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PROLOGUE
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Cannock Chase, Staffordshire, U.K.-September 23rd, 1925

––––––––
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Leonard Fox and Jack Burris were sweating despite the cool temperature of the abandoned mine tunnel. The sound of their shovels hitting the earthen floor and their grunts quietly filled the air. The flickering light of the lantern illuminated the spot just barely, the rest of the room was bathed in black.

Fox was average sized, brown hair, mustache, while Burris was slightly shorter and stouter. Both men knew a good thing when they saw it so when they’d been offered a lot of money to dig a hole by some fancy-pants stranger, they weren’t going to turn it down. Now, three feet down, they still didn’t know what they were looking for. Fox paused from digging to wipe his brow with his forearm’s shirtsleeve. He then turned around to face his mysterious employer.

“You sure this is where we should be digging?” he asked. “There’s nothing to indicate that anything has ever been buried here.”

The tall, thin man with a cruel-looking mouth dressed in black gave a surprised scowl.

“Sorry, sir,” Fox quickly said, and he and Burris resumed their chore.

“Just keep digging,” Edward Beckwith commanded. “My calculations indicate it to be here.”

Edward Beckwith was one of the wealthiest industrialists in England. A man that all politicians courted and whom the occasional royal sought his advice. Virtually no large government project happened in the country without his input. He was a man used to getting his way and menial physical labor was something he never stooped to. 

“It’s here, Everly,” he said to his valet. “I can feel the change in the air, we’re getting close.”

“Yes, sir,” Everly responded. “If it is found, we need to be cautious. The texts you deciphered didn’t give a clue on what its potential power could be.”

Everly was a large, muscular man specifically chosen for his fighting skills. He was cool and calculating, and often a calming influence on Beckwith when he lost his temper. Which was often.

“To think, this could be one of the missing pieces of the Elysian Staff,” Beckwith continued. “Something this ancient, not of this earth, one of the keys to the ultimate power.”

Leonard glanced to his side and kept digging but it was impossible not to hear. Suddenly, a thump was heard.

“I’ve hit something!” Leonard said excitedly.

He dropped his shovel and knelt in the hole. He moved the dirt to the side, carefully brushing it off what looked like a wooden box. He made it to the edge before he realized what it was.

“It’s a coffin,” he said quietly. He looked up at Beckwith. “Is that what you were expecting?”

Beckwith climbed down into the hole and knelt on the dirt ledge at the base of it. He ran his hand over the exposed wood, then rubbed his fingers together shaking off the excess dirt.

“Remove the rest of the dirt,” he said as he stood up.

Fox and Burris looked at Beckwith and then Everly whose face was expressionless. Sighing, they began clawing the rest of the dirt off it. After a few minutes, they finally had it cleared. He stood up and looked at the design that was carved into the lid. It was five sided, a polygon split into equal parts with the center point surrounded by a circle.

“Open it!” Beckwith said quietly.

Fox and Burris looked at each other and then to Beckwith hesitantly. 

“Do it!” he said loudly.

Fox then felt along the edge and pulled.

Nothing.

He pulled again harder, but it didn’t budge. He cleared away more dirt from the side of the lid. 

“There’s a lock on it,” he announced. He worked his way down the edge. “Actually, there’s three locks on it. Who locks a coffin?”

“Don’t worry about it, cut them off.”

Fox looked at Burris before he spoke. 

“I’d say there’s a lot to worry about,” he said defiantly. “Anyone who goes to the trouble of triple locking a coffin wants to make sure that who or whatever’s inside doesn’t get out.”

Beckwith subtly turned his palms up and they began to glow a soft red.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” he said quietly. 

They stared at him, fear in their eyes. Without a word, Fox picked up his shovel and jabbed at the rusted lock. A few more tries, and he was able to break the first lock. He worked his way down the others before he was finally able to break them all. He tossed the shovel aside, sighed, and then they both pried open the lid, the wood groaning in agony. They stepped to the side to get away from it.

Beckwith’s hands stopped glowing and he smiled. 

He looked up at Everly who nodded slightly but remained calm. Everyone stared down into the coffin at the remains of a man dressed in a colorful outfit. The clothes and his hat looked to be several hundred years old and while faded now, they must have been quite brilliant when new. 

“Lord Almighty!” Burris whispered. “He hasn’t decomposed!”

The man was thin, with a pencil-thin mustache and a small, pointed beard. He simply looked like he was sleeping. Placed on his chest was a long, cylindrical piece of a greenish metal and the subject’s hands were clasping it. There was nothing else in the coffin. 

Beckwith’s eyes gleamed with excitement before he turned to Fox and Burris.

“And now our business arrangement has come to an end,” he said. “You two are no longer needed.”

Beckwith stepped to the side as the two men flanking Everly produced pistols from their pockets.

“Whoa, now, what’s this?” Fox demanded. “We had a deal, you pay, we dig.”

Beckwith laughed. “But now things have changed. Had you not found anything, you’d simply walk away with my money. But since it has been found, I’m afraid neither one of you can be allowed to tell anyone else about it.”

Fox quickly reached into the coffin and ripped the object out of the dead man’s hands. He held it between both hands in a gesture meant to convey he was willing to break it in half.

“Stay back!” he yelled. “Unless you’re willing to watch me break this...what is this? It’s a flute! You’re going to kill us over a flute?!” 

Beckwith motioned for his men to put their guns down which they did.

“It’s not just any flute, it’s the flute,” Beckwith answered. “Something you couldn’t possibly understand.” 

Beckwith’s hands began to glow. 

“And what kind of freak are you, glowing hands?” Burris asked. “There’s the devil’s work in this.”

Suddenly a flash of light emitted from Beckwith’s hands slamming into Burris who screamed before he was knocked down into the coffin. Fox looked down and saw Burris’ dead eyes stared blankly up at him, his face frozen in fear.

“Not the devil, something better,” Beckwith casually remarked. He then turned his attention back to Fox. 

“Now, make no mistake, you are going to die here tonight. It’s just a matter of do you want it quick and painless or do you want it like your friend here. I’m feeling generous so I’ll let you decide.”

Fox looked around. He was deep underground, his friend dead, surrounded, and all he had was a valuable flute. He decided to stall.

“Since I’m to die anyway, what’s the Elysian Staff?” he asked. “Sounds like it’s more than just a stick.”

Beckwith laughed. “It is indeed. Think of it as the most powerful magical item ever created, an object to rival the power of God himself. And that flute you’re holding is part of it.”

“Well, then, how about a tune before I die?”

Fox put the flute to his lips and blew a quick two notes.

“No!” Beckwith screamed as he stepped forward. And then something curious happened. Beckwith, Everly, and the two other men all stood frozen. The men had brought up their guns again but couldn’t move. 

Fox looked down at the flute before looking back at the men. He stepped closer and could see that only their eyes could move. He tapped Beckwith on the shoulder with it. 

“It seems that this little dandy is worth a whole lot more that what you paid me and Jack, God rest his soul.”

Fox climbed out of the hole and stood to the side of the men with the guns. He studied them as they stared at him with fear. Deciding to test it, he played some more notes, while the men began to dance. Beckwith and Everly remained frozen. 

As the men were dancing exactly as he wanted them to, Fox decided to end it. He played a few more notes before the men stopped dancing, raised their pistols, and shot each other.  The sound of the gunshots in the space was deafening and disorienting. 

Knocked free from their frozen state, Everly took out a pistol of his own and started shooting at Fox while Beckwith unleashed blasts of red energy. Fox ran for the exit of the room and out into the tunnel. As he reached the tunnel’s hidden entrance, he stopped.

He picked up a stick of dynamite that was in a box of supplies they’d brought with. Lighting it, he threw it at the entrance while he ran. Everly and Beckwith were out in the tunnel now coming up fast. Fox dodged and weaved as the bullets hit the ground near him when suddenly the dynamite went off.

The force of the explosion propelled him forward, knocking him down. He turned around and with the help of the full moon, he could see the entrance of the tunnel had caved in.  He panted as he laid on his back. Those men were either killed by the cave in or they were trapped behind it. Either way, they weren’t going to be a problem. 

He sat up and looked down at the flute. He hadn’t noticed it before, but the silver also had a greenish tinge to it which seemed odd because he’d only seen flutes that were one color. One thing he did know was that the flute was more of a problem than what it was worth. He stood up, dusted himself off, and headed for the car. He had a friend in Brocton who’d know what to do. Valuable items weren’t worth it if everyone was willing to kill you for it. 

***
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Beckwith pushed himself up off the ground and checked himself for injuries. He looked over at Everly who was just coming to and stirred slightly. The dust and debris from the explosion still filtered down from the ceiling of the tunnel, the particles making the light from the lantern hazy.

“You okay?” he called out to Everly.

“Yes sir, just a little dazed,” Everly responded as he stood. “What do we do about the flute? We don’t even know their names as they were supposed to die anyway.” 

Beckwith thought for a moment. 

“Put the word out to the locals, discreetly. Somebody’s bound to know those two blokes.”

“What do you think he’ll do with the flute?”

“He’s got three options: sell it, stash it, or keep it. And if he had any brains, he’d get rid of it.”

“But where would you get rid of a magical flute?” Everly asked. 

Beckwith walked over to the wall of rubble where the entrance was and rubbed his hand over it. His hands began to glow, and rocks and other debris started to vibrate. 

“By taking it to someone who knows how to get rid of such things.”

The rocks began to fall from the pile before flying away from the entrance.

“And that’s a very small number of people.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Port Washington, Wisconsin-Present Day

––––––––
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Mabel Stewart stared at the notes on the sheet music and then put her clarinet down. She was in one of the small practice rooms just off the main band room of her high school but somehow, she just wasn’t feeling it today. Of course, she didn’t always play during her allotted practice time because the sound-proofed rooms gave her the peace and quiet to think.

She’d always loved music and it was in the fifth grade where everyone had to play a recorder flute for music class, she decided she wanted to continue. She chose the clarinet the next year when she joined band in middle school. 

Now 15 years-old and a sophomore, she had made first chair clarinet after her first year of high school having beaten out the girl one year older than her. Their relationship had really soured since then and at times it was difficult to sit next to her.  But band was an escape for her, and she generally liked the kids in this class. A lot of them were like her, mostly. Artistic, a love of reading, and usually left behind when it came to getting invited to a popular kid’s party. 

But Mabel was different from even the band kids in that she possessed magical abilities. The only one who understood what she was going through was her brother Izzy, a mage himself. He was two years younger than her and was in eighth grade at the middle school. She missed being in the same school with him sharing lunch and talking about things. She’d never tell him that, though, as older sibling superiority was a thing. 

She’d grown up quite a bit since she turned 13 and found out that her and Izzy were members of a family with supernatural powers. The Stewarts also belonged to a secret society dedicated to saving the world from the forces of evil. She’d almost been killed a few times and while she thrived on the adventure, it was also really scary.

As another school year ended, she and Izzy were looking forward to spending time again with her grandfather Chamberlain Stewart at his house in Elkhorn, Wisconsin. She loved spending time with him, but she couldn’t wait to hang out with Henri again.

Henrietta Cooper was Chamberlain’s neighbor and was Mabel’s best friend. Mabel had grown tired of being used by fake friends who only needed her when it was convenient for them. Henri was the first and only best friend she’d ever had. They shared the same interests, but Henri was a little more outgoing and not afraid to get in people’s faces if needed.  She was a nice balance to Mabel, and they complimented each other perfectly. And to top it off, Henri had also found out she came from a magical family. Yep, the last couple of years had been a whirlwind.

She picked up her clarinet again and played a few notes before she gave up. Today was not going to be the day for practice. She put the clarinet in its case and put her music in the folder which she then slipped into her backpack. 

She sat back in her chair and exhaled. She then looked at the whiteboard mounted on the wall which had pre-printed lines on it so you could write in the notes with a dry marker. Her eyes wandered down until she settled on the tray that had the eraser and markers. 

Mabel stood up and looked out the window into the hallway which led to the main band room, but the coast was clear. 

Just a little practice.

She sat down again and stared at the board. She moved her right hand slightly and the orange marker lifted off the tray. The marker flew up the board and Mabel started writing notes. She made a mistake, so with her left hand, she brought the eraser up to make the correction. 

She didn’t write a new song or anything, just the one she’d been practicing. She moved the marker with ease, and she finished off the first line. Satisfied, she moved the eraser across the board and erased everything. The eraser gently floated down to the tray landing next to the marker.

She packed up her belongings and headed down the hallway to put her clarinet in its cubby in the main band room. As she was a good student, she was allowed to come down here during study hall. She liked being here by herself because she didn’t have to worry about any drama. She flicked on the lights and walked towards the back of the room where the cubbies were behind the risers. She set in its spot and turned around, reaching the edge of the risers.

“For a Stewart, you’ve got terrible awareness of your surroundings.”

Mabel started. She looked over where the voice came from and saw the man who was seated on a folding chair on top of the band conductor’s platform. He had a pockmarked face, in his 20’s, and was dressed in black.

“Yeah, well, my Spidey senses are much more tuned into the important members of the Darkness. Guess I’ve got to work on detecting the flunkies.”

The man’s face bristled.

“Such insolence for a know-nothing teenager.”

Mabel set her backpack down on the top riser.

“Then you should know that’s another thing we’re known for,” she answered. “What do you want?”

The man placed the conductor’s baton he’d been fiddling with back on the music stand.

“I’m here for the items.”

“Sorry, you’ll have to wait until tomorrow for the end of the year bake sale goodies like everyone else.”

The man sighed and admired the nails on his right hand. A burst of light suddenly erupted from his left-hand striking Mabel and slamming her against the wall before she dropped to the floor.

“That was for wasting my time,” he responded. “I’m here for the Swedenborg book, the Stewart training book, the Death’s Hand and the Wolf’s Cane.”

Mabel struggled to her feet, still a little dazed.

“What makes you think I have any of those things?” she answered slowly. “I mean, I am just a dumb teenager after all.”

“Call it an educated guess,” he answered. He stood up and stepped down off the platform. “Chamberlain’s house seems a little too obvious and you strike me as the type to sneak stuff away anyways.”

Mabel glanced around the room. She decided she needed to stall and keep talking. 

“So, you took it upon yourself to attack me at school? And were you under orders, or did you make that call yourself?”

The man smiled. “I made the call. Fortune favors the brave. And now, enough of your stalling, it’s time we take a ride.”

Mabel quickly raised her arms up and to the left and then swept them violently to her right. Several music stands and chairs all flew off the risers towards the man slamming into him and knocking down. She then pushed with her hands and sent him back towards the wall. 

The door that led to the outside suddenly flew open and three more men dressed in black poured into the room. Flashes of light emitted from their hands and pinned Mabel up against the wall. She struggled as much as she could, but she couldn’t move anything.

The first man rose to his feet and staggered towards her. Panting he raised his finger and pointed at her.

“You’re going to regret that.” 

“No truer words were ever said,” the woman’s voice said from the hallway door to Mabel’s right.

A blast of energy emitted from the woman’s hands slamming all four men against the back wall. One of the men got up and advanced.

“Ad cinerem!” the woman yelled as the man was hit with reddish orange energy.

The man disappeared in a cloud of ash. Not wishing to meet the same fate, the remaining men scrambled out the door and disappeared. 

Mabel dropped to the floor and was gasping for breath. The woman quickly walked over to the outer door to make sure the men were gone and weren’t just regrouping. She then came back to check on Mabel.

“Are you okay?” she asked, kneeling next to Mabel.

“Mom?” Mabel asked in surprise as she sat up. “What’re you doing here?”

“Saving your bacon, apparently,” she answered. “And it’s not Mom, by the way.

The woman stood up and brought her right arm down over her face.

“Transverto.”

The woman who looked like Mabel’s mother instantly became Sophie Winslow, a thin, beautiful, black-haired woman in her 30’s. And a powerful witch.

“Sophie!”

“The one and only,” she smiled. “Now, we need to get out of here. We’ve got work to do.”

Mabel looked around at the room at the disaster.

“But what do we do about this? They’ll know I came down here to practice.”

“Way ahead of you,” Sophie answered. She brought her arms up and said, “Reparare.”

The music stands and chairs began to tremble and then quickly flew back to their positions. And everything else that had been displaced by Mabel returned as well.

“Would you be surprised if I told you I wasn’t surprised you knew how to do that?” Mabel asked, getting to her feet.

“Nope. Transverto.”

Mabel watched Sophie become her mother again.

“And as your mother, young lady, I’m taking you home because you don’t feel well. The woman in the attendance office was most understanding.”

After they left the band room, Mabel stopped at her locker, and walked out the front door with her mother. Settled in Sophie’s car, Mabel turned to her.

“How’d you know that was going to happen?”

“I didn’t, but I had a feeling something was going to go down,” Sophie answered as she pulled out of the parking lot and sped down the street quickly

“Where are we going?”

“To get Izzy. If they made a move on you, it stands to reason they’ll head there next. And since I killed one of them, their mood’s gonna be ugly.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Sophie sped north along N. Holden St. as fast as she dared because dealing with the police was something she wished to avoid. She was quiet, which Mabel knew better than to bother her. Sophie would talk when she was ready.

They pulled into the middle school parking lot and found a spot out in front of the main office doors. Even though she knew Sophie was only disguised as her mother Janet, it was still weird seeing it.

Sophie checked her watch. “What class do you think Izzy is in right now?”

Mabel checked her own watch. “He should be in gym class right now, and I think I saw them outside playing kickball as we drove by. It’s the only part of that class he likes. 

Mabel looked to her left and then pointed. “The diamond’s back that way, behind the school.”

“Perfect, stay here and keep your eyes open. The Darkness won’t be taking anything for granted this time.”

***
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Sophie exited the car and carefully circled the building heading southwest taking care to appear casual. She could see the kids playing across the field and was glad that Izzy had the same red hair that Mabel did. All the Stewarts were redheads and were known for that feature. It made identification easy for her purposes, but it also made them stick out to their enemies. 

She decided to circle around to the first base side of the diamond and meet with him when he came in during an inning change. Yanking him off the field would cause bigger problems than what it was worth, as she patiently waited, she noticed there was a row of evergreen trees behind her which separated the diamond from the tennis courts. They also provided nice cover if anyone chose to hide in there.

As she was watching the game unfold, the inning came to an end and Izzy came running in. He saw her and headed over to her. Ian “Izzy” Stewart was two years younger than Mabel but was almost the same size. And like Mabel, never really fit in with the other kids. 

“Mom?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

Sophie stepped to the side so her back was to everyone else.

“Not Mom.”

Sophie brought her hands up close to her body in a cupped position and they started to glow green.

“Sophie!” Izzy said louder than he wanted to. He quickly looked around conspiratorially. “What’re you doing here? Is something wrong?”

“Yes, you might say that,” she answered. “C’mon, I’ve got Mabel in the car, I’ll explain on the way.”

She grabbed his arm and spun him around to head back to the car when a man stopped them.

“I’m sorry, is there a problem?” he asked.

They turned around and saw the gym teacher standing there. A large muscular man with a sneer with his hands on hips and a whistle around his neck. Behind him, the kids had already taken the field while the batting team were busy talking to themselves.  They were alone on the edge of the field. 

“Yes, he’s got a dentist appointment,” Sophie answered. 

“Did you get a pass from the office?” he asked. “I’ll need some sort of documentation.”

“I’ll make sure you get one before we leave,” she responded. 

The man stepped closer.

“On second thought, don’t bother. We’ll make sure he gets home safe.”

Behind the man, three men dressed in black stepped out from the bushes.

Sophie looked at Izzy.

“Don’t ask me,” Izzy said. “This guy is supposed to be our sub for gym class.”

Sophie looked around and realized they had her at a disadvantage. 

“I see,” she said slowly. She turned to the man. “And if I may, what’s with the sudden interest in the Stewart children? Orders come down from on high or is the local crew looking to make a name for themselves?”

The kids were getting restless and called out if they could begin. The man turned around and blew his whistle.

“Go ahead!” he then called out. “I’ll be right there!”

He looked back at Sophie and Izzy. 

“As to your question, I’m not in the habit of giving out the Darkness’ strategic plans to members of the Protectors Society.”

The men stepped forward with a determined look in their eyes. Sophie knew what they were capable of, and she had to think fast. 

“So, what’s it going to be?” the man asked. “Do all these kids out here need to die for your stubbornness or do you hand us the Stewarts?”

A sudden gust of wind raced through the area, causing a dust storm to start swirling violently on the infield of the diamond. The kids all started screaming and sprinted towards the safety of the gym.

Sophie took the opportunity to freeze all the men in their spot. 

“Glacio!” she commanded, and a wave of energy slammed into them all. They then collapsed to the ground.

***
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“Are they dead?” Izzy asked. He turned around and noticed that all his classmates had made it back to the gym. 

“Nope, but they won’t remember who we or they are for quite a long time.”

“Not going to argue with that,” Mabel said, coming up from behind them.

Sophie and Izzy turned around and Sophie laughed while changing out of the Janet Stewart persona. Mabel was always amazed how Sophie could pull off a Victorian era look without it not looking like it was a Victorian era look. It was weird. It was a better version of the steam-punk style.

“I suppose we have you to thank for that little windstorm?”

“Yep, I’ve been studying up on magic and the natural world,” Mabel answered. “It was kinda taking too long and I figured there might be a problem.”

Izzy walked over to the man who had posed as the substitute gym teacher and looked down at him. He nudged him with his foot, but the man didn’t move.

“I’ve never seen this guy as a sub before, he musta slipped in today somehow. What do we do with them?”

Sophie walked over and quickly removed their identifications and cellphones, shoving them in a hidden oversized pocket.

“We leave them. They’ll come-to in a little bit, but they’ll have no idea how they got here or who they are.”

She started walking back towards the car and they fell in behind her.

“And they won’t know it, but they’re in a lot better shape than their friend at the high school,” she said darkly.

Izzy looked at Mabel in confusion and Mabel mouthed “Later.”

“Mabel, go back to the car while I get Izzy checked out of school. Transverto,” Sophie said in mid-stride going back to Janet.

Mabel went to the car and sat there patiently waiting for them to return. She wondered what triggered the attack today. Kidnapping both she and Izzy? The Darkness had only moved on her at Chamberlain’s house in Elkhorn. She knew they had to be careful, but nothing had happened here yet.

So much for that.

Sophie and Izzy got into the car, and she switched back to herself.  

“Well, it’s been one heck of a day,” Sophie announced, running her hand through her hair.

“So, you never did say why you’re here,” Mabel said. “Port Washington isn’t exactly in Elkhorn’s neighborhood.”

“Things have been brewing recently, and not in a good way. Rumor has it that the Darkness and the Ragers have gotten chummier. I just had a bad feeling about you two and besides, I had business up this way, so I thought I’d check-in on you guys.”

Mabel turned and looked at Sophie. “I thought the werewolves and the Darkness hated each other? Now they’re buddy-buddies?”

Sophie turned down a side street before taking another turn. She then got back on the main street and sped toward their house. Mabel recognized that Sophie was just being cautious because she knew that there might be more of them around.

“Weird, I know, but in the world we live in, nothing is beyond the realm of possibility. You should see some of the things I’ve seen.” 

“How are we going to explain this to Mom and Dad?” Izzy asked.

Sophie made a couple of more turns just to be sure.

“What’s to explain?” she asked. “As far as the school knows, Janet Stewart came by to pick you up for a dentist appointment which I’d say this was. And your parents won’t know anything else because you guys always get home before they do.”

Mabel had mixed feelings about it. Granted, their parents didn’t know about their secret lives involving magic, so it’d be kind of hard to spring it on them now.

“Besides, the alternative is telling your parents that besides today, you’ve been attacked multiple times by an evil secret society bent on destroying the world.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Mabel laughed. “Now what’s the plan?”

Sophie pulled into their driveway and shut off the car. 

“Now the plan is to get you some better protection amulets and to ward your house. All I’ve done today is buy you some time because they will be back.”

As Mabel followed Izzy and Sophie into the house, she knew Sophie was right. And she cursed herself for being so stupid to be caught off guard like that. 

We were lucky Sophie showed up when she did.
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CHAPTER 3
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Penelope Archer sat out on the balcony of her luxurious London flat that overlooked the river Thames. A book in her hand, she enjoyed reading out here and listening to the sounds of the city and the river below. Her flat provided a panoramic view of the city and she especially liked sitting out here at night when Tower Bridge was lit up. 

Benedict Hazelton, the number two in command of the Darkness, had died last summer and the illustrious leader Neville Blackwood, hadn’t seen fit to replace him yet. There was zero reason for him to not have filled it other than he enjoyed watching his subordinates jockey for position.

Of course, she’d been out of sight for the past year after the failed Darkness raid against the Protectors at Shugborough Hall when they tried to recover the Wolf’s Cane. Hazelton and that dunce Blackwood had been the only ones from the Darkness to know she’d found her way back from the afterlife. And since Hazelton and his men had all been killed and not returned, her secret as to her whereabouts was still safe. Her disappearance was probably welcomed by Blackwood.

She thought back on that day two years ago when she’d almost had the Death’s Hand before that insolent brat Mabel Stewart pushed her through the portal. While the man she went through the portal didn’t make it back, she’d been able to figure it out. She felt proud of herself because coming back from death wasn’t just something that happened. 

She ran her hand through her long, raven black hair and sighed. In her mid-30’s, she was beautiful, intelligent, and extremely capable of not only being the second in command but leading the Darkness. Blackwood was a manager, not a leader.

She picked up her phone and noticed there were no messages from Eldridge. She’d decided to be bold and send for those bratty Stewart children. Eldridge was certainly competent and while Mabel was more of a threat than her younger brother, Eldridge and his men should’ve been able to take them without a problem. She set her phone down.

“Something’s wrong,” she said to herself. “They should’ve called by now. 

Maybe the Stewart kids had grown stronger. Maybe they had help from someone else, she thought. The chances were good that more people with powers were going to be part of the kids’ lives. They were still vulnerable, though, and now was the time to strike.

She decided that the time had finally come for her to make her move. She’d been covertly following Cameron Brown for the past year, and he’d been oblivious to her presence. It was time to make contact under her new identity. 

***
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Cameron Brown had just arrived at one of his favorite restaurants down on the river. Known as The Gun, the pub dated back to the 1700’s but took its current name in 1802. Lord Horatio Nelson himself frequented it right up until his death at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. With a beautiful seating area overlooking the water, it was relaxing and when he ate at off-peak hours, he usually had this part of the place to himself.

24-years-old and a recent university graduate, Cameron was an average looking man, nothing really stood out about him. He had an everyman kind of face that allowed him to blend in wherever he went. Nobody paid any attention to him because there was nothing remarkable about him. Except of course, he was a rising star in the Darkness organization and was currently serving as Neville Blackwood’s personal spy.

After the events of the botched raid at Shugborough Hall last year in which Hazelton had been killed, Cameron had been informed by Blackwood that he was to report on what the other members of the Darkness were up to. With Hazelton’s death, there was going to be a power struggle and Blackwood was worried that it might eventually reach him.

And Blackwood hadn’t been wrong. The number of players vying to be the second in command had grown exponentially. A motley crew of killers, schemers, arsonists, blackmailers had all staked their claim, each trying to out-do the others. Through it all, Cameron kept tabs on all of them and reported back to Blackwood.

As he just settled in at the table overlooking the water, he caught a faint whiff of perfume. He finished a text and calmly set his phone down.

“May I help you?” he asked causally, still staring straight ahead. 

Cameron had been warned by Blackwood that there was the possibility of being killed if the others found out what he was up to. He vowed that if that time came, he’d face it like a man. He reasoned that he was being well-paid to do what he did, and that discovery was just part of the price he might have to pay.

Archer appeared from behind and then took a seat at Cameron’s table to the right of him. She was dressed in a black pantsuit, her now blonde hair pulled up in a bun under a broad brimmed floppy, summer hat. She wore dark oversized sunglasses which covered half her face. She also looked and sounded nothing like herself after she had used the transforming spell. 

“Do feel free to join me without asking,” Cameron responded sarcastically. 

“Thanks, I will,” she said with a smile. 

Archer took off her sunglasses, setting them on the table. A young waitress arrived, and Archer ordered an iced tea. Cameron settled on a pint of Guinness.

“Look, whatever it is you’re going to try and sell me, I’m not interested.”

She laughed. “What makes you think I’m a salesperson?”

“Because women who look like you don’t just come up to guys who look like me for chit-chat.”

“And you think I want something?”

“Everybody wants something,” he answered flatly. 

Archer studied him for a moment.

“That’s true. But in this case, it’s what I can offer you that should make you interested.”

The waitress arrived with the drinks and after making sure nothing else was needed, she disappeared.

Cameron snorted. “What makes you think you can offer me something? You’ve no idea who I am.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” she purred. “In fact, I know quite a bit about you, Cameron Brown.”

Cameron was shocked at the mention of his name. No one knew who he was, it was all part of his cover of being a nobody.

“I’d say by the look on your face you’re a little surprised.”

Cameron recovered quickly. “Yes, well, I’m sorry, you seem to have me at a disadvantage. You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

“Natalie Hawthorne.”

“I see,” he answered slowly. “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

“Not yet, but it will,” she answered. “You see, Cameron, I know all about your current job and I’m prepared to offer you something so much better.”

How could she possibly know what I do for the Darkness? 

“You have no idea what I do for a living,” he answered weakly. 

Archer took a sip of her iced tea. “Um, that’s good. I’ll have to start patronizing this place.” She paused. “Now where were we? Oh yes, your history. You are Cameron Brown, graduated from the university a couple of years ago. Your father is dead, mother is living, and you have a younger sister.”

Cameron fidgeted in his chair but tried to play it cool. 

“Let me guess, you’ve got connections in the university’s student services office? Because all that information would be listed there,” he said. “The clucking hens who work there love to give out personal details, especially for the right price.”

Archer laughed. “It’s scandalous, really. Somebody should really crack down on that abuse of privacy.”

She then leaned forward with her clasped hands resting on the table. 

“But, nowhere on your student profile section does it mention your love of the paranormal. Or that you were recruited by a member of the Darkness. And that you developed a lead regarding the Wolf’s Cane which you provided to Benedict Hazelton and Penelope Archer which led to their failed raid and deaths at Shugborough Hall last year.”

Cameron sat there quietly while she took another drink of her tea. The waitress came over to check on them, but she was waved away.

“How could you know that?” he whispered.

“I make it my business to know those people who are going to help me,” she answered coolly. 

He looked around nervously but then regained his composure.

“And why would I do that?” he asked.

She took another sip.

“Because you’re a schemer with designs on rising to the top of the organization. You also recognize the importance of backing someone with the skills and talent to pull it off.”

Cameron thought it over.

“You plan on joining the Darkness to take it over?” he asked incredulously. “What makes you think you can pull that off?”

Archer looked around and motioned for the waitress to come over. She stopped at the table.

“Yes? Is there something else I can get you?” she asked sweetly.

“How about a little dance?” Archer said as she began flexing her hands in a ball muttering under her breath. 

A blank look came over the waitress’ face and she began to dance in a circle as if in a trance. Cameron watched in fascination as the Hawthorne woman twirled her finger in a circle directing the waitress to do the same. 

After a few moments, Archer clapped her hands.

“Prohibere!”

The woman stopped dancing and had a confused look on her face as she was further away from the table than she had been before.

“I’m sorry, I must’ve blanked out for a moment,” she apologized. “What is it you would like?”

“Just the menus, love. I’m famished.”

The waitress nodded her head and scurried away, shaking her head still not sure what just happened.

Cameron turned his head back to Archer.

“Impressive, but you’re going to need to be more ruthless than that when it comes to the Darkness.”

“You mean something like this?”

She brought her right hand up casually and then slowly made a fist. Cameron started coughing at first and then clutched at his throat. His face was beginning to turn blue and just when he thought he was going to pass out, she released him. His head hit the table and he looked up, massaging his throat. 

“Now, why don’t we discuss the terms of your service over lunch?” she said as the waitress returned with the menus.
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CHAPTER 4
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Mabel stared at herself in the mirror in her bedroom. She’d never had a need for a mirror like some of the girls she knew. But her mirror was handy.

The last month had dragged on forever. Balancing schoolwork with her magic studies and putting up with the morons in her class was a lot to deal with. Not to mention the attack by the Darkness.

Most of the girls her age would’ve been traumatized with what happened in the band room. But Mabel wasn’t like most girls. Sophie turning the man into ash right in front of her didn’t bother her. Had that happened three years ago, it would’ve freaked her out. She still worried she might not be strong enough like Sophie who had zero problems wielding violence when the situation called for it. 

She felt the amulet around her neck that Sophie had made for her and Izzy. This was a new and improved one over the anti-Darkness amulets she’d made last year. Sophie was a master with jewelry, and you’d never know it was a protective charm. But like everything else in life, even magical spells could fade in time. 

As a witch, Sophie had probably forgotten more things than Mabel would ever know. She always just seemed to have a spell or potion for everything. She was also someone who Mabel could call for advice because she was always brutally honest. Sugarcoating things for children wasn’t her style, unlike most adults.

Mabel sighed and looked down at her Stewart training manual. A book given to all Stewarts when they turned 13, it contained spells, potions, self-defense suggestions, and information collected through the decades about the Darkness. It was also a book that the members of the Darkness would love to get their hands on. Right now, she was having a hard time concentrating on her lessons her grandfather Chamberlain Stewart had sent her. 

A knock on the door brought her out of her daze.

“Come in,” she called out as she put away her book. The last thing she needed was for her parents to catch her with the book. Izzy entered and shut the door behind him.

“All packed for our trip to Chamberlain’s house of mystery?” he asked as he flopped in her bean bag chair.

“Yep, you?”

“I was packed three days ago once we got home for our last day of school. Another year of torture, by the way.”

Mabel laughed because that’s exactly how she felt. Kids goofing off all the time, then nagging her for help on the homework and projects they didn’t do. She tried to keep to herself as much as possible, occasionally interacting with the kids in band and other classes that she could actually tolerate.

“I heard rumors that Mikey Thompson couldn’t stop barfing at lunch last week,” she said. “Was that your handiwork?”

“Why Mabel, whatever do you mean?” he answered indignantly.

“Gee, Mikey Thompson’s a known bully who has picked on everyone in that school, including you, along with his jerk friends. And by some weird coincidence, he couldn’t stop puking on himself repeatedly in front of everyone in the lunchroom.”

“He also peed his pants,” Izzy added while laughing. “And it looked like he really drank a lot of water.”

“Okay, ha-ha, I get it. But level with me, you did do that to him, right?”

Izzy turned serious. “Of course I did. The jerk had it coming all year and he’s just lucky I didn’t do something to him sooner.”

Mabel sighed.

“Izzy, you’ve got to be more careful with that stuff. What if someone saw you performing the spell? It’d be kind of hard to explain.”

He snorted. “I’m not stupid, I know how to keep it on the downlow. And besides, it’s not like I turned him into a toad or anything. Puking and peeing are all natural things.”

Mabel had to admit he was right. It was extremely humiliating but also something that could be easily explained.

“Well, if it had to happen to someone, I’m glad it was him. He’s been a punk ever since I’ve known him.” She paused. “How are you doing with the lessons?”

“Good, Chamberlain has a good system, although it’s still funny when he has problems with the video chats.”

Mabel laughed. “I know, right? I love it when he doesn’t know the mic’s still on when he thinks he muted it or there’s no video because he didn’t activate it.”

They both started laughing again and couldn’t stop. Their grandfather was a fascinating man, but he was funny when he got mad at technology. 

“So, what do you think the third piece of the staff is going to look like?” Izzy asked. “I’ve been doing some research on mythical objects.”

“Chamberlain’s been silent on the whole thing, so I assume he doesn’t know, or he would’ve told us,” she answered. “Whatever it is, it’s got to fit in the round hole on top of the Wolf’s Cane. And given the average size of a staff, and we still need the last two pieces, the third piece has got to be around 12-15 inches tall.”

They both heard one of their parents walking by Mabel’s room before continuing down the hallway. 

“Since we’re going back to Chamberlain’s house tomorrow, and who knows what’s going to happen, I gotta ask; what was it like when you used the Wolf’s Cane on the bridge against Hazelton last year?”

“I told you guys about it after it happened when we were back at Franklin’s house,” she answered. 

“Not really,” Izzy shot back. “You gave a real condensed version and haven’t spoken about it since. C’mon, I just admitted something to you.” 

Mabel knew he was right. She hadn’t told everyone what she had felt because she wasn’t sure herself.  She looked around and exhaled.

“When I was running with the Wolf’s Cane away from Shugborough Hall, I thought I could make it to the other side of the bridge and get help from Will. She paused. “But Hazelton was faster than he looked and once I got on the bridge, I realized he was going to catch me. So, I decided to turn around and face him.”

“Weren’t you scared?”

“Terrified,” she answered. “But I figured if he was going to kill me, I’d rather face it head-on rather than get something in the back. I also figured maybe I could use the Wolf’s Cane as a club.  Which I now know would’ve been stupid given Hazelton’s magical powers were a lot stronger than mine.”

He was at full attention now. 

“Now, you know the feeling when you’ve experienced an electrical shock in your hand, and it shoots up your arm?”

“Yeah, ooh, I hate that feeling,” he said grimacing. 

“Now picture the electrical charge starting in your chest and then shooting down your arm and out through your hand,” she answered.

“So, that’s it?” he asked.

“No, there was also a feeling of complete control and confidence, like it was taking over me. And then combine that with the fear of being killed, the anger that he’d hurt Chamberlain, Sophie, and Henri back at the manor, and what would happen if he got the Wolf’s Cane, it all sort of boiled over in rage. I couldn’t control it.”

Izzy was about to say something else when one of their parents walked by again. Mabel held up her finger and quietly walked over to the door, putting her against it. Satisfied that it was okay to continue, she returned to her bed.

“And what did it feel like when you realized you killed Hazelton?’ he whispered.

“I saw the look of terror in his eyes as the red beam of energy hit him and then knocked him over the side of the bridge. I got up to check on him and then saw him floating down the river face down.”

Izzy was quiet for a moment.

“And that didn’t bother you?” 

“To be honest, it didn’t bother me at all at the time,” she answered. “He was going to kill me.”

She shuddered at the thought of it. 

“And later, when I really thought about the fact, I had actually killed a man, I thought about what would’ve happened to you, and everyone else we cared about once he got the Wolf’s Cane. And then to think how many more people he would’ve gone after with it.”

She went over to her hiding place and retrieved the Stewart book and returned to her bed.

“This,” she said, holding the book up in front of her, “is not something to be taken lightly.”

She gestured around the room.

“And all of this is supposed to help us prepare for dealing with the Darkness. There are people...”

“And werewolves,” he interrupted.

“Yes, and werewolves...”

“And ghosts,” he interrupted again. 

“Okay, okay, I get it. And there’s probably a lot more supernatural things out there that we don’t know about that want to kill us for this book, the Death’s Hand and the Wolf’s Cane, and the Swedenborg book.”

Izzy was quiet.

“And there may come a time when none of us are around to protect you and you must act. And you may have to act violently.”

“I know, I know, I take my lessons from Chamberlain very seriously,” he answered. “I can handle myself.”

Mabel sighed. “I really hope so because there’s a lot riding on us not failing.”
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CHAPTER 5
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George Stewart stretched his long arms above his head and then exhaled. 25-years-old, everything he’d ever known about his life changed two years ago when his American cousin he didn’t know he had opened a book. A book that served as a guide for constructing the Elysian Staff, a talisman that could be used to control the worlds of the living and dead.

Previously known as George Pembroke, he’d been adopted as an infant after his parents had died in a car crash. Except that he later found out only his mother had died and that was after his father mysteriously disappeared somewhere in America while searching for the Swedenborg book. 

He’d always been drawn to the supernatural much, to the chagrin of his adoptive parents who wanted him to have nothing to do with it. He discovered he was a Stewart when the book was opened and had latent magical powers. Now he was up to his eyeballs in the struggle between the Protectors and the Darkness for supremacy of the world. It was all heady stuff.

Last year had flown by and he was grateful the activity of the Darkness had slowed considerably with the death of Benedict Hazelton. Losing such a key piece of their arsenal meant the palace intrigue was in full force as those scheming to take over for him were plotting their strategies. Any bungling with one of the Protectors meant a possible drop in esteem. Everyone was being extremely careful with their activities.

Taking a break from his busy schedule, he was at the Natural History Museum in London as this was one of his favorite places to visit. Renowned as one of the best natural history museums in the world, it was also state subsidized allowing for no-cost admission.

The museum had been founded in 1754 and eventually moved to its current location on Cromwell Rd. in 1881. The palatial building in the Romanesque style was massive. 675 feet long, with 190-foot-high towers, with terra-cotta stonework featuring relief figures of animals. Over the years, more additions had been added to the original building meant it wouldn’t be difficult to get lost in there. He’d been coming here for years and there were times even he got turned around. 
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