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Praise for Wings of Prey


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

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

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


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 deftly crafted, impressively original and inherently compelling read from first page to last.
—Midwest Book Review

Danger, suspense, and mystery all bundled into one perfect read.
—Urban Lit Magazine

Extraordinary heroine—awesome world-building.
—Roxy Boroughs, award-winning author of
 The Psychic Heat series

The story pulled me in from the first page and kept me hooked until the very end.
—Ev Bishop, award-winning author of
 the River’s Sigh B & B series

JP McLean at her six-star best.
—Pat McDonald, British crime author

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

This story has all the elements of an engrossing thriller—dynamic characters, secrets, suspense, sex, violence, and a believable and likeable protagonist.
—Diana Stevan, author of
 A Cry from the Deep

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
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Chapter One


Three weeks had passed since my mother learned that another world existed within her own. A world where the laws of gravity weren’t so much laws as suggestions. A world where a select few who shared the right gene could dissipate into molecules too tiny for the human eye to see and then re-form, unaffected. A world of Fliers and Ghosts. 
Years of hiding the truth from her were behind us, and yet I felt her doubt, her skepticism. It seemed as if she was waiting for me to say just kidding and then life would return to normal. Normal: the most overrated place in the world.
“Where’s your mom?” James said, leaning against the kitchen door jamb. He raked his hand through still damp hair that touched his shoulders. Last night it had been my hands running through his hair. He was dressed in dark colours. They made him look leaner, lankier. Sexier. He stared at the belt of my robe.
I pulled my mind out of the bedroom and picked up the note she’d left. “At the university again. ‘Back tonight,’ it says. You know what she’s doing, right?”
He pushed off from the jamb and sauntered over. “Looking for proof?”
“It’s the scientist in her. She can’t help herself.”
James pulled two mugs from the cupboard and reached for the coffee pot. “There’s always the hope the university will pull her library privileges.”
“With her credentials? Fat chance.” We took our coffees to the living room and settled on the sofa. Outside, the Pacific shimmered under a weak May sun.
“I did the same, you know,” I said. “Before I knew. Back in Toronto.”
“Did you find anything?”
“Not unless you include witchcraft and mystical rapture. Then there’s always demonic possession and shamans. And let’s not forget cults and alien space invaders.”
James gave me the laugh I was looking for. “Abnormal behaviours are your mom’s forte, are they not? Maybe she’ll be the one to figure out the science behind the gift.”
“More likely a drug to cure it.” My mom, Laura Aberfoyle, was a respected behavioural research Ph.D. She’d resigned from her post at the University of Toronto a few weeks ago.
“Cure it?”
“It wouldn’t be the first time she pioneered an anti-psychotic med. Mom’s furious that Jolene did this, gifted me, put me in this position. She thinks the gift is dangerous.” I traced a dribble of coffee up the side of my mug and licked my finger. “She doesn’t know the half of it.”
“When are you going to tell her?”
“I don’t know. I’d hoped the gift would win her over. She should be curious, but she’s resisted every offer to experience it for herself—from Stuart, from me. Without that cushion, it’s going to be a blow when she learns about the Tribunal Novem and our enemies.”
“I wish I could stay and help, but it’s going to take from now until the caucus to set up the security.”
Next week’s caucus was a big deal. The entire Tribunal Novem, their families and allies would be in attendance. Security measures would be unprecedented.
“I have to tell you, I’m surprised Mason asked for your help.”
“I sense Stuart had a hand in that.”
“He tells me you two work well together.”
“The guy’s got balls. Pretty nimble for an old cowboy. I owe him.”
That old cowboy was becoming more like the grandfather I never had with each passing day. He’d pressed James’s right for revenge with Sebastian and then helped James track down and assassinate the two amoral vultures responsible for stealing our genetic material. He’d then helped dispatch James’s handler, Tim Beale, the man at International Covert Operations who’d set James up.
I smiled. “Stuart’s probably taking advantage of your new unemployed status.”
“Unemployed. I like the sound of that. But I’m not idle. Took a private contract before I showed up on your doorstep.”
James toyed with one of the lockets on my bracelet. Inside the locket was the RF transmitter International Covert Operations had implanted in my arm. James had one just like it—not the bracelet, the transmitter. ICO wasn’t aware we’d found them, and we were counting on them not knowing we’d had them surgically removed. Now we were in control of how much they knew of our whereabouts.
James twisted the bracelet and checked the second locket—his locket. I’d agreed to keep his tracker with me while he was working with Mason on security for the caucus. We couldn’t risk ICO knowing where the meeting was taking place.
“I’m glad you came.”
“Me too.” He took my hand in his. “I was worried your mom would toss me out when I showed up.”
“Are you kidding? She thinks you can do no wrong. I was the one who kept her in the dark and insisted everyone else do the same. You, she loves.”
A playful smirk crossed his lips. “I am damn near perfect.” I rolled my eyes. He raised the back of my hand to his lips. “Thank you for saying yes.”
My smile faded. “We’re taking it slow, remember?”
“Like I’d forget that conversation.”
An awkward silence fell. He rubbed his thumb over my knuckles. “We aren’t the first couple to have to work out a few snags, Em.”
“Snags?”
“Tiny,” he said, squinting at the small gap between his thumb and forefinger. “My father’s law firm will work out the legal issues with me being American and you Canadian. And as far as the Reynoldses go, I’ve already made my peace with Stuart, and Mason will come around when we tell him.”
“And that little snag to do with children?”
He cocked his head to one side and frowned. “You want kids, right?”
“Eventually.”
“Then it’s just a matter of timing, that’s all.”
That’s all. He said it as if it were an easy fix, a little tweak. I wasn’t so sure. The thought of having kids sent me into cold-sweat territory.
“Speaking of kids, isn’t Short, Dark and Bubbly about to pop?”
“Next month if she can hold on, but I don’t think it’s contagious,” I said.
James laughed, knowing I’d caught his not-so-subtle play. Short, Dark and Bubbly was James’s nickname for Molly Connolly, though she was Molly Meyers now. She and I had been best buddies when we were kids. She was still my closest and dearest friend in the non-Gifted world.
“I’ve got to get moving,” James said.
“You’ll keep in touch?”
His gaze dropped to my hand. “As much as I can. Yes.”
James was a man of few words, but his habit of cutting off communication when he worked a case had moved beyond annoying. I had the same job, so I understood the risks, but not knowing if he was alive or dead, not being able to reach him or warn him, had cost us both—dearly. Now someone at ICO had a piece of us they shouldn’t have, and the Tribunal had issued a death warrant for the operatives within ICO who knew of our existence.
After breakfast, James put his Dopp kit in a black leather satchel that sat on the floor inside my bedroom door. I tried not to take offence that he kept it perpetually packed, ready to grab and go at a moment’s notice.
“If the Tribunal doesn’t deal with ICO before you head to the caucus, leave the trackers here.”
I nodded patiently at his reminder, the third one he’d given me since stringing his tracker on my bracelet.
He kissed me one last time and then left for the airport to board a plane headed to San Francisco, where he’d meet with Mason. The exact location of the caucus wouldn’t be disclosed until twenty-four hours beforehand. After the massacre at Cairabrae, no one on the Tribunal was taking any chances.
The home gym I’d set up in the third bedroom of the condo would feel too confined today. I needed space to burn off energy. I dressed in workout gear and ran a ten-kilometre circuit around the university.
At six o’clock that evening my mother still hadn’t returned. I ate a dinner of ham and scalloped potatoes alone and then dished her a plate. This felt like our old life in Toronto, when I was going to university and she worked at the lab. Once again we occupied the same home but rarely saw each other. I texted her but it went unanswered. If she was in the library, she probably had her phone turned off.
When Mom finally came home, it was eight thirty. I set my book aside and listened to her slow footsteps approaching from down the hall. She plodded into the living room and dumped her shoulder bag as if it weighed fifty pounds.
“Tough day at the office?” I asked.
She shrugged out of her trench coat. “Has James left?”
“This morning.”
Mom headed to the kitchen. I heard the creak of the oven door and the wrinkle of tinfoil. Moments later, she carried the plate I’d kept warm to the dining room table and took a seat. “This is good,” she said, swallowing a mouthful. “Thanks.”
“How was the library?”
“Good. I hired a grad student today. He starts tomorrow.”
“Why?”
She raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Have you seen UBC’s library?”
“Which one?”
“Exactly. I’m spending more time running around buildings and stacks than I am researching.”
Alarm pricked the back of my neck. “You haven’t told him anything…about the gift…have you?”
“No! You think he’d agree to work with a woman of questionable sanity?”
“Tell me what you’re looking for, Mom. Let me help.”
“Thanks, sweetheart, but the young man I hired is a master of library sciences student. He’ll be far more efficient than either of us, and I’m only here until the end of the week.”
Her avoidance of my question reinforced my belief that she was looking for evidence of the gift. I wanted to tell her she wouldn’t find it, but she’d learn that for herself soon enough. “You’re coming back, right?” I’d invited Mom to move in with me, at least until she found her feet on the coast.
Mom screwed up her face as if I’d asked a ridiculous question. “Of course. I’m going to hand off my research and pack up the condo. Shouldn’t be more than ten days.”
“You planning on working late again tomorrow?”
“For a few more days, yes.”
“How about I meet you tomorrow? Say eight o’clock? We’ll go for dinner.”
“Tired of cooking?”
“Tired of not seeing you. It feels a little too much like our time in Toronto.”
“Well then, let’s try to fix that. Dinner tomorrow it is.”

      [image: ]The next night, I took the usual precautions to ensure I wasn’t followed. ICO knew where I lived, but I’d gone to extreme measures to hide who my mother was. I didn’t trust them not to use her to get to me. Koerner Library was a twenty-minute walk away. I pulled my collar close, stayed alert and made it there without incident.
“Impressive,” I said, when I found Mom. She’d managed to commandeer a carousel in a study room on the first floor, two floors below the main entrance.
Mom jerked her head up from behind a stack of books and journals. “Is it eight o’clock already?”
I tilted my head to read the books’ spines. Mom twisted the pile away from my quizzical gaze. “You’re researching ocean tides?”
“You should have called. I’d have met you upstairs.” She scraped her chair back and grabbed her coat and bag. “Let’s go,” she said, nudging me ahead of her.
How did ocean tides tie into the gift? Perhaps I’d been wrong about her research subject. I dismissed the matter and we started out for the Point Grill, a ten-minute walk away. James and I had eaten at the Point a few times. We liked the casual atmosphere, and most nights the restaurant was busy enough to render us anonymous and mask our conversations.
After we were seated, Mom pulled out her tablet and showed me the real estate listing for the Toronto condo. “It went up this afternoon,” she said. “The agent’s showing it this weekend. She figures we’ll have offers by Sunday.”
Through dinner, we talked about her upcoming trip and impending move. The gift was the impetus behind all of it and yet that very subject never crossed our conversational threshold. It wasn’t because of the public venue; the gift had somehow become a taboo topic. Verboten. As if talking about it made it more real.
We left the Point and stepped into a cool, starlit night. Mom tucked her hand in the crook of my arm as we strolled along the street, our footsteps the only sounds.
“I’ll head off at the next corner,” I said. She nodded, having gotten used to my routine. “Meet you back at—”
High-pitched yips startled us. A woman screamed. I dropped my mother’s arm and raced toward the ferocious snarling around the corner.
At the forested edge of a small greenspace, a coyote had cornered a small fluffball of a dog. The dog held its ground, but it had been hurt and the coyote smelled blood. The only things keeping the coyote at bay were the screams and cartwheeling arms of the young woman standing too close. She stood to my right gripping an empty leash. The coyote was on my left and the injured dog straight ahead.
Without a second thought, I drew on the gift and, with a toss of my head, drilled a potent spark into the coyote. It yelped and turned on me, baring its teeth.
“Go on! Git!” I said, and stomped my feet. But the coyote had a meal within reach and wasn’t keen to let it go. It lowered its head and snarled. I hurled another spark. It yelped again, and this time it charged me.
My next spark wasn’t a warning. Its hind end collapsed, stopping it in its tracks. I took a step forward and the animal quickly righted itself and limped off into the bushes, abandoning its dinner. I bent over with relief.
The young woman raced for her dog and scooped it up. “Thank you,” she said. Tears streamed down her face. Blood stained the white fur of the dog that quivered in her arms.
“He’s probably in shock. Keep him warm,” I said.
Mom appeared at my side. “I called campus security,” she said, and to me she whispered, “We gotta go.” She tugged my coat and I stumbled to follow. I stole a glance behind me. The woman ran to the street, where a vehicle with flashing lights approached. I turned and hurried after my mother into the shadows.
She marched west, opposite the direction of the condo. Neither of us said a word until we were across Northwest Marine Drive.
“What the hell was that?” she said, still marching forward.
Even with a brisk stride, I could barely keep up with her. “Have you not seen the warning signs around campus? About coyotes?”
“That’s not what I’m talking about and you know it!” Anger fuelled her pace.
“Mom, stop,” I said, and halted in my tracks. The no good deed axiom ran through my mind. My actions had forced a conversation I’d been dreading, but there would be no stopping it now.
The moment Mom realized I wasn’t following, she turned. “I thought you were done keeping secrets.”
I closed the distance between us and blew out a breath. “It’s another facet of the gift. It’s called a spark.”
She frowned. “Another facet? How many more facets haven’t you told me about?”
“I can’t change any of this, Mom. Only Fliers born with the gift can give it away. I don’t have that option. There’s no getting rid of it. It’s part of me.”
“None of that has any bearing on you lying to me. Again. Or should I say still?”
“It has everything to do with it. I know you hate Jolene and what she did to me, but it’s not curable. I can’t be fixed. This is me now, warts and all, and it would be a lot easier for me to tell you about the warts if you’d accept some of the good things about this damned gift.”
Mom stepped close. “There are no good things about that gift. Everything it allows you to do will get you killed.”
“That sweet dog would be dead if I hadn’t been able to scare off that coyote. That’s something good.”
She flung her arms into the air. “And what if you hadn’t been able to scare it off? It could have been rabid. What if it had attacked you or that young girl?”
I lowered my voice. “Then I would have killed it.”
My mother’s face went slack. I’d gone too far.
“How?”
I straightened, confused. “What? You want a demonstration?” She jutted her chin. Not once had she asked for a demonstration of the gift, and she was choosing this?
She jutted her chin. “Show me. I want to see.”
I knew that look. It meant there would be no escaping her stubborn determination. Exasperated, I blew out a breath. “All right. There,” I said, nodding toward a sign with a white H on a blue background; a directional sign for the hospital. I called on the crystal that powered my gift and gathered the strength I needed for a powerful jolt. Mom’s gaze turned slowly toward the intersection where the signpost stood. When the jolt was molten hot, I hurled it at the sign with a flick of my head. The post snapped and the sign blew loose and landed with a crash in the bushes.
Mom gasped and stared at the jagged stump of the post for a long minute. “I suppose that explains why your father was so fascinated with that second lens in Fliers’ eyes.”
“He never intended to share that information.” It was Mom who’d unwittingly passed on his research to one of her colleagues.
“I know that now.” She turned to face me. “We need to talk. I’ll meet you at home.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets and walked away.
I watched her until she crossed the street. Indeed, we needed to talk. Tonight she’d learn the rest of the terrible truth. For her, there would never be the awe and wonder of the gift to offset the Tribunal and what it did to protect us from those who would do us harm.
Unseen, I stepped off the path and into the forest, squeezed the crystal that lived alongside my soul, and ghosted.
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Chapter Two


Waiting for my mother to arrive felt like backstage on opening night. I paced in front of the windows, palms sweating, and rehearsed what I needed to tell her. A pot of camomile tea steeped on the coffee table, though I suspected nothing less than Valium would reduce my anxiety. 
A key turned in the lock. I forced myself to take a seat on the sofa and took a deep breath. Mom’s footsteps came down the hall. Her bedroom door opened then closed, and a few moments later, she joined me. I tipped the teapot and poured two cups of tea without asking. Mom ignored my offering and walked to the bank of windows.
She stared out, rubbing her arms as if chilled. “I need to know everything you’ve been holding back,” she said. “It’s important.”
“Important?”
She didn’t turn around. “Yes.”
“That’s all you’re going to tell me?”
She didn’t answer. I couldn’t guess at what she meant, but it didn’t matter. Even if she never accepted what I was, she was a part of our world now; there were rules she had to heed, consequences she had to understand, and I’d put off telling her for long enough.
I swallowed a mouthful of tea and carefully set the cup back on the coffee table. Mom remained standing, her gaze focused on something outside. I started at the beginning and retold the history that Avery and, later, Stuart had imparted to me.
“When Fliers come of age, they become part of a local group of Fliers we call a covey. Dr. Coulter is the head of our covey here in Vancouver. Coveys train together, protect one another and most importantly, maintain the secrecy of the gift. It’s been that way for more than two hundred years.”
Mom’s shoulders remained stubbornly set. She kept her back to me.
I continued. “Before coveys, Fliers were unrestrained. Those who weren’t guided by morals and the law grew rich using their gift. But it wasn’t just wealth they were after. The biggest prize was the gift itself, and the most valued gift of all was that of a Ghost. Like me.”
My mother shifted but didn’t turn around.
“More times than not, gifting ends up killing the donor. That’s one of the reasons for keeping the gift a secret. No one in Stuart’s family has heard from Jolene since she gifted me. But secrets have a way of getting out, and back then, with no one to stop them, unscrupulous Fliers absorbed the gifts they stole, grew stronger, and passed those enhanced genes on to the next generations.
“Eventually, nine of the most powerful families of Fliers grew a conscience and put a stop to the practice. They formed the Tribunal Novem to police the ranks because no one else could. They put laws in place to control gifting and to protect the secrecy of the gift.
“But what no one knows is that each of the nine founding families carries the ghosting gene. In fact, most Fliers don’t believe Ghosts actually exist. Long ago, the Tribunal wiped out all records of their existence, and what they couldn’t erase they turned into folklore and fairy tales.
“But Carson Manse found out.”
Mom’s head pricked up at the mention of Carson. She turned around.
“He didn’t like the way the Tribunal operated. He recruited like-minded Fliers and formed a group who called themselves the Redeemers. Their goal was to eliminate the Tribunal and replace them. That’s the reason Carson targeted me. He’d known Jolene. He learned I had her gift and thought he could steal it, become a Ghost and then be able to fight the Tribunal. But he didn’t know a gifted Flier can’t relinquish the gift. I couldn’t have gifted him even if I’d wanted to. Before the Redeemers were wiped out, they attacked the Tribunal at Cairabrae. I was there.”
Mom raised her hand to cover her mouth.
“Cairabrae was the safe house Detective Jordan sent me to after Carson burned down the cottage. The Redeemers killed Stuart’s wife, their cook, the wife of another Tribunal member, and others. They shot James and my bodyguard and they would have killed everyone else, but we managed to stop them.
“I’ll spare you the gory details of how—I don’t care to relive them—but there is something you should know.” I paused and steeled myself. “I was the one who killed Carson Manse.”
I searched her face, waiting for the words to sink in.
“Good,” she said with a conviction that startled me.
“Good?”
“After what he did to you? Yes. Good.”
It wasn’t the reaction I’d expected from her—far from it. “How is that okay with you?”
Mom came around the end of the sofa and sat beside me. Her gaze fell on the wedding ring she’d never abandoned. She twisted it slowly and looked up at me. “One day, when you have a child of your own, you’ll understand.”
The relief I wanted to feel remained out of reach. “I’ve come to terms with what I did, but I can’t believe you aren’t horrified by it.”
“Horrified? No. I’m heartsick for you. You did what you had to.”
I took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.” Carson had paid with his life for the scars on my back and his attack at Cairabrae. Some days it didn’t seem a high enough price.
After another mouthful of tea, I cradled the cup and continued. “Our secret got out that night at Cairabrae. Sam Jordan bore witness to it. So did a handful of police at the scene. Paramedics were called in to treat the injured, but the police couldn’t detain the Fliers. They flew off in the chaos and disappeared. Mason and Stuart didn’t have that option given the location.
“Later that night, before the bodies were removed, a helicopter arrived with a representative of a government-sanctioned organization none of us had ever heard of called International Covert Operations. ICO is as secretive, powerful and well funded as the Tribunal. They manage the inconvenient details governments can’t using operatives they’ve embedded at all levels of law enforcement, government and the military on both sides of the border. The ICO rep was willing to overlook the bodies, to cover up what had happened and to keep our secret, but only if we joined forces with them.
“The Tribunal made the deal. ICO created a small dedicated division. James and I were volunteered to join them, and they recruited Detective Jordan because he’d already been exposed.”
I stared into my cup. “I don’t work with Avery Coulter. I work for ICO. Sam Jordan is my handler. Avery provided the job cover because you weren’t cleared to know about ICO.”
Mom inhaled a deep breath. “You never worked with Dr. Coulter?” she asked. I shook my head. “He had me fooled.” She looked away.
“It was never a matter of fooling you. It was cover. But ICO won’t be a factor much longer. Someone in their organization got greedy and ambitious. It’s behind us now, but a few weeks ago they captured James and used him as bait to lure me into a trap. They betrayed us, and what they did to us threatens our existence—”
Mom’s head shot around. “What did they do to you!”
I reached for her hand. “They didn’t hurt me, Mom, but I don’t know, exactly. They drugged us, took blood samples…. The worst of it is…they extracted an egg, maybe two, and took James’s sperm.”
“Oh my god.” Mom’s shoulders slumped, as if my words had hollowed her out.
“That part hurts. When I think about what—” I stopped short, as I always did when the possibilities ran through my mind. “I just can’t dwell on it. We have some leads, and good people are looking for what was stolen from us, but they haven’t found it yet.”
“You could have a child, Emelynn.”
“Avery thinks the odds are quite low, but yes, it’s a sobering possibility.”
Mom straightened. “This is Jolene’s fault. She should never have done this to you.”
“Mom, please. Jolene paid a terrible price for what she did. I’m lucky her family doesn’t hold it against me.”
“Lucky? That’s not the word I’d use.”
I swallowed and Mom took a breath. “Because ICO crossed us, any day now, everyone in that organization who knew about Fliers will be gone. All their documentation will be destroyed and any data they have on us will be wiped clean.”
She drew her eyebrows together. “Are you saying those people will be killed? By the Tribunal?”
“Yes. Like the Redeemers before them.”
Mom jerked her head back. “What they did was horrible, no question, but what you’re suggesting is murder.”
“It is. So was killing Carson Manse.”
“That was self-defence.”
“I appreciate the benefit of the doubt, Mom, but no. It wasn’t. And if he’d lived and been found guilty of a crime, there isn’t a prison on the planet that could have held him. Or us. This is my world, Mom. This will be the world of my children because they will inherit the gene. The ghosting gene. Very few people outside of the Tribunal know about Ghosts. Sam Jordan knows, James’s family knows. Avery Coulter knows. And now you know.”
Mom pushed at the cuticle of her thumb. “And my knowing makes me a threat.”
“Not as big a threat as ICO, but yes. You’ll be expected to keep our secrets. It’s not only for the Tribunal’s sake; you’ll be a target for anyone who thinks they can get to me through you. That’s why James encrypted our phones, why we have to keep his communication protocols in place. It’s why this condo, my cars, even the parking spaces downstairs are all owned by a maze of companies. None of it can be traced back to me, or you.”
Mom grew quiet. The silence between us felt heavy.
“The Tribunal operates with impunity.” She wasn’t asking a question. It was a statement. She understood.
“You saw the damage I caused to that road sign. Any one of the Tribunal can deliver far more powerful jolts than that. The Tribunal were, and still are, the strongest of our kind. The Reynolds family—Jolene, Mason and Stuart—are descended from one of those nine founding families.”
“Can you protect yourself from them?”
“Most of us can produce what’s called a block. It will stop the jolts and sparks from weaker Fliers. But there’s no protection from those who are stronger.”
“What’s the effect of one of these jolts?”
“Depends on its strength. They’re all painful. Weaker ones knock you out. Stronger ones cause brain hemorrhages that can kill.”
Mom looked away and stared blankly at the teapot. After a moment she stood and walked into the kitchen. A cupboard door banged, and then another. I heard the unmistakable glug of liquid being poured from a bottle. When she returned, she held two tumblers of amber liquid and handed me one. I sniffed it. Scotch.
She sat down beside me and swallowed a sip. “Is there more?”
“Nothing critical. You now know the worst of it.”
Mom’s gaze remained fixed on her glass as she gently swirled the liquor.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Remember the letter you found? The one from Jolene to your father?”
“Of course.” I’d never forget it. That letter was how I learned that Jolene and my father had a relationship long before he met my mother. Jolene had written about the son she and my father had had, who’d died. It answered the question of why Jolene had chosen to gift me.
Mom took another sip from her glass. “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told another soul.” I stilled at the sombre tone of Mom’s voice. “I remember Jolene’s visit all those years ago—the one she wrote about in that letter. After I told your father she’d been to the cottage, he couldn’t sleep for days. I’d never seen him so rattled. He warned me about her family’s power and influence. I never understood his terror until now.”
“Terror? What are you talking about?”
She raised her hand to silence me. “He made me promise if he should die unexpectedly, or of unnatural causes, I was to take you and run, that the police wouldn’t be able to help us.”
Chills turned my skin to gooseflesh.
She continued. “I thought he was being irrational—blamed it on sleep deprivation. Jolene’s visit would have opened old wounds.” My mother swallowed. “And then he died in that plane crash.”
My mind spun back to that terrible time: an empty casket; a framed photo of my dad with a wide smile that seemed out of place for the occasion; my mother dressed in black; and tears. So many tears.
“I didn’t remember his instructions at first. It had been twelve years since Jolene’s visit. It wasn’t until I read a newspaper account of the accident and saw the words in print that I recalled his warning of an unexpected death. That’s why we abandoned the cottage, why I left Laura Taylor behind and became Laura Aberfoyle again. The only person who knew where we’d gone was Nanny Fran, who I swore to secrecy. You were furious with me, but I had no choice. You were the only thing I had left of him, and I had to keep you safe.”
“Are you suggesting Dad’s death wasn’t an accident?”
“The investigation was inconclusive. They never found his plane.”
“That doesn’t mean—“
“Jolene didn’t come to the cottage to introduce herself, Emelynn. She came to reconnect with your father. Imagine how disappointed she must have been to find he’d married me, that we were expecting a child.”
“Disappointed, yes, she said as much in her letter. If it hadn’t been destroyed in the fire you could read it for yourself and you’d know. She held no resentment. She was sad, but she wished you both well. She understood that Dad had moved on.”
“And yet she returned when you were twelve. Did her brother know? Her father? How many times before that had she returned to check on us? To see if your dad was still married. She was a Ghost. We would never have known if she’d been there.”
“Even if she had, it wouldn’t have mattered. Dad loved you. He loved me. He was happy. Even if Jolene had it in her to mess with that, and I don’t believe she did, she wouldn’t have been able to tear our family apart.”
“But she did. She planted the gift in you and then disappeared. Two months later your father’s plane vanishes. Makes me wonder if someone in Jolene’s family knew she’d been visiting your father and blamed him for her disappearance. The timing of her gift to you and your father’s death is too close to not be connected.”
“You think Dad was murdered? That Mason or Stuart had something to do with it?”
Mom stared at me, her eyes set in hard lines. “Yes.”
I scrambled up and made my way outside into the cool night air. She followed. I had no illusions about Mason. He was Tribunal. He’d wiped blood off his hands many times, but he had no reason to harm my father. And neither did Stuart.
I wrapped my arms around myself. “Mason loved Dad like a brother. Stuart respected him. They couldn’t have done it.”
“Your father’s plane went down without warning on a clear day. No crosswinds, no dangerous weather of any kind, no other air traffic. The pilot had no prior accidents on his record, not even a near miss. They searched for days and never found a scrap of wreckage.”
I turned to face her. “This is what you’ve been researching? There were five people on that plane. Any one of them might have had enemies who were responsible for the crash.”
Mom fisted her hands. “How many of them had warned their wives of an untimely death?”
“Mason would never hurt me like that.”
“The Reynoldses wouldn’t have even known you.”
I stormed away from her, back inside, and ended up standing in front of the windows facing the ocean. All these years later, my dad’s death still hurt; the hole it had left in my heart had never healed. The thought that Mason or Stuart could have had a hand in his death made me want to vomit. The urge to escape, to take wing and fly away from the pain, overwhelmed me.
My mother approached and stood beside me.
I spoke to her reflection. “Why do I feel like you’re on one side and I’m on the other?”
My mother quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t feel that way. Why do you?”
I looked away. I couldn’t hold her gaze because I knew why: I’d come to love Mason and Stuart as if they were my family, and that love now warred inside me, pitted against the love for my father.
I crossed over to the sofa and folded into it. Jarring thoughts ripped through my head. What had prompted my father’s warning? Did he know about the Tribunal? I couldn’t fathom Mason or Stuart being responsible for Dad’s death, but they’d deceived me before.
“Did Dad ever tell you why he feared for his life?”
“No. Other than the warning about Jolene’s family, he wouldn’t discuss it. But it makes sense now. After what you just told me.”
“I don’t believe Mason or Stuart would do anything to hurt Dad. And I won’t believe it. Not without proof.”
Mom sat beside me and reached for her glass. “I think we’re finally in agreement.”
I cocked my head. “How do you figure?”
“You need proof, so do I.”
“I take it you have a plan to get this proof?”
“The investigation of your father’s accident was—is—inconclusive. Because no wreckage was ever found, the cause of the accident remains unknown. I think we might be able to pressure the authorities to reopen the file.”
“How?”
“I’ve reviewed the original search results, the methodology, the equipment they used. Technology has advanced since then.”
“You think a new search might find the wreck? After all this time?”
“There’s a company called the Mansfield Group. They’ve developed radar technology that can find shipwrecks in cases where the old technology failed. The Transportation Safety Board hasn’t used Mansfield’s technology before, but we could make a case.”
“You think if the Mansfield Group finds it, the Transportation Safety Board investigators will be able to tell if it was an accident or sabotage?”
“It’s what the TSB does. I think it’s worth a shot.”
“A long shot.”
Mom straightened. “If we find the wreck and the investigators conclude it was an accident, I will make peace with this gift of yours, warts and all.”
“And if it turns out to be sabotage?”
“Then I will point the authorities in the right direction,” she said, and crossed her arms with a look of self-satisfaction on her face.
I buried my face in my hands. Mom didn’t quite grasp the problem. I pushed my hair back and blew out a breath. “That’s where your line of reasoning falls apart. If a Ghost is found responsible, they’ll make sure the proof disappears.” Mom started to interrupt, but I cut her off with a shake of my head. “Even if by some miracle the proof remains intact and a Ghost is found guilty, where do you imagine they could be imprisoned? Locked up?”
Mom’s face reddened. “There have to be consequences! They killed your father, I know it. They have to pay for that.”
“They won’t in the regular judicial system. Never.”
Mom leapt up and stormed to the windows.
“But…there is a way,” I said.
Mom turned and tipped her head, waiting.
“Just so we’re clear, I don’t believe Mason or Stuart had a hand in Dad’s accident.” I raised my hand to cut off Mom’s protests. “But, if it’s proven that a Flier or a Ghost did have a hand in Dad’s death, the only body that can hold them responsible is the Tribunal.”
“The same Tribunal that sanctions murder? What if it was this Tribunal that sanctioned your father’s murder?”
A headache threatened. I rubbed my temples. “I suppose it’s possible, and that’s more reason why this can’t be a public investigation. The TSB can’t be involved. Nor the police. We have to do this privately and quietly.”
“To what end? If the Tribunal are guilty they won’t be punished. Why not make as much noise around an investigation as possible. Publicize it. Sing the praises of the Mansfield Group and turn the search into a high-profile news event. Make it so public that the Tribunal won’t be able to defuse it.”
“If the Tribunal sanctioned the accident, a new investigation would threaten their exposure. They wouldn’t tolerate that. They’d find a way to shut it down, or destroy Mansfield’s technology. They might even plant proof of the results they want. There is no winning if the Tribunal are responsible. No, if this turns out to be sabotage, our only hope for justice will be if someone acted without the Tribunal’s blessing. And we’ll need to prove it without threatening to expose them.”
“And if it turns out to be the Reynoldses, do you really believe the Tribunal will hold one of their own responsible?”
“They’ve done it before.”
“Promise me then. If your father’s accident is proven to be sabotage, you’ll take the results to the Tribunal? Make the Tribunal hold those guilty responsible?”
“Do you know what that means, Mom? Whoever may have done this will die. The Tribunal will kill them.”
“Like they killed your father?”
I stood and walked to the windows. I’d never seen this side of my mother before. Her grief for my father I knew well, but this vengefulness? She stared at my reflection.
“There will be no going back, no appeals. Are you absolutely certain you can live with that?”
“I’ll sleep just fine,” she said. “Promise me.”
Though I wasn’t at all sure I’d sleep just fine, I made that promise. “I will.”
“Even if the investigation implicates Mason or Stuart?”
My hesitation was born of unfathomable dread. “If they killed Dad, they’ll pay.”
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Chapter Three


In my room, I opened the drawer where I kept the crystal Mason had given me. Because his sister had gifted me, he considered me his niece. He’d asked me to think of him as my uncle, and I did. Likewise, his father, Stuart, treated me like a granddaughter. The crystal had belonged to Mason’s mother, Jeannette. It rested in a white-gold case of fine filigree. The necklace’s chain was attached to either end of the case. A latch on one side of the case opened to reveal the clear, six-sided crystal. It was an heirloom. Most Ghosts’ crystals were, passed down from grandparents to grandchildren. 
In the hand of a Ghost, with a bit of pressure, the crystal would melt. When it did, the Flier would achieve that state where his or her physical form dissolved into molecules. Every Ghost needed a crystal to achieve that state—every Ghost except me. My crystal lived in my soul. It wasn’t a physical thing I could touch, and this kept it safe. No one knew the secret of my crystal and I planned on keeping it that way.
To me, Jeannette’s crystal was simply a beautiful piece of jewellery. I pulled it out of its case and warmed it in my palm. I refused to believe that the man who had given this to me, or that his father, Jeannette’s husband, would harm my dad. They had loved him. I felt it with all my heart.
When I finally crawled into bed, sleep played hard to get. Mom had stirred up a whirlwind of emotions that fought for space in the sleepless hours. I felt like a traitor to Mason and to Stuart. But if Mom was right, and Dad’s crash wasn’t an accident, then someone had to have set it up.
Loyalties warred in my conscience, tearing me in two. Sleep only came after I stopped thinking about who would have wanted my dad dead and focused instead on the possibility that one of the other people aboard the plane was the target.
In the morning when I stumbled into the kitchen, the coffee was already made. I poured a cup and found Mom with a large nautical chart spread out on the dining room table. The shadows under her eyes made me think we looked like matching poster girls for uncomfortable mattresses.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“The Queen Charlotte Islands. Haida Gwaii. This is the area where investigators figured your father’s plane went down.” She pointed to a north-south rectangle the size of the islands themselves.
“That’s huge.”
“Two hundred and fifty kilometres.”
I took a sip of the coffee. Barely seven in the morning, we hadn’t even started the search, and already the task looked hopeless. “No wonder they couldn’t find it.”
“The pilot radioed twice before the plane dropped off the radar.” She pointed to an X drawn an inch inside the top of the rectangle. “They concentrated the search in this area when they still had reason to believe they’d find survivors.” She drew her finger around an area one third the size of the whole rectangle. “After two days, the search expanded based on calculations of the plane’s departure time, the route they expected the pilot to follow, typical speeds and the timing of the two calls.”
The smaller area was only fifty kilometres long and ten across but still a formidable search grid.
“I’m going to ask Sam to help us,” I said. “He can put his detective skills to work. Plus, he knows all the players and the risks.”
“I thought I’d approach the Mansfield Group. See if they’re interested.”
“No. It’s too risky. Your name can’t be connected to any part of this. If Sam agrees to help, let him handle the Mansfield Group.”
“Risky? How?”
“If word of a new search leaks out, I don’t want anyone thinking they can shut it down by threatening you. You can’t defend yourself. They can come after Sam or me.”
“I’m not comfortable with that.”
“Mom, be reasonable.” I pointed to the chart. “You’ve already done the legwork, reviewed the investigation and found the Mansfield Group. You’ve done everything. Besides, you’re leaving for Toronto in two days.”
“Don’t shut me out.”
“I’ll tell you everything I learn.”
After a bite to eat, I drove Dad’s old red MGB to my rendezvous with Sam. Our usual protocol was to meet at Denny’s, but both ICO and the police department where Sam was embedded were familiar with that routine. Instead, we met at Grounds for Coffee on Alma, in Point Grey. We’d used the coffee shop before without raising suspicion, and as a bonus, Grounds for Coffee made a tasty cinnamon roll.
I balanced a tray with our coffees and two of the signature sticky buns and claimed a small table at the back. Sam arrived and pulled off his aviators just inside the door. At six foot two with shoulders as wide as the door, people looked. They’d see a cop, maybe a military man. It was the brush cut. Without that, they might guess football player or pro wrestler. Sam didn’t move toward me until he’d surveyed each and every customer in the busy coffee shop.
He took a seat with his back to the wall, and only then did he look at me. “How many people are joining us?” he said, staring at the cinnamon-laced pastries.
“Wow, Sam. Leading with humour? Things must be going really well with you and Naomi.” Sam reached for his cup. He had the hots for an accountant named Naomi Russel. He wouldn’t admit it, but I’d seen it when he hired her to do a forensic audit a few weeks ago. “She still working on the Chinese embassy case?”
“As far
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