to believe in God or the afterlife to live a decent life. True to a point, religion shouldn’t be used as a way to govern your behavior. You should be a decent person. The atheists, however, liked to taunt the believers for being simple-minded fools who believed in fairy tales. Not all acted like that, but much like someone who was a vegan, you knew within two minutes where they stood, no matter what the topic of the conversation.

It had been his experience, however, that the most lawless, evil people in the world were overwhelmingly non-believers. When you didn’t fear the consequences of your actions, there was nothing to govern your behavior. History’s genocidal maniacs, Hitler, Stalin, Mao, were all devoted atheists.

Chamberlain’s conversations with some of the more obnoxious atheists usually ended with him asking them if they had every experienced anything supernatural. Ghosts, monsters, demons, it didn’t matter. And to a person, none of them had. 

And on the flipside, he’d run across plenty of former atheists who had changed their tune when the ghost in their new house had made themselves known. Watching things move across the floor, flying off the shelves, and doors slamming had that effect on people. What really sealed the deal was coming to face with someone or something that had been dead for decades. There was no going back to your old beliefs after something like that happened.

At this point, the afterlife suddenly became as real as the life they’d been living. Chamberlain had always been a believer in the afterlife and the paranormal. And then he’d experienced his first ghost, an apparition that had appeared to him when he’d been conducting some experiments in the Cannock Chase.

His family were known throughout Brocton as the monster hunters and the practitioners of magic. And they were to be avoided if possible. Chamberlain, unlike others in family, hadn’t inherited the magical ability. It was something he took hard when he realized it was not going to happen after he turned 13. But he’d learned to come to grips with it and understood that just because you weren’t magical, didn’t mean you couldn’t help those who were. Like Mabel and Izzy.

He couldn’t wait to see them again. They’d stayed for the weekend a couple of times during the school year, but he’d put a moratorium on any magical training or adventures. He wanted to enjoy them for who they were, his grandchildren.

But with George’s phone call about the Darkness newest members, they were now in all danger, even more so than before. And the Darkness wouldn’t be limited to England. They’d bring it here. He’d have to come up with a new plan.

Before it was too late, both for them and the fate of the world.
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CHAPTER 4
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“Got everything?” Janet Stewart asked her daughter and son as they were getting ready to go.

“Ready and willing,” Izzy answered. “I’ve been packed for the last week.”

Mabel laughed. She normally packed at the last minute when she traveled. But in this case, she’d been like Izzy. She’d been looking forward to this for a long time. The fact that she’d also get to spend more time with her best friend Henri was just as important.
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