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Praise for The Gift Legacy


The world McLean portrays feels more real than real. I’ll never see a dark spot in the night sky or a deviation in a roofline the same way again. Is it really a mere shadow, or is it a flier of some kind? A mysterious threat, career politics, conflicting matters of the heart, and the clash of family secrets coalesce into a fast-paced, compelling read. Emelynn Taylor is a wonderful heroine—complex, yet easily relatable to, as she continues to come to terms with (and survive!) the mixed blessing of her amazing gift.
—Ev Bishop, award-winning author of
 the River’s Sigh B & B series

Wings of Prey is the sixth book in McLean’s The Gift Legacy, an urban fantasy series for adults, and as such it brilliantly achieves what seems to elude many authors of multi-book series: it deftly manages to further deepen and intensify Emelynn Taylor’s story of her gift and the dangerous world she must face as a result. The tension within Emelynn, a character I have not forgotten since reading the first book in this series, is taut and intimately drawn by McLean. A profoundly intelligent story of a captivating young woman whose victories and struggles with a unique gift will grab your every emotion.
—Jennifer Manuel, award-winning author of
 The Heaviness of Things That Float

In this riveting recast of events that took place in Secret Sky, the viewpoint shifts to that of Emelynn Taylor’s first love, the darkly handsome Jackson. He may possess the same mysterious, life-altering gift as Emelynn does, but he has a very different perspective – especially when it comes to affairs of the heart. Author JP McLean possesses her own unique gift: the ability to bewitch her readers with her boundless imagination.
—Elinor Florence, Globe and Mail bestselling author of
 Bird’s Eye View

A stellar paranormal—with the heart of a romance and the suspense of a spy novel. J.P. McLean’s series soars.
—Roxy Boroughs, award-winning author of
 The Psychic Heat series

Constant danger doesn’t scare Emelynn Taylor as much as the lies she’s told. This compelling fifth installment of the Gift Legacy series hinges on a high-stakes battle of wills to hide Emelynn’s gifts and unique life. Exposed secrets, hidden enemies, and a new, gut-wrenching reality for Emelynn create a gripping read you won’t want to put down.
—Debra Purdy Kong, award-winning author of
 The Casey Holland Mystery series

Suspense, thrills, mystery—The Gift Legacy has it all!
—George Henry, author of
 Blood Rain in Trieste

JP McLean has a style and immediacy of detail that pulls the reader into a complex tale set with all-too-human characters ruled by their extraordinary capabilities. Exciting action and conflict of loyalties make this a fantastic page-turner.
—Kristina Stanley, bestselling author of
 the Stone Mountain Mystery Series

The Gift Legacy is one of the best fantasy series I’ve ever read. It’s a beautiful, extremely satisfying journey into a world hidden within our own. Part fantasy-part thriller, the series shines with a distinctive light: the world that comes out of JP Mclean’s wonderful imagination is not only original but also real to the point that it’s hard to think that it is not a part of our reality. This juxtaposition of something so highly phantasmagorical on one side and so authentic on the other is simply irresistible.
—J.F. Kaufmann, author of
 The Langaer Chronicles

Wings of Prey simmers with tension from its first pages and builds to an epic battle that sets your heart racing. McLean’s expertly drawn world of Fliers with Emelynn at its heart, is filled with intriguing characters and near-familiar settings that draw you into this compelling read.
—Katherine Prairie, author of
 the Alex Graham thriller series

Fun, exciting and addictive.
—Annie Siegel, author, lyricist and jazz musician

The story holds you from start to finish, and the author’s descriptive powers are immense.
—Charlie Bray, author of
 The Trouble with Celebrity

The author swept me into a world that’s unique in fiction. A “can’t put it down” read.
—Diana Stevan, author of
 A Cry from the Deep

JP McLean’s adventure fantasy series, while full of tense and dangerous moments, is also playful and expansive.
—Bill Engleson, author of
 Like a Child to Home

It’s engrossing, entertaining, engages your own imagination and doesn’t let you go.
—Giselle Roeder, author of
 We Don’t Talk About That

The story is a very nicely woven combination of several genres, has a wonderful flow; it was easy to get hooked.
—Karen Oberlaender, author of
 In a Small Compass

A thoroughly enjoyable read.
—Island Gals Magazine

Unique and compelling—a must read for fans of supernatural thrillers!
—Lisa Voisin, author of
 The Watcher Saga

Wonderful characterisation. Superbly rich in detail and police and other technical areas, the author gets better and better!
—Pat McDonald, British crime author








  
  Titles by JP McLean


The Thorne Witch Novels

The Never Witch


Hexborn





The Dark Dreams Novels

Blood Mark  

Ghost Mark

Scorch Mark 



The Gift Legacy

Secret Sky

Hidden Enemy

Burning Lies

Lethal Waters

Deadly Deception

Wings of Prey



The Gift Legacy Companion

Lover Betrayed (Secret Sky Redux)



Novellas

Crimson Frost (A Supernatural Noel)



Sign up for JP’s VIP Reader Lounge to receive   

FREE short stories, insider scoop, and new release news.








  
  [image: ]




  
  The Gift Legacy Boxed Set Books 4,5, 6 & 
The Gift Legacy Companion Book 1
Book 4 Lethal Waters
Book 5 Deadly Deception
Book 6 Wings of Prey
Companion Book 1 Lover Betrayed
First Canadian Edition
Copyright © 2021 by JP McLean
All rights reserved.
ISBN
978-1-988125-45-9 (MOBI)
978-1-988125-46-6 (EPUB)
978-1-988125-54-1 (PDF)

Book cover designed by JD&J with stock imagery provided by Konstantin Kamenetskiy, Progressman, Steve Estvanik & elwynn © 123RF.com

Author photograph by Crystal Clear Photography

This is a work of fiction. All of the names, characters, places, organizations, events and incidents, other than those clearly in the public domain, are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, recorded, stored in a retrieval or information browsing system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without prior written permission from the publisher or, in the case of photocopying or other reprographic copying, a licence from Access Copyright, accesscopyright.ca, 1-800-893-5777, info@accesscopyright.ca.
Excerpt from Blood Mark copyright © 2021 by JP McLean

Cataloguing in Publication information available from Library and Archives Canada


[image: ]







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Lethal Waters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Deadly Deception
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Wings of Prey
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Lover Betrayed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
Praise for Lethal Waters


Fun, exciting and addictive.
—Annie Siegel, author, lyricist and jazz musician

The Gift Legacy is one of the best fantasy series I’ve ever read. It’s a beautiful, extremely satisfying journey into a world hidden within our own. Part fantasy-part thriller, the series shines with a distinctive light: the world that comes out of JP Mclean’s wonderful imagination is not only original but also real to the point that it’s hard to think that it is not a part of our reality. This juxtaposition of something so highly phantasmagorical on one side and so authentic on the other is simply irresistible.
—J.F. Kaufmann, author of
 The Langaer Chronicles
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  The man hath penance done, and penance more will do.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner








  
  [image: ]
Book 4 | Chapter One


The concrete piers of the Burrard Street Bridge rose up from the False Creek seabed, its steel girders looming eighty feet overhead. My kayak felt inconsequential by comparison. I rested my paddle across the hull and drifted forward into the bridge’s shadow. A weak sun struggled behind the overcast sky. 
My breath condensed in white puffs. I loved these crisp, cool mornings alone on the water. It was peaceful. Out here, life seemed simple, uncomplicated. Almost what I imagined normal felt like. A light breeze stirred the chilly air. The kayak rocked gently, its yellow hull reflected in the ripples that lapped quietly against it. I gazed up toward the underside of the bridge deck, where car tires thumped over expansion joints.
In the distance, the rumble of outboard motors drew my attention. Time to get a move on. I tugged my cap down over my ears and blew a warm breath into cupped hands. The dry suit that kept my body warm did nothing for my head or my hands. The temperature hovered around five Celsius and the cold was finally getting to me.
I gripped my paddle and continued seaward, cautious of the potential danger from the boats whose motors were growing louder as they approached from behind. Six strokes later, almost out of the bridge’s shadow, the tandem outboards roared, drowning out all other sound. I darted a wide-eyed glance behind and then hunched my shoulders and braced for the inevitable wake that would follow.
The marine speed limit in False Creek is five knots or dead slow. They had the “dead” part right. They raced by on either side of me with their throttles wide open. I barely got a glimpse of them before I felt the powerful effect of their wake. My kayak rolled dangerously when the first wave hit broadside, but it was the second wave that swamped me. It struck from the opposite direction and lifted the hull, dumping me into the frigid water.
I flailed in the dark, trapped upside down in the seat of my cockpit, groping for the tether to my lost paddle. I’d practiced the Eskimo roll that would right me dozens of times, but all of those self-induced rolls hadn’t prepared me for the real thing. It wasn’t the sting of salt water in my eyes, or the frosty temperature of a February ocean that made holding my breath difficult—it was the clear memory of drowning. My drowning.
It’s not something you ever forget: the desperation that compels you to inhale water into your lungs, the way the weight of that water sinks you more effectively than any anchor. It’s the disquieting euphoria of finally letting go. The panic that should have compelled me to jettison instead froze me in place. A memory flashed by at the watery sight of my outstretched arm. Last summer that same arm reached for a surface that I could see but couldn’t reach.
Precious seconds ticked by.
I felt my cap lift away in the current. It was enough to shake me from the nightmare. Latent terror ignited and galvanized me into action. I yanked on the paddle’s tether and re-established my grip. In one adrenalin-fed stroke, I swept my paddle in a powerful arc and rode the momentum to the surface. The instant my face cleared the water into a halo of light, I heaved a ragged breath then coughed and choked in another gulp of air.
“I’ve got you,” a man’s voice called as his red kayak bumped against my hull. A dark beanie covered his head. I pressed my knuckles against my eyes to clear the stinging water. My rescuer steadied the kayak while I caught my breath.
“Thank you,” I sputtered. The mother of all ice-cream headaches stabbed across my forehead. As I recovered, I took in the man who’d come to my rescue. I put him in his late twenties. A day’s stubble covered cheeks flushed red with the cold. He had the shoulders of a weightlifter and a firm grip on the cleat behind my cockpit. He’d laced his paddle under the bungee cording to steady me.
“That was a lot easier to do in waist-deep water,” I rasped, my throat burning. No wonder the instructor had insisted we repeat the Eskimo roll exercise each time we went out. She’d said I’d likely never use it. Yeah.
“You probably shouldn’t have been out here alone. You did well, considering.” He offered a conciliatory smile.
My natural impulse should have been to claw my way out of the cockpit. “I probably should’ve done a wet exit.” I’d practiced those, too, and would struggle back into the kayak to pump it out. At least the neoprene spray skirt had kept most of the water out of the kayak.
“I saw you go under. Luckily, I was just across the channel.”
“Thank you.” I glanced around for his partner but was grateful enough for his help to not mention the fact that I didn’t find one. A wave rocked our hulls, and he held us steady.
“We need to report those yahoos,” he said with contempt. “They’re going to get someone killed out here.”
“You know who they are?”
“No, but I know where they rented those boats. Where’re ya headed?”
“Back to my car. I launched at Kitsilano, but now I think I’d better find somewhere to warm up first.” This outing was supposed to help me build the upper-body strength my new kayaking hobby demanded. Perhaps I’d been too ambitious.
“I know a place. Do you know Scuppers?”
“No. Where is it?”
“Not far. It’s where I was headed. Want to follow me?”
“Yeah, thanks.” I reached over to offer my hand. “Emelynn Taylor.”
“Owen Cooper,” he said, jutting out his hand to take mine in a fierce grip. “Nice to meet you, Emelynn.” He offered a confident smile that reached up and crinkled the corners of his dark brown eyes.
Owen disentangled his paddle from the bungee webbing and swung around. “This way,” he said, paddling landward back under the Burrard Street Bridge. Within minutes we’d slipped under the grey steel and concrete of the Granville Street Bridge. We passed a small marina with swaying sailboats and pulled alongside a dock parallel to the rip-rap shore of Granville Island.
“You can tie up there,” Owen said, pointing to the end of the slim dock. He continued ahead while I secured my kayak. I unfolded myself from the cockpit and climbed onto the dock. My limbs shook from the effort, or maybe it was from the receding adrenalin. Wet hair didn’t help. I needed to get warm. With stiff shoulders, I pulled my dry bag from the rear hatch.
I shivered as I clutched the bag to my chest and scanned the docks for anyone out of place. Constant vigilance was a heavy weight I’d gladly shed if I could. I walked to the far end of the dock to find Owen. I was halfway up the ramp when I spotted him and stopped short to stare like an ill-mannered child. Owen was operating an electric winch, which had just pulled him from his kayak and deposited him in a wheelchair at the top of the ramp.
He looked over and waved me up. I snapped my mouth closed and checked my footwear. I didn’t know the man, but I could have sworn I saw him grin. I swallowed my embarrassment and continued up the ramp, watching him unhook the harness apparatus.
“Sorry for staring. You caught me by surprise,” I said.
“I usually do.” His grin widened into a smile. “Your reaction was stellar. Maybe one of the best. I wish I had it on film.”
“Guess I’m fortunate you didn’t have a camera,” I said, feeling the heat of a blush warm my face. “It was rude. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s cheap entertainment for those of us easily amused. Come on; let’s get warm.”
He spun his chair with precision and set it rolling across the blacktop with one push of his powerful arms. The chair had slanted wheels and a short back, similar to the type athletes use. We crossed a wide sidewalk and passed Scuppers’ deserted outdoor deck. A brass porthole adorned the front door. Owen punched the plate for the automatic door opener, and I had another awkward moment: should I go ahead of him, or not? What was the proper etiquette? Happily, when the door opened, he swept his arm ahead of him, answering my question.
The warmth inside was heavenly, but it only accentuated the chill of icy water dripping down my scalp. “What can I get you, Owen?” the hostess asked. Her long brown hair was pulled into a ponytail high on the back of her head.
“Irish coffee for me, Caitlin. What about you, Emelynn?” He turned to me with an arched brow and lopsided grin that said an alcohol-free beverage would be unacceptable.
“Irish coffee sounds good.”
“Ah, good answer,” he said, and once again finessed his chair into a tight turn. “Caitlin, be a doll and turn the fireplace on, would you? We need to dry out.”
“Sure will. The coffee’s fresh. I’ll be right over with your drinks.”
“Thanks,” Owen said, pointing his wheelchair toward the big stone fireplace on the far side of the room. Caitlin pointed a remote control in the direction of the hearth, and flames leapt to life along the ceramic logs behind a black mesh screen.
I trailed behind Owen through the mostly empty restaurant; it was too early for the lunch crowd. Too early for an Irish coffee, too, but I had a good excuse.
I dropped my bag on a chair near the fireplace. “Sounds as if you’ve been here a time or two,” I said, rooting through my bag in search of a towel.
“My brother owns the place,” Owen said, stripping out of his jacket. Everything about him spoke to his confidence, from the easy banter with the hostess to his quick smile to his decisive physical movements.
“That’s handy.” I blotted the worst of the dripping water from my hair. I unzipped my suit and peeled it off, grateful for the absence of customers, and hung it on the coat rack beside the fireplace. Underneath, I wore thermal tights and a long-sleeved shirt. In the dry bag I kept a fleece, which I pulled on and snuggled into. Much better, I thought, rubbing my hands together in front of the flames in an attempt to jump-start the warming.
Owen pulled off his beanie and I got my first good look at him. He had a broad chest, heavily muscled arms and a seriously bad case of hat-head. He followed my upward gaze and tried to smooth the tangled mess of brown hair. His smile revealed perfectly white teeth.
“Here you go,” Caitlin said, setting our drinks down. “Can I get you anything else?”
“Not for me, thanks. Emelynn?”
“No, this is great. Thank you.”
“All right. Shout if you change your mind.” Caitlin turned with a flip of her ponytail and called over her shoulder, “I’m putting this on your tab, O.”
“You don’t have to pay for me,” I said.
“Ignore her,” Owen said, and then raised his voice to call after her, “She’s teasing.” He had a thick tracheotomy scar at the base of his throat. How had he ended up in a wheelchair?
“Not teasing,” Caitlin replied with a giggle, and sashayed back to the bar.
“Do you live around here?” I asked, smiling at their antics.
“Not far. Over in English Bay. How about you?”
“I’ve got a place out by UBC.”
“Student?” he asked, twisting his mug in rhythmic circles. He wore a heavy gold signet ring on the pinky of his right hand.
“No, I just live out there.”
“Are you from here?”
“BC?” I asked, and he nodded. “Yeah. South of here. Summerset.” My old hometown was a thirty-minute drive away. I still owned property there, where our family’s old Arts and Crafts–style cottage used to be. Used to be. A man, whose memory still haunted me, set fire to it last year. I was inside it at the time. I closed my eyes against the memory.
“Still cold?” Owen asked.
I shook off the recollection and forced a weak smile. “A little.” I took a sip of the Irish coffee. “This is helping.”
“Summerset’s nice. What brought you into Vancouver? Work?”
It usually took longer for the dreaded but inevitable work question to come up.
“I’m between jobs.” If he pressed, I’d mention the bookkeeping I’d done for the Rumble sisters’ bookstores. I’d learned long ago that if I had to skirt the truth then keeping as close to it as possible made the lie easier to remember. Besides, it wasn’t entirely untrue. I was between jobs. Hopefully there would be another one; it just wouldn’t be anything I could talk about. I changed the subject.
“You said you knew where those people rented their boats.”
“Yeah, they’re Oscar’s boats. He operates out of the far end of False Creek. I’ll talk to him.”
“Thanks.” I wanted the names of the boats’ drivers, but if they’d targeted me intentionally, they wouldn’t have used their real names.
I steered our discussion to kayaking, something I didn’t have to lie about. Owen eagerly shared his experiences. His ingenuity in designing the winch apparatus and adapting his kayak was impressive. And kayaking was just one of the sports he enjoyed. He also raced wheelchairs and rock climbed. Those activities would have been a challenge for anyone. The fact that he took them up in a wheelchair said a lot about the man’s determination.
“It was a skiing accident that put me in the chair.”
“I’m sorry.”
He dismissed my comment with a wave of his arm. “It was a long time ago. Most people I meet are curious; they’re just too polite to ask.”
“Polite is infinitely better than staring with their mouths open,” I said, recalling my behaviour on the ramp.
“Polite’s overrated.” He drained his mug. “If you let it, the chair will run your life and stop conversation dead. I try to pre-empt that nonsense.”
The muffled ring of my phone sent me searching through the dry bag again with apologies. I checked the call display. “I’m sorry, Owen. I’ve got to take this.” I scooted out of my seat. Owen nodded.
“Just a minute, Avery,” I said, making my way outside. “What’s up?” I asked, bracing against the cool air. Avery Coulter was my doctor, but he was also a very good friend and the closest thing I had to a father.
“How quickly can you get over to Vancouver General Hospital?”
At the mention of VGH, a shock ran through me. “What’s happened?”
“It’s Sydney. Where are you?”
“I’m on Granville Island. I can be there in twenty minutes. Is she hurt?” Sydney Davenport was one of us.
“Physically, no. But she needs a friend and you’re the closest. I’ll meet you in Emerg. Twenty minutes?”
“Okay.” I hung up and dialled Black Top Cabs. When I told them it was an emergency, they promised to send a car right away.
“Something wrong?” Owen asked as I scurried back to our table and began gathering my belongings.
“Sorry to rush off, but I need to go. Who can I talk to about storing my kayak for a day or two?”
“I’ll look after it for you. Here,” he said, fishing a business card out of his wallet. “Call me when you’re ready to collect it.”
I took the card, on which was printed, Owen Cooper, Owner. I pinched my brow and read, “Goat Trail Indoor Climbing Gym?”
He shrugged. “There’s always a goat trail to hike before you reach the climb.”
I smiled at his explanation and tucked the card into my bag. “I owe you one, Owen. Thank you.” I shook his hand and rushed outside to my waiting cab.
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Book 4 | Chapter Two


Avery paced just inside the Tenth Avenue emergency entrance doors. “What did I interrupt?” he asked, taking in my water shoes and the dry bag. Avery wore a lab coat, which only saw the light of hospital corridors. His credentials swung from a lanyard around his neck. 
“Nothing important. I was kayaking. What happened?” I asked. He tugged my elbow and guided me away from the bustle of the emergency entrance.
“A close friend of Sydney was critically injured in a car accident early this morning. They operated, but she didn’t make it.” He threaded me through a maze of hallways and stopped in front of a bank of elevators. “They cleaned up the body and allowed Sydney some time to say goodbye. She was the woman’s emergency contact. They were close. She’s pretty shaken up.”
“Oh, Avery. How awful,” I said, as he pressed the call button.
“It gets worse. The police suspect Sydney may have been involved.”
“Involved? How?”
He raked his fingers through his short locks, momentarily holding the blond hair off his forehead. “According to the police, the woman’s car was pushed off the road and hit an abutment on the Upper Levels Highway. The vehicle responsible fled the scene and an eyewitness described it as a dark-coloured Jeep Grand Cherokee.” It was the same vehicle Sydney drove. Hers was maroon.
“I don’t believe it,” I said, shaking my head. I didn’t know Sydney very well. She had always been quiet and aloof, but the notion of her running anyone off the road, let alone a close friend, was beyond comprehension.
The elevator opened and we stepped inside.
“The police impounded her Jeep and they’re going to execute a search warrant at her apartment within the hour.”
“Oh, no! Poor Sydney. Did you call Gabe?” Gabe Aucoin wasn’t a defence attorney nor was criminal law his speciality, but he was one of us and he was well-connected. From personal experience, I knew that he could hold his own, at least at the preliminary stages of the legal maze.
“Yes. He’s representing her. Temporarily, anyway. Hopefully she’ll be cleared before this goes any further. He’s with her now.” Avery stared up at the floor indicator as it lit our ascent. “Sydney’s going to need somewhere to stay. Are you up for it?”
“Of course,” I said, as the elevator doors opened.
We exited into harsh fluorescent lighting. Medical equipment and gurneys lined one side of the hall. “This way,” he said, heading down the corridor to our left. The linoleum squeaked under the rubber soles of my water shoes.
Halfway down the hall, Avery found the door he was looking for. He paused and took a breath before opening it then ushered me inside. Sydney sat with a wad of tissue in her hands and didn’t look up. A curtain of silky black hair hid her face. Gabe sat beside her. The small room held half a dozen chairs and two small tables topped with boxes of tissues and scattered pamphlets.
“Emelynn,” Gabe said, standing to greet me. “Thanks for coming.” He squeezed my shoulder. As usual, he looked perfectly groomed in a pinstripe suit and polished brogues. He had steel-grey hair and an olive complexion that made you think he’d just returned from a sunny vacation. “She can leave any time. I’m going to her apartment now to meet the police. Can she stay with you tonight?” he asked.
“Absolutely,” I said.
“Good. I’ll call you when they’re done.”
Gabe knelt next to Sydney. “Emelynn’s going to take you to her place. You can stay with her tonight.” Sydney looked up at me, her eyes glassy and rimmed red. Her perfect skin was blotched and bloated. “Remember the detective’s warning, Sydney.” She returned her gaze to Gabe. “Don’t go near Anne’s place and don’t try to contact her roommate. We’ll sort this mess out tomorrow. Okay?”
A tear rolled down Sydney’s face. She didn’t bother to brush it away.
“I’ve got to go,” Gabe said, standing. He turned to me. “Can you take it from here?”
I nodded and Avery said, “I’ll see them out.” The men shook hands and Gabe closed the door quietly behind him.
“I’m so sorry, Sydney.” My heart went out to her. She looked lost. “Come on,” I said, holding out my hand. She stood but didn’t move, as if she’d forgotten how to walk. I put my arm around her and gently urged her forward.
She took a robotic step then froze. “What happens to Anne now?” she asked, turning to Avery.
Avery took her hand in his, pressing his other hand on top. “She’ll stay with us tonight,” he said. He brushed the hair out of her eyes and offered a warm, empathetic smile. “Her family will be here soon. They need to see her. Say goodbye. They’ll take care of the arrangements.”
Avery excelled at bedside manner. I should know, having been the recipient of his care on too many occasions. He didn’t rush. He stroked the back of her hand and waited. When she nodded, he patted her hand one last time then let go and held the door for us. We walked in silence to the elevator.
Avery pressed the call button. “There’ll be a cab at the main entrance,” he said, after I told him I didn’t have my car. We passed a hand-sanitizing station and moments later we stood outside at the head of a line of yellow HandiDART buses. Avery stepped out front with his white coattails flapping in the wind and secured a cab. He opened the rear door for us. I got in first and scooted to the other side. He helped Sydney in and leaned down. “I’ll call you tonight.” He closed the cab’s door and stepped back on the curb.
I nodded goodbye and directed the cabbie to the parking lot in Kitsilano where I’d left my car. Sydney didn’t seem to notice. She was disconcertingly quiet. I had to ask her to put her seat belt on when we got into my beat-up station wagon.
The cabbie kindly waited until the old Volvo started before she drove off. Sydney stared out the side window all the way to the West Mall. I pulled into my building’s underground lot and parked beside my dad’s red MGB.
“We’re here,” I said, and Sydney swivelled her head in my direction.
“She was my best friend,” she said. Fresh tears streamed down her face.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. One look at her and I felt her anguish and choked back my own tears. “Let’s go inside. I’ll make you a cup of tea.” Tea was the answer to everything, wasn’t it?
There were four penthouses on the top floor. Mine occupied the southwest corner. I unlocked the door, turned off the alarm and settled Sydney on the sofa with a box of tissues. She didn’t even take in the view, staring at her hands instead.
I studied her from the kitchen as I prepared the tea. Sydney Davenport was twenty-four, just a few months older than me. She possessed a quiet beauty that drew your attention without hitting you over the head. Perhaps it was her flawless skin, or maybe it was the shine of her black hair that flowed like silk. “Exotic” is the word that came to mind. She was of mixed heritage, which included a Japanese grandmother she’d adored and lost to cancer. She’d shared that bit of herself in solidarity with me after I’d lost the cottage.
My loss seemed trivial in light of today’s events, but at the time, I’d been terrified that I’d lose the few cherished memories I had of my father in the wake of the fire. He was killed in a plane crash when I was twelve, and all my memories of him were tied to that cottage. She’d assured me I’d not forget him, and she’d been right.
My life had been through the spin cycle so many times since then I’d lost count, so I did have some inkling of what Sydney was going through. I poured the boiling water into the teapot and brought the tray to rest on the coffee table in front of her. She’d curled into a ball at the end of the sofa. She’d be numb from the shock for a few days. I sat beside her and swirled the steeping tea.
The teapot, like everything else in the condo, was new. Some days I felt as though I lived in a hotel. With the exception of a framed photo of my father, I had no connection to anything in here. The Molotov cocktails had destroyed my home and everything in it. After I bought the condo—sight unseen—Avery’s girlfriend, Victoria, came to my rescue and furnished it. I still found the occasional tag on linens or a price sticker on the bottom of a dish. Not only did she have exquisite taste, she also knew me well enough to create a space that wouldn’t be a constant reminder of the quaint cottage I’d lost.
“Thanks,” Sydney muttered when I handed her a steaming cup.
“Can I get you anything else?” I asked.
Sydney forced a thin smile. “No.”
“Do you want to talk about what happened?”
She stared at her cup. “I don’t know what happened. I got a call from the hospital.” She looked up to explain. “I’m Anne’s emergency contact.” She returned her gaze to the tea. “When I got to the hospital, she was already in surgery. I couldn’t see her. I didn’t know what to do, so I phoned Avery.”
“When did the hospital phone?”
“Late. Anne hadn’t called yet. She usually calls when she gets home.” She brightened and turned to me. “She’s a brilliant chef.” Anguish painted her face the moment the present tense of her words collided with the past tense of Anne’s life. I reached for the box of tissues, but she held up her hand and continued to defy her new reality. “Sometimes she stays late. I started to worry, but I didn’t want her to think I didn’t trust her.” She closed her eyes. “I should have called her.”
“Don’t do that, Sydney. It’s not your fault.”
She cradled the cup but didn’t lift it to her lips. I watched her struggle to compose herself.
“When Avery arrived, he told me…she was gone…” Her voice trailed off and her eyes welled up again spilling fresh tears down her face.
This time she let me trade her cup for the box of tissues. Rather than sit there staring at her grief, I wandered to the wall of windows overlooking the West Mall and the Pacific beyond.
Merely thinking about losing either of my best friends made my chest hurt. I’d been keeping Molly at arm’s length since the arson—it was safer for her and her unborn child—but now I felt the urge to call her. Eden too. I needed to tell them how much they meant to me.
“They towed my car,” Sydney said, interrupting my thoughts, and I turned to face her.
“Yes, I heard. When will you get it back?”
“I don’t know.”
“Maybe Gabe will know when he calls,” I said, and returned to the sofa. “Did the police question you?”
She furrowed her brow in thought. “Yes. They wanted to know where I’d been, who I’d been with.”
“What did they tell you about the accident?”
“They said they’re investigating it. Gabe told me they thought she’d been run off the road.” A mixture of pain and bewilderment flitted across her face. “Who would do that?”
I had no answer for her. But when she crumpled under the weight of her grief, I pulled her close and cradled her while she sobbed. “I’m so sorry,” I repeated, and rubbed her back in a futile attempt to ease her pain.
Her wracking sobs gave way to hiccups and then to sniffles. She pulled away and blew her nose. “I don’t know how to do this. It hurts so much.”
“No one knows how to do this.” Time would help dull the pain, but that was no consolation right now. “You know what might help?” I asked. “A hot bath. How about I run you one?”
She shrugged, which I took for a definite maybe. It couldn’t hurt. She was exhausted and the warm water would relax her, maybe help her get some rest. I excused myself and started the bath in the guest room’s ensuite then checked the bedroom to make sure it was ready. I put a bathrobe and a nightshirt on her bed then returned to the tub and scooped a measure of bath salts into the rush of steaming water. As an afterthought, I set a box of tissues on her nightstand.
“Your bath’s almost ready,” I said, returning to the sofa. “Come on. I’ll show you to your room.”
Sydney followed me down the hall and through the bedroom into the ensuite. I turned off the tap. “Help yourself to the toiletries. There are more in the cupboard.” I draped two towels on the rack by the tub. She hadn’t moved. “You’ll let me know if you need anything?”
“Thanks.”
I closed the door behind me and headed down the other end of the hall to my own room, snagging my dry bag on the way. Victoria had furnished my bedroom in the same modern, minimalist style that she’d used for the rest of the condo.
After a lengthy, hot shower, I changed into yoga pants and a long sweater, retrieved my phone and crawled onto the bed to dial James. We’d fallen into each other’s arms last fall during the arson investigation. We talked on the phone, but I hadn’t seen him since I dropped him at the airport on New Year’s Day.
“Emelynn,” he said, when he answered. “How are you?” His voice was a soothing balm. Alone had never been a problem for me until James Moss. Or more precisely, since James left me to return to his home in New Orleans. Knowing he was so far away made it worse.
“Good,” I lied. “Where are you?” James’s investigative services had been in high demand after he returned to the States. He bounced around the country like a rubber ball working cases he wouldn’t tell me about. He was paid well for that discretion.
“Las Vegas. I’m almost wrapped up here. Thought I might come up for a few days if your guest room’s available.”
I gave him the laugh he was looking for. He’d spent many nights in the guest room at the cottage before he found his way into my bed. “I hate to disappoint you, but your room is taken. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay in my room this time.” Our relationship was still new, and tantalizing memories of bedroom antics held it together through the physical distance.
The playfulness of our discussion ended all too soon when I told him about Sydney. He’d met her, of course; he knew everyone in the covey, and he found it as unlikely as the rest of us that she would run her friend’s car off the road. Not only did it seem out of character, but also, what went unspoken was the fact that Sydney, like most of us, wouldn’t have to resort to vehicular manslaughter if she had murder in her heart. It was just one of the reasons we guarded the secret of our gift.
“She’ll be cleared of suspicion soon,” James said, and then changed the topic. “Have you heard from Jordan?” Detective Samuel Jordan was my handler in a yet-to-be-tested relationship with International Covert Operations, or ICO, a clandestine branch of the federal government. ICO had operators embedded in major law enforcement circles across the country. They held obscure titles and reported outside the normal chain of command, and their funding never dried up. Sam’s counterpart in the States was Tim Beale.
“Not a word. You?”
“Not yet, but it’s coming.”
“You’ve heard something?” I asked.
The bloodbath at Cairabrae had exposed our kind, and it was my fault. In saving Sam, I’d revealed my gift. He and his American colleagues saw more than we could explain, and the only way to make the colossal mess go away was to agree to work with ICO. It was my penance.
I was far from the most skilled candidate for the role. I’d been given the gift, not born with it, and I was still learning. But I was the one who’d exposed the gift. I was the one who’d killed a man in front of Sam. And I was expendable.
James volunteered for the role. He was guilty by association anyway, but at least he was both skilled and a born Flier.
“It’s what I haven’t heard,” James said. “My NOPD contacts have gone quiet. I’m guessing Tim has encouraged them to sever their ties with me so he has me all to himself.” James had been surreptitiously aiding police investigations for a couple of years, ever since he successfully located a friend’s daughter who’d been abducted. He’d never explained himself, merely let them believe he was psychic. The ruse worked for both James and the NOPD. “Once Tim has me isolated, he’ll call.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“It’s not. Tim just doesn’t want to share. But if I get wind of him interfering with my private clients, I’ll push back.”
“He won’t interfere. It was part of your agreement, wasn’t it?” In exchange for our cooperation, we were assured anonymity and ICO’s promise to maintain the secret of the gift. It was the only way we could protect the other coveys.
“It was, but they didn’t get everything they wanted in the deal. I wouldn’t put it past them to cultivate leverage to extract more.” What they hadn’t gotten was our agreement to be guinea pigs.
“They got enough,” I said, hoping it was true.
“Are you being careful, Em?”
“You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve been schooled by one of the best PIs in the business.” And I had. James had drilled me during every waking moment of our time together over Christmas.
He chuckled. “I told you that was just a rumour.”
“Nah, I checked him out. It wasn’t a rumour.” I hadn’t actually. James bristled if I asked about his military experience, but on more than one occasion, Sam had confirmed James’s reputation. It was solid.
“Well, don’t let up. Use your block; it’s your best defence. I’ve got to go, Em. Someone is waiting for me.”
“Okay. Let me know when you’re coming in. I’ll pick you up. And you be careful too.” Knowing the hell Sydney was going through just down the hall was a brutal reminder of how precarious life could be.
“You can count on it,” he said, and then disconnected.
I lay on the bed and hugged the phone to my chest. James was careful; I knew that. He’d been well-trained and was skilled, lethal when necessary, but he wasn’t at his peak. A gunshot at Cairabrae had shattered his shoulder, and it hadn’t completely healed. It was a handicap he could ill afford in his line of work.
The phone vibrated to life under my hand, startling me.
“How’s Sydney doing?” Avery asked when I answered.
“As good as can be expected, I suppose. She’s in the bath. Have you heard from Gabe?”
“Not yet. But I got the flight details for Anne’s parents. They’ll be here tomorrow to claim the body as soon as the Coroner releases it.”
“Do you want me to tell her?”
“Thanks, but no. I want to talk to her so I can gauge how she’s coping.”
“Let me see if she’s out of the bath,” I said, scooting off my bed and heading down the hall. She answered my knock bundled in the bathrobe. I handed her my phone and wandered to the kitchen. Breakfast had worn off long ago and I’d missed lunch. Sydney likely wouldn’t have eaten at all today. I pulled a quart of chicken noodle soup from the fridge and poured it into a pot on the stove with the heat on low.
Sydney wandered out of her room still in the robe with her hair wrapped in a towel as I finished setting the table.
“Thank you,” she said, handing me back the phone.
I nodded. “You hungry?”
“No. But Avery says I should eat.”
“Have a seat,” I said, and turned back to the kitchen. “It’s just soup.”
I set a bowl in front of her and returned to the stove to dish my own.
“This is a great spot, Emelynn,” she said, as I took my seat. The fact that she was noticing her surroundings was a good sign.
She got through half the bowl before setting her spoon down. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Can I get you anything else?”
“No. You’ve been very kind.”
“We’re covey, Sydney. I’ll always be here for you. So will the others, just like you were all there for me when Carson torched my house.”
“Thanks.” She stared at her half-eaten bowl. “I’m going to lie down for a while if you don’t mind.”
“Of course,” I said, and stood to clear the dishes. She disappeared down the hall and I heard the soft click of her door closing.
When the sun touched the western horizon, I laid my book on the coffee table and stared out the window. Dusk was a magical time for those who shared the gift—the golden glow of daylight is replaced by a blue hue that lights up the night as effectively as the sun.
I was twelve when Jolene Reynolds gifted me. Until last year, I hadn’t known who she was, or why she’d chosen me. I now knew she’d had a relationship with my father before I was born.
Perfect night vision was the first manifestation of Jolene’s gift, the first indication that she’d given me something special. And it hadn’t lost its charm.
Before I’d learned what Jolene’s gift was, the night vision was its only charm. The rest was a curse, at least until Avery discovered me in the ER after I’d fallen from the sky. He’d spotted the second lens in my eyes that identified me as a Flier. He ensured I learned the wonder of the gift before I learned the price we all paid for it. After explaining the anatomy of a Flier’s eye, he taught me how to use my gift to funnel energy through my second lens, and how to shield myself with my block.
That ability to serve up anything from the static shock we called a spark to the debilitating or lethal energy wave we called a jolt was why no Flier would believe Sydney would go to the trouble of running Anne’s car off the road. She might not be strong enough to cause a brain bleed, but she could do serious damage without lifting a finger, let alone implicating herself.
Gabe called a few hours later. The savoury aroma of the baked macaroni and cheese I’d made earlier was just beginning to waft out of the kitchen. “She’s lying down,” I said. It was eight o’clock and I doubted she was sleeping. “Let me see if she’s awake.”
I padded down the hall to her door and tapped lightly. “Are you up?” I whispered. I heard footsteps on the floor and the door opened. Her eyes were still puffy and red. “Gabe’s on the phone,” I said, handing it to her.
“Thanks,” she said. I turned away and returned to the kitchen.
My mouth watered as I pulled the casserole from the oven. I’d made it with caramelized onions and smoked cheddar. It was comfort food on steroids and I couldn’t think of a better meal to entice Sydney to eat. I set the table and retrieved the salad I’d made from the fridge. I was searching for the toasted sesame seeds to sprinkle on top when Sydney came in. She’d dressed—another good sign.
“Gabe says the police confiscated some papers and my laptop.”
“Any word on your Jeep yet?”
“No.”
“That’s too bad. You hungry?”
She wasn’t, but she made the effort. I turned on the music to drown out the silence and watched her eat a few mouthfuls and pick at the rest.
“I’m not very good company,” she said, looking up from her half-eaten meal. I’d already cleaned every morsel off my plate.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I’ll eat the rest later,” she said, and pushed away from the table. She apologized and retreated to her room.
I stared down the hall at her closed door for a long time thinking about Molly and Eden. They were the bookends of my life; Molly Connolly anchored me and Eden Effrome encouraged me to soar. Last summer, I’d risked everything to protect Eden, and I would never forget the relief I’d felt when I’d learned she was safe. It was a relief Sydney would never know.






  
  [image: ]
Book 4 | Chapter Three


Keeping Molly and Eden at arm’s length was a conscious decision. It kept them safe, but they weren’t entirely out of reach. I switched on the gas fireplace, settled into the sofa and pulled my computer onto my lap. 
One of James’s many talents was his technical savvy, which he’d put to use to modify my cellphone and laptop so I could connect to the Internet without fear of being traced. I’d felt like an idiot when he tried to explain how it worked, but the concept of randomly generated networks of IP addresses was beyond my grasp. “Untraceable,” he’d finally said, before qualifying his statement with “virtually,” and that was good enough for me.
Tonight being untraceable wasn’t as important as seeing the face of a friend. I opened the FaceTime app and clicked on Eden’s number. She and Alex had moved back to Seattle after Carson escaped from the hospital and torched my house. I didn’t blame her; she’d been in his sights once and that had been enough.
“Emelynn,” she said with an enthusiasm that warmed my heart. She was in her scrubs and her spiky red hair looked like a halo, backlit by harsh lights. “How are you?”
“I’m good. Better now. Have I caught you at work?” She worked shifts in emerg at Seattle Children’s Hospital. Keeping track of her schedule was impossible.
“Yeah, but I’m on a break,” she said, bringing her coffee cup into view. “Topping up my caffeine levels to get me through the second half of my shift. What’s up?”
I told her about Sydney, and her reaction was the same as mine. “That’s a farce,” she said, and she’d known Sydney longer than I. I promised to pass her condolences along in the morning.
“How’s Alex?” I asked. They weren’t married, but they might as well have been. They’d been together for five years—five happy years.
“He’s great,” she said, sighing. “Hates his job though. ‘Unimaginative’ is about the nicest thing he has to say about Marty, the owner.” Alex was an artist and motorcycles were his canvas. He’d sold his shop in Vancouver when he and Eden resettled in Seattle.
“I don’t suppose it’s easy to work for someone else when you’ve had a taste of being the boss.”
“More like vinegar in a paper cut if you listen to Alex. But it’s not for much longer. The move set us back but he’ll have his own shop again in a couple of months.”
We caught up on news regarding the rest of the covey before she asked me about James.
“He said he’s going to come up after his next job. Should be soon,” I said.
“You miss him?”
“I do, but he’s changed since the Tribunal released his family.”
“In what way?”
“I don’t know. It’s as if things matter more to him now. He’s nicer, more thoughtful.”
“Those are all good things, Em.”
“I should be banned from the girls’ club for thinking otherwise, shouldn’t I? You know it was his idea for us to be exclusive.”
“That’s not surprising, is it? I mean, now that he knows the Tribunal won’t conscript a son of his, I’m sure he’s rethinking his choices.” I’d told Eden about James’s ability to read memories before James and I had hooked up. The memory-reading gene passed through the males of the Moss family and James was the fourth and now last generation to be forced into service to the Tribunal.
“It’s just not James. He was easier to deal with when he was flippant and sarcastic.”
“You mean he was easier to blow off.”
Her comment stopped me cold. She was right. “God, is that what it sounds like?”
“Kind of. Maybe you should talk to him about it.”
“Maybe. Though I’m not sure I want to stir that pot right now.”
“I wish I could talk longer, Em, but I’ve got to go. Break’s almost over.”
“Okay. I’ll let you know what happens with Sydney. I miss you. If you were closer I’d convince you to play hooky and go flying with me instead.”
“It wouldn’t take much convincing, but I won’t be flying for a while. Our covey’s been grounded. Rumour has it there’s been a major breach and no one wants to take a chance and get caught in a picture on someone’s phone, especially with the Tribunal on a rampage.”
“Yes, I heard that.” I’d more than heard about the breach; I was responsible for it. But I couldn’t share that with Eden.
“Take care, Emelynn. Give my best to Sydney.”
I felt drained after we disconnected. Most days I tried not to think about Carson’s band of merry men, the Redeemers. They viewed the Tribunal as a corrupt dictatorship. Their goal had been to replace the Tribunal—physically, not democratically. Then again, democracy wasn’t exactly rife in covey circles.
They had made their first concerted effort to annihilate the Tribunal last fall at Cairabrae, the Reynolds family estate just outside Bodega Bay in California. The police had stashed me there for safekeeping after Carson torched the cottage, and my hosts, the Reynoldses, thought it an opportune time to properly introduce me to the Tribunal.
Carson learned of the gathering and his Redeemers infiltrated the party, poisoning the guests with amber, which rendered their gifts useless. In the melee that followed, Carson and a handful of his Redeemers were killed. The ones who escaped were no doubt licking their wounds and regrouping. Unfortunately, the Tribunal had yet to uncover their identities.
The Redeemers’ attack on the Tribunal at Cairabrae had been hushed by the Tribunal as well as the police. I didn’t object to the deception. If word leaked that the strongest among us had been taken to their knees by Redeemers, panic would ensue. And the panic would be justified; the Redeemers had already killed one Tribunal member and critically injured another. Worse still, they’d kidnapped and stolen the gifts from at least five others, effectively killing them as well. In light of our recent exposure, we could ill afford panic that might result in even more bloodshed.
If guilt had calories, I’d be in trouble. It was a constant battle to keep the blame at bay. It took strength I didn’t always have. Sleep, when it came without dreams, was a pleasant reprieve. I closed the computer and turned off the fireplace then crept to my bedroom and quietly closed the door.

      [image: ]The clock blinked 1:45 a.m. It was pitch-black outside. The rhythmic pounding that had woken me continued. In my dream, someone had been banging at the door, but the thumping was farther down the hall. I slipped out of bed and approached the room I’d converted into a small gym. The door was ajar. Sydney was barefoot on the treadmill and had it cranked up to a punishing speed. Apparently, she’d hit the anger stage of the grieving process.
Though neither of us needed the light, I switched it on. It startled her. She met my gaze in the window’s reflection and hit the stop button, which quickly slowed her pace. “Did I wake you?” she whispered in a rasp, out of breath. “I’m sorry.” She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail. Perspiration trailed down her temples.
I shrugged it off. “I’m a light sleeper. How long have you been at it?”
“I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep.” She twisted the cap off a bottle of water and swallowed several large gulps.
I walked across to the dresser, pulled out a towel and tossed it to her. “There’s a pool on the ground floor if you want to swim laps.” She mopped her face and wiped her neck. She was flushed, but no longer looked as if she’d been crying. “Good night,” I said, and turned to leave. Her voice stopped me.
“I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to find whoever did this,” she said.
I turned back to her. “Shouldn’t you leave that for the police?”
“The police?” she said with a bitter laugh. “They think it was me. And while they’re busy going through my papers, searching my car, how much time do you think they’re spending following other leads?” Her frustration was palpable. She powered off the treadmill and stepped down. “Do you know why they targeted me?”
Warning flags went up with the tone of her voice. I answered cautiously. “I thought it was the witness who had ID’d a car similar to yours.”
“No, that just stopped them from looking further. Their primary suspect is always the spouse—or girlfriend, in my case.”
“Anne was your girlfriend girlfriend?” That certainly clarified a few things.
Sydney nodded, staring at her feet. “I wanted her to move in with me, but she wasn’t out. She wasn’t ready to tell her family. And now her parents are going to be here tomorrow and Anne wouldn’t have wanted them to find out this way.”
“Do the police know you and Anne were a couple?”
“Not exactly, but they suspect. She named me as her girlfriend in her emergency contacts.”
“You don’t have to be gay to list a girlfriend as your contact.”
“Anne keeps…kept…some private mementos of us in her bedroom. Those items won’t change a thing from the police’s perspective, but it will change everything for Anne’s parents. I need to get those things out of her apartment.”
“Are you certain Anne wouldn’t have wanted her parents to know about your relationship?”
“Positive. Anne told them I was a friend. We were going to tell them about us eventually, but not like this.”
“They might find out anyway—Anne’s roommate, her colleagues at work—someone is bound to know.”
Sydney clenched her jaw and drew a deep breath, then turned to face the window. “Do you know the gallery where I work, Croften?” she asked. It was in South Granville in a very upscale and trendy neighbourhood. I nodded. “We hosted a big exhibit last August for this photographer, Étienne. He’s a big deal; we didn’t hang anything of his in the gallery that was worth less than five grand. Anyway, he approached Anne and me at his opening and asked if we would pose for him.”
“And you did,” I said, as understanding dawned.
She nodded. “We were flattered. He gave us proofs of the shoot. He called it Icelandic Coal. ‘An unusual find,’ he’d said.” A smile slowly lit up her face and she looked at me in the window’s reflection. “The photos are beautiful. They’re also nude and leave no room to doubt what kind of relationship Anne and I shared.” When she turned to face me again, her smile was gone. “Her parents can’t find those photos, Em. Anne would be devastated if that’s how they learned about her and me.”
Her eyes welled up and she covered her face. “What am I going to do? How can I make this right for Anne?”
Though I was certain Anne’s parents would eventually learn about their daughter, I could at least spare Sydney any more angst tonight. “Maybe I can help.”
“You can? How?”
“The police said you couldn’t go to Anne’s apartment. They didn’t say I couldn’t.”
“You would do that for me?” she asked, creasing her brow.
“I can try. Have you got a key?” Removing those photos would break all kinds of laws, but it was for all the right reasons. Was there a “justifiable theft” equivalent to “justifiable homicide” I wondered?
“Not anymore. The police took it. Do you know how to jimmy a lock?”
“No, but anything blatant like that will point the finger back at you. What about Anne’s roommate? Do you know if she’s home tonight?”
“I have no idea. She works a split shift at a bar. She doesn’t always come home.”
“Hmm, okay.” I crossed my arms and tapped my fingers against my elbow. Getting into Anne’s apartment wasn’t the problem. The problem was explaining how I was going to do it. If there wasn’t a plausible way in, Sydney would ask too many questions. Questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. “Does her place have a balcony?”
“Yes!” Sydney lit up, animated for the first time since this ordeal began. “Off the living room.”
“Good. Okay. That’s workable.”
“What can I do?”
“You aren’t going to do anything. Stay put. You have to make certain everyone knows you’re here. After I leave, use your cellphone and make some calls. The GPS will record your location.”
“The police took my phone.”
“Of course. Right. Use my computer. Sign in to your Facebook and Twitter accounts and make your presence known. Use Skype or FaceTime someone and let them know where you are. If you can’t reach anyone, leave posts and messages. You need to create a cybertrail so you can prove you were here tonight and not breaking into Anne’s apartment.”
Sydney arched an eyebrow. “You sound just like James.” Her accusatory tone took me aback. I knew the covey didn’t have the best opinion of him, but I thought his recent sacrifices had at least earned him some respect. “Oh, that didn’t come out right, Em,” she said, backpedalling. “I mean, it’s just…James is so intense. We all know you two are close, since Carson and all, but…” She closed her eyes and pressed her hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry.”
Sydney was grieving. I could forgive her a lot in that light. “It’s all right,” I said. “I’m going to change.”
Back in my room, I closed the door and slumped against it, trying to shake off Sydney’s comment. The covey didn’t really know James, I reminded myself. They only knew he’d misled them almost a year ago, in a search for a woman who turned out to be his sister. They didn’t know of his connection to the Tribunal or how desperate he was to keep the Tribunal out of his family’s affairs for fear of the consequences. Regretfully, they never would, I thought.
I pushed off from the door and it took but a minute to don the dark uniform. The hoodie, the black yoga pants, the black turtleneck. I closed the bedroom door behind me and strode down the hall.
Sydney popped out from her bedroom and followed. “I’m sorry,” she said, trailing behind me.
I turned and she stopped in front of me. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about, Sydney. Really. Put it out of your mind.” I smiled my most reassuring smile and dug my black boots out of the hall closet. “What’s Anne’s address?” I asked with my cellphone poised. She rattled off an address close to Granville Island and gave me the layout of the building. “Where will I find the photos?” I asked, pulling on a lightweight, quilted jacket.
“There’s a print of Rene Magritte’s The Lovers on the bedroom wall above her headboard.” I arched an eyebrow. “It seemed appropriate at the time.” A small smile played at the corner of her mouth. “The photos are in an envelope behind it.”
“I should be back in an hour. You need to get busy on the computer,” I said, nodding toward the coffee table in the living room where I’d left my laptop. “Log on as the guest user. That ID isn’t encrypted so it can be traced.”
“I will. Thanks, Emelynn.”
“You’re welcome,” I replied. I picked up the keys for the MGB and headed for the door.
“Be careful,” she said, and closed the door behind me.
I got in the elevator and pushed P1. I covered a yawn with my hand. When I returned home, I was going to crawl back into bed and nod off until noon.
My father’s little red MGB backfired and coughed up a cloud of blue exhaust while I waited for the overhead garage gate to open. I studied the GPS. Gauging from the small screen, Anne’s apartment looked to be almost under the Granville Street Bridge on West Second Avenue.
It took less than twenty minutes to drive there on the deserted roads. I slowed as I passed her building and continued through the intersection on to Lamey’s Mill Road. I turned left, pulled in behind a residential building then parked in the darkest spot I could find. It was a textbook-perfect where-a-lone-woman-should-not-park-in-the-middle-of-the-night spot. I pulled my hood up and stepped out of the car, more worried about my car’s safety than my own.
I stuffed my hands in my pockets and walked to the edge of the parking lot, my breath visible, preceding me. I kept to the shadows making my way back to the intersection at Second Avenue and crossed to the far side. Anne’s building was a modern brick-and-stucco structure with glass-fronted balconies. Condensation on the windshields of the cars parked out front told me they’d been there all night. I averted my face and walked past the lobby, which was recessed under a concrete overhang.
At the next intersection, I crossed and took a walkway that led to the back of the building. Anne’s apartment was at the back on the sixth floor facing Granville Island. Potted cedars lined the top two tiers of the seven-storey structure. Unfortunately, the balcony was too exposed to risk gaining entry that way. Instead, I looked for a service door or a fire exit; I could get through anything that wasn’t sealed airtight and most windows and doors weren’t. I found one in the form of a steel door beside the garbage dumpsters in the laneway.
I backed into the shadows and surveyed my surroundings. Not a soul stirred and the only sound came from the drum beat of intermittent tires on the bridge deck two hundred metres to the east. I took a breath, closed my eyes and felt the thrum of pent-up energy that fluttered just beneath my skin. The natural high put a smile on my face. In my mind’s eye, I wrapped my fingers around my gift’s talisman, a warm, clear crystal. If it were physical, it would be the width of my palm with six smooth sides and a six-sided prism capping each end. But it wasn’t physical. That the crystal lived within my psyche, alongside my soul, made me unique among Ghosts. And the metaphysical nature of my crystal was a secret I’d take to my grave.
With a final check of my surroundings, I closed my fist around the crystal that felt as real as the ground beneath my feet, and applied steady pressure. Its surface tension gave way and the crystal melted into me as if it were candy floss on my tongue. Within moments, my physical form faded away, leaving nothing but the airy wisps of my ghost.
The ability to ghost was part of Jolene’s gift, and it was rare; only nine families possessed the genetic trait. Those families formed their own coveys and comprised the pool from which the Tribunal drew its nine members. It was the one thing that separated Tribunal members from all other Fliers. The ability, like all Flier gifts, could be stolen, and that made it a dangerous trait to possess: so dangerous that the families who possessed it kept it well hidden.
Unfortunately, ghosting outdoors was not ideal. Wind was a constant peril, promising to push me off course or scatter me with a gust. To avoid that, I’d need to move quickly. I concentrated on the steel door and charged my ghosted form directly at it, blasting myself through the cracks around the door. I collected myself on the other side and gained my bearings. I found myself in a utility hallway. The dried remnants of muddy footprints and a scattering of leaf debris painted the concrete floor. A caged compact fluorescent bulb hung from a bare socket overhead.
I was still an amateur where ghosting was concerned, and though my stamina was improving, I could only function for thirty minutes or so in this form before exhaustion took its toll. When that happened, I had to re-form or find a safe place to
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