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Prologue
Six months ago
 
 
 
 
 
 C
rimson blood stained the ground as I stared down at his lifeless body. Wiping a splatter of his warm blood from my cheek, a deep chill raced down my spine. 
I could feel the loud, piercing screams vibrating through me as they emanated from my body, but no sound ever reached my ears. 
It was as though I was floating above myself, watching the horrific events unfold in front of me, but I couldn’t fathom what was truly taking place. 
He couldn’t be dead.
This couldn’t be his blood painting my skin. 
We had fought so hard to stay safe-- to stay alive. It couldn’t be all for nothing. 
Not now.
Not ever this way. 
My heart broke into a million splintering pieces as I crumbled to my knees, taking his cold hands into mine. 
Footsteps echoed all around me as everyone found the tragic scene before us. 
After every plan and every day we had spent attempting to win, it was all ending with him as the casualty of our battle. 
A white hot rage filled my body as I pleaded for him to wake, but knowing deep in my heart, mind, and soul that he was already gone. 
Everything I had come to know was now lost in my sorrow. 
All I could do was think; how did we get here?
 



Chapter One
New Girl in Town
 
 
 
 
 
 A
round midnight, I felt the darkness tugging at my soul. Quiet, seething voices hissed at me as I scrambled to find a place to hide. My breathing was ragged, my heart threatening to jump out of my chest. If they caught me, it could result in catastrophic results. Tiny, golden eyes swirled all around, fighting me to let them in. I was a fighter and, right now, I was sure I was about to fight until my dying breath. Inching their way closer, the air began to leave and I felt suffocated, trapped inside a world in which I didn’t belong. As I opened my mouth to scream for help, my eyes suddenly shot open. 
Panting, I sat up in the seat as the lulling motion of the car brought me back to reality. Outside our car, thick white fog rolled over the countryside, lapping at the side of our car like lost souls trying to catch us. A blood red moon hung low in the sky, welcoming us to the southern part of our country. 
Seconds later, after my breathing had died down, my mom stirs, alerted to my now nightmare. 
“Lizzie, are you alright?” my mom asked, turning in her front passenger seat. 
Wiping a bead of sweat from my brow, I mustered a fake smile. “Sure, mom. I guess I had a bad dream,” I stated. All I could do was nod as I attempted an answer. 
My dad, who kept his gaze focused on the dark highway, chuckled to himself. “I wish I could sleep like that in a car. Not since I was a teenager did, I sleep that soundly,” he mused. 
If only he knew the truth. That nightmare had been haunting my dreams every night for the last two weeks. Just one more thing to add to my ever growing list of weirdness. When you are part of a family like mine, it’s hard not to panic when Demons haunt your mind. 
“Are we almost to the hotel?” I ask dryly, finally catching my breath. 
The images of the dream were still lingering in my mind, but at least I knew it was just that; a dream. 
“About another fifteen-minutes,” my mom stated. “We are in Ohio,” she finished. 
“Great,” I mumbled. 
Rubbing my eyes, I folded my arms across my chest and allowed myself to fall back to sleep. 
Of course, this was how I would spend my sixteenth birthday; traveling across the country with my parents.  By car. To our new home. 
Ever since my latest episode, my parents had decided it was finally time to move us out of the town where I was born and raised.  They wanted to see the land and thought it would be fun and memorable to opt out of flying on a plane, and instead, decided to drive us from Salem, Massachusetts, to Kentucky. As with everything in my life, this wasn’t my choice. Trust me, if I had known what was awaiting me as I arrived in the small Town of Nicholasville, Kentucky, I would have fought to change my circumstances. 

There were only two things in life that I was certain of; I wasn’t like most teenage girls and darkness always seemed to find me. 
Most people had dreams filled with happiness, but not me. 
I’d never planned on stealing the shadows of others, but that is exactly what I found myself doing. 
However, that wasn’t the strangest thing about me-- not even close. 
But to understand me, you have to understand where I come from. 
My mom, formally Sadie Sanders, was a Mediator to the dead. And, her history became my reality. Because right now, my life is spiraling out of control as I struggle to find a way to survive in a world full of monsters and all things that go bump in the night. 
Small towns get all types of reputations. 
Being Boring, everyone is stuck in everyone else's business, and most importantly, news traveled fast. 
Moving from a large, historical town like Salem, there were plenty of tourists streaming in and out of the city at all times of the year. This I enjoyed because I could hide away amongst the people that crowded into our old city. Here, people would know I was new. They would see me and I hated to be seen. I guess you could say, I had learned how to hide amongst the crowds. I wasn’t like most girls, I was different. And my differences caused everyone at my last school to believe I was a freak, psychologically impaired. Crazy. However, it wasn’t until I freaked out in Algebra, screaming that a dark shadow Demon was going to attack me, that everyone stopped assuming I was insane and finally believed it. 
We had stopped for the night at a small hotel just outside of Cincinnati, Ohio. Waking the next morning, we had driven the last two hours to get to the small, southern Kentucky town in which I was forced to now call home. 
A black Crow circled our car as my dad turned onto a small, gravel drive. With my face plastered against the hot glass panes of my passenger seat window, I allowed the heat to contain the numbness that had settled in. The white hot window should have burned my skin, but I welcomed the pain. 
We passed by the stone, ‘Welcome to Nicholasville’ sign and I heard my mom sigh as she reached over and grabbed my dad’s hand. They had so much history here in this town. A history I still wasn’t fully aware of. 
Noah and Sadie Bufford were major history fans. In fact, the Ghosts of the past seemed to be their calling and were never away from our daily lives.  It was part of their own story and what made my family so unique and...wickedly twisted. 
As we turned onto Main Street off the highway, I spotted my first glimpse into the tiny town. A Waffle House and Walmart greeted us as we continued to drive south down the small, two lane road. It was a huge contrast to the world of Salem, Massachusetts, where I had lived.  
With each minute that passed, I noticed the town forgetting its more modern stores and styles for the rugged feel of an older time. Buildings which had been standing since the late 1800’s now lined the two lane street. We passed by a small dance studio and the massive courthouse with its high peaks and stone exterior. A statue of the founder of Jessamine County symbolically stood on the lawn of the courthouse, speaking to the whole city. 
We turned right off Chrisman Mill Road and the car slowed along the side of the small, two lane road. My eyes searched the vast greenery outside my window, wondering and waiting for something, anything to happen. 
A loud squawk alerted my eyes to the sky above, where dark gray clouds were rolling in across the fading blue sky. A wild storm was brewing in the distance, and I shuddered as a rumble of thunder boomed above us. 
My eyes locked on the beast as it seemed to follow our car from a safe distance. His yellow, beady eyes locked with mine and it was as though I forgot how to breathe. It was a strange sensation, but I just shook my head as I stifled a laugh. I was allowing my emotions to get the best of me and I was definitely losing it. 
“You remember any of this?” my mom asked from the front seat. She turned so that she could have a view of my face, but what she caught was my eye roll. 
“The last time I was here, I was five,” I reminded her, slumping back down into my seat. 
Sighing, I continued to stare out the window, looking for anything that would alert my brain that this was familiar. 
My new home felt oddly cold and unwelcoming. 
When my mom had inherited her Aunt Morgan’s farm, the last thing I ever expected was for her to announce that we would be moving across the country to the small, sleepy Town of Nicholasville, Kentucky. 
My mom of all people should understand my reluctance to pack up my life and move. When she was sixteen, my grandparents had moved her from sunny California to gloomy Salem, Massachusetts. It was in Salem that I had lived most of my life--up until now. Most of my life, I had been moved around as my mom ‘worked’ with small towns and the restless souls who inhabited them. 
So, you would think that she wouldn’t want to put her own daughter through the same turmoil, but, of course, she did. 
I guess it worked out for my mom. She met my dad, Noah, and they were those goofy high school sweethearts that made you want to gag. Sometimes, they still acted as though they were in high school. 
Bringing the car to a stop, my dad turned and snorted. “You know, Lizzie, I remember a time when your mom had to come here for a summer. We hadn’t been dating very long, but still, your grandparents had made her come down here. I came, too, and we had a very exciting summer,” he said, sharing a familiar smirk with my mom. 
I knew what they were alluding to and even now, as a sixteen-year-old, I hated when they brought up the secrets of our family. I was named Elizabeth at birth, after someone who my mom said was very special to her. But, my family called me Lizzie. Once when I was in seventh grade, I had to write a paper about my family. It hadn’t meant much to me in the beginning, but as I began to delve into my family history, I quickly realized there was no way I could write the truth about my family. At least, without sounding like a complete lunatic-- or liar. 
At first glance, you would never look at me or my family and think we were anything but normal. Just your average humans living their lives, but if you really got to know us, you would quickly uncover that we were anything but normal.... And anything but human. 
You see, my mom is a Mediator--someone who can converse with the recently deceased. It’s not like we have Ghosts just running around our house, but the occasional spirit isn’t uncommon, either. 
No, that would be crazy. Instead, they would come to her when they had one last message they needed to send to a new one or had an unresolved conflict. She helped them and I had been fascinated by her gift for as long as I could remember. 
It was a secret that I knew to keep. I had been warned more times than I could count that if I ever breathed a word of who or what my mom was--outside of our family-- it could be deadly for us all.  Especially, since I had my own strange gift, too. While I couldn’t talk to the dead, or help anyone move to the afterlife, I had been able to see things-- mostly dark shadows and lights, that others couldn’t see. There was nothing special about what I could do, and, in fact, it only solidified the fact that I was just strange. Recently though, the darkness that I saw lurking within the shadows, began chasing and attacking me. The ‘episodes’ as my school counselor called them, grew each day until I could barely function without feeling like I had to constantly look over my shoulder. The biggest problem though; my mom wasn’t seeing them. 
A Mediator not seeing a shadowy figure-- was I crazy or just different?
So far, there was no explanation for it, but we all knew it wasn’t normal. 
So, with that knowledge, I had kept my mouth closed and myself closed off from most people my age. 
My dad, who was as normal as anyone human could be, was the only other person who knew how deep our secrets as a family really traveled. Even my mom’s best friend, Lucy, who I called Aunt Lucy, only knew the top layer of my mom’s secrets. 
However, when my great aunt passed away and left her farm to my mom, I wasn’t given much of a choice but to move and start a new life. 
And that was where my problems began. 
Lately, my life has felt more like a dream than a reality. And not one that I was too keen on living. I had questions for my mom, but she wasn’t giving me many answers. At least not the answers I was looking for anyway. 
There was something about this small town that I was now about to call home, that had played a significant role in her life as a Mediator. My dad’s, too. 
Only, no one would divulge that information to me. I refused, though, to be uprooted from my life and placed in a whole new world, without any understanding. I would get answers. But when, I wasn’t sure. 
“What do you think?” mom asked, pointing to the house which had been renovated. She had shaken me from my own thoughts and I had to pause before answering.  On the outside, it resembled the home I had seen in pictures over the years. A large, two-story, brick house stood towering above me. Only a small amount of light shone through the dark haze that seemed to surround the southern style house. The exterior had been painted white and black barn door shutters outlined the large windows. Where a barn used to be, a large pool was being installed. 
“It looks…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Old,” I spit out, with a grimace.
“Well, of course it’s old,” she laughed. Throwing her arm around my shoulder, my mom led me onto the large, wrap-around porch. Construction crews were busy adding all of the final touches to the home, and the interior designers were busily placing furniture inside our rooms. Unlike my grandparents, my mom had decided to already have the house furnished with our furniture and the house ready to move in. Her office would overlook a large pond on the backside of the property. As a journalist, my mom’s occupation allowed her to travel and work from anywhere she lived. My dad was a freelance architect. He took jobs he wanted and could work from home, too. They prefered this, they had once told me. It was a way that they could feel free and not tied down if they needed to move quickly. It wasn’t until I was older that I understood the underlying meaning behind those words. 
As we walked inside the home, I couldn’t help but marvel at the modern decor inside this chic farmhouse. My mom sighed, taking it all in. “Lizzie, you may not understand it now, but soon you will. This town has a special place in my heart. This town is magical, just wait and see,” she winked, before leaving me standing in the foyer stunned and alone.



 Chapter Two 
Won’t You Be My Neighbor
 
 
 
 
 
 I
 guess you could say I am not your typical teenage girl. With a mom who is a Mediator to the dead, nothing I said as a kid ever surprised her. Well, that is until I told her I could see shadows. Not just your average creepy shadows that painted your walls at night. No, these were moving shadows that could suck the life right out of you if you allowed them to. At least, that was the illusion they presented. Yeah, I know, pretty freaky, right?
You see, I have always known I was different. Growing up watching your mom talk to dead people can have that sort of effect on a girl. But, that’s not what makes me different. No, I am different because I am nothing like my mom. While she can communicate with the dead and help them, I seem to only find shadows-- the dark and twisted forms that follow around its victims. 
I’ve somehow managed to handle this insane gift or curse-- whatever it is. I have turned a blind eye. I have ignored them and I have held my breath until the dark shadows slithered away and out of my reach. 
That was why when my mom said the town was magical, I sort of freaked out a little... 
Well, maybe a lot. 
For my mom, magical had a completely different meaning than it did for most people. Magical in Salem was literally, magic. 
“Lizzie, are you going to stand there all day, or are you going to find your new room?” dad asked, bumping into me as he walked past me. 
Spinning around, I went to protest, but just shook my head instead. 
Dad was already making his way to the kitchen and he was chuckling to himself. He was always so goofy. 
“Where is my room, again?” I called out, hoping someone would answer me. 
I was still frozen in place where my mom had left me. 
“Upstairs, second door on the right,” mom yelled, from somewhere down the hall. I assumed it was her new office. I would have to explore later. 
Turning on my heel, I made my way to the large, grand staircase by the front door. Taking the steps two at a time, I walk upstairs. 
A sense of familiarity strikes me as I journey upstairs. It’s been years since I have been here and so much has changed, yet so much has stayed the same. 
I spot the bathroom and as I turn the corner, I see a bedroom that is partially open. Slowly opening the door, I allow a stream of sunlight to filter out into the hall. The room is large and spacious and has two windows that face the back of the property. Rolling green hills greet me as I step into the room. 
My bedroom furniture is already inside. I instantly spot my white, four poster bed, plum colored comforter and sheets, and gray dresser. 
Leaving Salem was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do. It had been the place where my mom had uncovered her powers, my first home and where all of my family belonged. But now that my mom inherited her aunt’s farm in the small, sleepy Town of Nicholasville, Kentucky, I am finding myself moving my life. 
Now, I was just a few days away from starting over at a new high school. Apparently in this town, there were only two choices: East and West Jessamine High Schools. From what my parents had told me, the two schools were rivals but came together as well. I wasn’t sure what it would be like when I made my way into East Jessamine, but I was certain it would be vastly different from the world I had left behind. 
Spending the better part of my week decorating my bedroom and helping my parents unpack our kitchen items, I hadn’t really explored much of the town. The last of our belongings, including my small, Toyota Scion, had arrived late last night. With only a week before school would start, I knew I needed to get myself together. 
Later that afternoon, I had decided to take a walk to clear my head. I was filled with animosity from the move and the fact that I hadn’t been given a voice in the decision. As I walked along the narrow road, I felt a crisp wisp of air curl around my shoulder-length hair. Summer heat and humidity was no joke here in Kentucky, and I was regretting allowing my hair to lay down. Using my hair tie, I quickly threw my hair up in a ponytail and sighed as the air began to cool my scorching neck. Sweat beaded on my brow as I kicked a pebble out of my way. Trees hoovered on the side of the road, their tall limbs blocking out the hazy sun. Shadows of leaves and the forest around me danced along the pavement, mesmerizing me as I walked. 
This was exactly what I needed, to break free and just be alone. Just as the thought entered my head, a voice caused me to almost jump out of my skin. 
“Hey,” a girl waved just up ahead. 
I had been so lost in following the lines of the shadows, I hadn’t seen her approach. But now that I had a good sight of her, I noticed that she had a unique beauty about her. Her emerald green eyes seemed to sparkle against the afternoon sunlight and her pale, milky white skin seemed to have a silky appearance and was a perfect contrast against her midnight hair. She was beautiful in a timeless sort of way. 
“Hi,” I replied, startled by her company. 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I saw you walking and wanted to come meet our new neighbors,” she smiled. “My name is Maylee and I  live just around the bend,” she said, her southern drawl strong. 
“Yeah, we just moved here. I’m Elizabeth. But, everyone calls me Lizzy,” I added. 
“The whole town's talking about the new family. Everyone loved your Great Aunt Morgan. Maybe tomorrow I can stop by and show you around,” she offered. Her kindness was overwhelming. I wasn’t used to such generosity, or the idea that a whole town was talking about my family. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that last part. 
“That sounds great,” I stated. “I really don’t know anyone here.”
“Well, now you do,” she smiled again. 
She had a calmness about her that gave me a sense of peace I had been longing for. We stood for a moment in the roadway, neither of us talking. Suddenly, a loud engine roared and I flinched as I heard it screeching down the road. 
Sighing, Maylee threw her hands up in the air. “Don’t be afraid, that is just my brother, Ace. He drives like he’s in the Indy 500 or something. I swear, he’s going to get someone killed one of these days,” she said, shaking her full head of curly, dark hair. 
As she talked, I couldn't help but notice a red glow in her eyes. Squinting, I had to look twice to make sure I was seeing clearly. It was strange, but I didn’t have time to question her. A loud, black Chevy Camaro came barreling around the corner. Both Maylee and I jumped back, almost tripping over fallen branches along the roadway. Slamming on the breaks, the car skidded to a stop, tires burning and filling the air with the heavy stench of burning rubber. 
Slowly, the driver's side window rolled down and as I leaned over to get a look at the driver, I felt my breath falter. Staring back at me was a boy-- no, a Greek God in the form of a teenager. His black hair lay perfectly on his head and his steady blue eyes sparkled against the setting sun. In this light, his eyes almost appeared golden. A silver ring pierced his eyebrow and caught my attention.  A small smirk curved his lips and a pair of pearly white teeth greeted us. 
“Maylee, get in,” he demanded, not even looking my way. 
Rude. 
“Give me a minute,” Maylee hissed back, defiantly ignoring his command. 
I liked her. 
“Maylee, you need to get home. There are others watching now,” he said, his eyes briefly glancing my way, before returning back to his angry looking sister. 
I watched their tension filled exchange with a horrified fascination. It was awkward, to say the least. 
Rolling her eyes, Maylee offered me a small smile, before moving to the passenger side of the car. “Sorry, Lizzy. I have to go, but I will see you tomorrow,” she said, waving as she sat down. 
She barely had time to close the door before Ace pushed his foot on the gas and sped away, leaving me in a thick, cloud of smoke. 
That had been all too weird. Ace didn’t seem to like Maylee standing there with me, but I was new. He had no idea who or what I was. He might be strange, but I guess I couldn’t be picky on who decided to befriend me.



Chapter Three
Sweet Dreams
 
 
 
 
 
 T
hat night, I found myself unable to fall asleep. Growing restless, I tossed and turned, sighing and grunting as I struggled to find a comfortable position.  Maybe it was the new house or the strange meeting with Maylee and her brother. Regardless, I was still laying with my eyes glued to my bedroom ceiling at three in the morning. 
The witching hour had always fascinated me. It seemed that everything paranormal occurred at night, when people were the most unsuspecting. 
Thinking these thoughts were probably also what kept me awake, but who knew. 
The silver moonlight filtered in through my bedroom window and with it came shadows snaking out across the ceiling, like black tentacles. 
I watched in a morbid fascination as the figures slithered above me. I couldn’t seem to take my eyes away from them, like they were calling out to me like a siren in the night. 
They seemed to grow larger and for a moment, I almost felt like they were real-- living Demons hovering just out of my reach. 
Lifting my hand, I slowly extended my arm in an attempt to touch them. Just as I felt as though I could grasp one of them, a loud sound banged up against my window. 
Gasping, I shot up in bed, looking for the source of the noise. 
As I sat up, the shadows I had been so engrossed in, disappeared, leaving me only with the twinkling light from the stars outside. 
Catching my breath, I glanced around my room, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Packing boxes were still stacked high in the corners and clothes lay scattered on my bedroom floor. My eyes traveled to the window where a ping smacked up against the glass. A figure darkened my window, causing me to stifle a scream. 
Another sound echoed from my window and this time, I leapt from my bed to check it out. 
Call me crazy, but in my family, when you heard a sound, you investigated. As I padded to the window, I spotted a tree branch scraping against my window. That would have made a noise, but not the bang I had heard. 
Not sure what to do, I leaned into the window, placing my hands on the window panes. My breaths fogged up the window. I used my hand to clear away the smudges, and was greeted by murky clouds of darkness that seemed to be attempting to cover up the silver light of the moon. As I stared at the strange night sky, a movement on the ground caught my attention. 
Someone was walking past my driveway. 
Opening the window, I felt the heavy heat on my face. It almost sucked the air right out of my lungs. Peering into the night, I watched as the hooded figure sauntered away, but as I strained for a closer look, I almost screamed when I realized it wasn’t just anyone.
That was Ace. 

The next morning, I was groggy as I slipped into the kitchen. The smell of hazelnut coffee filled my nose and I smiled to myself. Thankfully, my mom and I shared a love for coffee and it was always brewing around our house. 
Grabbing a coffee mug out of one of the boxes, I poured myself a cup. We may not have unpacked dishes or clothes yet, but we had our coffee bar set up. 
“Didn’t sleep well?” my mom asked, as she sat down at the kitchen table. She had her laptop set up and was well underway on her third cup of coffee. “Any more sightings?” she asked, alluding to the shadows. 
As a freelance writer, she could write from anywhere, but her job never seemed to end. 
I poured some creamer into my cup as I gave her a glare. “Nope, just couldn't seem to rest,” I said, sighing. “What are you working on now?” I asked, sitting down next to her. 
Her fingers were flying across the keys and I giggled watching her work. 
“My editor thought it would be neat for me to do a story on Jessamine County. Since we have moved here and I have ties here, it would make a good showcase for a series we are starting on small towns across America,” she said, her eyes never leaving the small screen. 
When my mom applied for the job working at the Jessamine Journal, we all knew it was a long shot for her to get the job. The Jessamine Journal was a small newspaper and magazine company and there wasn’t a huge demand for more employees. However, my mom was given a position working on articles that would be featured in their monthly magazine. 
Sipping the golden liquid, I savored the taste and hoped the caffeine would kick in fast. 
“So, I met someone yesterday,” I stated. I had decided to bring up Maylee to my mom. Like her, we both had not been the most social girls in school. Sure, I had a couple of friends back in Salem, but for the most part, I had kept to myself. I always feared what people would think if they came to my house and my mom was working with one of the Ghosts. 
Suddenly, my mom stopped typing and she looked up at me in bewilderment. “That’s great, Lizzie,” she gushed. “Where did you meet this person?”
“Her name is Maylee and we met while I went for a walk yesterday evening. Her brother drove by, too. He seems like a jerk, but she’s really nice,” I remarked. 
Smiling, my mom took my hand in hers and squeezed. “That is really great to hear. I think once you make some friends and get to know this town, you will enjoy being here. Look, Lizzie, I know how difficult it can be to move across the country. Your grandparents did the same to me, and it was the best decision they ever made.”
Her words struck me as I sat there. I knew why my grandparents had moved-- my grandfather had been relocated for a new job. But my parents could work from anywhere in the world they wanted. So why move? 
“Mom, when are you going to tell me the truth about why we moved here?” I asked. 
“I already told you. Your great Aunt Morgan left us this farm. It was a great gift,” mom began. 
Waving my hands in the air, I cut her off mid-sentence. “No, mom. I want the truth. You could have kept this farm for us to visit. We had a home in Salem. Why here? Why Jessamine County?” I asked. 
I could hear the pleading in my voice and I hated that I was begging for information. My mom was the queen of secrets and only relaying bits and pieces of information. I couldn’t blame her-- having to hide your true identity to the outside world would cause you to be blind to honesty and details. 
Sighing, my mom frowned and I could see how difficult this was for her. “Lizzie, you are so much like me, at times it is like looking into a mirror. In time, you will understand why we are here. For now, just try and make the best out of the situation,” she said, before turning back to her work. 
Taking her bait, I asked, “Mom, why are we really here?”
Smiling, mom never looked my way, but I could tell there was so much hidden behind the curve of her lips. My mom had secrets, and right now, she was hiding something from me. Clearing her throat, her fingers typed heavily on her laptop. 
That was her signal that the conversation was over. Huffing, I made my way back to the coffee maker and refilled my mug. If I was going to make it through today without losing my mind, I would need caffeine. 

By lunch, I hadn’t seen or heard from Maylee. Why we hadn’t thought to exchange phone numbers, I had no clue. I was sitting on the large, wrap-around porch watching the wind blow through the trees, as my dad left to go to Wal-Mart. 
I was bored out of my mind. I had checked on my social media pages and discovered that the world back in Salem was still going without me. 
I was about to head back inside to take a much needed afternoon nap, when I heard the familiar sound of a car engine speeding down the road. 
Perking up, I sat up on the porch and watched and waited until dust filled the air and the car stopped just beyond my driveway. 
With the windows rolled down, Maylee waved at me from the passenger seat. “Hey, want to go for a ride?” she called out to me. 
“Sure!” I yelled, jumping up. Opening the front door, I called to my mom to let her know I was going out and that I had my phone on me. I ran to the car as Maylee got out and folded the seat down so I could slide into the back seat. The car was just as I had expected. Tan leather interior filled the inside as a heavy musk scent filled my nose. 
Ace looked over his shoulder at me and I felt the air around me freeze. His ice-blue eyes froze me and as we locked gazes, I was reminded of seeing him outside my house. I couldn’t be sure, but I was almost certain it was him. 
“Buckle up,” Ace said, a scowl crossing his lips. 
He floored the gas and I flew back in my seat, barely able to catch my breath. Maylee giggled from the front as we drove down the small roads. 
My heart pounded with the anticipation of excitement as I allowed the breeze to flow through my hair. The smell of summer was exhilarating and I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so free. Back in Salem, our summers were spent boating or walking around the historical parts of town. It was in the summer that most of the tourists would stay home or go to the southern states beaches. People flocked from all over the country to visit the historical town of Salem-- hoping to get a glimpse of even the tiniest feeling of what life was like when witches weren’t just creatures from fairy tales. Here in Kentucky, I discovered that quiet and low key was the way of life. I sort of liked it. 
“I thought we could go get lunch at this cute diner on Main Street,” Maylee said, turning in her seat and looking at me over her bare shoulder. She was dressed to kill in a cute halter top and short jean shorts, the ends ragged and ripped. 
“That sounds good,” I almost yelled, as the sounds of the engine and wind almost drowned out my voice. 
“We totally need to go shopping, too. I am sure you want to decorate your new room and get clothes for school,” Maylee continued, a wide smile over her face. 
“Sure,” I replied. I hadn’t ever had someone to be so kind to me so fast, it was almost surreal. 
“Chill out, Maylee,” Ace said, his hands tightening around the steering wheel. 
Playfully slapping Ace on the arm, Maylee glared at him. “You are no fun, Ace,” Maylee argued. I loved how she never let her get him down. Even though it was clear that he tried to boss her around, Maylee obviously had her own personality. 
We drove a little further until we were out of the country and back in town. The large courthouse came into view, looming over the smaller buildings around it. 
Ace turned onto the main drive and then parked in a small parking space along the sidewalk. This was very different from the main roads in Salem. Traffic was light here and everyone seemed to be just enjoying their afternoon. 
We all got out of the car and the humidity instantly struck me. Fanning myself, I followed the siblings into a small diner called J’s Place. 
Opening the glass door, Ace held it open as the cool, air-conditioned diner greeted us. Looking around, I admired the exposed red brick walls and small, wooden chairs and tables scattered around the room. At the back, a counter held a display case with delicious sandwiches and desserts. 
I followed Ace and Maylee up to the counter, and we all placed an order of turkey sandwiches, sweet tea, and fresh baked chocolate chip cookies. Taking a seat by one of the large, glass windows overlooking the street, we all began to eat. 
A few people around us glanced our way and I felt their stares on me. At first, I assumed they were looking at me-- the new girl, but upon further watching, it was clear it wasn’t me they were looking at. It was Maylee and Ace. 
Sipping her tea, Maylee noticed me glancing around at the other patrons. Waving her hand, she gave them all a nasty smirk before turning back to me. “Don’t worry about them. They all think we are weird,” Maylee laughed. 
Her words struck me as odd. Maylee seemed perfectly normal, why would anyone think she is weird? Now Ace, I could totally understand him. He was brooding and menacing looking and his car could be heard from miles away. 
“Why are they staring at us?” I asked, leaning in and lowering my voice. 
Not picking up on my que, Maylee continued to talk loudly. “Ace and I live with our older cousins. People think we are strange because we moved into town a few years ago and have always kept to ourselves. I guess in small towns, people want to get to know everyone.” She shrugged as she bit into her sandwich. 
I understood where she was coming from, but there was still a question on my mind. “Where are your parents?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t being too intrusive. 
“They died a few years ago,” Maylee said, her cheerful demeanor dimming. 
I didn’t ask her any more questions. It was clear this was a sensitive topic that she didn’t want to discuss. 
Ace gave Maylee a knowing look and they both smiled a little, sharing a secret moment only two siblings who had experienced loss would understand. 
“So, I was thinking of exploring more parts of town,” I stated, trying to break the now awkward silence. 
“Make sure to bring someone with you,” Ace stated, his eyes staring outside. 
I almost laughed at this. Nicholasville seemed like the safest little town ever. I hardly expected to find any trouble around here. “I think I will be fine. I lived in a big city, I can protect myself,” I replied. 
And, it was true. My parents had put me in self=defense classes at a young age. My mom was always on edge and never allowed me to go anywhere without my pepper spray and knowledge of how to fight off a bad guy-- or bad spirit in her case. 
“Don’t let the charm of this town fool you. There is danger lurking everywhere, even right here in small town USA,” Ace growled out, winking. 
Maylee gasped and gave him a strange glance as I just stared at him. Was he being serious? 
We finished eating and then Ace stood up, signaling to us he was ready to leave. 
We drove back to my house in silence, only the low rumble of the radio filling the space. When they dropped me off, Maylee waved and promised to see me soon. 
As they drove away, I couldn’t help but wonder what was so dangerous about this place. As luck would have it, I knew that in my life, nothing was out of the realm of possibilities.



Chapter Four
Grave News
 
 
 
 
 
 L
izzie, are you home?”
I heard my name being called from outside my bedroom window. It was a nice afternoon and I had opened my windows to expel some of the chemicals my mom had been spraying as she cleaned the house. Walking to my window, I leaned out and smiled as I saw Maylee standing on my driveway. 
“Hey,” I called out, waving to her. 
Seeing me, a smile beamed across her face. “Hey, want to hang out?” she asked. 
“Sure,” I responded. ”Give me a minute to get down there,” I said, before turning and giving myself a quick glance in the mirror. 
Back in Salem, I had a few friends, but I never found myself getting close to very many people. The secrets that lurked in my life always made me nervous to let people in. Possibly, it was my mom's fault. Like me, she had been a bit of a loner until she met my dad and Aunt Lucy. 
With a pair of cut-off jean shorts on and a white tank top, I bound down the stairs. My mom was mopping the kitchen and my dad was sitting in the living room, his laptop resting on his lap. 
“Hey, where are you heading?” he asked, briefly glancing up at me from his screen. 
“Maylee is outside. I guess we are going to hang out,” I answered, shrugging my shoulders. 
He stifled a laugh as he nodded his head. “Well, have fun,” he said. I guess it was strange for him, too, to see me making friends. 
Walking outside, a nice breeze rustled the tree branches lining our property. For a July afternoon, it wasn’t too hot outside. 
Maylee looked glamorous as always in a pair of tan, khaki shorts and a light pink halter top. Her jewel studded sandals gave her a modest, yet sophisticated look. I, on the other hand, looked like I was the before picture from one of those styling shows. 
“So, I was thinking that I never got a chance to get your number. I don’t have too many friends around here, so it would be nice to have someone new to hang out with,” she said, her voice sounding tiny and unsure. 
For someone so beautiful, she sure didn’t have a lot of confidence. 
“That would be great. To be honest, I didn’t have a lot of friends back home either.”
We exchanged numbers and then stood there for a moment in awkward silence. Finally, Maylee spoke up. “I haven’t shown you around Nicholasville yet. Want a tour?” she asked.
“That would be great,” I exclaimed. 
“Great. Let me run home and get my car,” she said, turning on her heel to leave. 
I started to follow her, but she spun around and stopped me. “Maybe you should wait here,” she said, her eyes glancing back toward her house. 
I stopped, a feeling of unease suddenly washing over me. Maybe she was just a private person, but she almost seemed fearful for me to follow her to her house. Not wanting to pry too much into it, I just nodded. “Ok, I will wait right here.”
In no time, I heard a car heading my way. To my surprise, a red BMW pulled into my driveway. I wasn’t expecting that. 
As she pulled to a stop in front of me, I smiled as I got into the all leather interior. “Wow, your car is really nice,” I stated. 
Maylee smiled as I closed the door. “I know, right!”
Just like her brother, she sped off toward the road, leaving me with whip-lash as I held on for dear life. 
We began to drive and as I sat back, enjoying the beautiful scenery around me, Maylee began pointing out certain landmarks as she pretended to be a tour guide. 
I was in awe of the charm, but also curious about my new friend.
The next morning, I found myself helping my mom unpack the rest of the kitchen items. We turned up the music on her Pandora station and danced around as we worked. Dad had been busy outside, cleaning up the landscaping and mowing the front yard. 
Even though the house was air conditioned, the scorching heat from the afternoon summer heat still warmed my body. 
Deciding to take a break, my mom fanned herself as she sat down at the kitchen table and poured us both a glass of lemonade. 
“So, how was lunch out with your new friends?” mom asked, as she sipped the delicious treat. 
“It was ok. Maylee is really nice, but her brother, Ace, is odd,” I remarked. 
“Odd?” mom questioned, raising her eyes at me. 
I guess I needed to clarify. As someone who talked to the dead, odd could have multiple meanings. 
“He doesn’t talk a lot and when he does, he seems to be angry,” I said. “He has these weird mood swings,” I added, rolling my eyes. 
Nodding her head, mom just smiled. “He’s a teenage boy. That’s how they usually are.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I replied. “They told me they live with their cousins; their parents passed away a few years ago. But, when we were at the diner, people were looking at them strangely.”
“How so?” mom asked. 
“I don’t know how to explain it really. Everyone seemed nervous around them,” I stated, shrugging my shoulders. To be honest, it was weirdly strange that I wasn’t the one people were gawking at. 
“Well, don’t let others' opinions influence how you feel about them. Maylee sounds nice and since her brother drove you both, he can’t be too bad,” mom finished. 
I guess she was right. I would just have to give Ace another chance. 
“How about tomorrow, we head into Lexington and go shopping at the mall? We can buy you some school clothes,” mom offered. “You only have a week left until you begin your sophomore year,” she said, her eyes tearing up a bit. 
“Sure, sounds great!” I added. 
We sat for a few minutes more, before getting back to our task. By the time evening rolled around, I was ready for a nice break. 
After dinner, I decided I wanted to go for a walk. Back in Salem, I would run along the streets in my neighborhood, the large trees shielding me from the sun. While it could get hot in Massachusetts, the weather was not as humid as it was here in Kentucky. 
Leaving my house, I began walking along the tree covered road outside of our house. It was quiet here; only the sounds of birds chirping and the rustling of leaves keeping me company. As I walked, I kicked tiny pebbles lining the roadway. 
Suddenly, I began to hear a chatter of voices as I came to the edge of the one lane road. On the corner of the main road sat a large red brick house. Peering through the trees, I spotted a group of girls around my age. They were sitting in a group along a patio, bikini clad as they worked on their summer tans. 
I wasn’t sure if I should turn around or not. Other than Maylee and Ace, I hadn’t met anyone else in town, but I also didn’t want to seem like a stalker walking up on them, either. 
One of the girls noticed me and all four of their heads shot my way. Gulping down my own fear, I realized I didn’t want to seem lame and runaway. I would see them again at school, I was sure. 
I waved, feeling like a complete dork. 
“Hey,” a blonde called out to me. 
“Hi,” I said, stopping and standing in the middle of the road. 
“Come over,” a girl with bright red hair announced. 
Sighing, I realized if I didn’t oblige, I could go ahead and mark myself as a loser at school. 
I walked through the trees and into a well manicured lawn. The girls looked more like super models than teens as they sat watching me approach. 
“Hey, you are the new girl,” the blonde said, smiling. 
I stopped on the patio and tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. I suddenly was aware that I looked like a hot mess compared to these girls. 
“Yes, I’m Lizzy. My family just moved here,” I say. 
The girls share knowing glances and I can tell that my arrival was the talk of the town. I just don’t understand why. 
“Is it true that your family is from Salem?” the redhead asks. 
“Yep,” I say, popping the p. 
“We are so rude. I’m Talia,” the blonde began. “This is Bonnie,” Talia said, pointing to the red head. “That’s Kate with the short hair that makes her look like a fairy, and the girl with the wavy brown hair is Amy,” Talia finishes. 
The girls all wave at me and I awkwardly wave back. 
“So, you will be going to East High School with us, right?” Bonnie asks me. 
“Yeah, I guess we all start next Monday,” I say.
“You will have to meet up with us. I’d hate for you to feel lost since you don’t know anyone here,” Talia says. 
It's hard to tell if she is being kind or snarky. Girls haven’t always been kind to me, so I have a hard time deciding what to make of this group. 
“I met Maylee and Ace. They seem really nice, well at least Maylee does,” I say, slightly chuckling. 
The girls all gasped and their mouths fell open in shock. 
Talia sits up straight like she is about to jump off the patio. “No, Lizzy. That family is strange. They all live on this big compound together and no one has ever seen their house. They don’t really hang out with other kids around here,” she almost yelled. “Besides, Maylee drives around in expensive cars like she is better than the rest of us and Ace has major anger issues. I once saw him throw a guy across a classroom with no effort,” she finished, her eyes glowing wild with intensity. 
For some odd reason, her reaction made me angry. Sure, Maylee and Ace might be a little odd, but Maylee had been kind to me. And for Ace… well, I hadn’t figured him out yet. 
Shrugging my shoulders, I decided I didn’t want Talia to think I was going to believe the gossip she was spreading. “Well, they were nice to me,” I say. 
“Yeah, but their family is really weird. Like, odd,” Amy says, glancing around like she’s worried someone else will hear her. 
“What does their family do?” I ask. 
Maybe they have some strange job that makes them appear odd. 
“Their uncle is this rich guy who buys all of the real estate around town. Practically everything in this town is owned by him, but no one really ever sees him. His lawyers do all of his business interactions for him. It’s just strange,” she finished. 
It was more than obvious that these girls were the ‘mean girls’ of the town. Just the way they looked at me like I was beneath them, then how they gossiped about Maylee and Ace’s family-- it all gave me an uneasy feeling. 
“Well, I need to get home,” I say, taking a step back. 
“Alright, it was nice meeting you,” Talia says, her voice overy perky. Her friends all wave in unison and I can tell that Talia is the leader of that group. 
I have to hold in my laughter as I walk away. 
Maybe Maylee and Ace were different, but from what I have learned, odd is definitely more interesting. 



Chapter Five
Lesson Learned
 
 
 
 
 
 T
he next week flew by like a blur. 
Mom and I went into Lexington to shop and bought more clothes than I needed for my upcoming school year.
The house was slowly starting to feel like home, but I was a little bummed that I hadn’t seen Maylee again. Or, Ace. 
I stayed clear from Talia’s house and just kept myself busy around the house. Soon enough, I would have to explore more of the town, but for right now, I was just trying to feel content at home. And...I hadn’t seen any shadows in days. I should have been relieved, but strangely enough, I felt a bit off. 
The night before my first day of school, I found myself a nervous wreck. I had rummaged through all of my new clothes and modeled a million outfits before finally selecting a pair of torn jeans, a black fitted t-shirt, and my favorite red Converse sneakers. 
Now, I found myself sitting out on the front porch, a slight breeze keeping the evening heat at bay. A loud squawk sounded from the trees just beyond my driveway, and my eyes began searching for the culprit. One thing I had noticed about this place was that Crows seemed to always be around. It was strange, really. 
The sound of footsteps on gravel caught my attention. A loud squawk startled me as I searched through the fading light for the source of the footsteps. Instantly, my eyes wandered up to the trees where a Crow sat perched on a large tree branch stretching out over my house. The same glowing yellow eyes seemed to mesmerize me, freezing me in place.  I stood and moved closer to the edge of the porch. As I looked over the porch railing, I suddenly spotted Maylee heading my way. The sun had already set and now fireflies danced in the dark night, making her light up with a spotlight. 
“Hey,” she greeted me. 
“Hi,” I said, waving as I stood up from the porch swing. 
“I know it’s late, but I wanted to see if you needed a ride to school tomorrow,” Maylee asked. 
Her eyes seemed to glow a golden yellow and I found myself mesmerized by them. 
“I have a car, but it would be nice to have someone to ride with,” I say. 
My eyes traveled over to where my small vehicle sat in the parking lot. The Honda Civic my dad had driven in college had been passed down to me. It wasn’t anything fancy and probably needed new brakes. I rarely drove. 
Being the new girl was going to suck, but at least I had one friend here to make the first day bearable. 
“Great, I’ll let Ace know,” Maylee said, turning on her heel to leave. 
The Crow who had been strangely watching our exchange let out a loud yell and this time, both Maylee and I looked up. To my surprise, Maylee narrowed her eyes and huffed, placing her hands on her hips as though she was angry with the bird. 
Intrigued and a little startled, I watched her anger at the bird. Spreading its wings, the Crow stood tall before leaping off the branch and soaring into the sky. Once the Crow was out of sight, Maylee’s tension seemed to disappear and her bubbly smile reappeared. 
“Well, I need to get home,” she said, turning on her heel to leave. 
“Wait,” I said, jumping from the porch and making my way toward her. I wanted to ask her about the strange stare off she had just had with the wild Crow that seemed to live near my house; but instead, I asked about Ace. “Is Ace driving?”
For some reason, Ace incited new emotions in me that I wasn’t ready to deal with just yet. He seemed so moody and rude, but at the same time, he intrigued me. 
“Of course, Ace always drives us,” Maylee said. Suddenly, her smile faded and she looked nervous. “Is that a problem? I know Ace hasn’t been the most welcoming, but he’s really nice once you get to know him,” she rushed out. 
I hated that I was making Maylee feel bad. Here she had come over here to be kind and offer to take me to school, and I was making a big deal out of Ace driving. 
“No, it’s not a problem at all. I really appreciate the offer,” I say, waving my hands to let her know it’s not a big deal. 
Maylee seems to relax and her smile returns. “Ok, great. I will see you at eight,” she announces, smiling and bounding down the driveway. 
I stand there for a few minutes, watching her leave. The Crow I had heard earlier, takes this opportunity to depart from the trees and soars through the sky. I pause my movements and watch him with a strange curiosity. His head turns and the yellow glow of his eyes seems familiar.  I can barely make out his form since the coal black feathers almost match the darkness of the night. But, he is there. And, if I were being honest, it seemed as though he were following Maylee home. 
Realizing I was thinking crazy, I shook my head and laughed at my own silliness. I guess I was so used to strangeness in my own life, that I was creating it here, too. 
I went to bed that night with the sounds of the Crow still echoing in my mind. 

Waking up the next morning, I found the warm rays of the sunlight caressing my skin. My alarm wailed from beside me; and as I turned off the annoying sound, I sat up in bed. 
I could already hear my parent’s downstairs, so I knew I needed to get moving. Especially, since Maylee and Ace would be here in thirty minutes. 
After showering and dressing, I walked over to my vanity and messed with my hair. I decided on a high ponytail and then added some light foundation to my face. Applying mascara, I noticed my eyes were even more green today than normal. I finished my look with some shiny lip gloss and then grabbed my new black backpack and headed for the stairs. 
I found my parents in the kitchen. My dad was busy at work on his laptop while mom poured us both a steaming hot cup of coffee. One thing my mom and I definitely shared was a love for coffee. 
As I passed my mom she handed me a steaming cup and said, “Good morning, Lizzy. Are you ready for your first day?” she asked. 
I took the coffee and enjoyed a sip of the rich goodness before responding. “I guess I am as ready as I will ever be,” I say, taking a seat beside my dad at the farmhouse table. When decorating, my mom went all out on the decor. She stayed true to the house’s overall feel and added a touch of modern flare. 
“I still remember your mom’s first day at Salem High,” my dad noted, giving my mom puppy dog eyes. 
It was gross and a little cute how much my dad adored my mom. But, I would never tell them I thought they were adorable. 
“Well, it should be interesting. Maylee and her brother, Ace, are driving me,” I say.
My mom hands me a fresh apple cinnamon muffin and sits down beside me. 
“That’s very nice of them. You are really getting to know Maylee and Ace,” she says, her attempt at getting some information out of me. 
“Maylee is great,” I offer. “But, Ace is still up in the air. He barely speaks and seems too protective of Maylee,” I finish, taking a huge bite of my muffin. My mind instantly drifted to what Talia had said about Maylee and Ace losing their parents. Maybe I should be kind to Ace. I don’t know what I would do if I lost my parents. 
My mom simply nods, but doesn’t press me further. Before I know it, it’s time for Maylee and Ace to be here to pick me up. Gathering my things, I said my goodbyes to my parents and walked to the front porch. Just as I closed the door behind me, I heard the roar of Ace’s car as it headed toward my house. 
My heart began to beat wildly in my chest and I just assumed it was my nerves at first, but as Ace’s car came into sight, I realized this was more of an eagerness really. 
I spotted Ace and his dark hair flying in the wind as his windows were rolled down. Maylee waved as Ace stopped in my driveway, I felt like my heart was going to explode right out of my chest. 
“Morning,” Maylee said, opening the door for me. 
Since this was a sports car, I would have to crawl into the backseat. I didn’t mind though; they were offering me a ride and I was going to be grateful. 
Maylee moved her seat forward and I climbed in. Once we were seated, Ace took off like he was in the middle of the Indy 500. 
As he drove, I couldn’t help but notice that he kept stealing glances at me in the mirror. I smiled once; but when he scowled, I decided to just keep my eyes focused on the outside and the small town passing us by. 
When we reached the long drive of the high school, I felt my body growing nervous. A two story brick building came into view, and I sucked in a deep breath to try and calm my nerves. 
School buses lined the front as students piled out. Others parked in the student lot like us. Ace pulled into a spot and shut off the engine. Without saying a word, he jumped out of the car, slamming his door shut, and not saying anything. 
Maylee opened her passenger side door and helped me out of the back. “Don’t mind Ace. He is like that with everyone,” she said, rolling her eyes at her brother. 
I paused for a moment and watched Ace walk away. He seemed to stand out in the sea of students. With his black leather jacket, denim jeans, and messy hair, he looked more like a young James Dean in an old Hollywood film, than a high school student. 
“Why is that?” I asked, adjusting my backpack on my shoulder. 
We began to walk toward the school and the blue and green East Jessamine Jaguars sign welcomed us. 
“What do you mean?” Maylee asked me. 
“Well, you said he’s always so… quiet,” I said. 
I wasn’t about to insult her and call her brother rude or cold, so I went with being quiet. 
Maylee seemed to grow tense as she walked beside me. Her smile never faded, but I could feel her energy shift. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked at all. 
“Ace is just different. He keeps to himself mostly. I guess I am just used to it,” Maylee answered. 
I decided to not push her further. We made it to the entrance; and as I stepped inside the school, I realized this was my first step into the newest journey of my life. I was about to embark on a new chapter as the new girl in a new town. 
As we walked through the halls, I took in my new high school. We were greeted by a painted Jaguar emerging from a lush, green forest, featured on the entry wall. A glass case containing years of trophies and plaques lined the halls that led to the library and office. 
“I assume the school mascot is the Jaguar?” I ask, pointing to the many Jaguars and paw prints decorating the building. 
Holding out her hands like paws, Maylee pretended to swat at me as though she were a big cat. “Roar, welcome to the jungle, baby,” she giggled. 
I couldn’t help but laugh at her and it seemed to put me at ease for the moment. 
Maylee told me she would show me to my locker and homeroom. We shared only two classes together, but I was sure I could figure the rest out. 
My locker was upstairs on the second floor; and as we began climbing the stairs, I couldn’t help but notice the hushed whispers all around me about the new girl. 
Maylee pretended not to notice for my sake, but I knew she could hear, too. 
“Your locker is here,” Maylee said, pointing to a set of green lockers. I looked down at my schedule I had gotten before school started and searched for the locker number I was assigned. Once I found it, Maylee helped me with the combination. Easy enough, but I tried twice to make sure I had it down. 
“Got it,” I said, smiling and cheering for myself. 
“Your homeroom is just over there, room 202,” Maylee said, pointing to a heavy wooden door just beyond the staircase we had just come up. 
Nodding, I smiled. I was very grateful for Maylee’s kindness since she seemed to be the only person even talking to me. 
Grabbing books for my first hour, I closed my locker and said goodbye to Maylee. 
Heading to my homeroom, I spotted Ace walking down the hall. Stopping dead in my tracks, I took a moment to watch him. Ace had a strange aura about him that made him seem almost otherworldly. As he sauntered down the hall, students seemed to part to make way for him to glide right past them. Watching this was fascinating. It was as though each step Ace took, my heart, body, and soul was glued to each movement. I tried to look away, to will myself to enter my homeroom, but I just couldn’t seem to stop staring. 
Suddenly, Ace stopped in front of a doorway and turned. Our eyes locked and a shock of energy coursed through me. It caught me off guard and took my breath away. 
His gaze was so intense, I shuddered under his stare. 
Before I could think or even act, Ace broke our eye contact and walked inside the classroom. Once he was out of sight, I felt my body relax and my lungs seemed to remember how to breathe again. 
“Hey, move,” someone sneered from behind me. 
Turning, I realized I was now standing in the doorway and blocking the way for other students. 
“Oh, sorry,” I mumbled, stepping out of their way. 
A few students entered the classroom and gave me nasty looks. Shaking my head, I tried to forget about Ace and the strange way I seemed to be pulled to him. Entering the class, I realized now I had a whole new set of problems; where to sit.



Chapter Six
First Steps
 
 
 
 
 
 S
ome people think near death experiences are the most traumatic and terrifying moments of their lives. For a teenager facing a full classroom of judgmental teens, that is the scariest moment of their young lives. 
And now, I was living my biggest nightmare. 
All eyes were on me as I walked inside the classroom. Most students were seated in groups, clearly, they all were already friends and had made their friend groups years ago. I was new; an outsider attempting to break the circles they had already molded together. 
My homeroom teacher, Mr. Slate, was sitting at his desk and messing with his desktop computer. He barely looked up when I walked in. 
Most of the seats were filled, but I found an empty desk in the very back row. As I walked down the aisle, I heard more rumors and whispers as heads turned to check me out. 
Holding in my breath, I tried to keep a stoic expression on my face. I couldn’t let any of them know how terrified I was. I just hoped they couldn’t hear my knees shaking.
Sitting down, I allowed myself to breathe. 
I pretended to make myself busy by arranging my notebooks on my desk and checking out the decor of the room. The white cinder block walls were covered in motivational posters and East Jaguars memorabilia. 
Something out of the corner of my eye drew my sight to the large window overlooking a large farm. The fact that my new school sat beside a farm full of cows wasn’t what was odd here. No, it was the thick gust of black air that seemed to be swirling among the trees that struck me. My eyes locked on the sight as my breathing grew rapid. Not now. Please, don’t do this to me on my first day of school. 
My legs trembled beneath me and my eyes pricked with tears.  I was so lost pretending to be busy, I didn’t notice the girls in front of me turn in their seats. 
“Hey, Lizzy,” Talia says. 
I hadn’t even noticed her sitting in front of me until now. I whiped my head around and the darkness that was once consuming my interest, disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared. I did my best to compose myself quickly. Smiling back at me was Talia’s minions, Bonnie, Amy, and Kate. As they sat there in their short skirts and phony smiles, I was reminded of that movie, Mean Girls. 
“Hi,” I reply a little nervously. 
Talia leans in closer to me and I can smell her flowery fragrance filling the space. “Just between us, hanging out with Maylee isn’t going to help your reputation here,” she whispered, plastering a fake smile on her face. 
Shuddering, I tried not to growl at her. This girl had a lot of nerve. Never in a million years would I ever want to be friends with someone like her. Her dislike for Maylee made me like her even more. 
Smiling, I leaned in so only Talia could hear me. “Just so we are clear, my reputation here doesn’t matter to me. In fact, if hanging out with judgmental girls like you is popular, then I will proudly label myself an outcast.”
I sat back in my chair and turned my gaze to the front of the classroom. 
Talia sat in shock for a moment before she returned to her snarky friends. 
“Hey,” a voice whispered from beside me. 
I turned and noticed a girl with sandy blonde hair and a guy with wavy brown hair were smiling at me. 
“Yes,” I replied, expecting them to lash out at me, too. 
“That was pretty cool,” the girl said, smiling. 
I allowed myself to calm down and I smiled back. “Thanks.”
“I’m Sawyer and this is Kade,” Sawyer said, pointing between herself and Kade. 
“No one really stands up to Talia. She’s been like that since pre-school,” Kade informs me. 
His kind, blue eyes are calming like watching waves on the ocean. He runs a hand through his hair and I watch as his waves move between his fingers. 
“You’ve had to put up with her that long?” I ask, smirking. 
“It’s a small town,” Sawyer says, shrugging her thin shoulders. Her blonde hair hangs down her shoulders and they look like rays of sunshine. I am instantly jealous of her looks. 
“We should hang out sometime,” Sawyer offers, and I notice Kade blushes. 
“Sure,” I manage to say, right before the teacher begins the class. 
As I sit back and prepare for my first day at East High, I smile to myself as I realize I just made friends simply being myself. 

After school, I met Maylee in the parking lot where we waited for Ace to drive us home. We shared stories about our first day of school and I was lost in a story she was telling me about a cafeteria meltdown, when Ace zoomed right past us. 
Grabbing Maylee by the arm, he whispered something in her ear that had her eyes growing wide. 
Standing by, I felt awkward. Should I just watch their heated conversation or should I start walking home?
“Ace, it’s not a big deal,” Maylee yelled out. 
Ace’s eyes grew wide with anger and I saw him slam his fists into his pockets as he stormed past me and toward his car. 
“What was that?” I asked, once Ace was out of earshot. 
“Nothing, just family issues,” she said, trying to fake a smile. “Come on, let’s get to the car before Ace leaves us,” Maylee laughed, grabbing my arm and pulling me behind her. 
There was something very strange about Maylee and Ace, but I was too afraid to ask her anything. I really liked Maylee and didn’t want to offend her and lose her friendship. 
Ace was already revving the engine when we quickly jumped inside. Maylee barely had time to close her door before he sped off leaving a trail of smoke behind. 
When they dropped me off at my house, I thanked them for the ride and quickly got out of the tension filled car. 
Heading inside the house, I was bombarded with questions from my parents about my first day. After relieving them that all went well, I dropped my backpack off and fell onto the couch to watch some reality television. After a while, I grew restless. 
A walk through the woods suddenly called to me and I just couldn’t resist anymore. 
Letting my parents know where I was going, I ran out the back door and headed for the woods. I promised to be back before dark.
I began making my journey through the tall weeds and sunflowers that littered the area. A slight breeze filtered through the air like a caressing touch to the skin. I wasn’t sure where I was going, I was just moving on instinct. As I glided through the sea of hunter green grass, I spotted something up ahead. Increasing my speed, I advanced forward, excited to find something other than the expansive grass and sky. 
As I approached, I noticed a large tree line that stretched as far as I could see. It seemed to go on forever, but that wasn’t what had caught my eye. 
Just on the edge of the opening to the forest, a stone archway with specks of black and silver granite seemed to beckon to me. Black iron fencing with a gothic design seemed to run for miles. 
Mesmerized by the strange natural form, I began to run until I was right in front of the arch. I had no idea where it led or what I would find behind it, but something about this place had me curious. 
“What are you doing?” a voice asked from behind me. 
I spun around so fast, I lost my footing and felt my body beginning to fall. Without anything to reach for to save me from the inevitable fall, I threw my arms out in front of me to brace myself. 
Only, I stumbled into a broad, heaving chest that felt more like stone than a human body. 
Ace’s arms reached out and grabbed me at lightning speed. As I realized I had been saved, and wasn’t lying on the ground below, I looked up to find Ace’s blue eyes locked on me.
However, he had a nasty scowl plastered across his chiseled face that made a shudder race down my spine. 
“I’m sorry, you startled me,” I said, moving out of his grasp. “Thank you for catching me.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Ace growled out, his arms now angrily folded across his chest. 
White hot anger filled me as I watched his face morph into anger. 
This guy had a serious case of rudeness and I wasn’t about to let him talk to me like that. 
Placing my hands defiantly on my hips, I glared daggers his way. 
“Well, it’s really none of your business what I do on my own property,” I snapped. 
Ace’s gaze never left mine. A cocky smirk grew on his face and my anger turned to fury as I watched him look down at me. “Your property ends there,” Ace said, pointing behind me to the edge of a pond. 
Oh, well he did have me there, but still, I didn’t like his attitude or intrusion. 
“I was going for a walk, if you really must know,” I said, rolling my eyes. 
The heated evening sun was scorching and only adding more fire to my already ignited mood. As Ace towered over me with his six-foot height, I attempted to seem larger than my own five-foot-two frame. 
“You looked like you were looking for something,” Ace replied, his attitude grating on my nerves. 
“I was just exploring behind my house and I guess I went too far. I will just turn around and head back,” I said, acting as though I knew how to get back. I was done with this conversation and Ace. I had no idea how he and Maylee were related at all. They were stark differences-- like night and day. 
When I began walking, I made right turns, then left. I had no idea where I was or how far away from the farm I truly was. Ace had made it clear that he didn’t like me and the thought of being stuck out here with him didn’t settle with me. 
“You are going the wrong way,” he said, watching me like a predator watches his prey. 
“How do you know that?” I asked. 
My internal voice was screaming at me to stop talking to him. But, I was beyond the point of listening to my own reasoning. 
“Because, I know you,” he said. 
“Oh yeah, who am I?” I asked, placing my hand on my hip. He was just messing with me. I had seen the way he bossed around Maylee, he wasn’t going to act that way with me. Ace hadn’t bothered to say more than two words to me before now; he knew nothing about me. 
“You are Lizzie Bufford. Daughter of Sadie Sanders,” he stated, and my blood ran cold. 
I tried to tell myself he only knew that because Maylee possibly told him, but the way he spoke to me, made me believe he knew a truth that I didn’t want exposed. 
“Congratulations, you know my name,” I mocked. “Where is your sister? Doesn’t she need you bossing her around?” I quipped. 
Ace must think he is so cool, like the town’s own Ryan Reynolds or something. But, I wasn’t impressed at all by his large ego or lack of manners. 
Taking a step closer to me, his eyes glowed. They were an alluring blue, like frozen ice on a cloudless day. His blond hair was short and swept to the side. Everything about him was alluring and dangerous. 
“Sadie, I know who you are,” he whispered. 
If I hadn’t been so focused on him, I might not have heard the words correctly. They were soft and gentle like a slight wind brushing up against your cheek. 
“Who am I?” I asked, unsure if I really wanted to press him. My heart began to race as my body filled with dread. Something told me I wasn’t going to like his answer. 
“I know about you and your family. You are not like the others around here,” he announced, this time his voice was strong. No longer was the gentle sound I had just heard. “You need to just leave things be. We have been protecting this area far too long,” Ace stated.
“Is this some joke? Are you and Maylee trying to mess with me?” I asked, my voice shaking. This wasn’t funny and I wanted nothing more to get out of there. 
“You, Lizzie,” he began, moving now only inches away from me, “Are a Shadow Seeker,” he finished, his crystal-like eyes boring deep into mine. 
Gulping down my own fear, I stood my ground as my legs shook beneath me. 
“What are you talking about? Look, I don’t know who you are or why you are trying to mess with me, but I’m not going to stand here and listen to you any longer,” I said, beginning to turn so that I would somehow get out of this wicked forest. 
“Your mom is a Mediator to the dead. Your aunt had powers, too. You, Lizzie, will develop your powers here, if you haven’t already. But, what you don’t realize is that my kind has been protecting this area for decades. We don’t need you,” he warned.
Twirling around, I was beyond shocked at the information he had just given me. No one could know that information unless…
“Are you a Ghost?” I asked. It was the only reasonable explanation. Only the dead would know that information, because it was my mom and aunt who they sought after. 
Laughing, the first glint of a smile spread across his face. 
“I am hardly a Ghost,” he began. “I am part of Crow Haven, and I am a Shifter of sorts. I am a Shielder,” he stated. 
My mind began to race and the world around me became a blur. The last thing I remember seeing was his face shift to dark as the world around me grew into nothing more than a haze of blackness.



Chapter Seven
Mad World
 
 
 
 
 
I could hear a voice somewhere above me; but as I struggled to open my eyes, a deep searing pain shot through my body. The air was cooler, much different from how I remembered it last. 
“Are you awake now?” the voice asked again. This time, I recognized the sound. It was darkly familiar and something stirred deep inside of me, telling me to be on high alert. 
Eyes shooting open, I sat up, only adding to my already pounding headache. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, trying to scoot my body away from him. 
I was on the ground of the forest, leaves and dirt muddying my clothes as I lay beside a stranger. 
“Well, until you passed out, I was trying to warn you about being back in Nicholasville,” he said, clearly sounding annoyed. 
“Why would you warn me? Besides, how do you know all of that information about my mom and my family?” I asked, the questions pouring out of me. 
Extending his hand, Ace attempted to help me up. “Maybe we should have this conversation when you aren’t mending from a hard fall,” he chuckled. The sound seemed foreign coming from him. 
I hated that he thought this was funny. Knowing secrets about my family could be deadly and dangerous-- for us all. 
Hesitantly, I placed my hand in his, feeling the coolness of his touch. He helped me up and as I stood, I almost fell back down. 
Steadying me, he placed his hands around my waist, helping me stand. Our eyes locked briefly as I placed my hands on his shoulders, righting myself. 
A shock seared through my body as our gazes locked. There was one thing for sure; Ace was different. Far different from any other human I had ever met, which told me, he wasn’t human. 
“Ok, I’m standing, now spill,” I demanded, pushing his hands off of me and standing by myself. 
“You are very much like your aunt described,” Ace mused, watching me with great interest. 
“Hey, what does that mean?” I cried out. Was he mocking me?
Wait, did he just say he knew my aunt? 
“Your aunt Morgan had told me you and your mother were very stubborn and sassy girls. Guess she was right,” he added, narrowing his eyes at me. 
“How do you know all of this? What are you?” I whispered.
I was tired of the games. Ace knew information about me and my family that no one living was meant to know. Like a tidal wave, our conversation before I passed out came back to me, hitting me full on. 
Mediator. 
Shielder. 
Shadow Seeker. 
Crow Haven.
“As I told you, I am a Shielder. My role here on earth is to protect the heavenly spirits and humans from the Demons and evil spirits who attempt to take over. Myself, along with others here, shift into Crows to watch over the town. Crows, as I am sure you know from ancient mythology, can sense evil, danger, and unwanted spirits. Your Aunt Morgan had an ability to converse with the lost souls, those who sought out your mom and others like her,” he stated. 
No longer was he laughing or playing silly games. He was talking to me with confidence and strength and I knew he was being honest. 
“Ok, so are you like the only one of your kind?” I asked, already feeling like I had the answer. 
Shaking his head, Ace confirmed what I predicted was true. “Not even close. There are hundreds like me.  We began moving to this small town after several Ghost sightings began to make the news. Shielders and Mediators have been in this area since the early 1700’s. Maylee included.”
“Wait, you are a Shielder? What does that even mean?” I ask. 
“I protect humans and other heavenly souls. When an evil spirit or Demon attempts to wreak havoc on a town or person, we interfere,” he says, clearly annoyed by my level of questioning. “Mainly, our presence alone keeps the unwanted paranormal activity out of town.”
“How is that possible?” I question.
Laughing, he cocks his head to the side. “You can see evil shadows, your mom is a Mediator to the dead, but it surprises you that I am a Shielder?” he mocks. 
When he puts it like that, it is hard to argue with his logic. Up until now, I had never met anyone else who had powers like the women in my family possess. I wasn’t sure what to think of this. 
“Wait, I’ve never been told that I am a Shadow Seeker. How do you know that is what I am?” I question. 
“Because the prophecy says this. The supernatural community has waited for your arrival for decades. Your mom possessed the powers of a Mediator and your aunt was a Seeker, too. It would be the offspring of your mom who would take on the role of Shadow Seeker. You see dark shadows that others don’t see, right?” he asked, arrogantly. 
Sighing, I had to clench my fists at my sides to restrain myself. Anger and confusion was boiling over inside of me. 
“So, you know about my family. Are you trying to threaten me or something?” I argued. 
“Look, if I wanted to threaten you, I would,” Ace said, stepping so close to me that I could feel his warm breaths against my cheek. “I’ve been warned about your arrival for a long time. I honestly never thought you or your family would come here. But, now that you are, I have an obligation to protect you.”
“Ok, but I still don’t know what all of this means,” I said, feeling lost. Shaking my head, I turned away from Ace for a second. “You hate me, I get it. I’ve been looked at like I am crazy most of my life. Now, I learn that there’s this insane truth to the madness of my fears,” I cried out. 
A wave of sympathy washed over Ace’s face and no longer did he look menacing. He almost seemed sorry for my ignorance on the subject. That fact alone enraged me. Did my mom know about this prophecy? Did my great Aunt Morgan know? If so, why would they withhold this from me? Of all people, they knew how important it was to know about your true abilities.
“It means, you have the power to see evil. You can will evil shadows and spirits to leave this world,” he said, almost with sadness. “But, you have to learn how to do that.”
Shaking my head, tears pricked my eyes. “That can’t be possible. I don’t want to see shadows and Demons,” I wailed. 
“So far, we have managed to keep this town safe of unwanted spirits, but since your arrival, we have been notified of a new threat,” Ace stated through clenched teeth. It was as though he was making this my fault. Like I knew all of this already. 
“Wait, are you blaming me for something?” I asked, acutely aware of his accusation. 
“Well, if the shoe fits…” Ace began. 
“Stop!” I cried out. “You haven’t spoken to me or been kind at all since I met you and now you think that you can just share this information with me and expect me to be ok with it?”
Ace ran his hands through his hair as an exasperated sigh escaped from him. 
“Why would I be kind to you? Your presence here seems to be alerting the paranormal world. You are like a beacon for lost souls. Where your mom can help the dead, you seem to attract them. Now, I have to help train you,” Ace lashed out at me. 
Like a flash of lightning, memories of nightmares came rushing back to the forefront of my mind. I had known all along. There had been warnings-- red flags that I hadn’t considered to be premonitions. 
“I have to get home, I have to talk to my mom,” I stated with anger. 
As I began to run, I felt an arm reach out and grab me. “Wait,” Ace yelled. “You can’t say anything about me, just yet,” he said, his eyes looking down, as if he were ashamed. 
“Why not?” I asked, barely slowing my stride. He had caused my legs to slow, but not stop completely. I was fired up and was about to unleash on my mom. 
“Because, if you do, I can get in a lot of trouble. The Crows only know that you are here, but they don’t know that you are aware of your abilities,” he whispered to me, looking around to ensure we were still alone.  “Death will take over.”
Stopping dead in my tracks, I became frozen in place. His words rocked me like a hurricane as I stood there, unsure of what to do next. 



Chapter Eight
Lies and Good Times
 
 
 
 
 
 W
hat did you just say?” I asked, my voice low and menacing. 
I refused to turn around and look at him. I just couldn’t. 
I heard him sigh behind me, the type of sigh that came when you felt defeated or saddened by something greatly unnerving. 
“If you will just let me explain,” he began. I could hear him take a step toward me, the ground giving him away. 
“Go ahead and say what you need to say, but make it quick,” I demanded. My body was still reeling from the information he had just given me and I had to see my mom. I had to ask her if this were all true or just some terrible prank being played on me. 
Ace slowly circled me, as if he were trapping me in some invisible barrier. Stopping in front of me, he ran a hand over his short hair. “Spirits, or as you refer to them, Ghosts, have been haunting this town for centuries. Most of them are harmless, just restless souls that refuse to leave this realm. However, the dark shadows are evil souls. Those who were wicked while alive and continue their reign even in death. They left decades ago when Shielders and Mediators began moving into the area. Your powers can destroy them and they know it. But, they have been returning. So many of the supernatural beings have left Nicholasville, that it is now open to the dark shadows to return. If they come back, it will be with a vengeance. It is up to all of us to protect this town and the people who live here,” he stated. 
“Ok, but why can’t I say anything,” I asked.
“If it becomes known that you, a Shadow Seeker, are here, they will not leave without a fight. People could die. The town could be destroyed,” he finished. 
I went to open my mouth, but no sound came out. This was all too much. First, I had been forced to move away from the only home I had ever known, and now I was expected to accept the idea that I am a Shadow Seeker--whatever that is.
“Why are you telling me this? Don’t you hate me?” I asked, tearing burning my eyes. 
Ace stared deep into my eyes and a flash of concern filled with his gaze. A sort of softness overcame him and a spark seemed to ignite the air around us. 
Stepping closer to me, I could smell his woodsy scent as he forced me to look up at him. “Because, I couldn’t pretend anymore. I had to tell you. I don’t understand why or how, but I feel… I don’t know what I feel, but I just couldn’t lie to you any longer,” he said, his dark voice caressing my soul. “Look, part of who I am requires me to help you.”
The anger that had been bubbling deep inside of me seemed to cool off. Ace was elusive and full of brooding mood swings, but there was also another side to him that beckoned me like the light of a lighthouse. As much as I wanted to tell him this was all a lie and that I didn’t believe him, I just couldn’t. 
“Well, if this is all true, then you are coming with me,” I stated, grabbing his hand and pulling him reluctantly behind me. Stopping, Ace almost ran into me. “Um, how do I get back home?”

Twenty-minutes later, Ace and I made our way out of the forest and back onto my property. I spotted the small pond and knew where I was instantly. When I was a kid visiting here in the summers, my parents would bring me down to the pond to skip rocks across the water's surface. I loved the way the sun glistened off the top of the water and the splashing sounds of frogs taking giant leaps into the cool water. 
“Ok, you are home now. I will see you later,” Ace began, but I stopped him. 
“I don’t think so,” I said, waving my pointer finger in his face. “You are going with me when I confront my mom,” I stated. 
“I already told you, if anyone finds out that I told you...it could be really bad,” he said, looking a little shaken. 
“Too bad,” I growled out, ignoring his requests to be left out. 
We got back to my house in no time and as I opened the back door, I spotted my mom walking into the kitchen. 
“Mom, I need to talk to you,” I shouted.
Stunned, she stopped, her eyes wide as she spotted the boy I had taken prisoner. 
“Lizzie, what is going on?” she asked, taking in my frantic state. 
“Sadie, what is all the yelling about?” my dad asked, walking into the kitchen. He looked around at all of our disheveled looking faces and frowned. “Why do I have a feeling I won’t like this,” he sighed. 
“Who is that?” my mom asked, smiling at Ace. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I yelled.
“Tell you what?” mom asked, walking over to me. 
“Why didn’t you tell me that I was a Shadow Seeker? That supernatural people just like you flock to this tiny town that you brought me to,” I cried out. 
“Lizzie,” my mom scorned.
“No, mom. He already knows you are a Mediator. He knows about great Aunt Morgan, too. This is Ace, he is Maylee’s brother.  I need you to tell me what is going on? Do you know about Crow Haven?” I demanded, tears now streaming down my face. 
Pulling out a chair from the kitchen table, my mom slid down, almost as if her legs had given out on her. 
“It is true,” she mumbled to herself. My dad rushed to mom’s side, taking her hand in his. “Sadie, are you ok?” he asked. 
“What’s true?” I asked, watching them with anger flooding my eyes. 
Taking in a deep breath, my mom looked up at me. “Lizzie, I need you to sit down,” she said, motioning to the chair across from her. 
Slowly, I did as I was told. Ace just stood by the door, looking conflicted and ready to leave. 
“Lizzie, the world that we live in has never been ready to accept people like us,” she began, her lips trembling as she spoke. Rarely did I ever see my mom scared. She fought Ghosts for a living-- nothing ever terrified her, but for some reason, telling me this secret was devastating her. “Your great Aunt Morgan moved to Nicholasville just out of high school. At first, she was unaware of the abilities she had. Once she began to form her powers, she discovered that there were others like her-- including me. I had heard your Aunt Morgan talk about Crow Haven for years. She would tell me stories when I was growing up, but I always locked them away in my head as though they were nothing more than fairy tales. But, I always knew in the back of my mind that Crow Haven must exist. She used her abilities to help ward off evil spirits in this town. Becoming a staple of safety and support to others like her. My mom, your grandma, never possessed this power, it skips generations--until now.”
“What else is out there, Ace?” I asked, uncertain if I wanted to know the answer to my question. 
“Do you really want me to answer that? I mean, I have unloaded a lot on you already,” he said, his voice uncertain. 
Maybe I should listen to his warning, but I felt compelled to push the topic. I deserved-- no I desired to know what else lurked in this world of mine. If I were going to be thrown into some supernatural war, I, at least, needed to know what was in store for me. 
Sighing, Ace took a moment before he spoke again. “Well, as you know Ghosts and spirits walk this earth along with others who can communicate with the dead like your mother and aunt. However, it goes much deeper than that.” He stopped talking as he ran a hand through his hair. I could tell he was nervous as he said the next part. “There are witches, Vampires, Shifters, and others that walk freely among humans. They look just like you and me, only they have dangerous and sometimes evil powers and abilities that make them far different from humans. Many reside right here in Nicholasville because long ago, the founders who established this town brought with them their spirit chasers who kept many of the evil spirits and Demons away, allowing those supernatural’s with good intentions to remain in this area. Now, they all have a school, set deep into the forests of the county, where they train and practice their magical and supernatural skills. Their safety and residency here is important.”
I gulped. Listening to this felt like I was inside of a dark fairy tale or horror movie... Ghosts, Mediators, and powers. It was almost too much to handle. As she began to continue, I glanced back at Ace, who seemed mesmerized by her story. “Fate brings people to where they belong, helps them find their purpose. It was fate that brought me to Salem years ago and I believe it was also fate that brought us here to Nicholasville. You see, your great Aunt Morgan once told me about Shadow Seekers-- Powerful Mediators who can stop dark forces from controlling the human world.”
“You must be riddled with questions. What do you want to know?” Ace asked me.
All eyes were focused on me. I hated being the center of attention, but now was the time to speak up. 
“I want to see Crow Haven.”



Chapter Nine
Summer Nights
 
 
 
 
 
 I
 stood on the back porch as fireflies danced all around me. My heart beat frantically as I did my best to comprehend everything I had heard this evening. When I asked Ace to show me Crow Haven, his original reaction was a big, fat no. 
Storming out of the kitchen, I had sought the calmness of the night in an effort to cool the raging fire that was growing deep inside of me. 
I felt his presence before he ever stepped foot outside. 
“Did you calm down?” Ace asked, his deep voice causing shivers to race down my spine. 
Turning, I was rendered breathless as the silver glow of the moonlight cast an illuminating light over Ace’s face. His features glowed with a heavenly essence that had me both intrigued and confused by the emotions growing inside of me. 
“I’m trying,” I admitted, sighing as my shoulders slumped down. 
Through the window, I spotted my mom and dad huddled by the kitchen sink. They were deep in conversation, surely about me, and I saw how pained they both looked. 
“Look, I never thought I would have to speak of anything such as this with a human. But now that you are here, it is part of my duty as a shielder and a member of Crow Haven, to give you this information,” Ace spoke, anger lacing his words. “I don’t like to hang out with very many people outside of my inner circle. Don’t take it personally, I don’t like many people or things.”
I walked over to the bench connected to the porch and sat down, my hands trembling on top of my shaking knees. His words should have offended me, but they didn’t. I guess I had too many issues swirling in my head right now to care that Ace hated most people. 
Ace stood in place, his expression stoic as he watched me. 
“Why me?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. 
“I don’t know,” Ace replied. “It’s just who you are.”
“What about Maylee?” I asked, glancing up at him. 
Our eyes locked for an instant and a spark of electricity hummed between us. I knew he felt the energy as his eyes grew wide for a moment, before he tore his gaze away from mine. 
“She is a shielder, too. We have been since we were born. It was part of our destiny, both of our parents were Shifters and members of Crow Haven,” he began. I saw a sadness form over his face and my heart broke for him. 
“I have so many more questions,” I said through a yawn. 
Suddenly, I was beyond exhausted. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed and pretend this day never happened. Something, however, told me that this was a reality I would never be able to escape. 
Ace took a step toward me, then paused. Like he was unsure of whether he should get close to me or not.
“I think you have asked enough questions for today,” Ace stated, moving as though he were going to leave. 
Quickly, I jumped up from the bench to stop him. “Wait,” I yelled, running after him. Grabbing his arm, I felt another wave of electricity as my fingers touched the warm flesh of his arm. 
Shocked, I released my hold as though I had just been burned. 
With eyes wide in bewilderment, I stumbled back as Ace stared down at his arm where my fingers had just been holding onto him. 
“Why does that keep happening?” I asked.
Running a hand through his dark hair, Ace moved swiftly past me. “Enough questions for tonight. I will figure this out later,” Ace said, before he disappeared altogether. 
I searched the blackness of the night for his form, but he was gone. 
 

 
The next morning, I woke feeling even more confused than I had when I had gone to bed. After Ace had left, I refused to talk to my parents. Storming up to my bedroom, I cried myself to sleep as I realized my life just kept getting more complicated. I would never be normal or have the kind of life I always dreamed of. 
Instead, I was a freak.
Showering, dressing, and silently eating my breakfast, I gathered my bookbag and prepared to either start my own car or walk to school. 
I had no idea what to expect anymore. After what Ace had told me last night, I doubted he and Maylee would be here to pick me up. 
“Lizzie, you can’t ignore us forever,” my mom said, as she followed me out of the kitchen. 
My dad stood nearby, unsure of what to do. Conflicts always bothered him and he hated to get involved when me and my mom argued. I was beyond hurt and angry that she had kept such a monumental secret from me. Being a Shadow Seeker was a big deal. Somehow, my life was in jeopardy and the paranormal world was after me. But, yeah, my mom never thought to enlighten me on any of this. Instead, I had to learn the truth of who I really am from an angry, brooding teenager who I was pretty sure hated me. 
Stopping, I shifted my bookbag on my shoulder. “Mom, I honestly don’t know what to say to you. I just learned a huge secret about myself and you knew about it. I need time,” I finished, before rushing out the front door. 
Once outside, I felt like I could finally breathe again. The sun was sitting bright in the morning sky and only a few white, puffy clouds polka dotted the blue sky. 
A few birds sang from the trees above me, and it felt odd how such a peaceful place could hold such dangerous and supernatural beings. 
I looked over at my small Honda Civic, that truthfully had only been driven a handful of time, and sighed. 
Suddenly, a loud roar caught my attention. 
My heart began to beat erratically as the thought of Ace and Maylee raced through my mind. 
It couldn’t be. 
Just as quickly as I dismissed the idea of the siblings, I spotted a familiar Camaro roaring my way. 
I tried to hide the growing smile that was appearing on my face. While I was still frustrated and had more questions than answers, knowing that I had Maylee and possibly Ace still in my corner, made me feel better. 
As the dust cleared, Ace parked in my driveway. Keeping his eyes glued to his steering wheel, Ace refused to look my way. He could play coy now, but I would find a way to get more answers from him soon enough. 
“Hey, get in,” Maylee yelled to me from the passenger side of the car. 
Without thinking twice, I jumped in and found my seat in the back. 
Ace never did look at me the entire drive to school. I kept stealing glances his way, but his eyes never veered from the road. 
I somehow managed to make it halfway through the school day, without seeing Ace or having to talk about him. 
During lunch, I found a seat at an empty table facing the football field. Sawyer and Kade spotted me and invited themselves over to my table. 
Unsure where Maylee was, I decided to try and enjoy lunch. I still had my mind locked on everything supernatural and desperately wanted to talk to someone about it. But, I couldn’t. At least, not right now. 
“So, have you thought about joining any clubs or sports?” Sawyer asked me, as she took a huge bite of her school pizza. It still looked half-frozen and I saw her wince as she chewed. 
Her question took me by surprise since I had barely had time to register the insane news that I was gifted last night. And, to be honest, I never really had many friends before, so no one ever cared whether I was on a team or not. 
Kade was watching me carefully and suddenly, I felt like I was on display. 
“I really hadn’t thought about it. What do you all suggest?” I asked, biting into my own peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I enjoyed the same lunch as I did when I was in elementary school. 
“Cross Country team,” Kade practically shouted at me. 
Sawyer broke out into a fit of laughter as I sat in shock. 
“Um, sorry. The Cross Country team is cool,” he added, trying to recover from his own embarrassment. 
“What do I do? I mean, isn’t it just a team for running?” I asked. 
I loved running and always found it an outlet for when I was angry or frustrated. But, I had never thought about doing it as a real sport. 
“What Kade was trying to say is, the Cross Country team takes anyone interested in joining. We compete with other schools by running various courses. It’s not bad and everyone on the team is really nice,” Sawyer stated, smiling between me and Kade. 
I thought about it for a moment. It didn’t sound that bad and it was sort of nice being asked to join something. 
“I’ll think about it. When do I sign up?” I asked. 
“The first practice and tryout is next Monday. You should come and check it out,” Kade said. 
His warm smile was so endearing and I felt my heart flutter as I looked over at him. He was adorable and cute and… what was I saying? 
“Great,” Sawyer said, clapping her hands together. “Now that is settled, what about this Friday night?” she asked. 
Was I supposed to know what she was talking about? I threw a chip into my mouth and sat there with a dumbfounded expression. 
“Maybe we should explain it to her, she looks a little lost,” Kade said, offering a sly smile. 
Ugh, there goes my heart again melting with just one look. 
“Yes, clarification would be great,” I say, igniting a chuckle from them both. 
“Friday is the first big East football game. Everyone in town goes to it,” Sawyer says. 
School spirit had never really been my thing and I could count on one hand how many sporting events I had ever been to. However, they were inviting me and maybe it would be fun. I mean, if I were going to have a fresh start, might as well as add attending sporting events to that, too. 
“Sure, sounds like fun. I could use a night out,” I said.
And, I could. It would be nice to have one night where I didn’t think about secrets or paranormal beings. 
“I can come pick you up, if you want?” Kade asked me. 
“That would be great,” I stated. “What about Sawyer?” I quickly threw out. 
“Of course, he will pick me up, too. We are neighbors. Practically siblings,” she laughed, punching Kade playfully in the shoulder. 
For some reason, hearing they were only friends settled my nerves a bit. As I looked over at Kade, I caught him looking at me with a silly smile across his face. I felt heat spread through my face as I smiled back. 
Maybe things here were finally starting to look up. 
 
After school, I met up with Maylee as we gathered our things from our lockers. 
“Hey, so I was invited to attend a football game Friday,” I blurted out, as I shoved my books in my locker. “I think you should go with me.”
She paused next to me and, at first, I was worried I may have upset her. “Who invited you?” she asked, slowly closing her locker door. 
“Sawyer and Kade. I met them in class,” I stated, unsure of what to say next. 
Shaking her head, Maylee forced a smile. “I think that’s great. It’s just… remember I told you most kids around here don’t necessarily like me.”
For the first time since meeting Maylee, I saw an uneasiness grow in her. She almost seemed sad and I hated that I had created that in her. Maylee was always so bubbly and upbeat, I needed to see that from her again. 
“You are my friend and they are really nice. I promise, if you don’t have fun, I will leave with you,” I say, hoping I don’t have to beg her. 
Thankfully, Maylee agrees with a simple nod of her head. 
With that taken care of, we rushed out to the parking lot before Ace could leave us behind. 



Chapter Ten
Friends in Low Places
 
 
 
 
 
 T
hat evening, after I finished my homework, I decided to text Maylee. 
 
Me: Hey, can you and Ace meet me by the pond behind my house?
Maylee: Sure, what’s up?
 
I rolled my eyes as I read her response. She knew what was up, but I played along anyway. 
 
Me: I just want to talk.

Maylee: Ok meet you there in five minutes. 
 
I quickly changed into a pair of black Nike shorts and a gray East Jessamine t-shirt my mom had gotten me. When I arrived at the pond, Maylee and Ace were already there. 
Maylee looked fashionable as always in a cute yellow sundress, while Ace stood angrily in dark jeans and a black t-shirt. He kept his back to me as I approached. 
“Ok, so who wants to talk first?” I asked, as I stopped in front of them. 
“You invited us here,” Maylee reminded me. 
“Last night, Ace told me that I was a Shadow Seeker. Something that apparently everyone in my life already knew-- except for me. Now, I am here to get more answers,” I stated firmly. 
Maylee gave Ace a glare which told me he hadn’t given her the full story of what had gone down. 
“She wants to see Crow Haven,” Ace said, his back still to me. 
I hated that he wouldn’t even turn around and look me in the eye. 
Maylee gasped as a breeze drifted around us. “Lizzie, we can give you information, but it’s not allowed for humans to be in Crow Haven,” she said nervously. 
“Why not?” I asked, throwing my hands to my hips. I was growing agitated by the runaround. 
“Because that’s the rule. Next question,” Ace spat out. 
Fed up, I stomped over to him and grabbed hold of his strong bicep. Forcing him to turn around, Ace’s eyes grew wide as that familiar spark blazed through us. 
Refusing to allow that to stop me, I lashed out. “Ace, stop being such a jerk. You are the one who stopped me from going into the woods. You are the one who told me that I am a Shadow Seeker. And, you are the one who turned my entire world upside down. Now, you will give me answers--real answers, or I will just march right into Crow Haven myself,” I yelled out. 
Maylee covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide with freight. 
Ace stared down at me with murder glowing in his eyes. 
Taking a step closer to me, Ace removed the space between us. My breath faltered and I swear my heart forgot how to beat. All I could do was stare back at his intense eyes. 
“You are very demanding for someone who has no idea what they are about to get themselves into,” Ace began, his words seething. 
He was trying to scare me. To intimidate me to back off. Well, Ace sure had no clue who he was messing with. I had learned from the best on how to be stubborn and strong-willed. I was Sadie Sanders-Bufford’s daughter, and I never backed down from a challenge. 
“Well then enlighten me,” I said through clenched teeth. 
I swear I saw a smirk trying to appear over his angry face. “Saturday. I will show you Crow Haven then. But for now, all you need to know is that since you arrived in Nicholasville, things have changed. The Crows have had to face more spirits than ever,” he paused, looking away briefly before rubbing his jaw and continuing. “You will need to learn how to fight. Not just physically, but mentally, too. Your mom holds the answers on how to talk with the ghosts. It is the Crows who will teach you how to handle the evil spirits. The restless souls that we need to extinguish from our home. If you are up for that, then we will teach you. Otherwise, you might as well go ahead and tell your family to move back to where you came from.”
I stood there for a moment, horrified by his words. It was like I had fallen asleep and woken up in the middle of a nightmare. Only, this wasn’t a dream and I was very much awake. 
I had spent my entire life watching my mom work with the afterlife. She spent her life saving the lost souls and, now, it was my turn to have a true purpose. 
“Meet me here Saturday morning. I will be ready,” I said, never losing eye contact with Ace. 
From behind me, I could hear Maylee’s rapid breathing as she watched us. I knew this was a lot for her to handle, too. Ever since I had arrived in town, I had changed their lives as well. I guess we were about to see just how different everything was going to be. 
 

 
The rest of the week flew by like a blur. After Ace had promised to take me to Crow Haven this upcoming weekend, he had been MIA all week. I didn’t really expect anything different from him; however, it wasn’t lost on me that I continued to see the large Crow outside my house most nights. I couldn’t be certain, but I was sure it was Ace. Why he cared enough to watch me, I had no idea. Knowing him, he was probably making sure I wasn’t inviting a bunch of Demons over for a party. 
Maylee had been cheery, but I could tell she was growing nervous about Saturday. I wasn’t sure why they were so upset, even though they claimed that more spirits were entering town, I hadn’t seen one yet. Neither had my mom. So, I felt pretty safe. 
After a long day of school and a nice evening run, I had drifted off to sleep one night with the feeling like I was being watched. 
Snakes and spiders crawl all around me and an angry wind sweeps over me. I’m no longer in my bed, but in a lone forest. An icy chill licks my skin as the moon becomes cloaked in dark clouds. 
“Is anyone out there?” I call out, but my voice sounds distant. 
Trying to run, my feet remain planted on the cool, damp filled ground. I begin to melt into the darkness, my body disappearing as though I never existed. 
“Help!” I try to cry, but my voice no longer works. 
Tears burn my eyes as fear courses through me. 
Suddenly, I jolted up in bed, my hair coated in sweat. 
“Lizzie, it’s ok,” a voice whispered beside me. 
Trembling, I turn to spot the last person I would ever expect to see in my room, standing over me. 
Placing his hands on my shoulders, Ace begins to shake me, calling out my name. “Lizzie, what’s wrong? What just happened?” he asks frantically. 
It takes me a moment to comprehend what I just saw and to find the strength to speak. “Horror. All I saw were snakes and spiders. The world was gray and dark. Shadows slithered all around me and I was all alone,” I said, my bottom lip quivering as I spoke. 
Sighing, Ace moved away from me and ran a hand through his wavy hair. His eyes turned black and if I hadn’t just been paralyzed by my own fear, his sudden change in appearance might have just frightened me. 
“Wait, what are you doing here?” I ask, trying to keep my voice quiet so I don’t wake my parents. 
“I’m always here,” Ace says, diverting his eyes away from me. 
“You watch me sleep,” I said, matter-of-factly. 
Ace simply nodded. I knew it was him. 
“Lizzie, what you saw was the shadows taking over. They are here and looking for lives to destroy,” Ace warned. “We need to find out what they want.”
“What do we do now?” I wailed. “I don’t understand any of this. I didn’t ask for this…”
Before I could say anything more, Ace grabbed me and pulled me into his strong arms. For the first time in a very long time, I felt a sense of comfort. Being enveloped in his embrace sent a warmth shooting down my spine. Releasing a heavy breath, I allowed myself to relax as he held me. I felt safe in his arms and that notion alone both surprised and concerned me. 
By Friday, the entire town was buzzing with excitement over the first home game of the season. The parents and teachers were tailgating in the parking lot and the town was decorated in blue and green, showing their support for the East Jessamine Jaguars. 
After school, I had rushed home to dress in a pair of jeans, a blue t-shirt, and I tied a green ribbon in my hair. 
Sawyer and Kade were going to meet me at my house while Ace drove Maylee himself. Of course, he was too cool to attend a game, but something told me he wouldn’t be too far from the action. 
“Lizzie, your friends will be here in ten minutes,” my mom called up to me. 
I bounded down the stairs as I grabbed my cellphone and money. 
We still hadn’t talked a lot since I found out I was a Shadow Seeker. 
“I’m ready,” I said, stopping in the kitchen. 
“You look great,” my dad said, placing a kiss on top of my head. 
“Have a great time,” my mom added, her eyes full of pride and a touch of sadness. 
I hated when my mom was upset, even if I felt like she deserved my anger. 
“Mom, tonight after the game, we can talk,” I offered.
Her smile lit up the room and it filled my heart with happiness. “Really? I would love that, Lizzie,” she gushed. “Just remember. I only knew about the stories of Shadow Seekers. I never truly knew you were one. I have questions, too,” she said. 
“I know, but you knew it was a possibility,” I added. 
She nodded. “With us, there are always possibilities,” she sighed, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Lizzie, I know that growing up with a Mediator as a mother wasn’t always easy. I tried to protect you from most of my work, but I also didn’t hide the truth either. Returning to Nicholasville was the right choice, and now I see your great Aunt Morgan had something to do with it. We will get through this together because that’s what we do,” she said, smiling down at me. 
Just then, my phone chimed to alert me to a text. 
 
Sawyer: Hey, we are about to pull into your driveway.
 
“Mom, my friends are here,” I said, hating to stop this conversation. 
“Go have fun, we will finish this tonight,” she said, hugging me before letting me go. 
I wiped a tear away from my eye as I opened the front door. Just as I stepped out onto the front porch, a loud squawk startled me. Soaring high in the sky, a large black Crow circled above my driveway. Shaking my head, I had a sneaking suspicion it was Ace.
The sounds of an engine brought my eyes back from the sky just as a black Ford truck pulled into my driveway. Sawyer and a guy who I didn’t know were sitting in the back of the four-door truck. Kade sat in the driver's seat, a black and blue hat over his head and a cute smile on his face. 
“Get in,” Sawyer yelled out to me. 
I jumped down the stairs and ran over to the truck. Getting in, Kade took my hand to help me climb into the cab. His truck was on monster wheels and I almost felt like we were about to be part of one of those monster truck rallies. 
“Wow, your truck is...big,” I said. 
Sawyer and the guy I still didn’t know laughed from behind me. 
“Thanks,” Kade said, blushing.
“I’m Garrett, Kade’s brother,” Garrett greeted me. 
“Hi,” I answered.
Sawyer seemed to be drooling over Garrett and I realized she must have a crush on him. He was cute like his brother, but where Kade’s hair was wavy, Garrett’s was short and straight. 
We took off and drove through the small town with the windows down, music blaring, and the feel of the cool evening air filling us. It was magical. 
When we pulled up to the long drive of East Jessamine High School, I noticed that the bright lights were illuminating the field just beyond the school. Opening the truck door, I could already hear the band playing a fight song while the Crowd cheered and roared from the stands. 
I walked alongside Kade as Sawyer and Garrett flirted shamelessly behind us. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked for any messages from Maylee. She should be here any minute. 
“Hey, something wrong?” Kade asked, noticing me checking my phone. 
Tucking my phone back inside my pocket, I smiled. “Nothing wrong. My friend Maylee might meet us here,” I said, realizing I hadn’t really confirmed asking her to come with us. 
“Cool,” Kade said. “She’s sort of different…” he added. 
“Yeah, but she’s awesome, too,” I said, refusing to allow anyone to talk about her. 
Kade simply nodded as we made our way to the ticket booth. He paid for us and then we walked over to the stands. Seats were going fast and the four of us made our way over to the silver bleachers. 
I kept checking the parking lot and the crowd for a sign of Maylee. I knew she was coming, but I was sure Ace would bring her on his own time. 
Just as the football team came running out onto the field, I spotted Maylee making her way toward us. Waving, she looked out of place, but she was still smiling. 
Standing, I waved her over. 
“Hey, my friend is here,” I said to Kade. 
He looked over to where I pointed and waved at Maylee, too. For some odd reason, that made my heart soar. 
“Great. Hey, I’m really glad you came with me tonight,” he whispered yelled. 
I sat back down and turned to face Kade. From the corner of my eye, I saw the cheerleaders jumping and yelling from their spot on the track that circled the field. Their blue and green uniforms bouncing with each kick and flip they did. 
“I’m really glad I came, too,” I managed to say, before Maylee flopped down beside me. 
“Hey guys,” she announced, with a little too much enthusiasm. 
I introduced her to the gang, even though she already knew who they were. I doubted they had ever really talked outside of school and that saddened me. 
Everyone talked for a minute before the kickoff. Once the game began, it was almost too loud to hear yourself think. 
We all laughed and cheered on the team and for the first time in my life, I couldn’t believe I was at a school social event with friends. Kade reached down and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together. 
I waited for a spark or bolt of electricity to hit me, but nothing happened. Not like it did when I touched Ace. Maybe what I felt with Ace was more like heated anger?
Something moved by the tall light over the ticket booth and the slight flicker caused my eyes to look up. A black feather fell from the sky, softly surfing on the slight breeze that flirted through the night sky. 
“What are you looking at?” Kade asked, squeezing my hand. 
“Nothing. Thought I saw someone,” I said. 
I turned to Maylee who had been watching me carefully. Leaning over, I whispered, “Where is your brother?”
“He’s around,” she said, a slight smirk playing on her lips. 
The crowd around us erupted in a loud cheer, everyone jumping and clapping as the cheerleaders went wild in front of us. The team had just scored a touchdown and the announcer was loudly announcing the stats. 
It was finally halftime and the cheerleaders were running onto the field to do their performance. I took this time to go get a drink. 
“Hey, I’m going to get some drinks,” I announced, standing up. 
Sawyer and Garrett were taking selfies and Kade stood like he was going to come with me, too. 
Maylee looked at me and I nodded for her to join us as well. The three of us left our seats and made our way toward the concession stand. 
The line was already forming so we jumped in and waited. 
“Thanks for letting me come tonight,” Maylee said to both Kade and me. 
Kade moved closer to me and his arm brushed against mine. The cool night air made me shudder and he inched even closer. Maylee watched us and I noticed her eyes kept darting behind us. 
I maneuvered myself so that I was between Kade and Maylee and just as I moved, I spotted a figure lurking in the shadows underneath the bleachers. I didn’t have to look anymore to see who that was. From the way Maylee’s eyes glowed with anger and surprise, I knew instantly it was Ace. 
It was like I could feel his presence deep down in my soul. 
Handing Maylee some cash, I stepped out of line. “Hey, I will be right back,” I said. 
“Wait, where are you going?” Kade asked, concern lacing his features. 
He really was sweet and maybe I was insane for walking away from him right now, but something called me to him. Like a magnet, I was drawn to him and I couldn’t seem to fight the attraction. 
“I just need to go call my parents,” I lied. “I promise, I will be right back,” I said, leaning up and hugging Kade. 
He smiled down at me, seemingly calmed now. 
I walked until I was behind the bleachers. I walked along the edge of the bleachers, searching for any sign of Ace. I knew I hadn’t imagined him being there. 
Suddenly, an arm reached out and pulled me inside the darkness. A slight scream escaped my lips as I found myself falling into Ace’s arms. 
“What are you doing?” I hissed.
“You came looking for me,” Ace said back. 
He was being difficult as always and I hated that I fell for his tricks. 
“Fine, then I will just leave. Hanging out under the bleachers in the dark is creepy,” I said, turning to leave. 
“No, wait,” Ace yelled to me. 
I stopped dead in my tracks, unsure of what to do next. I hated how my body and mind were torn when it came to Ace. I should have left, but I also wanted to hear what he had to say. 
I stood there silently as the crowd just above us cheered and yelled. I knew Maylee and Kade would wonder where I went so whatever Ace had to say, he needed to make it fast. 
“What?” I finally snapped. 
Running a hand through his dark hair, Ace looked conflicted. “You need to leave. I was just informed that it’s not safe for you to be out here right now. We know the evil spirits are coming, but we don’t know if any are here yet or not.”
“I’m not leaving until the game is over,” I stated firmly. “If they are here, there’s nothing I can do about it now.”
“Why are you so difficult?” Ace asked. 
This evoked a smile from me. “It’s just part of my charming personality,” I said, turning on my heel to leave. 
“I can’t let you just go sit there without protection,” Ace tried to argue. 
“Then come with me. You know, show some school spirit or something,” I yelled, from over my shoulder. 
I left the bleachers and made my way back out to where the concession stand was. Most people were heading back to find their seats as the clock showed halftime was almost over. I knew Ace was following me, but I never turned around to check. 
When I found my friends again, everyone turned to see me; and I smiled when I realized there was a bottled water sitting where I had been sitting. Kade’s smile faded when he spotted Ace walking behind me. 
Maylee exchanged a knowing look with Ace, but she didn’t look surprised to see her brother here. 
And, Sawyer and Garrett were still flirting and I doubted they even knew I had been gone. 
Ace sat two rows behind us and didn’t talk to any of us for the rest of the game. 
I did notice that Kade sat extremely close to me and kept rubbing my knee with his hand. I kept waiting for a spark or heat to hit me, but nothing ever happened. 
After the game ended and we all cheered for the team for winning, we all stood ready to leave. 
Sawyer and Garrett were holding hands and already making their way down from the bleachers. Kade looked over to me and together we began to climb over the seats. 
The night air had a nice chill to it that seemed to calm my growing nerves. Maylee was in a heated discussion with Ace and I wasn’t sure if I should wait for her or not. We had arrived at the game separately, but it felt odd to just leave without saying goodbye. 
“Hey, I need to tell Maylee bye,” I said to Garrett, tugging on his arm. 
He stopped and eyed Maylee and Ace. “It looks like they are in the middle of a fight or something. Just text her later,” Kade finished, shrugging. 
For a moment, I considered that thought, but I just couldn’t do it. Maylee had been one of my first friends and I couldn’t just leave, yet. 
“They always fight,” I chuckled. 
I stood my ground and Kade sighed as he waited alongside me. 
In one swift motion, both Maylee and Ace turned my way. 
I had been caught red handed staring at them and there wasn’t anything I could do to save myself now. 
“I’m leaving, just wanted to wait and say bye,” I stuttered awkwardly. 
“We can give you a ride home,” Maylee offers, looking between me and Kade. 
Kade clears his throat to remind us all that he is still there. 
“I can take her,” Kade states.
I open my mouth to respond, but Ace cuts me off. 
“She lives near us, we will take Lizzie home,” Ace’s voice is deep and menacing and I can feel Kade shaking beside of me. 
I remember the stories I had heard about Ace and Maylee and the way people stared at Maylee when we went to lunch, I knew there was no way Kade would be arguing. 
“I will call you later,” Kade offers, before quickly retreating. 
Realizing I have just been ditched, I turn to Ace with a scowl on my face. 
“Why did you do that?” I ask, throwing my hands up in the air. 
Instead of answering me, Ace brushes past me, his arm caresing mine in his quick movements. 
Maylee just shrugs and there’s nothing left to do but to follow Ace. 



Chapter Eleven
A Whole New World
 
 
 
 
 
 I
 sit in the back of Ace’s car with the wind sweeping through my hair. 
It would be a nice ride, if not for the stuffy tension floating in the car. No one dared to speak as Ace kept his steady gaze on the road. The only sound was his grunts and sighs, indicating that he was angry. 
As we turned off the Main Street and onto the long stretch of country road that led to my house, Ace finally started talking.
“What were you two thinking going to the game tonight?” he blurted out. 
“Are you really going to do this now?” Maylee asks, glaring over at her brother. 
I sat frozen in place, unsure of whether or not I was supposed to answer his question or not. 
Ace slams his hands on the steering wheel and both Maylee and I jump. 
Fear courses through my veins and I realize that for the first time since I’ve met Ace, I’m afraid of him. 
“Stop!” I yell out, causing Maylee to turn and look at me. 
Ace slams on the breaks and the car skids to a halt. The screeching of tires sends a billow of smoke behind us. 
Once the car is stopped, I climb over Maylee and jump out of the vehicle. 
Feeling freed and like I can finally breathe again, I quickly stretched my body over the seats until I had climbed out of the car like a spider monkey. 
“What do you think you are doing?” Ace reprimanded, his tone scolding and filled with a white hot rage. 
Spinning on my heels, I glared daggers his way as I stood just outside of the car. Maylee watched us with glistening eyes.
Shaking my head, I exhale a deep breath before I find the words to speak. “Enough,” I bellowed into the empty sky. “I am sick and tired of you always showing up and then acting as though we are causing you problems. Why are you so determined to ruin our lives?” The words flew out of me like vomit and I winced as Ace’s expression momentarily morphed into something similar to pain. 
Ace opened his mouth to speak, but then thought better of it. 
“Spit it out,” I ordered, focusing all of my energy on Ace. 
“I don’t know why you have to be so stubborn and argumentative about all of this. I told you that I would take you to Crow Haven, but there are rules you must follow. Danger lurks everywhere and you keep putting yourself right in the center of the storm,” Ace shouted. 
“I can’t stop living my life. I’ve survived sixteen years so far,” I began, but Ace refused to allow me to finish my thought. 
“No,” he shouted, throwing his hands up in the air. I swear the air shook as his fists punched through the invisible walls. “You don’t understand. Your presence here brings unfathomable danger and risks to all of us. Until you comprehend the magnitude of your role with the Seekers, you have to walk on the side of caution. It is beyond exhausting following you and having to check everywhere you go for danger.”
“I never asked you to do this,” I cried out. 
“No one asked me,” Ace yelled, his hearty voice causing the ground below me to shake. “Your assignment to me was never my choice, but here we are,” he laughed, though there was no humor at all lacing his voice.
Hurt registered in my heart as his words struck me down. Sure, I wasn’t a huge fan of Ace’s but to hear that he never wanted to work with me was painful to hear. 
“Then don’t bother anymore. Whatever is going on, I will figure it out on my own,” I said, fighting to hold in my betraying tears. 
Shaking his head, Ace folded his arms tightly across his chest. My eyes betrayed me as they focused in on the line of muscles bulging through his taut skin. 
Even amongst the darkness, his yellow, glowing eyes lit up our surroundings. 
“This is why you need us!” Ace roared. “Lizzie, I am going to say this once and then I need you to leave it alone until the time is right to share the rest,” Ace breathed, stepping so close to me, I could feel his warm breaths caressing my skin. “What you don’t know yet, is that you hold the power to keep the Demons away from our town. Your Great Aunt Morgan was the key to keeping us safe. Now that you have arrived, the Demons will stop at nothing to end your life. The one thing missing from this entire equation is the necklace,” Ace said, his chest rising and falling rapidly. 
My mind raced as this new information spun around me like a raging twister. It was as though each time I was given more information about my life, I ended up with a million more questions. Nothing made sense at all to me anymore and I was starting to question my own sanity. 
“I don’t...this doesn’t…” the words eluded me as my brain and my mouth seemed to be at odds with one another. 
“Just tell her,” Maylee cried out, her body shaking in frustration. 
I briefly turned to her, shocked by her sudden outburst, but thankful for her help all the same. 
Ace paused for a moment, his eyes dancing between me and Maylee. For the slightest of seconds, I thought he was going to walk away and forgo giving me the information I craved so desperately. 
“Lizzie, your Great Aunt Morgan possessed a necklace that your family has held for centuries. Whoever wears that necklace, ignites the key to the protection spell placed on the gem inside the necklace. We have to find it before the Demons destroy you and everyone else in this town. This is all information you would have learned in greater detail had you been patient and just waited like I asked you to,” Ace said, shaking his head in anger. 
“Umm, guys,” Maylee said, trying to interrupt us.
“Wait, Maylee,” I stated, holding up my hand to pause her. Turning my anger back to Ace, I closed the slim space between us. “You were going to make me wait to tell me that there is a necklace that could save me?” I spewed out, my words like flowing lava. 
“This isn’t information you just throw out in everyday conversation. There are rules to the supernatural world-- to the Crows at Crow Haven, that we must abide by. It’s not that simple,” Ace argued. 
Finally stepping into the battle, Maylee approached us with caution. 
“I really need for the two of you to stop fighting,” she said, her eyes locked behind us. 
“Maylee, just stay out of this,” Ace stated through gritted teeth. 
Shaking her head, Maylee continued to stare blankly behind us.
Both Ace and I stopped and slowly turned to see what had Maylee so frozen in place. I could see her chest rising and falling as her bewildered eyes grew large with fear. 
The air seemed to fill with a thick haze that stifled our ability to breathe. Sweat trickled down my brow as I struggled to take in another breath. 
“Maylee, what’s going on?” Ace asked, his eyes never leaving his sister's stricken face. 
“Don’t move,” Maylee whispered, her voice quivering and barely audible. 
I don’t know what it is about someone telling you not to look, but it is as though your body is forced to look anyway. It didn’t matter how much I wanted to close my eyes and wish myself back inside of Ace’s car, I was still going to look. 
Slowly, I turned and what I saw will forever haunt my dreams. 
Hovering over the roadway, a black figure lured my eyes to its nasty form. The black tentacles of darkness that swirled all around its long and haunting form, caused a shiver to race down my spine. Red, crimson eyes stared back at me, like pools of blood ready to spill out and rain down on me. 
A string of curse words were elicited from Ace as he took a step back from the dark figure. 
At that moment, I wasn’t sure what to do. My fight or flight instincts told me to run and never look back, but my body didn’t seem to get that memo. It was as though I was frozen in place and only placing myself as an offering to the figure before me. 
“What is that?” I asked, not sure if anyone heard me over the shaking of my voice. 
“That’s a Demon,” Ace said, his words sounding so foreign to me right now. 
Demon.
That word sliced through me like a rusty knife. I had heard the threats of Demons, but it never felt real until I was faced with one right in front of me. Even though my mom was a Mediator to the dead and I had heard stories that some would only see fit for fiction, a Demon was still something I never imagined I would ever face. 
Until now. 
“What do we do now? Lizzie isn’t prepared to fight,” Maylee said, her stance rigid and frightened. 
Fight? Why in the world… Oh yeah, I had almost forgotten. 
“Get in the car,” Ace ordered, his body never moving. 
I wanted to fight him because I was so close to standing my ground; but right now, I knew better than to question him. 
Not with a Demon staring down at me. 
It didn't dawn on me that my feet were moving until I was jumping into the car with Maylee hot on my tail. 
Somehow, Ace had moved at lightning speed to get in and he was already revving the engine to get us out of there. 
“Can we out run a Demon?” I cried out, turning in my seat to stare into the darkness.
“We will try,” Ace seethed, his eyes never leaving the road. 
The car raced down the one lane road with the Demon chasing after us, hovering over the car as it stared back at me with such intensity. I could barely breathe. Its outstretched arms were reaching for me, as though it were trying to reach into my very soul. 
“Go faster,” Maylee cried out from the front seat. 
“I’m going as fast as possible. If we didn’t have Lizzie with us, we could fly,” he shouted back. 
Again, Ace felt the need to attack me with a sarcastic comment which only brought on more pain. 
“Either help me or leave me here to fend for myself, but stop acting like you are the victim here,” I roared, throwing my anger out onto Ace. 
Somehow, that managed to shut him up for a moment and he continued to drive.
I watched as Ace drove past the turn to my house and as the world passed by in a blur, true fear really began to set in. 
“Where are we going?” I asked, my voice trembling in spite of myself. 
“Crow Haven,” Ace stated firmly. 
“Why Crow Haven?” I questioned, even though it didn’t really matter. I just wanted to be safe and away from this disgusting Demon chasing our car. 
“It’s the only place where the Demons can’t touch us. They can’t break the barrier that protects us there,” Maylee told me. 
At that moment, all I could do was nod because my life was now up to Ace, Maylee, and Crow Haven. 
 



Chapter Twelve
Unwelcome Guest
 
 
 
 
 
 W
e turned off of Main Street as Ace drove back onto the main highway that drove through Nicholasville. As we passed by the large, white house of Camp Nelson, I admired the gravestones marking the fallen soldiers of war. So many wars had been fought there-- both real and supernatural. Right before we passed the large bridge over the Kentucky River, linking Nicholasville to Garrard County, Ace turned left onto a small, tree lined road. We drove for what felt like forever, down winding turns and up high hills. Finally, the car slowed as a drive came into view. 
Gravel crunched beneath the tires of Ace’s car as he turned onto a long drive. 
I could barely make out the bodies of the trees as they stretched out over the drive. 
I watched in a fearful amusement as the Demon stopped just as the car began to slow. Its beady eyes remained locked on me until we were so far into Crow Haven’s property that it was now too far in the distance to see. 
Falling back into my seat, I let out a heavy breath as my heart began to slow. 
White lights came into view from the front window and suddenly, I found my gaze mesmerized by a very different sight this time. 
Standing tall at the end of the long, gravel driveway was a home towering over us. The bright lights surrounding the home make it appear as though it were almost daylight. The three-story brick home had been painted a dark, charcoal gray and the windows were outlined in a shinny black. Thick metal gates lined the walkway that led from the gravel to the massive stone front porch. The home had a very gothic feel to it, but yet, at the same time, a comforting mood, too. 
“Where exactly are we?” I managed to ask, as my eyes traveled over the home. 
“Crow Haven,” Ace deadpanned. 
Opening the driver’s side door, he jumped out of the car and was gone before I could even process a response. 
Maylee turned in her seat and looked at me over the headrest. 
“We are about ten miles away from your house. Crow Haven is hidden away in the hills that overlook the Kentucky River. It’s actually really beautiful in the daylight,” she said, smiling in spite of our situation. 
I offered a slight smile back. Maylee was only trying to comfort me, even if we both knew it was an almost hopeless endeavor. 
“I can’t wait to see it,” I added.
We both exited the vehicle and a chill tore through me as the cool night air hit me. Crossing my arms across my chest, I struggled to find warmth within myself. 
“Are you cold? We can start a fire or get blankets,” Maylee offered. 
“Sure,” I smiled. 
I followed Maylee as she led me up the steps and through the heavy wooden doors and into Crow Haven. 
We walked down a long, narrow hallway lit by wall sconces until we were met with a grand staircase. Hushed voices drew my attention to a small formal living room to my right. I stopped mid-step, my noisy side refusing to move further. 
Peeking into the room, I spotted Ace standing toe-to-toe with two guys who had the same black hair and menacing glares that Ace shared. I knew instantly they were talking about me as I heard my name slip out of Ace’s mouth. 
Grabbing my hand, Maylee tried to tug me forward, but I refused to budge. “No, I want to know why Ace is talking about me,” I growled out. 
I guess my voice wasn’t as quiet as I had planned for it to be, because the three guys in the room all turned and locked eyes on me. 
“Well hello, Lizzie. I have heard so much about you,” one of the guys said, as he sauntered over to me with a cocky grin on his chiseled face. 
My mouth opened, but no sound escaped. He was strikingly handsome in a distinguished sort of way. While he reminded me of Ace in some of his features like his hair color and eyes, but the way he carried himself with ease and grace was far different from Ace. 
Stretching out his hand, the guy watched me under a careful eye. “How rude of Ace not to introduce us. I’m Collin, one of Ace and Maylee’s cousins,” he said, smirking at the mention of his cousins. 
“Hi,” I finally managed to say. 
Taking my hand, Collin greeted me and I felt a shiver of nervousness from his touch. 
“It’s such a pleasure to meet you. How rude am I being, let me also introduce you to my brother, Levine,” Collin said, gesturing toward his brother. 
I managed a slight wave at Levine who was smiling my way, but didn’t bother to move. 
“Call me, Levi,” he stated.
“Lizzie will stay here tonight and then I will take her home in the morning. We encountered an issue tonight,” Ace stated firmly. 
Issue? Did he really think a Demon chasing us was an issue?
“She’s not ready to be here, yet,” Levine expressed, his jaw tensing. Like Collin, he had a sort of classic air to him that made him appear very different from Ace. 
“Let me get Lizzie settled in,” Maylee offered, but I fought her hand away again. 
“No, I told Ace tonight that I wanted answers and now that I am here, I demand them,” I pursued. 
Collin chuckled as he smiled down at me. He was very tall, probably six feet or taller. 
“This girl has spunk, just like her Aunt Morgan,” he chuckled. 
That got my attention. “You knew my aunt?” I asked. 
“Of course, we all did. The crows were grateful to your aunt and the protection she aided our town. But now that you are here, it looks like a whole new level of fun is about to begin,” he said, his eyes sweeping over mine. 
“We can tell Lizzie everything in the morning,” Ace intervened. 
“Sure. I will be glad to impart wisdom on Miss Lizzie,” Collin pronounced. 
“Brother, stop playing games. Let Ace handle this,” Levine chided his brother. 
I wanted to argue and kick and scream until they had no other choice but to answer my millions of questions, but as a yawn escaped my lips, I realized I was beyond exhausted. It must be well into the night right now and I was suddenly too tired to think straight. 
“Yes, I will handle everything in the morning. Maylee, please take Lizzie upstairs to one of the empty bedrooms,” Ace ordered. 
I finally allowed Maylee to pull me away, but not before I saw all three men turn back to their original heated discussion. 
As we began climbing the massive white, marble stairs, I felt like I was taking the stairway to heaven. Everything felt so surreal right now and all I could do was fight to keep my eyes open. 
Maylee led me into a room and the last thing I remember was falling onto a large, fluffy mattress. 
 

 
A warm stream of sunlight heated my face as my eyes slowly opened, revealing ominous and strange surroundings. 
Groaning, I sat up, stretching my arms high above my head. 
In an instant, the events of the night before flashed through my mind like a movie. 
The football game. 
Ace driving me home. 
The Demon. 
Crow Haven. 
A wave of nausea washed over me as I was reminded of where I was. 
“Good morning,” a deep voice spoke from the doorway. 
Startled, I grabbed the black silk sheet and cradled them in my arms. 
Shadowing the doorway, Ace stood looking vexed as he took in my disheveled appearance. 
“Um, hi,” I replied, unsure of how to exchange pleasantries with him. 
Ace stepped into the room and the air around me seemed to shift as it grew heavy and thick. 
“So, Maylee is bringing you something to eat, but I thought we could talk,” he said, nervously. 
“Ok,” I answered, sitting up straighter. 
As Ace made his way further into the room, I took a second to admire the decor of the room. The walls were a rich hunter green with dark cherry wood molding. Large, floor to ceiling windows offered a breathtaking view of the Kentucky hills as the sun shown high in the morning sky. 
A red brick fireplace faced the wood sleigh bed and inside a small fire slowly blazed. Showers of oranges and reds licked the air as the heat radiated and warmed me. 
Ace found a seat in a plush, navy blue armchair that sat beside the warm fire. 
Ace looked so out of place in the fancy room with his black t-shirt, baggy jeans, and eyebrow piercing. 
“So, Maylee has explained to me that I have been less than welcoming to you since you arrived here,” Ace said, leaning his elbows on his knees. 
Rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help but smirk at his attempt to be polite. 
“This is normal behavior for you?” I asked. 
Somehow, that elicited a chuckle from Ace. “I don’t typically talk to a lot of people. I try to avoid conversations as much as I can,” he admitted.
“I’ve noticed.”
“Anyway, I understand that you want answers and last night you were given answers in a manner that I hadn’t planned. Our dedication to Crow Haven is sacred and your role with us should not be taken lightly. I apologize for...everything,” he added. 
I had to admit, I was blown away by his calm manner and the way he seemed almost human. 
Almost adorable. 
Nodding my head, I tried to remain calm. “I just want to understand who and what I am,” I stated. 
“It must be difficult not knowing your true history and then finding out everything in the manner in which you did,” Ace began. “Centuries ago, towns became plagued with Ghost sightings and strange occurrences. They were supernatural disasters but it wasn’t easy for humans to understand. Your ancestors discovered a gem that had been bound with a protection spell. Legend states that once that necklace was placed around the neck of a Shadow Seeker, which is part of your heritage, the person wearing the gem could protect all those surroundings her. The necklace was passed down through generations and your aunt was in line for it. Now that she has passed, the necklace should be passed to the next Shadow Seeker. Your mom is a Mediator, which deems her unable to hold the power of the gem.”
I sat there, listening intently to every word Ace spoke. His words were gospel and felt as though they had the power to give me life. 
“Is this necklace here?” I asked.
Shaking his head, Ace sat up taller in the chair. “That’s the problem. We weren’t prepared for your arrival. We have to find the necklace and soon. One Demon has already arrived; there will be more that follow now that they know the protection spell isn’t set.”
Jumping out of bed, I felt like a surge of energy had been lit inside of me. I paced the floor as thoughts began pouring into my head. 
“It would have to be somewhere on my property. That explains why my Aunt Morgan left the house to my mom when she passed. Everything she did was for a reason, that much I knew from the stories my mom had told me.”
A smile beamed across my face as Ace watched me curiously. 
“Do you think you could find it?” he asked. 
“I think so. We will have to search the property,” I said, continuing to pace. 
“The next issue won’t be so simple,” Ace said, stopping me dead in my tracks. 
“What are you talking about?”
Ace stood, his large frame towering over me as he moved closer to where I now stood in the center of the room. “Even with the necklace, you will still have to learn how to defend yourself. Some Ghosts and spirits won’t pose a deadly threat like the Demons do, but they still sometimes like to fight for their old lives. You have to be prepared for everything. I will train you and teach you more about your role as a Shadow Seeker,” Ace finished, huffing. 
I could tell this was difficult for him, so I decided to hide my own snide comments. 
“Great, when do we start?” I asked. 
Before Ace could answer, Maylee entered the room holding a tray filled to the brim with breakfast foods. 
My senses went crazy as the aroma of fresh sausage, scrambled eggs, and warm pastries filled the room. 
“Breakfast,” Maylee rang out, way too perky for the morning. 
Ace took that as his cue to leave. He rushed to the door, but before exiting he turned to me and said, “Tomorrow we will begin your first training. And, don’t worry about your parents. I sent them a text from your phone last night and told them you were staying the night with Maylee,” Ace stated, before disappearing out the door. 
Oh crap, my parents. 
With everything that had happened, I had completely forgotten about my parents. I was beyond grateful for Ace and couldn’t help the smile that grew on my face. 
Noticing my sudden change in demeanor, Maylee placed the tray of breakfast items on the bed and sat. I could tell from her face that she wanted to ask me about my conversation with Ace, but she didn’t. 
Sitting down beside her on the bed, I began devouring the delicious food as Maylee and I enjoyed a few minutes of silence. Because we both knew, that soon enough the silence would end and the insanity would begin. 



Chapter Thirteen
Don’t Call It A Comeback
 
 
 
 
 
 G
ray clouds hung heavy in the Sunday morning sky. A light drizzle began to fall, blanketing the ground with a light mist that made walking on the grass more like sliding on ice. After my conversation with Ace, Maylee had driven me home to unsuspecting parents. Little did they know their daughter had been chased by a Demon the night before. 
My mom should have been the first person that I confessed my terrifying night to, but I just couldn’t bring myself to sharing the gritty details with her. 
For once in my life, I had my own secret and for the time being, I wanted to keep it as my own. I knew that eventually, I would have to tell her what was happening; but, for now, the Demon would stay my own information. 
I knew Ace would be coming by to get me around noon for our first training session, but there was something I needed to do first. 
Finding my mom out lounging on the living room sofa, I settled myself in one of the large navy chairs that faced the fireplace. 
“Hey mom, did Aunt Morgan leave anything here when she passed?” I asked. 
Turning her head to face me, her eyebrows arched in question. “What do you mean?” she asked, muting the Hallmark movie she was watching. 
Crossing my legs, I tried to appear casual. “Well, I remember you and dad once telling me a story about how you found an old letter in the attic here. Something about a Ghost that was looking for her fiancé,” I stated, trying to remember all of the details of the tale. 
This house had held centuries worth of families and stories, and I knew there were more secrets here left to be discovered. Hopefully, some of those secrets were my great aunts, too. 
Pursing her lips, my mom watched me carefully before she answered. I could sense her trying to get a feel for my question. Like she knew I was hiding something. 
“I’m not sure. You know, this house is full of old items. Even after the renovation, I’m sure there are things still in the attic. Truthfully, I haven’t been up there since I was a teenager,” she mused. “Why do you want to know?” she asked, sitting up and narrowing her eyes on me. 
I gulped down my own fear. My mom could always tell when I lied, and I was doing my best right now to appear as calm and collected as I could. 
Relaxing in the chair, I smiled “I just thought it would be cool to find something of hers. You know, you and dad and Aunt Lucy had all the fun. Since I’m not really like you, I would just like to explore,” I admitted. 
I knew it was wrong of me to use guilt to get my way, but it was the only way to divert her from the real truth. 
“Lizzie, you are like me. You are special, just in a different kind of way. Seeing Ghosts and dealing with the afterlife isn’t something I ever wished on you. But, you can sense spirits and that, in itself, makes you unique,” she said, sighing. 
Nodding, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, I’m definitely something.”
Mom's eyes turned to tiny slits as she stared at me in confusion. I was starting to act weird and I needed to reign it all back in. “Well, I think you are special,” she said.
I nodded awkwardly as I picked at my nails. “Thanks.”
“You know, Lizzie, another idea would be to research this town. I’ve found that sometimes when searching for something important, it helps to dive into the history of what you are searching,” she added, quirking her brows at me. 
“I will talk with Ace and Maylee. Maybe they can help me.” 
“I think that’s a great idea,” she said.
“I’m going to go check the attic,” I said, jumping up and heading toward the stairs. 
“Ok, well if you need me, just let me know,” mom yelled, as I began bounding up the stairs two at a time. 
I made it upstairs and then found the door at the end of the hall that led to the attic. Creaking, the door welcomed me with a musty wave as I began walking up the wooden steps. 
I could see a stream of light filtering in through a small window; but other than that, it was almost pitch black. 
The old floorboards creaked under each step, alerting the world of spiders and dust to my presence. I found the cord for the lone light and pulled, allowing the room to become bright once again. 
Boxes lined the walls and old furniture had sheets draped over them. It appeared to be an ordinary attic, but something deep inside of me knew there was more lurking in here. This house held too much history for there not to be something up here. If my aunt had the necklace, she would have left it somewhere to be found. While I had only met my great Aunt Morgan a few times, but her angelic magical qualities always shined and radiated with me. She was the person who had taught my mom all about being a Mediator. She had led her to uncovering her real truth-- never just handing it over like a gift. 
So, I knew that whatever I was meant to find, would be up in this attic. Waiting for me to find like the hidden gem it was. 
Moving slowly, my eyes roamed over every inch of the space. Most of the boxes were labeled and contained kitchen items and old blankets. As I reached the back of the attic, I found a small leather jewelry box. Kneeling down, I placed my hands on the warm leather, feeling the course, slick material under my fingertips. 
It was cracking from age, but the structure of the box was still good. I turned the box over in my hands, my heart rate picking up as I realized I may have just found the necklace. 
Slowly, I lifted the silver clasp and opened the box. Only, to my dismay, there wasn’t a necklace to be found. Instead, I found a stack of paper. 
Feeling deterred, I fell back on my behind and allowed my head to fall against the wall. 
“That wasn’t what I was expecting,” I spoke to myself, my own voice sounding strange in the confined space. 
I lifted the papers and noticed the yellow stains from age. Unfolding one, I realized it was a letter. The ink had faded over time, but it was still readable. 
 
My dearest Elizabeth,
If you are reading this letter, I have passed from this earth. By now, you have realized the truth of who you are. Just as your mother once did as a teenager, you will have to decode the mysteries of your own life. I wish that I could have given you more information, but the order of the paranormal world prohibits us from telling you too much. We are all meant to uncover our own realities and the real truth about who and what we are. For you, the answer to your safety will come when you find the Crows necklace. It will provide you safety against those that seek to harm you. The necklace is hidden in a very special place on this property. Once you uncover its hiding spot, place the necklace around your neck and never, never take it off. The answers you seek are near. Have faith in yourself. 
All my love,
Great Aunt Morgan
 
Each word seemed to jump out from the page as my eyes scanned over them again. Shaking my head, I held in a raging scream. Why did everything have to be so confusing? If I needed the necklace for my own protection, why hide it? Was someone else looking for it? My head was full of a raging hurricane. 
Suddenly, my phone pinged from inside of my pocket. Taking it out, I saw the glowing message on my screen. 
 
Ace: I’m out by the pond. 
 
Perfect timing, now I had to go deal with training with Ace. I quickly typed a response and then placed the box under my shirt. I was going to take the box and the notes and hide them away in my room until I found a way to tell my mom. 
 
Me: Be right there.
 
I left the attic and made a quick stop to my bedroom where I hid the box under my bed. Once downstairs again, I passed my mom on my way to the back door. 
“Hey, I didn’t find anything in the attic, except for some old blankets and quilts. I might use one on my bed,” I lied. 
“Oh, that’s a nice idea,” mom noted, only taking her eyes off the television to offer me a smile. 
“Maylee texted while I was in the attic. I am going to meet her and Ace to hang out,” I added.
“Ok, well please be home for dinner. You have been gone most of the weekend,” she said, a slight hint of sadness in her voice. 
She was right. I wasn’t used to being gone so much, I was sure it was difficult on my parents. 
“I will,” I said, waving as I took off toward the back of the house. 
Once outside, I took in a large gulp of fresh air. The sky was still dreary and overcast, but the coolness of the breeze felt nice against my heated skin. I briskly walked toward the pond, like I was a woman on a mission. 
In no time, I saw the tall grass lining the pond and standing like a gift from the gods above, was Ace. 
It was disturbing how someone so brash and impolite could appear so angelic. 
It was like a curse.
My eyes couldn’t stray away from him, no matter how much I fought with myself, I just couldn't look away from him. 
“Took you long enough,” Ace scowled, as I approached him.
Seems like our nice conversation from earlier was just a fluke. He was back to being rude again. 
“Sorry, I was just searching for the necklace that will save my life,” I snapped, rolling my eyes. 
“Did you find it?” he asked, stepping forward. There was an intense need in his eyes and I found myself getting lost in them. 
“Oh, now you are interested. Now, it’s ok that I am late,” I teased sarcastically. 
Shaking his head, Ace’s jaw drew tight as he bit back his own snarky comment. “Look, now is not the time to fight. If you found the necklace, that will be huge.”
Sighing, I shook my head. “No, I didn’t find it. But, I did find a letter from my great Aunt Morgan. Apparently, she hid the necklace somewhere on her property,” I finished, looking around. 
This land was expansive, it would take us forever to search for it. 
Ace’s eyes followed mine as I glanced out over the rolling hills. “Well, at least we know where to look,” he said, sounding strangely hopeful. 
“Yeah,” I agreed. “My mom told me that we should do some research on the town. I’m thinking we look into supernatural sightings or old legends,” I prompted. 
“While I have lived through most of the supernatural occurrences around here, there are some that happened way before my time. Maybe there will be something about the necklace. But, we need to get to Crow Haven immediately. From what I have learned, our Demon sighting last night wasn’t the first one. They are coming and we need to be prepared. Our town is in jeopardy if we can’t protect it,” Ace finished. 
My heartbeat raced beat like a wild drum as I thought about how much danger we were all in. 
“Alright, well then let’s go. Where’s your car?” I asked, realizing I never saw him pull up. 
A sly grin flashed as Ace’s lips curved. “I thought we would take a different mode of transportation.”
“What does that mean?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer. 
Ace took a step back and then I heard a strange, clicking sound. Then, to my complete surprise, large black wings sprouted from behind Ace. 
Stumbling back, my feet slipped and I lost my balance and fell onto the glistening grass below. A piercing scream erupted from me as I closed and quickly reopened my eyes again. Did I just see wings come out of Ace?
“What...Are those…” Words tumbled out of my mouth, but none of them made any sense. 
Laughing, Ace seemed to be enjoying my crazed state. Leaning down, he offered me his hand and helped me up. Once I was back on my feet again, I pushed his hand away and wiped the wet grass from my jeans. 
“I knew you would freak out,” he chuckled to himself. 
“You have wings?” I finally managed to ask. 
“Well, I am a Crow Shifter, so it only makes sense that I can sprout wings,” Ace answered. 
His reasoning might have made sense, but it still felt surreal to me. 
“Ok, so you can fly. That still doesn’t tell me how I am getting to Crow Haven,” I remarked, crossing my arms across my chest in a proud display of defiance. 
Ace just shook his head again, that stupid grin still plastered across his face. “Just wait,” he stated.
He reached for my hand again. With uncertainty tingling through me, I placed my hand in his, and that familiar spark ignited inside of me like a lightning bolt sent straight from Zeus himself. 
My body shook from the contact as my eyes locked with Ace’s. I had no idea why I felt this way whenever we touched, but it was growing even more confusing each time it happened. 
“Close your eyes and hold on,” Ace whispered, lifting me into his arms. 
Before I could blink, Ace leapt into the air and a rush of air took my breath away. Fearing for my life, I gripped hold of Ace and closed my eyes, afraid to look at how high we were. 
Roaring waves of wind crashed all around me as Ace flew us through the air, slicing through it like butter. I felt weightless as I lay in Ace’s arms, soaring over the land that we called home. 
I tried to open my eyes, even though Ace instructed me not to, but all I saw were bright lights and blurry lines. Nothing made sense in this moment, and I loved the feeling overtaking me. 
Just as quickly as we had taken flight, we descended to the ground. 
I felt a slight jolt as Ace placed us back onto Earth. 
“Open your eyes,” Ace said, releasing his hold on me. 
My hands slipped from his arms as my eyes peeled open. With a heaving chest, I smiled up at Ace. 
“That was fantastic,” I mused, breathlessly. 
“It definitely has its perks,” Ace said.
We were still dangerously close to one another and we both knew it. Simultaneously, we each took a step backward. It was then that I realized we were at Crow Haven. Of course, we were. I had been so lost in my whirlwind flight, that I had completely forgotten our destination. 
Hoovering like a king on his throne, the Crow Haven manor looked elegant in the daylight. 
I hadn’t seen it beyond last night and in the early morning hours, so seeing the structure in all its glory was magnificent. 
“Where are we going to train?” I asked, making sure we stayed on track. 
If I allowed myself, I could get lost in Ace and his world. I had too much to lose if I didn’t stay focused on training and finding the necklace. With the reality of Demons coming after me and the town that I now called home, I needed to make sure I had my mind focused on one thing only; surviving. 
“We are going to train in the basement. We have an entire workout facility. It’s just going to be the two of us, but Nora and Thomas are home, too,” Ace said, moving toward the front door. 
The thought of being alone with Ace sent a shiver down my spine. It shouldn’t and I knew how insane of an idea it was since Ace had never really shown any true interest in me. But still, I was happy to hear we would have others in the house. 
“Alright, let’s get started,” I said nervously. 
Clapping his hands together, Ace turned as he opened the front door. “Let’s just hope you survive this,” he said, before walking inside and leaving me standing outside alone. 



Chapter Fourteen
Training Day
 
 
 
 
 
 D
arkness struck me as though a blindfold had been placed over my eyes. The inside of Crow Haven was dark and only the blinking lights from the wall sconces gave me any guidance. I could hear Ace’s footsteps just in front of me, so stalking the sound I made my way down the long corridor that led to where. I had no idea. 
“Um, Ace. Where are you?” I finally asked, my voice echoing. 
“Just follow the sound of my voice. The basement door is at the end of the hall,” he announced, his words were like my lifeline right now. 
I continued walking until my feet stumbled into Ace’s. A door opened and a bright light entered our darkened space. Ace began walking down a long, steep staircase and I was hot on his heels. When we finally reached the bottom, I couldn’t believe what I saw. 
A state-of-the-art gym was hidden in the basement. Treadmills lined a mirrored wall while black and red pads sat on the floor in what I assumed would be where Ace and I sparred. Weight benches sat on the wall to my left and to my right was a wall with more weapons than I had ever seen in my life. Knives, swords, and things that I had no clue as to what they were hung shining like tempting treats. 
“I can’t believe this.” I was in awe of how nice their facility was. 
“It helps us stay trained,” Ace noted, walking further into the space. 
“So, what now?” I asked, standing in the center of the mats. 
“First, we need to talk about your clothes. Typically, people who work out or train wear athletic clothes,” Ace stated, a glint of humor lacing his voice. He was making fun of me, but I decided to let that one slide. He did have a point. 
“Noted. Next time, I’ll be prepared.” I offered a smile to let him know I wasn’t joking around this time. 
“Good. Now today, we are going to talk about how to throw a punch,” Ace glanced down at my tiny fists as he spoke. 
“Seriously? What am I going to be boxing, a Demon?” I laughed. 
Ace didn’t break a smile this time. He clearly wasn’t amused. 
“You think it’s all fun and games now, but you have no idea what sort of situation you will find yourself in when you come face-to-face with a Demon. You will have to fight, kick, and claw your way out of danger. And you can’t use your own fear to guide you. Smart moves you learn in training will be your only way to ensure you don’t die,” Ace finished, a grave undertone mixed with his words. 
I allowed that to sink in. As grave and terrifying as the thought was, it was my reality now. I needed to take this seriously…. More serious than I was now. 
“I’m here. I’m ready to learn,” I said, wanting him to believe me. 
Nodding, Ace seemed satisfied by my response. “Great, let’s see what you’ve got,” he added. 
“What?” I was clearly confused. 
“Hit me. Throw a punch so I can see what we are working with,” Ace instructed. 
As many times as I had imagined punching Ace in his smart mouth, thinking it and doing it were completely different ideas. Could I really hit Ace?
“Like, just hit you?” I asked, my voice shaking a bit. 
“Yes, just throw a punch,” Ace said, pretending to punch the air. 
I looked down at my feet and spread them apart a little. Like I had seen in the movies when people go to fight. I clenched my fists and struck out at the air. 
Ace let out a loud belly laugh that had my own body shaking. He was laughing at me. 
“That’s not fair. I did what you said and now you laugh at me?” I cried out. 
Ace stepped back, bending over and holding his hands to his sides. I watched this unfold as heat seeped into my face. I hated that he was making fun of me. I was trying to be serious. Trying to do as he told me, but this would never work if he made me feel like a fool. 
Wiping the tears from his eyes, Ace calmed himself down. “You are right. I’m sorry. I just thought you would know how to fight.”
“Well, I don’t,” I said, looking down. 
Placing his hand under my chin, Ace forced me to look up at him. “Lizzie, you have more fire in your soul then anyone I’ve ever met. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I truly thought someone with your stubborn streak would have been in at least one fight in their life. But, I was wrong.”
Our eyes met and the connection locked us into one. 
“Thanks,” I said, my lips trembling from the overwhelming sensations flooding me. 
My breathing hitched and I could feel Ace’s pulse racing through his touch. He quickly stepped back and dropped his hand from my chin. “Here let me show you.”
I watched as Ace set himself up and then threw his arm out in a precise hit that caused the air to ripple around me. He quickly lifted his leg and kicked, bending at the knee as he kept his balance with the other leg. 
The action and movement was swift and clean, but I could tell it was lethal, too. 
“I don’t know if I can do that,” I admitted. 
“Yes you can. Just try. I won’t laugh this time, I swear,” he lifted his arms up in defense, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
Ace was trying and that was saying a lot. 
I steadied myself and then threw out my arm, punching at the air like Ace had done. Then, I lifted my leg to kick, but I lost my balance and stumbled back. 
Moving at lightning speed, Ace was there to wrap his arms around my waist and catch me before I could fall onto the mats covering the basement floor. 
Gasping, this time I couldn’t help the way I responded to Ace’s touch or being in his arms. 
The air around us grew thick and heavy and it was difficult to breathe. 
“Better,” Ace muttered, his hands still firmly placed on my hips. 
My hands held his muscles and I could feel them vibrating under my fingertips. 
“Thanks,” I stated, my eyes wavering from his. In that moment, I wanted to look anywhere but at Ace. 
Ace regained his composure like nothing had happened. To him, nothing probably did happen, but for me, something shifted in the atmosphere and all sense of strength that I thought I had seemed to disappear. My head was filled with thoughts of Ace and I knew it was beyond ludicrous to ever think about him in any way other than Maylee’s brother and my trainer. But still, that slight possibility of something more stirred deep inside of me. 
“You need to work on your form and, more importantly, you need to get out of your own head,” Ace said, his eyes refusing to look at mine directly. 
Nodding, I accepted his insight like I knew what he was talking about, even though I didn’t. 
“Are we interrupting something?” a voice asked, drawing my attention away from Ace. 
Turning, I saw two people standing at the bottom of the stairs, watching me and Ace with amusement twinkling in their eyes. 
“I told you I was training with Lizzie today,” Ace mumbled, running a hand through his raven colored hair. 
“Yes, we know. However, we had to meet the ever elusive Lizzie,” the guy said, sauntering into the room. His steps were deliberate, but graceful all the same. He had the same dark hair as Ace, but his features were softer and fuller than Ace’s. 
“Thomas, this isn’t the time...” Ace began, but was quickly cut off. 
“Ace, just calm down. We won’t scare her away. We just wanted to meet her,” the female said, approaching me. 
I noticed Ace tense up and that caused an alarm of panic to go off inside of me. 
Sighing, Ace stared between the pair before introducing them to me. “Lizzie, this is Thomas and Nora. They are my cousins and members of Crow Haven.”
His tone was sharp and full of disdain. I couldn’t help but think how strange that was for him to feel some type of way about people who were his family and just like him. 
“Hi,” I waved, unsure of how I should respond now. 
“Maylee has told me so much about you,” Nora offered, her voice high-pitched. She had long, blonde hair that curled at the ends. She looked more like a supermodel than a supernatural creature. 
Funny, Maylee hadn’t spoken a word about either Thomas or Nora, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 
Thomas walked up to me and smiled, his pearly white teeth flashing before me. His closeness caused my heart to race and my breath to falter for a moment. I noticed Ace drew near us, too. 
Thomas took a string of my hair and wrapped it around his finger. 
“Hey,” Ace shouted, smacking Thomas’s hand away from me. 
I flinched and jumped back, fearful of what was about to happen next. 
“We are just playing around, calm down, Ace,” Thomas laughed, but there was no humor in his tone. 
“Why don’t you just leave us alone. We aren’t done training,” Ace stated, getting in Thomas’s face. 
They were chest-to-chest now and they appeared more like MMA fighters about to square off, rather than family. 
“I think Lizzie needs to understand more of the history of Crow Haven and her aunt. Maybe that will light a spark inside of her so her training will be more intense,” Thomas sneered. 
“What are you talking about?” I asked, cutting into their headed discussion. 
“See, Ace. She wants to know,” Nora said, a wide smile growing over her face. She took my hand and led me over to the far corner of the basement. We sat down on the mats and I felt like a child being led to story time. 
Ace remained in the middle of the mats, watching us with careful eyes. He clearly wasn’t enjoying this interruption. 
“Seems like Ace hasn’t given you the full story,” Thomas said, tisking as he glanced back at a scowling Ace. 
“He’s told me enough so far. I understand the danger I’m in,” I replied, coming to Ace’s defense. 
I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to come to Ace’s aid, but I couldn’t stand seeing Thomas and Nora make a mockery of him. 
“Has Ace explained to you the connection between Mediators and Crow Haven?” Thomas asked, turning his attention back to me. He was now sitting in front of me like we were all having some strange pow-wow. 
I just shook my head no, as my eyes remained locked on Ace. His jaw was tight and his hands were clenched at his side. 
“Mediators, as you know, have helped the deceased find their way to the afterlife. The spirits they aid are peaceful and just need help in their journey. But for Shadow Seekers, they have worked with the Crows for centuries. Providing protection to those around them. They protect the city from evil, but there is something far different with you. Lizzie, you seem to be a magnet for the spirits. Like your arrival sent an alert that you were here and didn’t have the necklace.”
“So, they are looking for me?” I asked.
“Yes and no. They are searching for the necklace. That necklace prohibits the spirits from returning to their home. They don’t want to journey to the afterlife; instead, they want to wreak havoc to avenge their untimely deaths,” Thomas said, his eyes drawing me in. 
“All we have to do is get the necklace. After that, we can just get rid of all the Ghosts?” I asked. It seemed so simple, yet so unattainable. 
“Why not get rid of all Ghosts?” I asked.
“It’s not that simple. The world of the afterlife is very complex. Most Ghosts simply exist because they have unfinished business or wish to remain in this realm. But for those touched by evil, they offer sinister plans. Those wreak havoc on our town and cause unexplainable damage that hurts or kills our residents. We have to stop them before they take over,” Ace added, his voice causing all of us to turn as he made his way over to us. 
A smile crept over my face and I bit my lip, preventing my smile to grow any wider. Ace was taking back his claim over our session and it was brilliant. 
“Lizzie, we need you to find that necklace,” Thomas stated firmly. 
I was uncomfortable with the intense gaze he had locked on me. Something about Thomas didn’t feel right. I couldn’t explain it, but there was something about him that caused dread to course through my veins. I wondered if Ace felt it, too?
“We are searching for it,” Ace cut in, reaching down and offering me his hand. 
Gladly accepting it, Ace helped me off the ground and led me to the basement stairs. His hand guided me as he placed it on the small of my back. It was a simple gesture, but it made me feel protected and safe-- something I never imagined I’d feel with Ace. 
“Lizzie has to be home soon. We will continue our training and education session soon,” Ace yelled, as we raced up the stairs. 
To my dismay, Ace drove me home instead of flying us. He was silent on the short drive, and I didn’t bother with making small talk. He seemed uneasy, and I didn’t want to bother him after he had been helpful and kind to me. 
Pulling into my driveway, Ace finally broke the silence. “You did good today,” he offered. 
Opening the car door, I stepped out. “Thanks,” I replied, closing the door behind me. 
“Look, I know Thomas and Nora want to help, but let’s keep what we find between us. Ok?” Ace requested.
His stormy eyes were clouded with worry and that told me everything I needed to know about his relationship with his cousins. He obviously didn’t trust them, which made me not trust them. 
“Ok,” I said, waving as I made my way into my house. 
There was something odd about Crow Haven and the way everyone interacted. I didn’t understand any of it, but I did know one thing for sure. Ace was starting to grow on me. 



Chapter Fifteen
A Revelation is Coming
 
 
 
 
 
 A
fter dinner, I helped my mom clear the table and clean the kitchen. We sat around and talked about school and the town. It was nice. 
When they settled themselves on the front porch with steaming cups of tea, I made my way up to my bedroom. 
I had a few homework assignments I had put off and that needed to get completed before school tomorrow. As I sat on my bed, my Pandora App playing in the background, I lost myself in Geometry. My body was sore and aching from the training earlier. 
The sun was just starting to set in the fading, evening sky and oranges and reds bounced across my bedroom wall. Rubbing my head, I needed a break from studying. Math was not my subject and I could feel a migraine coming on as the numbers bounced around my textbook. Needing a distraction, I decided to power on my laptop and do some research like my mom and Ace had suggested. Loading Google, I quickly typed in myths of Nicholasville and waited for the results to appear. To my surprise, ages of stories, articles, and social media posts appeared. Clicking on the first link, I began to scan over the information. 
 
Local High School on Haunted Ground
 
West Jessamine High School isn’t just known for their athletics and test scores. No, after decades of stories about Ghost sightings in the school, local reporters decided to dig deeper into the hysteria of the small, Kentucky town. 
According to county records, the school was built on a mass grave site where three witches are reported to be buried. Teachers, former students, and other staff have reported feeling cold chills or seen Ghosts walking through the halls. 
Think that’s scary? Wait until you hear this. In 1849, the old football field behind the school was a mass grave site when Cholera swept through the county. The souls of those buried there are supposed to be seen at night searching for their families. The tales don’t end there. During the Civil War, Camp Nelson served as a recruiting, training, and supply depot. It provided over 10,000 African-American soldiers for the Union Army. The location even became a refugee camp for the soldiers' families. Today, spirits are said to haunt the fields, cemetery, prison and forts of Camp Nelson. Established around 1863, Camp Nelson was used as a supply depot for the Union Army. Anyone who wanted to fight in the war–escaped slaves included–went to Camp Nelson. Those people in paranormal occurrences, believe the beloved Town of Nicholasville was once filled with the mischievous and, at times, evil spirits of those wronged in death. Sometime in the early 1900’s, the spiritual encounters became just that-- encounters. No more deadly attacks by those unseen. What caused this change, we may never know. 
 
At the end of the article, I spotted several pictures. Some of the high school and another of Camp Nelson. The photo depicted a large, two-story, white home, sitting on top of a hill, overlooking the countryside and busy roadway. Beautiful white pillars stood on the front porch, supporting an exquisite second-floor balcony. Black shutters framed the windows, adding contrast to the all-white exterior. Two red and orange brick chimneys peeked over the rooftop on both sides of the house, giving it a more comforting, family-friendly feel. The house looked nothing like somewhere you’d find officers during a war. Another image showed High Bridge, an old railroad track that hoovered high over the Kentucky River. Many people have noted seeing Ghosts walking along the old road. The landmark saw more deaths than the town cared to admit and spirits seemed to flock there. 
Leaving that site, I clicked on another one that held myths and legends of the town. I read through the old newspaper articles and the speculations about how arson had been to blame for at least three business fires in what is now downtown Nicholasville around 1865. One building that had burned was the old jailhouse, the place where soldiers who had gone against the Union were detained. I remember seeing the old jail while out driving with Maylee. The building had also been occupied by troops after the war. Rows of well maintained graves lined the manicured lawn, and I could just close my eyes and imagine lost souls wandering through the rolling hills of the site. 
There was another article that told the stories of the families who had lived in Aunt Morgan’s house who had claimed to experience strange noises, unexplainable bruising and marks on their bodies, and someone whispering for them to leave in the night. One woman was even sent to an insane asylum by her family after she swore that she saw Bethany’s Ghost in the house
My eyes were wide as I read over the article several times. The necklace must have been brought to town around the 1900’s. That would explain why the Ghosts stopped their attacks. The Crows and the necklace saved the town. I saved the articles on my bookmarks and closed my laptop. So, Nicholasville was a sort of hub for paranormal activity. It appeared that the town had the sightings and attacks under control until Aunt Morgan passed. I felt the surge of adrenaline in my heart as I knew I had to do something. 
Leaning back against the headboard on my bed, I took a moment to glance down at my phone. 
I had a missed text from Ace. I guess with my music, I didn’t hear the alert. 
 
Ace: I need to talk to you.
 
The text felt urgent, so I quickly typed out a reply. 
 
Me: Sure.

 
Before I could put my phone back down on my bed, I heard a tapping at my bedroom window. Startled, I jumped up and rushed to the window. Perched on the ledge was a black Crow. 
Opening my window, I took a step back as the bird flew into my room. 
Running to my door, I locked the door as Ace shifted into human form in front of me. 
Whispering, I turned on him. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
“I told you I needed to talk to you,” Ace said, walking over and sitting in the chair by my desk. 
“Be quiet, I don’t want my parents to hear you,” I shushed him. 
I had never had a boy in my room before, and I knew my parents wouldn’t like it. 
“Sorry,” Ace stated, holding his hands up in defense. 
“It’s ok. What’s wrong?” I dived right into why he was here. 
“I wanted to talk to you about Thomas and Nora. There’s a lot you don’t know about the Crows,” Ace began. 
“I know, you all seem to like to hide information,” I suggested. 
“It’s for our protection. But, I want you to ask me some more questions. If we are going to train-- physically train, I need you to trust me. Maylee said the best way to know someone is to talk to them,” Ace stated. 
Of course, Maylee was behind this. 
“That’s sort of how people create relationships,” I said, my face blushing now. I hadn’t meant for it to sound like I was trying to build a relationship between us. 
“Ok, so ask away,” Ace prompted. 
I bit my lip as I began thinking of what I really wanted to ask him. Ace watched me carefully, his eyes burning through me. Suddenly, a searing question came to mind. 
 “Are you immortal?” I asked. 
Ace crossed his legs before he opened his mouth to respond. “Not immortal. I can die, but just not as soon as you can,” he answered, in what felt like another riddle. 
“Stop the games. Just give me a clear answer for once,” I pleaded. He had come here to talk and yet, he was starting his old ways again. 
Sighing, Ace began. “I can die, but my fate won’t happen for many, many years. Shifters age differently from humans. I’ve been a teenager for over two decades,” he said, a sadness taking over him. “If I elect to lose my Shifter powers, I will begin the normal aging process.”
His words struck a chord in me. He had the choice to change his own destiny. 
“Will my aging change?” I asked, biting my lip again. 
“No, you will age like a normal human,” he answered. 
We sat in silence for a few more minutes. I knew that I only had a short amount of time to talk to Ace and I needed to ask only important questions. Somehow, my next inquiry felt important. 
“Why don’t you like Thomas and Nora?” It had bothered me since I had met them earlier. 
Ace stood and walked over to the window. For a moment, I feared he may leave without answering me. Thankfully, he ran a hand through his hair and sighed, letting me know he was going to share. “It’s not that I don’t like them… I just don’t trust them.”
His words struck me like a hammer to the head. How could he not trust them? They were Protectors-- family. 
Shaking my head, I rushed Ace. Standing only mere inches from him, I forced him to look at me. “I’m supposed to put my faith in Crow Haven-- in all of you, but you can’t even trust your own kind!” I wailed, forgetting to be quiet. 
Ace’s eyes grew wide with freight from my sudden outburst. I saw the trepidation as he pondered over my words. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell at you,” I apologized, lowering my head in defeat. 
Everything was crashing down on me like a tidal wave and I could feel myself drowning in the uncertainty of it all. 
Reaching out, Ace wrapped his strong arms around mine and held me out in front of him. His dark eyes lasered into mine and I could feel the power behind his gaze. “Lizzie, you don’t have to apologize to me. I understand this is all going to take time. Just know that you are still learning,” he advised. “And, I don’t trust anyone.”
Speaking of learning, I knew I needed to tell him about everything I found. 
Sighing, I began. “So, I did some research earlier and I found a lot about old supernatural attacks that plagued the town. There seemed to be a period of rest in the 1900’s.” 
Ace thought this over as he played with his piercing. “That was probably when your Great Aunt Morgan’s ancestors received the necklace.”
We were clearly thinking on the same page. 
“I arrived in town around the 1950’s and, by then, the Crows had already taken control and everything was calm-- save for a few attacks, but we managed to handle them. However, the witches have been a little bit more complicated,” he chuckled. 
“Are you talking about the three Witches said to have haunted West Jessamine High School?” I asked, perking up. It was nice to finally feel like I was privy to shared knowledge. Even if I had just learned about the old legend. 
“Yeah, I guess you read about it?” he inquired. 
I proceeded to tell him the information I had just read. As Ace listened, I saw his famous cocky grin appear. 
“What?” I asked, shaking my head. 
“Well, that’s a nice story, but a local author wrote a story about it a few years ago. Apparently, she visited the school at night and had an encounter with the Witches. They taunted her and she wrote about it. It’s pretty cool if you are into mysteries and paranormal tales,” he chuckled. 
“I didn’t know you were such an avid reader,” I mused.
“Only when it involves death and destruction,” he scowled. 
Rolling my eyes, I grabbed my laptop again. “Fine, show me this story.”
“How many stories can there be? I mean, this town is small and barely a blip on the map,” I sighed. 
After making fun of Ace for his taste in reading, he began to scour the internet for the story he wanted to show me. I was astonished at how many books had been written about this town and the mysterious sightings and events. 
“Are you serious? Nicholasville is one of the Ghost capitals of the South. You should know that by now,” he said, pulling up an article.
Together, we both leaned in and prepared ourselves to read and for Ace to prove me wrong-- again.
Through the thick, heavy fog of the Kentucky fields, lost souls can be seen rising from their unwanted graves to lurk around the small town of Shady Oaks, Kentucky. It is here that stories of unnatural occurrences and frightening sightings have brought fear to many residents of this small, country town, only to cause chaos and anger from the non-believers. 
Sure, the supernatural stories sounded wild; like fantastic, paranormal horror stories told from one generation to the next for the sole purpose of scaring kids. However, in this town, nothing is ever as it seems. 
As Brody and Hallie drove down the winding, one lane road, they laughed as they thought about the Ghost stories they had been told all of their lives. With the windows rolled up in Brody’s old 1969 Chevy truck, he could hear the howling wind from the cool, October night beating against his windshield. Now, as high school seniors at Shady Oaks High School, they set off on an adventure to finally put to rest the stories of hauntings on the grounds of the local high school. With the thought of a new adventure in their presence, Brody and Hallie allowed adrenaline and curiosity to motivate their next move. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be their last adventure. 
As Hallie turned her head out the window to watch the mist roll in over the trees blanketing the road and shielding the moon from providing the much needed light to drive through, Brody stole a glance at Hallie and sighed. It was no secret that he was infatuated with Hallie, and had been since he first laid eyes on her when she transferred to Shady Oaks, their Freshman year of high school. With her long, brown hair, perfectly tanned skin, and long legs, it was no wonder why Brody and every other boy in their school fell in love with Hallie upon first glance. Brody’s shyness had kept him from making his move for years. He had a boyish charm that most girls adored. His honey blonde hair and piercing blue eyes attracted everyone to him, but he only seemed to see Hallie. It was also Brody’s love for Hallie that brought him out of his warm, comfortable bed to drive down the road at midnight, just to look for some Ghosts that he didn’t even believe existed. 
Throughout generation after generation, tales had been spun about spirits that haunted Shady Oaks High School. Of course, those stories seemed to beckon Hallie, who had a wild fascination with the dead, who she believed roamed the halls of her high school and lurked around every corner of her small, Kentucky town. 
“Are you sure about this?” Brody asked, as he pulled into the vacant student parking lot. Only a small light was glowing from the front steps leading to the darkened school. Even though Brody thought the stories were nothing but hocus pocus, he still felt uneasy about what they were about to do. 
Eyeing the dark space surrounding him, Brody kept his hands securely placed on the steering wheel of his old farm truck, and kept the vehicle in gear. Secretly, Brody hoped that Hallie would, too, feel the strange sensations that he was experiencing and ask to leave. 
Turning to face Brody, Hallie’s blue eyes glowed with excitement. “Of course I am sure!” Hallie exclaimed, as she placed her hand on the door. “I can’t wait to see my first Ghost,” she yelled, as she jumped out of the truck and began walking around the front of the truck. 
Quickly following, Brody put the truck in park and followed Hallie. “Don’t be so loud,” he hissed, as he kept with her stride. 
Laughing, Hallie allowed her long, brown hair to bounce off her shoulders. “Are you scared?” she joked, as she continued walking toward the back of the school building. 
Running to catch up with Hallie, Brody allowed a nervous chuckle to escape his pursed lips. “I’m not scared. I just don’t want to get arrested,” Brody sneered. 
“You worry too much,” Hallie teased again. She pulled out her cell phone and began looking through notes she had documented. “The stories on the websites claim that the Ghost sightings happen behind the football field and inside the school. Apparently, you can see a young female walking through the halls,” she gushed. 
Looking through her phone, Hallie’s face became illuminated by the glowing light and her own curiosity and excitement. Watching her, Brody forgot all of his fears and decided to play along with Hallie’s games tonight. It seemed that she was always getting some kind of a thrill looking for exciting new adventures, and trying to uncover secrets of their old and haunted town. And, truth be told, Brody would do anything to see Hallie smile like that. 
As he began to walk toward the football field, following closely behind Hallie, Brody felt a cold chill sweep over him, stopping him dead in his tracks. He swore he felt the remains of a hand touch his shoulder. Quickly glancing behind him, Brody noted that they were still alone, and no one else was dumb or brave enough to hunt for Ghosts in the middle of the night. 
“The three gravestones are right over there,” Hallie pointed, as they made their way across the now damp football field. With each step they took, their feet crunched under the crisp dew from the cool night air. 
“What gravestones?” Brody asked, as he was suddenly taken out of his trance, and back to the reality of their situation. 
Sighing, Hallie’s eyebrows rose as she gave Brody a strange look. “Have you not been listening to me? We are searching for the graves of the three witches that haunt our school. According to the numerous articles published, and stories from faculty and students here at Shady Oaks High School, the witches come out in the evenings and leave the fragrance of roses and lavender in their path. Some people have even felt their hands brushing upon their shoulders, and their laughter echoes through the halls at night.”
“You said we were just going to look for some dumb Ghosts, you never mentioned looking for graves. That’s just weird,” Brody stated, as he looked around. The thick fog that had developed over the field blocked all other sights from being seen. In that moment, Hallie’s words rang through his ears as he remembered the slight brush on his shoulder only moments ago, and the eerie sensation he felt that something was terribly wrong. 
“Stop being such a baby,” Hallie snapped at him. 
Her strong, and cruel tone struck Brody as odd. He had never heard Hallie raise her voice before. Shaking his head, Brody laughed off his feelings. He must be losing his mind, he thought. 
“Look, I am not being a baby, but this is a little weird. Why don’t we come back in the morning?” Brody suggested. 
Shoving past him, Hallie rolled her eyes and mocked his nervousness. “Sure, this might be weird, but it is exciting, too. Just think, we may actually get to see a Ghost tonight. And if not, we can finally put to rest the rumors and stories.”
Thinking over her words, Brody decided Hallie was right. He would just play along with her tonight so he could finally prove that her games were silly. 
“Fine, I’ll play along,” Brody said, as he shoved his hands deep inside his jeans pocket. With the puff of air he released with his words, Brody noted the coldness of the night and shivered. 
Squealing, Hallie jumped up and hugged Brody around his neck, nearly knocking him to the ground. “Thank you so much!” she yelled into the night air. Her voice echoed around them and they both laughed at the sound. 
Feeling his heart and nerves ease, Brody allowed himself to hug Hallie back before gently placing her back onto the ground. Grabbing his hand, Hallie began to lead Brody to where her directions on her phone said would lead her to the three graves of the witches. 
 

 
Ten minutes later, Brody’s hands felt like icicles as they approached three stones, all aligned with a large oak tree. Staring at the tiny, gray and weathered stones, Brody suddenly felt as though there were eyes watching his every move. A strong gust of wind startled him from his thoughts and he noted his surroundings with a strange curiosity. The fog that they had walked through which had been covering the football field, now threatened to over-take them as it began to wrap around them like a blanket. Noticing this, Brody began to panic as he realized with the thick, white haze blurring his vision, he wouldn’t be able to find his way back to his truck. 
“Hallie,” Brody stuttered, as he began to slowly back away from the graves. In his attempts to remain calm, Brody had almost forgotten about Hallie. 
Kneeling down, Hallie had her back to him, as she ran her hands along the jagged edges of the grave stones. Her hair gently blew in the soft breeze that came from the rolling mist. She seemed in a trance, lost in the sights before her. Noticing this, Brody took a slight step toward her. 
“Hallie,” he said again, this time his voice as sharp as a razor blade. He had hoped his voice, cutting through the eerie silence, would have caused Hallie to stir; but instead, she seemed to lean in closer to the tiny graves almost as if she were trying to get inside the dark and forlorn spaces. 
Almost laughing to himself, Brody dismissed the idea entirely. He was really letting this place and Hallie’s horror stories get to him. Growing frustrated with Hallie and himself in this situation, Brody decided he had enough. Even though he loved Hallie and wanted nothing more than to be alone with her in a dark and secluded area, the reality of where they were was quickly sinking in and he knew he didn’t want to follow Hallie any more. For years, Brody had chased Hallie, allowing himself to be at her every want and need. But still, she only saw him as a friend, someone to go on her wild and crazy adventures with. Even now, as Brody stood in the cold night air amongst a thick mist that threatened to overtake him, following Hallie so she could fulfill some desire of hers to witness a haunting, she still didn’t care about what Brody wanted or needed. He was freezing in the middle of the night, nonetheless, and the end game was always going to be the same; he would eventually leave alone and without the love he desired from Hallie. 
An unsettling feeling washed over Brody, forcing him to take a stand and face Hallie. “Hallie, I’m leaving. If you want to stay here and look for some crazy Ghost that doesn’t even exist, then stay.”
Brody’s words hung through the night, and he waited impatiently for Hallie to respond. Sighing, Brody turned on his heels to leave, but was taken aback when Hallie finally began to stand. Slowly, her body seemed to peel itself away from the graves. As her head began to turn to face Brody, her eyes seemed to glow a golden yellow that broke through the black night. 
Gasping, Brody began to back away from Hallie. His stumbling feet tripped and he fell backwards into the sea of rising mist that now enveloped the large space. Scrambling to regain his composure, Brody began calling out for help, but he knew it was pointless. There was no one to hear his cries except for Hallie, and that thought alone terrified Brody to his core. 
Hearing wet footsteps crunching down on the grass around him, Brody stopped moving and lay still, hoping whoever it was would leave. 
“Brody, where are you?” Hallie’s voice cut through Brody’s panic, and he forgot about her menacing eyes and wanted nothing more than to see that she was fine. 
Fear and adrenaline swept through Brody as he feared that he might be going crazy. Had he really seen her eyes glowing wicked in the night?
“Hallie?” Brody questioned, still not sure what to do. 
“Yes, Brody I am here,” Hallie called again, her voice gentle and calm, the way Brody had always remembered it to be. The scent of lavender and roses began to soar through the air, attacking Brody’s senses and stopping him dead in his tracks. 
Feeling his body grow calm, Brody managed to stand and get back on his feet. Placing his hands out in front of him, he began to walk toward the sound of Hallie’s voice. 
“Hallie, I don’t know what’s going on, but we need to leave here immediately. Maybe you were right; maybe this place is haunted,” Brody said, as he walked through the endless white mist. With every move, he felt himself growing closer to where Hallie could be heard heavily breathing. 
Finally, Brody felt Hallie’s cold hands touch his and the impact sent sparks of electricity through Brody. Grabbing her, Brody pulled her in close to him so he could make out her face through the sliver of moonlight shedding a single ray of light into the desolate and darkened area. 
“I am so glad to see you, I…” Brody suddenly stopped talking as he realized Hallie’s eyes were still glowing a golden yellow that resembled that of a cat; only now, they seemed to be filling with red. A dark, red blood. 
Smiling back at him, Hallie began to cackle, her laugh piercing Brody’s ears and causing a numbing sensation to travel down his neck and arms. Her body began to shake, and she instantly started vomiting. Backing away, Brody let out a loud yell, as his body jumped into fight or flight mode. 
Shaking his head, Brody tried to erase the haunting image from his mind. This couldn’t be real, he thought to himself. 
“What’s wrong?” Hallie asked, her menacing tone and evil glare rendering Brody mute. 
Staring at each other, Brody tried to think of what to do or say. Finally, his voice emerged and he found himself staring into the face of evil. “Hallie, what is wrong with you? Your eyes?” he asked, his body full of a tingling fear. A deep, crimson red tear was slowly dripping out of each eye. Her nose was bleeding as well and her body began to transform from the youthful and beautiful girl he had fallen in love with, to something frightening and Demonic. 
Stepping even closer, Hallie’s face was merely inches away from Brody’s. He could feel her icy cold breath pricking his face. Her skin appeared like porcelain and not the light caramel he had obsessed over for years. Something was very different about Hallie and Brody feared what this could mean. 
“Nothing is wrong with my eyes…anymore,” Hallie stated, her voice strong and rough. 
“Anymore?” Brody questioned, trying to stop his body from shaking. His heart was pounding so wildly inside his chest, he feared it would jump right out and run away.
“Yes, after centuries of being trapped inside my grave, I am able to live again.”
Even though Hallie was standing before him, Brody knew the Hallie he knew was gone. 
“This isn’t possible,” he muttered, as fear washed over him. 
“I assure you it is. All I needed was a girl brave enough to find my grave and then I could take over her body,” Hallie sneered. “Now, I can live again and get revenge on those that sent me to this unwanted grave.”
“What are you?” Brody’s voice trembled, as he asked the question, already fearing the answer. 
Laughing, the woman allowed her head to fall back so that the long strands of hair bounced wildly around her. “I am Esmeralda. I was burned at the stake by the people of this town. They didn’t understand my practices in witchcraft. They refused to believe the good I could do, so they burned me and my two sisters. Their fear for our powers took hold of their judgments and they condemned us to our graves. Knowing I would soon face a horrid death, my sisters and I placed a curse over this town as the town’s people mocked and cursed us, while we stood in the middle of the towns square. Even though our hands and feet were bound, they were never going to take away our power. All it took was a curious soul to stand over our graves for us to be able to take hold of a body and be able to live again,” she stated, her tone serious and sad. 
With eyes wide with Fear, Brody took in the person before him. “So, if you are a witch who took over Hallie’s body, then where is Hallie?” he questioned, fearing the answer he would receive. 
“Hallie is gone. She is locked away in my unfortunate tomb as will you too,” she stated, placing a cold hand on top of Brody’s shoulder. 
Trying to move away, Brody found himself paralyzed by fear and something else. Trembling, Brody became overtaken with fear as the realization struck him like lightning. All these years, he had mocked the stories told to him about the three witches who haunted the local high school. He had dismissed the ideas as nothing more than fantasy stories; but now, he was living out his worst nightmares and the worst part was that he hadn’t believed Hallie. 
Brody’s mind was reeling as the woman seemed to have Brody in a trance; a zombie-like state as she began leading him toward the other two graves. “Now, all you need to do is lean over the other grave and let my sister be free too,” she said, her voice piercing through Brody’s soul. 
As Brody desperately tried to find a way to fight back, the woman led him over to the graves. Peering down, he realized this woman, this evil being that had stolen Hallie’s body, was going to steal his too. In his mind, through the fear and anger coursing through his body, he began to become curious. What would happen to him? Where would his soul go? Would this be painful?
As his body was forced to kneel down, Brody allowed a single tear to escape his glossy eyes. This was the end now and he knew it. Hallie had led him to his final adventure; a strange and complicated death. He was angry with Hallie for her insane curiosity and determination to bring truth to the horror stories that plagued their small town. He was furious with himself for allowing Hallie to lead him astray, and for the fact that he had not had the courage or will-power to stand up against his feelings for her and follow his gut instincts. But, more than anything, Brody was angry that his death would be at such a young age. There was so much he wanted to do in his life and now, he would never have that opportunity. He quickly thought about his family and friends who would mourn his absence and their faces were now ingrained in his mind. More than anything, leaving his younger sister Sadie would hurt the most. She had always looked up to him, and would need him as she traveled through middle school and into high school. 
Now, kneeling over the graves, Brody took in one last deep breath. A dark, crimson blood poured from his mouth and eyes, as the life that held Brody soon diminished into a vacant corpse.  The cold air stung his lungs but he didn’t care anymore. Suddenly, he felt a sharp pain shoot through his stomach and down his legs. The world around him began to blur as sights, sounds, and images rapidly disappeared as he was swept into a world of darkness. 
Falling limp, the woman in Hallie’s body watched as the metamorphosis took place and Brody was transformed from a young high school boy, to the living being of her sister, Mary. As Brody’s body began to regain strength, he stood and faced Hallie. 
An evil smile swept across his face and his eyes were no longer a dark and rich brown color, but they were now gray as stone, as they peered into the face of Hallie. 
“It’s been a long time, sister,” Esmeralda spoke through Hallie’s lips. 
Looking around at the large trees that surrounded their unmarked graves, Mary only smiled. “Yes it has,” she replied. 
“All we have to do now is wait for another lost soul to visit our grave and then our sister Alice will finally be able to join us,” Esmeralda said, as she pulled Hallie’s hair away from her shoulders and began to inspect her new body. “Once we are together again, we will finally be able to get revenge on those that destroyed us,” Esmeralda finished. 
“Yes,” Mary agreed, with a hint of evil sparking from her voice. “I think I know just the person we can find,” she hissed. 
Together the bodies that once were Brody and Hallie walked away from the small graves and back toward the truck that was sitting alone in the darkened parking lot. As the sisters drove away in the form of Brody and Hallie, they laughed and rejoiced at the pure terror they were about to inflict on the small town of Shady Oaks. With their evil souls now intertwined with those of Hallie and Brody, they knew they could fulfill their demonic desires. With the town coming into view, the residents of Shady Oaks were unaware of the evil that now roamed the streets. The once thought of stories and myths were now walking and talking, living beings that proved true the idea that sometimes the truth can be far more frightening than fiction. 
Be patient and just be sure of yourself,” he instructed. 
“There’s nothing I am sure of anymore,” I said. 
“Well, if there is one thing that you can always be sure of, let it be that I will always protect you,” Ace said, as he moved to the open window.
Before I could respond, Ace jumped out the window and flew away. 
What just happened?



Chapter Sixteeen
Wicked Hour
 
 
 
 
 
 R
aindrops pelted my bedroom window as I got dressed for school. I was used to the rain, seeing as though I was born in Massachusetts, but the heat that accompanied the rain here in the South was an entirely different beast to get used to. After the night filled with horror stories circulating around my new hometown, the eerie morning gloom seemed fitting. Before Ace left last night, we had made a plan to go to Camp Nelson and High Bridge soon. There could be clues to where the necklace was at one of those places. Hopefully. 
I dressed in a pair of dark denim jeans, a mustard yellow top, and found my black boots. 
Finding my parents already in their respective offices this morning, I greeted them with a good morning and then headed outside to wait for Maylee and Ace to pick me up for school. 
I almost felt sorry for my old car sitting in the driveway. Maybe I would take it out for a drive later that evening. 
As I sat on the front porch, I watched as a light mist of fog floated across the countryside. In the distance, a barn was very visible through the trees and fog, almost as though it were being concealed from the rest of the world. 
Finally, I heard Ace’s car roaring into my driveway and I hated how my heart seemed to flutter with happiness at the thought of seeing him. 
As the car came into view, I moved closer to the porch railing, splatters of rain soaking through my tee shirt and jeans. 
I jogged out to the car, my body feeling as though I just ran through a heavy shower. 
Freezing, I nestled into the back seat as Ace turned up the heater and drove off. 
Walking through the halls of East High, I could still feel the dampness on my clothes as I headed for my first hour class. Sawyer found me as I waved bye to Maylee as she headed to her class. 
“Hey, I tried calling you this weekend,” Sawyer said.
“Sorry, I was really busy with family stuff,” I lied. “How did it go with Garrett?” I wanted to change the subject so she wouldn’t ask what exactly I was doing. 
“After you left with Maylee and Ace, Garrett and Kade took me out for burgers. It was fun, but Kade was clearly upset to be the third wheel. I think he’s really into you,” she winked.
“He barely knows me,” I argued. 
“He knows enough to like you, I guess,” Sawyer shrugged her shoulders.
Kade was nice, but if he only knew the supernatural dangers plaguing me, he would run as far away from me as he possibly could. Sawyer, too. 
“Oh,” I sighed. 
“What? Don’t you like him,” Sawyer asked, stopping in front of me in the hall. She was causing a traffic jam as students had to maneuver around us. 
“Sure, he’s really nice. But, right now I’m not interested in dating anyone. I’m still trying to figure out my place here,” I admitted, only half lying. 
If I were being honest with myself, there was only one guy who captivated all of my attention, but I was more than certain that he didn’t think of me the way I thought about him. At least, I didn’t think so. 
Just then, Ace made his way toward us and my eyes found themselves glued to his every move. He was like a magnet that drew me to him. No amount of will power would change that. Even the girls who acted afraid of Ace and Maylee, couldn’t stop watching him saunter through the halls. 
Sawyer saw that my attention was drawn elsewhere and she, too, turned and saw Ace making his way toward us. A sly smile grew on her perfectly glossed lips and I hated how she gave me a knowing look. 
“Maybe you just aren’t interested in Kade,” she said, before turning and leaving me standing in the center of the hall.
As Ace approached, I noticed mouths falling open all around me as my fellow classmates stared at us like we were a circus freak show. 
“I need to tell you something,” Ace said, his voice dark and mysterious. 
“Ok,” I barely managed to say. I hated having all eyes on us. 
Leaning in, Ace’s lips were dangerously close to my ears. I could feel his warm breaths tickling my skin as he spoke. “There was another Demon sighting early this morning near the Chrisman Mill Cemetery.”
I shuddered and I wasn’t sure if the reaction came from his proximity to me or the message. Either way, I was filled with a strange mix of emotions. 
“Was anyone hurt?” I asked, my voice barely audible. 
Ace shook his head, giving me my answer. 
“Well, we can talk more later. Am I still training?” I asked. 
“Yes, I will pick you up at your house. I think we should go out to High Bridge and Camp Nelson tonight,” Ace said, then walked away as though the conversation never took place. 
I headed off to class with my head buzzing. 
 

 
By lunch, the whispers and stares were about to drive me crazy. 
Sitting down at a table in the back of the large cafeteria, I took a moment to catch my breath. 
Sawyer plopped down beside me, startling me as I was lost in my own thoughts. 
“So, the whole school is talking about you and Ace,” she said, arching her brows mischievously at me. 
I could feel my cheeks heating from embarrassment. 
“Why would anyone care?” I asked, my tone way too defensive. 
“Why would anyone care about what?” Garett asked, sitting down and wrapping his arm around Sawyer. 
Apparently, they were a couple now. I felt like a bad friend not knowing everything going on with her right now. 
“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head as I pulled my turkey wrap out of my bag. 
Sawyer wasn’t about to back down now. “I was just telling Lizzie that everyone is talking about her and Ace,” she stated proudly. 
Rolling my eyes, I watched as Garett took a massive bite of pizza before he placed his opinion on the matter. “Oh yeah,” he began through a mouthful of crust. “I’ve heard about that all day.”
Fed up, I slammed my hands down on the table. “Alright, just tell me what everyone is saying,” I demanded. 
I was hoping my outburst would have deterred them; but to my dismay, it just seemed to amuse them more. 
A spark was lit inside of Sawyer and that familiar twinkle shined as she began to gush the gossip. “Well, first of all, no one can believe that you were talking to Ace. Everyone knows that Ace and Maylee Creed stick to themselves. Their whole family hides away and never talks to the rest of us. I mean, I don’t believe the stories that they are zombies or Ghosts, something like that, but I’ve never seen them talk to anyone at school before.”
As I sat there listening to her spin the tales going around the school, I couldn’t help but notice the mindless stares from everyone around me. Their hushed whispers seemed to echo all around me. 
I knew Ace was an enigma at this school, but now that made me just as much of a mystery as he was. I hated the attention. 
“Yeah, everyone just wants to know why they decided to talk to you,” Garrett states. 
Shrugging my shoulders, I look down and place my hands in my lap. My appetite is long gone now. 
“I met them when I first moved here. Maylee is my friend and Ace is…” I'm unsure of how to finish my thought. 
How do I explain the mystery of Ace? I can’t very well just say, hey he’s a Crow Shifter who protects our town from Demons. And, by the way, Demons are back because my great aunt decided to hide the necklace that can save all of us. 
I doubt that would go over very well. 
They both just nod. 
Once lunch is over, we all scatter to the rest of our classes and I spend the rest of the afternoon ignoring the stares. 
 

 
Later that evening, Ace met me at my house. 
With my mom watching on with a big, cheesy grin, Ace and I took off for Crow Haven. 
I knew my mom thought Ace and I were just hanging out or going to the movie. She knew enough right now, but I still wasn’t ready to tell her about the Demon. I just needed this one thing to be mine. To not live in the shadows of my mother. 
“What’s on your mind?” Ace asked, as we were stretching on the mats. 
I had been silent since we arrived at Crow Haven. Now in the workout facility in the basement, I hadn’t spoken a word until now. 
“It’s nothing important,” I said, shaking my head. 
“If it has you silent, then it’s something,” he said, causing a smile to form on my face. 
“It’s just that everyone at school is talking about us. About how you and I talked at school. Plus, I still haven’t told my mom and dad about the Demon,” I admitted. 
Ace narrowed his dark eyes at me like he was in deep thought. “You can’t let what people in this town say about you, get inside of your head. They are all intrigued by us. I know they have their own theories about what makes us different, but I’ve never allowed it to bother me. And, you shouldn’t either. As for your mom, you need to tell her. She’s a Mediator, Lizzie. I’m sure she already knows,” he finished.
He was right--about everything. Especially, about my mom. As much as I wanted to have my own secrets, I was sure she already knew. I would tell her, eventually, I conceded. 
“I will talk to my mom tomorrow,” I agreed. 
“Good, now let’s start training,” Ace ordered, jumping up and starting to bounce from one foot to another, like he was an MMA fighter in the cage. 
I stood up, giggling at his antics. I placed my feet apart like he had shown me and readed myself for whatever he threw at me. 
“What now?” I asked. 
“We need to practice having you strike. You won’t really hurt or destroy a Demon, but you can injure and throw them off long enough to get away,” he added. 
My stomach dropped as he spoke. It never occured to me that I couldn’t destroy the Demons. They could easily kill me. End my life forever. 
That was terrifying. 
I froze and dropped my hands to my sides. 
“What?” Ace asked, stopping his movements. 
“I could die.” It came out sounding unlike me. 
“Well, yeah. That’s why we train. That’s why we need to find the necklace.”
When he said it like that, so straight forward, it made perfect sense. But, that didn’t make it any less terrifying. Any less real. 
Grabbing my hand, Ace squeezed. “We will figure all of this out. I promise,” he said, staring deep into my eyes. 
I felt my body falling into him as our stare and connection deepened. 
“Looks like we are interrupting a moment,” Nora’s voice broke through my Ace-filled haze. 
My heart fluttered before dropping down to the pits of my stomach. It felt like every time Ace and I made a connection, when our souls seemed to intertwine as one, someone always found a way to break the spell that bound us together. Maybe it was fate telling me I was dreaming if I thought I had a chance with Ace. 
“Great,” I heard Ace mutter under his breath. 
We both turned to face Nora who was dolled up in all black leather clothes and knee-high red boots. Thomas was trailing behind her in a dapper navy blue suit. 
“We have news,” Thomas said, placing his hands together in front of him, as though he were about to pray. Something, though, told me that he hadn’t ever stepped foot in a church before. 
“Can it wait? We are training,” Ace scolded. 
Nora, ignoring Ace, sauntered over to the weight benches and sat down. Straddling the seat, she had a grave look on her face. “No, Ace. I’m afraid this news can’t wait. There has been a murder in town,” she informed. 
My head began to spin at her words and I felt myself growing dizzy. My legs became weak and just as I felt myself giving in to the darkness, Ace cradled me in his arms, helping me carefully to the mats below me. 
Ace held me closely as his head shot up toward Thomas. “What happened?”
Thomas walked closer to us, his presence causing a chill to race down my spine. “The Crow Haven Council believes it was a Demon, but in animal form. The body was mutilated. Torn to shreds and had bite marks.”
He spoke as though he were sharing the daily weather. It was eerie how someone could speak so easily and casually about death.
“Where was the body found?” Ace asked. 
His voice sounded so distant to me. I was in a fog, my mind barely registering what was happening to me. 
“The courthouse lawn. It’s definitely a message. We have to find that necklace,” Thomas stated, his gaze laser focused on me. 
Gulping down the bile that threatened to spew, I struggled to remain composed. This was all getting way too real for me. 
The sound of my phone ringing had us all jumping out of our skin. 
“Lizzie, that’s your phone,” Ace said, nodding toward my purse in the corner. 
I was still unable to move, so Ace ran over and retrieved it for me. Handing me the device, I saw it was my mom calling.
“Hello,” I answered, my voice shaking. 
“Lizzie, I need for you to get home. Now,” she said urgently. 
“Ok,” I said, before dropping the phone in my lap. 
She knows. My mom must know what happened and, now, she is going to want answers from me. 
Looking to Ace, he simply nodded. We both knew that there was no more hiding what was going on. I had to face the reality and wrath of my mom. 



Chapter Seventeen
Safety in Numbers
 
 
 
 
 
 W
e pulled up to my house under the frosted moon. It was a strange mix of feelings as I was both feared and awaited what was to come once I entered my house. Ace barely had time to turn off the ignition before my mom rushed out of the house and bound down the porch stairs. 
“Lizzie,” she cried out, racing straight to me. 
I jumped out of the car and ran to her. All of my fear and worry disappeared as I saw the fear in my mom’s eyes. I had wanted to hide so much from her, and had been angry with her for keeping secrets from me, but in this moment, all I wanted was to be wrapped in the safety of her embrace. 
“Mom,” my voice pierced through the night, as I fell into her arms. 
As she held me tightly, I heard Ace’s footsteps approaching us. 
“Lizzie, we need to talk,” she said, as she let me cry against her shoulder. 
“Should I leave?” Ace asked, his hoarse voice sounding so far away. 
Both me and my mom turned to look at Ace. 
Shaking my head, I reached out for him. I needed him right now, too. 
Together, we all three walked into my house where my dad was sitting in the kitchen, nervously awaiting our arrival. 
Sitting around the kitchen table, we allowed the silence to soothe our beating hearts as the night’s events washed over us. 
“Lizzie,” my mom began, turning in her chair to face me as she placed her hand on mine, “tonight there was a murder.”
“We know,” I said, sneaking a glance to Ace. “We heard it was from the hands of a Demon.”
Nodding her head, my mom closed her dark eyes briefly before looking at me with tears brimming the lids. “Lizzie, how long have the Demons been after you?” she asked. 
I had known all along that my mom knew about my secrets. She was my mother-- a Mediator, and it had been in my soul that she knew. I just never wanted to admit it to myself. 
“Mrs. Bufford, Lizzie has only had one Demon attack. We are training at Crow Haven,” Ace cut in.
“I am aware,” my mom said, squeezing my hand. “I just wish you all would have told me. I’ve been contacted by spirits who have informed me of the Demon's arrival. I knew of the death, because I had to help the man who was killed tonight journey to the afterlife,” she added.
It broke my heart to hear the pain in her voice. My mom’s job as a messenger to the dead had never bled into my life before-- but now, my magnetism with the Demons were affecting her, too. 
“Mom, I was going to tell you, I just…” I stopped, unsure of how to say what I was truly feeling. Taking a deep breath, I braced myself for the truth I was about to expel. “All of my life I have been different. I spent my life in Salem being made fun of because I was so afraid to get close to people. Mom, you have always been so interesting. Your life has been filled with helping lost souls and all I could do was see dark shadows that haunted my dreams…”
This time, I stopped, not because I was unsure of what to say, but because I had a revelation. 
Since training with Ace, I hadn’t had a nightmare filled with shadows. 
When I looked at Ace, he had a knowing smile on his face like he already knew what I was about to ask. 
Clearing his throat, Ace took all of our attention. “Lizzie, the reason you don’t have nightmares anymore is because you are being protected by the Crows. The spark you feel when we touch-- hold hands and train, ignites our connection and allows the protection from my Crow to protect you, even in sleep,” he clarified. 
It was all so strange, but at the same time, it made sense. 
“Sorry for being so quiet, but I've always been just a spectator to the supernatural. Having my daughter being chased by Demons is starting to really hit me,” my dad noted, his pale face showing how nervous he was. 
I hated that my issues were plaguing him. 
“Ace and I are training. And…” I took another deep breath before saying the next part. “I found a note from Aunt Morgan. Her necklace, the one that has the spell to protect me from the Demons, is hidden somewhere on this property. We also read about supernatural sightings around town. We are going to those places to see if we can find anything that will alert us to where the necklace is. Maybe someone moved it from our property.” There were so many factors and possibilities to consider. We needed to check everything. 
“You found her note?” my mom asked, her voice rising. 
“Yes. It was in the attic. We just need to find the necklace,” I clarified. 
“I will search every inch of the property until I find it,” Ace bravely noted. “However,” he continued, his tone taking a grave turn, “our biggest problem is going to be the fact that the Demons have taken the shape of animals. My family at Crow Haven have been texting me information as they get it.”
I watched as Ace slumped in his chair, like he was already defeated. 
“Animal form?” I asked. 
“This is bad,” my mom exclaimed. My dad placed his arm around her for support. “If the Demons are taking shape in animals, they will be much harder to track and identify,” she finished.
My heart dropped down to the pits of my stomach as I considered all the ways this information was going to destroy my life. 
“We have to find that necklace,” I shouted, knocking over my chair as I jumped up. 
Ace stood, too, like a soldier preparing for war. 
 

 
With nothing left to discuss, Ace and I ventured out into the night again. My mom and dad remained at the house, waiting and hoping for a spirit to come to her again with more information. 
We made our way through the front yard, searching the driveway and around the front porch. After scouring through the trees lining the drive, we decided the back yard and rolling pastures would be a most likely place to hide something like an ancient necklace, so we ran around the back. 
I couldn't help but keep looking back to my house where my parents were glued to the living room window, watching our every move. 
“You know, you should have told your mom about the Demons after it happened,” Ace said, as we walked along the old barn. The weathered red paint looked more like a deep crimson blood under the moonlight and seemed to fit the ominous mood of the night. 
Turning, I was in awe of how ethereal Ace appeared as the moonlight glowed like a spotlight on his face. My breath hitched as I couldn’t help but stare at him. 
“I know, but I just wanted to do this on my own,” I admitted, my voice light and airy as I pretended to not be enamored by his beauty. 
“Lizzie, you are very stubborn,” he chuckled, his eyes searching along the barn entrance. 
“Yeah, I’ve been told that before,” I said, smiling. 
“Do you think your great aunt would have hidden the necklace in the barn?” he asked, sliding the heavy, wooden barn doors open. 
“Maybe,” I replied, walking into the musty barn. The smell of hay and dust filled my nose and I began sneezing. 
“Looks like allergies are also attacking you,” Ace joked, nudging my arm. 
“Not funny,” I pouted, hitting his arm as I faked being offended. 
I loved when we bantered back and forth like this. When Ace laughed, it was as though we were just two teenagers having fun and not Demon hunting Shifters and Shadow Seekers. 
As we moved further into the barn, an odd sensation began to overcome me, like my body was burning. 
“Ace, something is wrong,” I cried, stumbling back toward the barn entrance. 
Following me out, Ace stayed close by my side. “What’s the problem?” he asked, his hands moving to my sides. 
“I don’t know. I just feel like my body is filled with lava,” I said, rubbing my arms as I fell to the damp grass below. 
A wave of darkness began to cloud my vision as light quickly faded away. I felt as though I were trapped inside a bubble, unable to escape or to be heard. 
A heavy mist covered the ground, rising up toward the sky where the silver glow of the moonlight was the only light to be found. I knew I was dreaming-- that this was another way my mind was playing games with me. 
I glanced around, unsure of where I was or what exactly was happening. No longer was I standing with Ace or on my property. I was alone. Trapped. My hands clutched the grass, the slick strands sliding right through my fingers. 
Black tentacles of darkness began to crawl up the sides of the glass bubble that was holding me prisoner. As they slithered around me, I saw golden eyes looking back at me from outside of my confined space. 
The dark form shifted into the shape of a coyote, a large beast with evil radiating from it’s beady eyes. 
“What are you?” I asked, not even sure if who or what was outside could hear me. 
“I am evil incarnated. Your worst fear imagined,” the voice hissed, like a thousand snakes. He stalked closer to me, making me his prey. 
Fear engulfed me as I stood frozen in fear. 
“Why are you doing this?” I asked, my own voice trembling. 
“You are not meant to be here. Your presence only complicates things for us. Leave this town,” the creature demanded, its voice now booming and shaking the inside of my space. 
“What am I complicating?” I cried out. 
Moving closer to the barrier that separated me from the evil being, its golden eyes stared at me as large, white fangs with blood dripping from them, glared at me. He growled, the sound reminding me that I wasn’t just in the presence of a wild animal, but a Demon, as well. 
Just as the thing began to speak, a harsh roar lifted the darkness and suddenly, I was back in front of the barn and now laying on the ground. 
“Lizzie, are you ok?” he asked, kneeling down at my side. 
The beast howled from the distance and Ace shot up, crouching and ready for a fight. 
“He’s gone,” I said, stopping him from searching for the Demon. 
“I saw a coyote and then you were on the ground. It all happened so fast, I could barely register what was happening,” Ace shrieked. 
Sitting up, I shook my head, trying to decipher if what just happened was a dream or a terrifying reality. 
“I have no idea what happened. One minute I was standing here with you and then the next, I was inside this bubble. This ugly, Demon like creature was warning me to leave,” I said, my lips quivering just imaging the thing looking at me. 
“It’s happening,” he said, sitting down and running a hand through his thick, dark waves. 
“What’s happening?” I asked, almost afraid to uncover the truth. 
Something deep in my soul told me that I didn’t really want to know the truth. 
“The war has begun. We have to find that necklace soon before another innocent soul is killed or worse-- something happens to you. We need to go tell your mom,” Ace ordered, and I didn’t have any more fight left in me to counter his suggestion. 
After telling my mom about what happened, we took off for Camp Nelson. Who knew what Demons would await me there. 
Ace drove like he was in the Indy 500. 
We made it to Camp Nelson in record time. The infamous house looked different in the dead of night. The large, iron gates were closed, but I knew that wouldn’t stop us from checking out the property. 
“Maybe we should come back in the morning,” I suggested. 
“No way. We would risk people seeing us,” Ace countered, already climbing the gate. 
Shaking my head, I followed suit and began to climb the cold gates. Once we reached the other side, Ace took off toward the rows of graves. I kept close to his side, feeling unsure as I walked along the dead. 
“What should I be looking for?” I asked, keeping my voice low like a whisper. It felt disrespectful to the resting souls to talk loudly. 
“Shadows, Demons, a necklace…” Ace trailed off, listing everything he could think of. 
I kept my eyes focused on everything around me, but it was hard to see through the darkness. The wind began to howl as a low rumble of thunder erupted in the sky. Glancing up I felt a drop of rain touch my kiss. Great, now we had to worry about rain. 
Ace didn’t let the shift in weather deter him from stalking through the graveyard. As I struggled to see through the now downpour, something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. Stopping, I focused on the figure approaching. 
The shadow loomed over a grave, watching me with the same curiosity as I watched it. 
“Lizzie, what are you doing?” Ace asked, turning to see where I was. 
“I see a shadow,” I whispered. 
Ace stopped dead in his tracks and just watched me. 
The figure looked more like a heavy billow of gray smoke as it swayed against the howling wind. It wasn’t a Demon, I was sure of that. I didn’t feel the same sense of evil radiating through me. 
“You need to find the necklace,” the voice stated loud and powerful. 
“Where is it?” I cried out. 
“Only a Shadow Seeker can find the necklace. It isn’t here, this is a resting ground for lost souls,” the shadow said, before disappearing into the night. 
Tears sprang from my eyes as I realized we had hit another dead end. 
“He’s gone. The necklace isn’t here,” I shouted, angry at the turn of events. 
Ace ran to me, pulling me into his arms. “Lizzie, it’s ok.  We will find it, you will find it,” he said, leading us back toward the entrance. 
I stopped and pulled myself out of his arms. “No, I have no idea what I am doing. I’m a Shadow Seeker, but the shadows can’t help me. I can’t do this.” I winced as the disappointment stung. 
Grabbing me, Ace held my shoulders and forced me to look at him. “Lizzie, you are doing great. The supernatural life is not easy. I have faith that you will find the necklace.”
I looked into his eyes and saw admiration and strength looking back at me. If Ace believed in me, then maybe I should, too. 
“Ok,” I sighed. “I might have another idea. The shadow said the necklace isn’t here. It has to be at my house. I just need you all to trust me. I don’t really know what I’m doing, but I have a gut feeling.”
Maybe I was going insane or just relying too much on what I wished would be true. But, I needed everyone on my side if I had any chance of uncovering the necklace. 
“Lizzie, I trust you,” Ace said.
His words gave me the final push I needed to put aside my own insecurities and continue to fight. 
Later that night, after I was safely tucked into my bed, I spotted a Crow--Ace-- perched outside my bedroom window. His promise to always protect me sang through my mind as I drifted to sleep.



Chapter Eighteen
Shock Wave
 
 
 
 
 
 T
he next week was filled with chaos. The entire town was on high alert with the news of the murdered body left on the courthouse steps. The victim, Christopher Coleman, was a local farmer who sold his fresh fruits and vegetables at the farmers market every Saturday. He was beloved by many and his death was a shock to so many, especially,in the manner that he was killed. 
Thankfully, his murder had been ruled a freak animal attack, but that didn’t lessen the fear that filled every resident of our small, southern town. 
My days were filled with school, while my nights had been consumed with training at Crow Haven with Ace and Maylee then searching my property for signs of the necklace. 
Sitting in class, my mind was lost on anything but history. 
“Hey,” Sawyer whispered, as she leaned in to me. 
We were supposed to be working on a group project, but I had been in my own haze. 
“Yeah,” I replied, looking up from my textbook. 
“Have you heard about the Jamboree Festival?” she asked me.
Maylee was sitting at the table adjacent to ours and I saw her look up at the mention of the Jamboree. 
“No,” I shook my head. 
“Well, it’s this three day event we have each year. This year, they are having it at the end of the month. I know everyone is freaking out about the animal killing, but the town is still hosting it,” Sawyer continued. “There is a parade, carnival, and booths lining Main Street with lots of shopping.”
“Sounds fun,” I said, trying to fake interest. 
“I know you aren’t into many things,” Sawyer kidded. “But, this will be fun and Garrett said Kade wants to ask you to go to the dance.”
“Dance?” I asked.
Our teacher was walking around the room and noticed us talking. We all tried to appear busy and on task, even though we were discussing anything but the assignment. 
“The school has a big Fall dance the Friday before the Jamboree. We all wear costumes and masks and get dressed up. It will be fun,” she insisted. 
“I will think about it,” I lied. 
Right now, I had too much going on in my life to worry about a school dance or a festival. I had Demons and my life to consider. 
 

 
By the last period of the day, I had somehow evolved from my haze and started to notice the world around me. Flyers announcing the dance and upcoming Jamboree littered the halls. Everyone was buzzing with excitement and it was comforting to hear something other than talk about the animal attack. 
Maylee walked along with me as we approached our last class of the day. 
“Are you considering it?” she asked, pointing to a large poster with the dance information. 
Shrugging my shoulders, I averted my eyes from the poster. “I doubt it. I’m too busy with training and searching for the necklace.”
“Lizzie, you should go to the dance. It might be fun,” Maylee told me. 
“Are you going?” I asked her.
A small smile crept over her face. “Maybe. No one has asked me, but it still might be fun. I think you should go with Ace,” she prompted. 
Now, that had me sirking. “Ace would never go to a dance,” I said. 
The words stung like a thousand bee stings. It didn’t matter how I felt about Ace, I knew for him that our relationship was only about training and protection. 
We walked into the class and sat down, but Maylee’s words remained with me until the final bell rang. 
Later that afternoon, I changed into a pair of black yoga pants and an East Jessamine t-shirt.  I went for a run to clear my head. It was refreshing as the cool September air washed over me. The leaves on the trees were beginning to change, and I felt like I was running through a shower of reds, oranges, and yellows. 
After dinner, I showered and had a nice dinner with my parents. My mom informed me that the town had created a team of hunters that were going to search for the wild animals that were making their way into town. While there are many deer, coyote, and wildcat sightings in small, rural towns like ours, the animals never bother humans. At least, not until now. 
It was difficult listening to this, especially, when my mom was having to write an article for the Jessamine Journal on the attack. We knew the real reason for the attacks, but she couldn’t very well write that into her piece. 
“Are you and Ace training tonight?” she asked, as we cleaned up the kitchen after dinner. 
“Yeah, and then we will search the barn again,” I added, loading the last plate into the dishwasher. 
My mom smiled as she poured the dishwashing liquid in. “I think you and Ace are really getting close,” she remarked. 
I could see the twinkle in her eye that told me she was trying to get information out of me. 
“He’s training me, mom. It’s his job as a Crow Protector,” I argued. 
I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince; myself or my mom. 
“You know, any member of Crow Haven could train you, including Maylee. I think Ace likes you,” she winked. 
Rolling my eyes, I turned so she couldn’t see me blushing. “I don’t think Ace likes anyone.”
By the time I made my way outside, I spotted Ace perched on one of the large oak trees in our backyard. 
I knew instantly it was Ace. He flew down behind the tree and after a few minutes, emerged dressed in a pair of denim jeans and a white shirt. 
“Is Maylee coming, too?” I asked.
“No, she is training tonight with Nora,” he said, stepping into the light from our porch. 
“You know, she wants to go to that silly dance at school,” I noted, as we began walking toward the barn. 
“Really? Has anyone asked her?” He seemed upset by this. 
“I don’t think so. She just brought it up today.”
Ace thought this over for a minute. “Good. Maylee shouldn’t be going to some dumb school dance. We may have to pretend to be high schoolers, but we aren’t.”
I felt the sting as his words poured venom into my veins. Is that what he really thought? Did he think he was above me, too?
We walked out to the barn and I looked around, confused. “Aren’t we going to Crow Haven?” I asked, hoping to shift the subject. 
Shaking his head, Ace leaned against the barn. “Not tonight. I think we need to get you training in the dark and outside.”
“Ok,” I replied, nervously. 
So far, all of our training has taken place in the comfort of Crow Haven. The thought of being outside in the elements made everything feel more real. 
We went to work, focusing on having my kick and spin, so if I were to get cornered, I could escape. We did this for about an hour. I was beyond exhausted and sore when Ace finally stopped our session. 
Like always, we went straight from battle training to becoming detectives. As we scoured through the barn, Ace and I remained silent. 
Moving boxes, farm equipment, and old tools around, we tried to keep our spirits up, but it was starting to get frustrating. I had no idea where the necklace was hidden, and I was growing upset.
By nine that night, we had both decided to stop searching for the night. 
“We have been through this barn a million times and nothing is here,” Ace stated, sliding down the side of the barn. He sat down, his knees up and his elbows resting on his jeans. 
A squawk rang out in the distance and I noticed Ace shaking his head. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Maylee is coming,” he said, pointing to the Crow that was landing near a grove of trees. 
After a few minutes, she jogged over to us. 
“Hey,” she waved.
“Hi,” I said, sitting down next to Ace. 
Maylee joined us and we filled her in on our training and the search for the necklace. 
As Maylee listened, I could tell that she wasn’t just here to check on our progress. 
“So, why are you here?” Ace asked, coldly. 
I nudged his arm, chastising him for his behavior. Even though I knew it was of no use. 
Without missing a beat, Maylee responded. “Well, brother, I am here because I texted Lizzie here several times about the dance coming up. I want to go,” she insisted. 
Ace shook his head as a scowl appeared over his face. 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he stated through clenched teeth. 
“Why not?” I shot out.
Stormy eyes looked back at me and a chill raced down my spine. 
“First, we have Demons after us and until the necklace is found, no one is safe. And...dances are stupid,” he growled out. “I thought we already talked about this.”
A hurricane erupted inside of me as my heart spiraled out of control. I knew Ace hated things like this, but to hear him say the words aloud just broke me. 
“I talked to Sawyer today. She said if I wanted to go, her boyfriend, Garrett, had someone I could go with,” Maylee said, sounding hopeful. 
I sat there in silence as the siblings bickered. 
“No way. You aren’t going,” Ace yelled, jumping up to his feet. 
“Why can’t you just be cool for one night?” I asked, jumping to my feet, too. 
Chuckling, Ace looked up at the star filled sky before turning his gaze back to me. “Cool? I guess I’m not cool. Look, I don’t have time for your childish games.”
Crossing my arms, I tried to fight the urge to hit him. “You think I’m childish? Well, you are a big jerk,” I shouted. I knew I was being immature, but I just couldn’t help it. 
Ace paced the ground around us as he ran a hand through his short hair. “You two are insufferable. It’s not safe. Besides, you barely know these people,” Ace argued. 
“We have gone to school with them since kindergarten. Maybe it’s time for us to stop being the town freaks,” Maylee cried out. 
Exhaling a deep breath, I spun around and faced Ace. “These people are my friends, too. If you don’t want us going because you think it’s too dangerous, then why don’t you just go with us?” I asked. 
My heart was in my throat as I asked the question. Part of it came from my own worry and the other part was created from my own interest. As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted to go to the dance. To be young and free for just one night. And, to be honest, I wanted to be young and free with Ace. However, it appeared he didn’t feel the same way. 
Letting out a deep, dark belly laugh, Ace threw his hands up in the air. “I wouldn’t dare go to some stupid, high school dance. If you all want to act like kids, go for it.”
If I thought my hurt was in pain before, it was now splintered from the axe that Ace had just used to break it into a million pieces. There it was, he would never go to the dance, nor would he ever do teen things. 
Storming off, I left Ace and Maylee out by the barn as I left the scene. Refusing to look back, I cried until I fell asleep in my bed. 



Chapter Nineteen
Change of Heart
 
 
 
 
 
 F
or the first time since moving to Nicholasville, I decided to drive myself to school. I had woken early and sent Maylee a text notifying her about the change in our schedule. To say she wasn’t happy was an understatement. 
I hadn’t slept since Ace stopped being my Protector and trainer. The nightmares were far worse now and I could never anticipate when they would visit. I knew without Ace in my life, without his protection, the nightmares would continue to plague me. I missed Ace, even if I refused to say it. 
I was just too frustrated with Ace to have to spend time in a car with him. Sure, it was my own fault for allowing any false pretenses to sneak up on me that Ace may actually want to go to the dance or spend any time with me outside of training and searching for the necklace. 
As I escaped my house for an early run, I saw a thick white fog rolling over the road like waves on an angry ocean. 
The morning sun was just waking and it was the perfect time to run and just be alone. While I knew the risk of Demons was still there, I put it all aside to pretend like my life was normal. 
Running along the road, I turned off Chrisman Mill and continued over the small bridge that housed the large creek that snaked around our town. 
I stopped once I reached the end of Chrisman Mill and turned, making my way back to my house. 
After showering and dressing in a light mustard colored sweater and jeans, I prepared for the drive to school. I almost felt guilty for ignoring my car for so long. 
Pulling into the school parking lot, I instantly spotted Ace’s Camaro in his designated spot. He and Maylee watched me pull in and I tried to pretend like I didn’t notice them staring at me. 
Kade’s massive monster truck idled in next to me and I saw a beaming smile spread across his face as he spotted me in the space next to his. 
Jumping out of his truck, he ran over to my car. Opening my door, he looked adorable. 
“Hey, Lizzie,” he greeted, grabbing my backpack out of the back seat. 
“HI, Kade,” I said, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. Kade made me nervous-- giddy even. I liked that feeling, but still in the back of my mind, I knew it wasn’t the same emotions I felt when I was with Ace. 
But, I knew I had to forget that. Ace wasn’t interested in me and Kade was. 
We began to walk toward the school; and as we passed by Ace’s car, I risked a glimpse of him. His stormy eyes stared back at me and I felt the storm that he was throwing at me. 
Kade noticed my tension and he looked over at Ace. He sighed and then began talking. “So, I know you and Ace have something going on,” he began. 
Shaking my head, I quickly stopped him. “No, Ace and I are barely friends. I’m friends with Maylee, and he just sort of comes with her,” I kidded, trying to lighten the mood. 
Kade’s shoulders seemed to relax with the new knowledge. 
We walk into the school and head up to the second floor where my first class and locker is located. Students move around and barely notice my presence. A few guys slap hands with Kade as they walk by, but I continue to be ignored. 
Approaching my locker, we slow down as I begin to grab the books I need for my first class. 
Kade leans against my locker, his smile never wavering. 
“Well, I’m glad to hear that you and Ace are friends because I wanted to ask you to the Jamboree. I know Sawyer has probably talked your ear off about it. I thought it would be cool for us to go to the dance and then the carnival,” Kade offered. 
His blue and green letterman jacket made his eyes pop and I just couldn’t find a reason to say no. 
Mustering a smile, I closed my locker and looked up at a hopeful Kade. “Sure, I would love to,” I said. 
The slamming of a locker caused both Kade and I to jump and turn our heads down the hall. An angry Ace was storming away, leaving behind a trail of confused students. 
I just couldn’t understand why Ace was so upset. Had he heard Kade ask me to the dance? And, if he had, why would he care? Ace had made it painfully clear that he wanted nothing to do with a teenage life. 
Kade turned back to me and I just shrugged my shoulders at Ace’s outburst. “Good. We should go out this weekend and get dinner or something,” Kade asked. 
“That sounds great.”
“I will text you later,” he finished, leaning in and placing a soft kiss to my cheek. 
As he walked away, my eyes followed him as I placed a hand to where his lips were just lingering on my cheek. 
Leaving my locker, I caught Maylee and Sawyer as we all entered our first class of the day. None of us spoke of Ace’s tantrum and I was grateful for that. 
 

 
I found myself back at Crow Haven later that evening. Maylee had picked me up, not wanting me to drive out to Crow Haven myself. 
After leaving school today, I had decided to make a huge change in my training, and I was preparing myself for the backlash of my new decision. 
As Maylee and I stretched with Nora, they could both see the concern on my face. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Nora asked, not daring to lessen the blow. 
“Nora, why are you always so rude?” Maylee chastised. 
Waving her off, I decided to just jump right into it all. “Maylee, it’s fine. Nora is right; there is something wrong. I have made a decision about my training and the search for the necklace,” I began, releasing a heavy breath. 
They both waited for me to continue and I had to brace myself. “I’ve decided to no longer train with Ace. I think he clearly doesn’t want to be my Protector so I want to ask someone else here to help me,” I rushed out. 
“Who are you thinking you should train with?” Nora asked, her voice filled with skepticism. 
“Thomas, Levine, or Collin,” I stated. 
I was trying not to let Nora’s attitude affect me. 
“I think you should just talk to Ace,” Maylee suggested. 
I moved to stretch my left leg as I responded to Maylee. “And say what?” I snapped. “He is just too moody and I need someone who I can really talk to.”
Hurt flashed across Maylee’s face, and I tried to stifle the guilt I felt for being so rude to my friend. 
Just then, Thomas, Levine, Collin, and a very brooding Ace made their way down to the basement. 
“Good evening, ladies,” Collin said, sauntering into the space. 
“So, Lizzie has something to tell you all,” Nora sang out, already stirring the pot. 
I could smell the drama storm brewing and already I was getting nervous. 
All four of the guys turned to look at me and I felt the spotlight burning a hole right through me. 
My throat suddenly became dry and it was difficult to speak. “Well, uh…” my train of thought disappeared and I found it difficult to find the right words to say. I had been so brazen and ready to make this decision and now that I was faced with the reality of it, I just couldn’t force the words out of my mouth. 
Ace stood with his arms crossed his chest while the rest of the guys looked more comfortable and at ease. 
“Lizzie wants someone else to train her,” Maylee spit out, surprising us all with her burst. 
My friend had betrayed me and I wasn’t sure what to think about that. Maylee, who was usually shy and quiet, finally found her voice. I just wished that it wasn’t on something to do with me 
Thomas let out a hearty laugh while Collin and Levine smiled at me. Ace, however, stormed off in a flash. I barely had time to blink before he left. 
I tried to pretend like his departure didn’t bother me, but it did. 
Clapping his hands together, Thomas looked amused. “So, Lizzie, which of us would you like to select?” he asked. 
The boys were clearly enjoying this and that made this that much more painful. 
Huffing, Maylee left, too. 
I felt like I was upsetting everyone I cared about and now, I was left with the birds. 
“Who is up for the challenge?” Nora questioned. She was clearly enjoying this. 
“Well, I would love to take you on, sweet Lizzie, but I hate to tell you I am busy with handling communication with the Crow Haven Council. I would recommend Levine, but he’s too gentle to get down and dirty with training. Which leaves us with Collin,” Thomas finished, looking at his cousin. 
“Is Ace going to kill me?” Collin asked. He was kidding, but at the same time, everyone in the room was surely thinking the same thing. 
“No. Ace has been helpful, but I think I need someone who doesn’t hate me,” I said, my voice breaking. 
“Trust me, Ace doesn’t hate you,” Collin muttered under his breath. 
Nora laughed and the rest exchanged knowing glances. I felt like they were having an unspoken conversation that I wasn’t privy to. 
Story of my life. 
“Anyway,” I cut in, “Can we begin training tonight? I have to look for the necklace, too,” I reminded them. 
“Sure. I will bring you home and we can continue searching,” Collin agreed. 
Everyone went back to their business while Collin and I began training. While we focused on escape tactics, it felt strange training with someone other than Ace. I felt like I was having a ping pong match in my own head. I wanted this change. I needed this change.
At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. 



Chapter Twenty
Bad, Bad News
 
 
 
 
 
 O
ver the course of the next few days, my life took a drastic turn. Maylee was upset with me and barely answered my texts. We talked at school, but even that was guarded and I hated how cold I felt when we were together. Kade and I had spent the last three evenings together. First, going on a double date with Sawyer and Garrett to get ice-cream at Brewsters and then going on a Ghost tour at Camp Nelson. 
I hadn’t seen Ace around school or Crow Haven and as much as I hated to admit it, I was saddened by his absence in my life. 
The animal attacks were still weighing heavily on everyone's minds and as I was just settling into my new life without Ace, everything flipped upside down. 
While I was out dress shopping in Lexington with Sawyer for the upcoming Fall dance, my phone alerted me to a text message. 
 
Mom: Another animal attack. Call me. 
 
Just as I read her text, another one came in. 
 
Maylee: Crow Haven was just notified of another animal attack. 
Ace: Animal attack. 
 
Hearing my phone pinging like crazy, Sawyer stopped me as I looked over a long, red satin dress. 
“Wow, someone is popular,” she teased. 
We were in a large department store and there were lots of other girls searching for dresses just like us. I leaned into Sawyer and whispered, “There was another animal attack. I need to call my mom.”
Worry filled her features as Sawyer nodded in understanding. “Sure, I need to call my parents, too.”
We left the store and walked out into the main part of the Fayette Mall. I dialed my mom first and she answered after the first ring. 
“Lizzie, there was another attack,” she said. 
“Tell me what’s going on,” I demanded. 
I was pacing circles and I knew people thought I was crazy. 
“From what I have been told through the news clips, a man who worked maintenance at Camp Nelson was found dead near the main house. HIs body was clawed and his body drained of blood. The authorities believe it was another animal attack. The local hunters are going out again tonight,” she said. 
I found a bench and sat down, feeling as though I may pass out. 
“What does this mean for me?” I asked. I had to be careful with what I said and disclosed out in public. 
“Lizzie, this means we have to find the necklace. I have been searching the supernatural world for signs and information. I am getting information from authorities as I write my articles, so I can keep you updated. Get to Crow Haven. You need their protection,” she finished. 
I ended my call with mom and then quickly dialed Maylee’s number. 
“Hey,” she answered, sounding distant. 
“Maylee, I need to come to Crow Haven. Can I meet you at my house and then we go together?” I asked, lowering my voice so Sawyer couldn’t hear me. 
“Sure, I will meet you there in an hour,” she said, then hung up. 
Clearly, she was still angry at me. I knew she wanted me training with Ace and maybe she had some insane idea that me and Ace could be friends, but I knew that would never be the case. 
Sawyer and I left the mall, without dresses, and headed home. 
 

 
I made it home just as my mom and dad were both walking into the kitchen. 
My mom had been on the phone and was ending a call as she held up a finger, asking me to wait a minute. 
My dad and I hugged as we waited for my mom to finish. Finally, she sighed and we all sat down at the kitchen table. 
“Lizzie, your dad and I have been talking about the recent attack. We are very worried about you being out without one of the Crows with you,” she began. 
“Mom,” I interrupted, “I promise to be more careful. I just need to find the necklace.”
Nodding she and my dad exchanged glances. “I’ve been searching the house all day and your dad went over the property. We both believe your Great Aunt Morgan has hidden it for your protection. If anyone else were to get their hands on that necklace, especially a Demon, it could be terrible for everyone.”
“You think it’s here, though. Right?” I asked. 
“Of course, Lizzie. I know it’s not in the house. It has to be outside. We will help you and the Crows look tomorrow. But for now on, I don’t want you out without protection. I know how dangerous the supernatural’s can be,” she finished, shuddering. 
“Maylee is on her way to come and get me. I will ask Collin or Thomas to go out when I go out with Kade,” I added. 
“What about Ace?” my dad asked. 
“Ace isn’t my trainer anymore,” I said, trying to keep my tone even. 
“What happened?” dad asked, his tone rising. 
“Nothing,” I quickly replied. I didn't want my dad to think Ace had done anything inappropriate. In fact, it was the complete opposite. “Ace doesn’t like being with a teenager,” I finished. 
“He is a teenager,” my mom noted, chuckling to herself. 
“Sort of,” I stated. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve got someone else helping me now.”
“As long as you are happy and safe, that’s all that matters,” dad said, easing up a little. 
Well, I’m safe. Happy-- that’s a different story. 
On my ride to Crow Haven with Maylee, Kade called me. 
It was awkward to be on the phone with him with Ace’s sister sitting beside me, but I couldn’t let any of that get to me. 
“Hey,” I answered the phone, sounding way more cheerful than I really felt. 
“Hey, beautiful,” he greeted, making me blush. “I wanted to see if you could hang out tonight. I thought we could go out to my family farm and have a bonfire.”
The offer sounded nice, but I needed to see what the Crows had in store for me, first. 
“I'm actually out with Maylee right now. Sawyer and I went looking for dresses for the Fall dance and then Maylee called. How about tomorrow?” I didn’t want to tell him no, but I had to put my own safety first. 
“Tomorrow is perfect. I just want to see you,” Kade swooned. 
I wished that my heart would flutter when he said that to me. Even though I blushed and enjoyed his company, that same intense spark just wasn’t there. 
“Great, I will text you later.” I ended the call and felt Maylee’s energy growing darker. 
“What are you doing tomorrow?” she asked. 
It was the most she had spoken to me and, yet, it still felt so cold and distant. 
“Going out with Kade,” I replied, refusing to look at her. I kept my eyes locked outside the car. 
Exhaling a deep breath, I heard Maylee tighten her grip on the steering wheel. “Lizzie, it’s not safe for you to be out with Kade. At least, not until we find the necklace,” she stated.
“I’m still looking for the necklace, but I have to live my life, too. Kade likes me and wants to spend time with me.”
“Lizzie…” Maylee tried to cut in, but I refused to hear her out. 
“No,” I wailed, this time turning to face her. “I can’t control very many things in my life, but I can control who I spend my time with.”
Nodding her head Maylee clamped her mouth shut and didn’t say another word until we reached Crow Haven. 
 

 
The Crows were all perched along the iron fence lining the long drive to the home. 
As Maylee and I exited her car, they flew all around us and then disappeared somewhere behind the home. 
Once inside, Maylee and I found our way to the massive, formal living room. Moments later, the guys along with Nora joined us. 
I sat down on a plush, red leather couch as a blazing fire warmed my outsides. Maylee, who still remained icy cold to me, sat on the far edge of the couch. She stared into the crackling fire as I watched the Crows arrive. 
As everyone found their place in the room, I took a quick scan and realized Ace was missing. I wanted to ask Maylee where he was, but thought better of it. So, I closed my mouth and waited for the Crows to talk. 
Thomas was the first one to speak. “As I am sure you already know, there was another murder today,” he began. “The Crow Haven Council is growing increasingly concerned about the attacks and that the Demons have now taken animal form. Mediators, like your mother,” Thomas stated, pointing to me, “have been contacted as well. It’s not safe for Lizzie to be alone without our protection.”
“My mom notified me about everything. We have to find the necklace,” I said, my voice shaking and my bottom lip quivering. 
“Your magnetic pull to the Demon world is intriguing and terrifying,” Levine spoke. 
I was shocked to hear him speak. He was a man of few words, and right now, his words were shaking me to my very core. 
“I didn’t ask for this,” I pleaded my case. 
“None of us asked for our supernatural birthright,” Collin interjected. “However, we all have to make the best of it. Right now, our main goal is to keep Lizzie safe until we can find the necklace. Once we locate the necklace, we can vanquish the Demons and stop the attacks from plaguing our town.”
Everyone grew silent as we let that sink in. While it wasn’t new information, it was still unsettling to know so much was riding on me. Anger surged inside of me. Why couldn't my great Aunt Morgan just tell me where the necklace was? Why did she have to make my survival such a riddle?
“We need to get back to my house and find that necklace. I refuse to go another day without it,” I demanded. Standing up, I headed to the entryway. “Collin, are you coming?” I asked, turning to face him. 
He stepped toward me, his boots leaving heavy footsteps as he walked. “Yes, but I think you need to talk to Ace, too.”
“Why?” I countered, venom spewing from my lips. 
I hated how I still grew anxious thinking of Ace. He wasn’t concerned with me, so why should I care about him?
“Why?” Collin sneered, a cocky grin growing over his face. “Ace has destroyed his bedroom and punched holes through the basement walls. Whatever happened between the two of you needs to be resolved.”
“I have no idea what he’s upset about,” I argued. “He doesn’t want to hang out with teenagers, so I released him from his prison.”
Stalking forward, Collin was nose-to-nose with me. “You need to talk with him. I can’t worry about Demons and an enraged Ace, too,” he stated. 
Everyone stared daggers my way and I knew that if I wanted to leave here and have any luck finding the necklace, I had to at least talk with Ace. 
“Where is he?” I asked, clearly annoyed by all of this. 
“Out back on the terrace,” Colln said. 
I stormed out of the room and found my way down the long foyer and out the double, glass sliding doors. 
I slowed my pace as I stepped out onto the stone terrace. The sun was just setting and the sky was painted with a beautiful array of pastel colors. The cool wind swept over me as I spotted Ace standing near a grove of trees. 
My Converse sneakers padded along the stones as I made my way toward Ace. I knew he heard me approaching, as his shoulders tensed and his fists clenched at his side. However, he didn’t dare turn around until I was right on him. 
“What do you want, Lizzie?” he asked, his tone sharp like a double edged sword. 
Ace turned around so that we were now face-to-face. I was struck speechless by his rugged beauty. It was almost criminal for someone to look that good. 
My first instinct was to turn and run out of there. We had avoided one another for this very reason. 
“I was told you have been on a destructive rampage,” I mocked, causing him to take in a quick breath. There was a tortured sadness in his eyes that I tried-- and failed to ignore. 
“What I do shouldn’t concern you,” he said, his eyes watching me carefully.  “You don’t need me as your Protector.”
The dying sunlight shined against his silver eyebrow piercing and the reflection beamed onto me. 
“I agree, but your family insisted I come out here before we head to my house.” My tone was heavy like my heart. “You know, so I can do stupid teen stuff without you.”
Rolling his eyes, Ace was clearly irritated by my immature antics, but I didn’t care. 
“I just want you safe,” Ace whispered into the nearing darkness.
“You have a strange way of showing it,” I mumbled, crossing my arms across my chest. 
Running a hand over his face, Ace’s jaw clenched as the last ray of sunlight shined down on him. Colors splashed across his face and all I could do was stare at him. 
“Lizzie, you have to understand something,” Ace began, making sure he had my attention. 
I was so captivated by him, there was no way I wasn’t going to hear what he had to say. “My role in this world is to be a Protector. When the Crow Haven Council told me I would be protecting a Shadow Seeker, I had no idea what was in store for me. You are stubborn, sassy, and determined. When I’m with you, I feel like I’m losing control. You drive me crazy.”
Tears poured down my face as hurt slashed through me. When I had walked out here to confront Ace, the last thing I expected was to have him drive the stake further into my wounded heart. 
“I can’t listen to this.” My voice betrayed me as it shook from the sobs threatening to escape. I didn’t need this. I had Kade and, soon enough, I would have the safety of the necklace-- that was what mattered. 
I spun on my heels and went to run as far away from Ace as possible, but he reached out and grabbed me by the arm, halting my escape. 
“Stop, Lizzie. Just let me finish,” he pleaded. 
I closed my eyes, refusing to look at him. 
“Ace, I don’t know why I came out here. I just need to go,” I cried. 
“Not until you hear what I have to say,” he demanded, refusing to release his hold on me. I stopped fighting him and he finally let go of me. He wasn’t hurting me with his grip, but I could tell from the sparks ignited between us, that he was hurting just as much as I was. 
“Fine, go ahead,” I said, finally opening my eyes. 
In the seconds that I had closed myself off from the rest of the world, darkness had descended on us. All I could see of Ace was his eyes and his striking form against the shadows of the night. 
Releasing a heavy breath, Ace spoke and his words ignited a fire in my soul. “Lizzie, working with a Shadow Seeker is difficult, but with you, new difficulties have risen because of the connection we have. It’s not just about our supernatural abilities or that I’m a Protector. I feel alive when I am with you. For decades, I have forgotten what it’s like to be young and carefree. Your spirit calls out to me and makes me want to just be free, with you. I care for you more than I’ve ever cared for anyone in my life. I want to be with you, but…”
As his words trailed off, a spark of hope filled me. I had waited too long to hear these words from Ace and, yet, there was a stipulation. 
“Please, don’t ruin this,” I pleaded with him. 
“Lizzie, we both know it can’t work. If I let myself be with you, I could risk you getting hurt. My defenses could crumble and you could get hurt-- or worse.”
It was a breath of fresh air to finally hear him profess the words I had never been brave enough to say to him; but at the same time, I resented him for not wanting to pursue those feelings. 
“But, what if it could?” I asked, my eyes forcing him to look at me. 
He didn’t waver away from me when he said, “What about Kade? You have created a new life outside of me and Crow Haven.”
Anger coursed through me at his mention of Kade. I knew why he was asking, but it still hurt all the same. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but only silence filtered out. I couldn’t just stand here and fight with him anymore. My heart just couldn’t take the beating any longer. 
Pivoting, I began to run toward the house again. 
My legs were running faster than I had ever forced them to before. I wanted to run from the hurt and pain caused my Ace. 
I could hear him calling my name as he raced after me. 
Suddenly, I was lifted off the ground and I was no longer sprinting. 
Ace grabbed me around the waist, pulling me in close and taking me completely off guard. Setting my feet back onto the ground, he held me until I stopped fighting him. Meeting his intense gaze, Ace looked at me like he was searching into my soul. 
Brushing his hand against my cheek, he leaned in and placed a soft kiss to my lips. 
Sparks ignited and before I knew it, I felt breathless and weak in the knees as he deepened the kiss. 
I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him further into me and our connection. 
Just as quick as the kiss began, Ace pulled away, breaking the spell we had both been under. 
As we both struggled to catch our breath, Ace took a step back and put his hands out in front of him. 
I knew what was coming next and my heart was already shattering in anticipation. 
“Lizzie, I shouldn’t have done that,” he breathed out. 
Tears brimmed my eyes as the anger surfaced once again. “Don’t do this, Ace,” I pleaded. 
I had let down my guard against my own better judgement, and he was painfully proving to me that I was a fool to let him in. 
“We both know this isn’t right. It doesn’t matter how I feel about you. My role was to be your trainer and Protector and you made it clear you didn’t want me in that role. I can’t do this,” he yelled, running his hands over his head. 
“You are so infuriating,” I cried out. “I wanted someone else to train me because you act like you want nothing to do with me. You act like I am a burden to you-- just a job you are forced to handle. Then, you come here angry with me for going out with Kade and wanting a new trainer. Why tell me that you want me, if you refuse to act on it?”
Tears were now streaming down my face and I had lost all ability to control my emotions. The events of the last few weeks were now crashing down on me and there was nothing left to do but allow myself to break. 
Ace tried to move forward, but he stopped himself. I could see the turmoil swirling around in his eyes and I wanted to go to him. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and ask him to forget about all the heartache we had both endured. But, I couldn’t... Would he even accept it?
“Lizzie, just go,” Ace said, before his large, black wings expanded and he took off into the night sky. 
I watched him leave me as I fell to my knees and held my head in my hands as I  cried. 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Seeing Red
 
 
 
 
 
 A
fter Maylee and Nora picked me up off the ground, they drove me back to my house. I was more confused than ever after my confrontation with Ace. He had said everything I had wanted to hear, but at the end of the day, he didn’t want me. He didn’t want us. 
Seeing my distraught state, my mom had helped me up to my bedroom and held me until I fell asleep. It was mortifying knowing that everyone around me knew that Ace didn’t want me. However, as Nora so boldly told me, I could cry tonight but I had to get myself into gear. The necklace was somewhere out there and until I found it, my life and everyone in this town's lives, were in grave danger. 
I had heard the loud squawk outside my bedroom window and even though Collin was supposed to be on protection duty, I knew it was Ace out there watching over me. That thought calmed my nerves, but still infuriated me that Ace would protect me.
The next morning, I woke early for school. It was finally Friday and I had a date with Kade. After a run and a long, hot shower to cleanse my body of the negative thoughts I was having, I had made a decision to forget about Ace and try to move forward with Kade. 
Walking through the halls of East High, I met Maylee at her locker. 
“Hey, thanks again for last night,” I said, lowering my voice so no one else could hear. 
“No problem,” she sighed. 
Placing my hand on her locker door, I stopped her so she would be forced to look at me. “Maylee, I’m really sorry about everything that has happened lately. I know you are upset with me for not working with Ace anymore,” I added. 
She turned to me and her features softened. “Lizzie, I shouldn’t have allowed Ace to interfere with our friendship. I get it, Ace is difficult,” she shrugged. 
“That’s a mouthful,” I giggled. 
“Do you want to hang out after your training tonight?” she asked. 
Guilt filled me once again. “I wish we could, but I have a date with Kade tonight. Maybe tomorrow? I need to get a dress for the dance. How about you, me, and Sawyer go Sunday?” I offered. 
Maylee’s face had fallen, but at the mention of going dress shopping, she brightened up again. 
“That sounds fun, but um, are you sure about Kade?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at me. 
“I don’t have a choice. Kade really likes me and he’s super nice,” I stated. 
I walked into class feeling hopeful for the first time in a very long time. 
 

 
Later that afternoon, I was breaking a sweat as Collin and I trained in the basement at Crow Haven. I kept glancing at the clock hanging on the far wall, making sure I didn’t lose track of time. 
“Do you have somewhere else to be?” Collin asked, watching my eyes move around the room. 
I dodged a jab that he threw right at my head, spinning out of his reach. I had learned a lot during my training-- mainly how to escape if I were attacked, but I still felt stronger and faster. 
“It’s not any of your business, but yes. I have a date tonight,” I stated flatly, a little out of breath. 
Collin stopped jabbing and cocked his eyes at me. “Really? With who?”
“No one you know,” I coyly explained. 
A chuckle escaped his lips as he shook his head and offered a sly grin. “You are playing with fire. No wonder you are such a magnet for the Demons,” he mused. “But, I hate to tell you that your life is my business. The Crows are Protectors, especially for little Shadow Seekers like yourself. So, who will you have accompanying you tonight?” he asked. 
Oh no! I forgot to get one of them to come along for protection. 
“Well, what are you doing later?” I playfully asked, batting my lashes at him. 
He let his head fall back as he laughed at my attempt at flirting. “I guess I will be hiding among the trees as you go on your date. Just be a good girl and let’s not make it a late night,” he mused. 
“Fine. I will text you everything,” I grunted out. 
“I can’t wait,” he mocked. 
“How about we save the small talk and just train,” I offered, jumping from toe-to-toe. 
“Whatever you say, Shadow Seeker,” he taunted.
Rolling my eyes, I huffed as we got back to training. An hour later, I was waiting outside of Crow Haven for Maylee to drive me home. They all preferred that I not drive out to Crow Haven. And, to be honest, I was perfectly fine with that. There were so many turns and dips on the way out here, I knew I would get lost every time I tried to drive there. 
“How was your training?” a deep voice asked.
My head spun to the side as I caught Ace coming around the side of the house. He was wearing a black, cut off shirt and silver running shorts. 
“It was good,” I said, breathlessly. 
I wasn’t sure how to talk to Ace right now. The air was thick with an awkward tension that threatened to suffocate me. 
Nodding, Ace diverted his eyes to anywhere but me. “Good. Collin told me that you all are going to look for the necklace tonight.”
“We are, when I get back home,” I said, keeping my eyes on the gravel of the driveway. 
“Back from where?” he asked, his tone sharp. 
“I have a date with Kade,” I admitted.
Ace winced as though I had just stabbed him. His face was cloaked in a darkness that both broke my heart and angered me. He had no right to feel any way about my personal life. Not after everything he had confessed last night. 
“Well, have fun,” he said through gritted teeth. 
I watched as he walked into the house, not bothering to tell me goodbye. 
Arriving back to my house sometime later, I showered and changed into a cute pair of ankle length jeans and a black sweater. I added my black boots to my look then bound downstairs to wait for Kade. 
My parents watched me, knowing that I would have the protection of Collin tonight. I still think they wished Ace was with me, but that wasn’t going to happen. 
When Kade finally arrived, I made my parents stay inside as I walked out the front door. 
To be expected, Kade was a perfect gentleman as he opened the door to his massive truck for me.  We took off down the familiar country roads and I enjoyed the fresh, crisp air. 
“You look great,” Kade complimented, his smile endearing. 
“Thanks,” I blushed, staring out the window. 
A few minutes later, we turned onto a small, dirt road. 
“This is my family farm. We hunt out in the back acres sometimes, more so than ever now with all of the animal attacks taking place,” he said. 
“Yeah, it’s been crazy,” I noted, watching as a two-story white farmhouse appeared in my view. There was a cozy wrap-around porch that looked very inviting. 
“Normally, we would have a bonfire way out past the horses, but my mom asked that we stay close to the house,” he smiled. 
“Sure, makes sense.” I was glad to stay close to his house. Who knew what evil lurked out there. 
Kade parked his truck near a separate garage that had a basketball goal attached. Helping me out of the truck, Kade led me around the garage to where a fire pit was set up. It was quaint with a concrete patio and several, multicolored wooden chairs. Immediately, I felt comforted and happy to be there. 
Sitting down, I watched as Kade started the fire. Orange and red flames licked the evening air and the warmth radiating from the fire wrapped its arms around me. 
Tonight was going to be a good night. 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Date Night
 
 
 
 
 
 W
ant another S’more?” Kade asked, offering me a plate. Rubbing my belly, I laughed. “No way. I’m stuffed.”We sat around the fire, talking and laughing about events at school, made plans for the upcoming dance next weekend, and ate until we were both about to pop. It had been forever since I had S’mores, or even had such a nice conversation. It was beyond pleasant. Well, except for the glowing yellow eyes that stared down on us from their tree top stands. The Crows: Collin, Thomas, and Maylee had all accompanied me on my date tonight, and I hated how they watched me with judgement. 
Sitting back in his chair, Kade turned his head to look my way. “So, I have to ask again. What is the issue with Ace?”
Sighing, I stared into the fire. “I have no idea. He’s Maylee’s brother and we were friends, but he is so moody it’s hard to talk to him.”
I had tried to be open minded with Ace, but he had proven that we were just too different. 
“Yeah, I’ve known the guy since like first grade and he’s never had a conversation with me,” Kade began. “Maylee was always the super shy girl, but we all just stayed away from them…” he trailed off. 
I could tell Kade wanted to say more, but he was afraid to. Wanting to hear more, I placed my hand on his to prompt him to continue. 
“It’s ok, Maylee has told me that the town isn’t the most understanding of her family,” I offered. 
Kade shook his head, almost laughing. “They all stick to themselves. All I know is Ace and Maylee lost their parents when they were young. They live with their uncle, who owns like half the businesses in town, but is never here. I’ve seen the others around town, but they all keep to themselves. You should hear the rumors,” he stated. 
“Tell me.” My voice was thick with want and I knew I was playing with fire. 
“Well, the biggest rumor is that they are Vampires,” he laughed out loud. “But, I don’t believe that,” he finished. 
“Why Vampires?” I asked, amused by that rumor. 
“Because they hide away at that big house. Who knows really,” he mused, shrugging his shoulders. 
“Yeah,” I remarked. 
Night was fully on us now and it was getting late. I needed to get home so that I could search for the necklace. We waited for the darkness to shield us from anyone seeing us searching the property. However, I was starting to think we should move our search to the daytime. The late nights were starting to plague me with exhaustion. 
Yawning, I checked my phone. 
 
Maylee: Can you be home in an hour? We have an idea.
 
Her vague text had me intrigued. 
“Do you need to get home?” Kade asked, his smile fading. 
“Yes, but I’ve had a great time.” Smiling over at him, I squeezed his hand. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized we were still holding hands. 
Leaving Kade’s farm we drove as the radio filled the car. It was nice and exactly what I had needed tonight. 
However, the moment we pulled into my driveway, I felt all of my happiness pull away at the sight of Crows lining my drive. 
“Are those Crows?” Kade asked, peering out of the windshield. 
“Yes,” I said, with a sigh. 
Little did he know, spotting Crows meant safety and protection. For me, it had other meanings, too. 
“Well, with all of the animal attacks, I am going to walk you to your door,” he stated, already putting the truck in park. 
I tried to protest, but there was no use. Kade was opening my door before I knew it and was holding my hand as he walked me to the front porch. 
The Crows above us were squawking and flapping their wings, obviously enjoying their nuisance.
I glared up at them, willing them to stop. Of course, they didn’t. 
Kade looked all around, his body growing tense. “Wow, the animals around here really have gone crazy,” he remarked. There wasn’t any humor in his voice and I hated that they were scaring him. 
We reached my porch as my mom opened the door. “Hey guys,” she said, glancing up at the loud commotion outside. 
“Kade is just walking me to the door,” I stated, hoping she would leave us alone. 
Understanding dawned on her face and she waved goodbye to Kade before going back into the house. We stood under the yellow porch light for a few minutes, my small hand stil in Kade’s. HIs warm, gentle smile caused me to smile, too. 
“I really had fun tonight,” Kade began, leaning into me. 
My heart began to beat and I hated that we had an audience right now. 
“Me, too.”
Pulling me to him, Kade placed his lips on mine. The kiss was sweet like a mixture of vanilla and cherry. Kade was amazing and gentle and kind. But...he wasn’t giving me the spark that ignited my heart into overdrive. 
When we parted, I waited-- hoping for that magic to pull me under, but it never came. 
“I will call you tomorrow,” Kade said, kissing me one last time before jogging to his truck. 
I watched him drive away under golden eyes. Once he was out of view, I shifted emotions. 
“You all can come out now,” I yelled. 
Maylee and Collin flew behind my house and appeared seconds later. To my surprise, Ace along with Nora and Thomas joined him. 
Ace kept his eyes on everything but me as he approached. I knew he had seen my kiss with Kade, but I couldn’t worry about that now. We had a necklace to find and that was where my focus needed to be. 
“Now that lover boy is gone, we need to get to work,” Thomas sneered, giving me a dirty look before walking toward the back of the house again. 
Rolling my eyes, I followed him as the rest of the group joined us. 
“Any news?” I asked, trying to break the awkward silence. 
“Why yes, glad you have time to ask,” Collin began, his snotty attitude grating on my nerves. “The Demons have been sighted again and the Crow Haven Council believes they will have another attack this weekend.”
“Why don’t we worry about finding the necklace instead of talking,” Ace interrupted. 
Turning to face him, I narrowed my eyes at all of them. “Not tonight. You all tried to ruin my night, but it didn’t work,” I shouted. 
They all began to protest, but I held my hands up to stop them. Silence filled the space around us. Without saying another word, I went into my house and shut the Crows out. 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Dance Fever
 
 
 
 
 
The rest of the week flew by like a blur. I was able to go dress shopping with Sawyer and Maylee after school before my trainings. I found a gorgeous red dress with a beaded  neckline and straps. I added a black and red mask with black features to my outfit. Since everyone else would be in some type of costume, too, I felt it was fitting to wear a mask. Most days, I felt like I was hiding my true self anyway.  It was all gorgeous and it made me excited for the dance. We had continued to search my property and even began reading through more articles written over the years about the town. With each day that passed without me finding the necklace, I knew the risk was intensifying. 
When the night finally arrived, I found myself nervous. 
Kade picked me up and after taking a million pictures for my mom, we headed to the school with my Crow Protectors in tow. Ace was nowhere to be found and for tonight, that was for the best. 
Arriving at the dance, I couldn’t believe how incredible everything looked. White string lights hung from the ceiling as red, yellow, and orange silk leaves floated all around us. Bare trees lined the walls of the gymnasium where the dance was being held. It looked like we were walking into a magical fall harvest. 
Holding my hand, Kade walked me to a round table with a golden table cloth. It was near the DJ booth where loud, upbeat  music was playing. Students danced all around us, their bodies moving and swaying to rhythm. 
As Kade helped me to my seat, I took a second to admire him. He looked dapper in his black suit with a matching red mask. We looked like a couple out of the Phantom of the Opera. 
“You look incredible,” Kade whispered, his hand trailing down my bare arm. 
“Thanks,” I said, smiling at him. 
Sawyer walked over with Garrett and she looked like a fairy in her emerald green dress and glittery crown. 
“Hey,” she greeted sitting down across from us. Garrett sat down, too, his navy suit complimenting her dress. 
“You guys look great,” I admired.
We began to fall into an easy conversation. We laughed and watched everyone around us with amusement sparkling in our eyes. 
“Where is Maylee?” Sawyer asked, glancing around. 
I checked my phone. I hadn’t heard from Maylee but she had told me that she had a surprise. I knew Thomas, Levine, and Collin were outside the school. They had promised to stay outside and not dare enter the school tonight. 
“I don’t know. She is supposed to be here,” I added.
Just then, I spotted Maylee walking into the gym. Her black hair was slicked back and her gorgeous eyes sparkled against her black dress. She looked like a movie star. 
“Wow, who is she with?” Kade asked, as we both stared at my friend. 
“No clue,” I breathed out. 
Maylee sauntered through the crowd, her hips swaying back and forth and capturing the attention of everyone in the room. 
“Look at Maylee,” Sawyer whistled. 
“Hey everyone,” Maylee gushed. She was beaming with happiness and I was so happy for her. She didn’t listen to Ace after all. “This is my friend, Duncan,” she introduced us to her date. 
I had noticed him from my Biology class and couldn’t help but wonder if he were a Crow, too. There was so much I still didn’t know about my own world. 
“I’m so glad you made it,” I said, leaning over to talk to her. 
“Me, too,” she giggled. 
“Who is your date?” I asked, unable to hold back. 
Leaning in close so that only I could hear her she said, “He’s not a Crow if that’s what you want to know. But, he’s not exactly human either. I will tell you later,” she finished, winking. 
I sat back, grinning from ear to ear. I loved this side of Maylee. 
With all of my friends at the table, everything felt like it was right in the world. If only for this moment. 
A slow song began to play and I noticed that couples were making their way to the center of the gym. Kade stood and offered me his hand. “Dance with me,” he stated. 
Placing my hand in his, we walked hand-in-hand to the dance floor. Placing his hands on my hips, Kade pulled me to him and I rested my hands on his shoulders. We swayed to the sweet melody that belted out promises of love and faithfulness forever. It was easy to get lost in moments like this. To forget about the cruel and unforgiving world that lurked just outside the school. 
“You know, you’re the only girl I want,” he whispered, his words like a soulful touch to my ears. 
Looking up, I saw the admiration in his eyes. Kade was such a great guy. If he knew who I truly was-- what Demons haunted my dreams and reality, he wouldn't feel that way. 
“Kade, you are too sweet,” I sighed. 
“Just tell me that you aren’t dating anyone else,” he stated. 
My head fell to his chest as I closed my eyes. It would be so easy to tell him that I wasn’t. It was true, after all.
 But, I couldn’t. 
My heart belonged to a guy who didn’t want me. I could fall into a comfortable routine with Kade, but I would be lying to myself and Kade. As much as I wanted to like him, he just wasn’t the one that spoke to my soul. 
He wasn’t Ace. 
“Lizzie, did you hear what I said?” he asked, causing me to look up at him. 
From the way his smile faded, I knew he could read my feelings. 
Suddenly, something caught my attention. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw two figures walking through the gym doors. 
Thomas and Collin. 
My heart dropped. If they were inside, something must be terribly wrong. 
The music shut off without warning and everyone began to yell their protests. As the lights came back on, my eyes locked on Maylee’s. 
“Students, we need your attention,” Principal Prewitt announced as he took the microphone from the DJ. We all grew silent, fear starting to set in. “I was just notified that there was another animal attack,” he continued, gulping as beads of sweat grew on his brow. He was in his forties, a tall man who appeared to be in great shape, but right now, he seemed out of breath. “The body of our custodial staff member, Ronnie Lawrence, was found on the front steps of the school.”
Everyone began to murmur as some cried out in shock. Thomas and Collin walked over to Maylee and I could see them whispering to her. 
Kade held me tightly, trying to protect me from this horrific news. Little did he know, I was directly involved in this disaster. 
“What do we do?” someone shouted from behind us. 
Principal Prewitt nodded and began to speak again. “As of now, we are asking that you all remain in the school until the local authorities can make sure everyone gets home safely. There are animals walking the streets, rabid animals. Your parents have been notified, I just need everyone to remain calm,” he finished, trying to muster a smile. 
Girls began screaming as guys yelled to go get their hunting guns. We were in the type of town where everyone hunted and owned a gun. But, this wasn’t what the town needed right now. 
“Lizzie,” Thomas stated, standing behind me. 
Kade and I spun around to face him. I knew I had to leave. Thomas was here to get us. The Demons were after me, and if they knew I was here, everyone would be in danger. 
I released my hand from Kade’s and moved toward Thomas. Reaching out, Kade attempted to stop me. “Lizzie, what are you doing?” he asked, pain searing his eyes. 
Just as I thought things couldn’t get worse, the universe decided to add another twist into my dilemma. 
Ace.
Running through the gym doors, Ace locked eyes with me. Although he was in a mad, frazzled state, he looked breathtaking as always. 
Kade turned to see what had captured my attention, and his head fell. “I never had a chance, did I?” he asked.
Ace was pushing his way through the crowd and I knew I only had a few seconds before he would sweep us all away. 
“Kade, you are incredible, but my life is complicated. I need to go with my friends,” I said, hoping he understood and would forgive me. 
A forced smile appeared over his face. “I get it. Look, I like you, but I always felt like you were somewhere else, even when we were together. Be safe,” he finished, placing a kiss to my cheek. 
Ace stopped as his jaw clenched tightly. “We need to go now,” he growled out. 
Maylee said something to Duncan before running over to us. “We have to get Lizzie out of here,” she announced. 
We ran to the back of the gym, making sure to keep an eye out to ensure no one saw us. Teachers and school staff were manning the doors, so we had to be careful. 
“Levine called me as we arrived. The animals are running rampant through the street, searching for Lizzie. The Crow Haven Council sent word earlier that the Demons know that Lizzie is searching for the necklace. They must have spies watching. Our dad is coming home,” he said gravely. 
“What does that mean?” I cried out.
“Our dad is part of the Crow Haven Council. He tracks the Demons and other evil supernatural’s that pose a threat to us trying to live amongst humans. If he’s coming home, that means it’s bad,” Maylee said. 
“We need to get to your house now. We are running out of time,” Ace said, finally looking at me. 
We rushed out of the gym and ran through the halls. We turned toward the janitorial closet where there was a back door. 
Emerging outside, the world was eerily quiet. Somewhere in the distance, the sounds of growls and loud howls pierced through the night. Everyone around me began shifting into Crows, flying into the safety of the sky. 
“Great. What about me?” I asked, frustration ringing from my voice. 
“I will fly you,” Ace announced, his large, black wings spiking out from his back. I would never get used to seeing that.
“Ok.”
Picking me up, Ace took me in his arms and leapt into the air. Cradling my head in his chest, I kept my eyes closed until we arrived back at my house. As we flew through the air, I tried to memorize this feeling of weightlessness and the comfort of being in Ace’s arms, because after tonight, I may not ever experience it again. 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Knocking on Death’s Door
 
 
 
 
 
 W
hen you are faced with death, everything else in the world becomes nonexistent. All you want to do is remember all the things that made you happy, and lock those memories inside so they are with you forever. 
Now, as I stand in front of my house, my Crow Haven family standing around me, I know that this is the defining moment in my life. I could feel the presence of evil making its way to us. The shadows were speaking to me, calling out for me as they danced around us like haunted fairies. 
Nora arrived moments after us and she was prepared to fight, with or without the necklace. We couldn’t run any longer. A loud howl rang out and we all flinched. There was no time or discussion as we all rushed to the back of my property. I wasn’t sure why that was where we kept going, but something deep in my gut told me not to stop looking out there. I wasn’t sure if that was a sign or just my own mind playing tricks on me. Either way, we weren’t giving up, yet. 
No one dared to comment as we all began searching. As a group, we moved out past the barn. Holding my dress up as I walked, I had to admire the comedy of our situation. Maylee and I were dressed to the nines as we searched through the mud and trees. My parents were busy researching the house while we focused outside. My dad had crawled under the house, too, but still no sign. They knew what was happening and it was almost too much to handle. 
“Do you all need anything?” my mom called from the porch. 
“Just a map to the necklace,” Nora called back. 
My mom chuckled. “Aunt Morgan showed it to me once when I was a teenager. She had told me stories about it, but since it didn’t belong to me-- a Mediator-- I never gave it much thought. I wish I had,” she finished, her voice shaking. 
“Thank you, mom. We will find it,” I offered. 
“I can get my guns,” my dad offered. He was human and I loved him even though he had no idea what he was doing. 
“Thanks, but bullets won’t work on Demons,” Thomas stated flatly. 
Nodding, they went back inside and left us to finish our search. 
Nora, Thomas, and I moved toward the pond, while Ace, Maylee, and Collin went out past the barn. Levine was stationed at Crow Haven in case any more news came to fruition. 
Moving through the darkness, the only sounds I heard was the swaying of the tree branches and the beating of my own heart. As we neared the pond, the temperature seemed to drop even more and a chill raced down to my bones. 
“Do you think she buried it?” Nora asked, stomping her foot on the ground. 
“I wish I knew,” I said, my voice quiet. 
Stopping, Thomas shot out his arm and stopped me and Nora from moving further. 
“Quiet,” he ordered.
Nora and I stopped as my heart began to beat in overdrive. Something wasn’t right. All sounds of the night ceased to exist and it was as though the world around me stopped. 
A low, menacing growl echoed across the pond. My senses were on high alert as I scanned the darkness. 
Red, beady eyes glowed against the black backdrop of the night. Pearl white fangs shined as a coyote stared me down. In this moment, we were at war. At a standoff to see who would be victorious. I knew instantly this was a Demon and he was coming right for me. 
“Demon,” I whispered. 
“This is what you have been training for, Lizzie. You are a Shadow Seeker within that wild animal is the shadow of evil incarnated,” Thomas stated. 
None of us dared to move. My eyes remained locked on the beast and as he took his first step around the pond. One by one, more animals fell into place like a well organized army. Coyotes, bears, rabid dogs, and wildcats circled around the pond, their seething teeth fiercely snapping as they waited to get their paws on us.  I allowed myself to scan the area for a place to escape to. All of my training had led me here and I needed to focus. We were outnumbered. One coyote moved forward, signifying his role as the leader of this pack. 
As the coyote approached, sprinting toward me with death in his eyes, I took off running toward the trees lining the pond. Thomas and Nora shifted into Crows and flew all around us, trying to divert the coyote from its pending attack. Kicking off my heels, I gained more momentum as I ran barefoot. 
As I neared the trees, my fort of solace, I felt a tug on my leg as the coyote bit down into my dress. My escape was paused as I stumbled forward. My hands scraped against the base of a tree, causing splinters to embed into my hands. 
Tears stung my eyes as I kicked at the wild beast. My fight or flight instincts took over as I struggled to fight off the beast. I climbed through the branches, kicking and swatting away as the coyote bit and clawed at my legs. I could feel warm blood seeping down through my jeans and the pain was beyond excruciating. 
“Climb!” Thomas urged.
He flapped his wings wildly all around me in an effort to help. 
Suddenly, I heard the terrifying sound of flesh tearing and I watched in a frozen horror as Thomas was slung down to the ground. Blood splattered, striking me in the face as the beast attacked. 
“No!” Nora screamed out.
A wildcat had caught him by his wing, stabbing through his thick feathers and staking him down onto the ground. 
Crimson blood stained the ground as I stared down at his lifeless body. 
Wiping a splatter of his warm blood from my cheek, a deep chill raced down my spine. 
I could feel the loud, piercing screams vibrating through me as they emanated from my body, but no sound ever reached my ears. 
It was as though I was floating above myself, watching the horrific events unfold in front of me, but I couldn’t fathom what was truly taking place. 
He couldn’t be dead.
This couldn’t be his blood painting my skin. 
We had fought so hard to stay safe-- to stay alive. It couldn’t be all for nothing. 
Not now.
Not ever this way. 
I let go of the branch holding me up and crashed down beside Thomas. He had shifted back into his human form. Nora was by his side in an instant, screaming and pleading with everything in the universe to save him. 
My heart broke into a million splintering pieces as I crumbled to my knees, taking his cold hands into mine. 
Footsteps echoed all around me as everyone found the tragic scene before us. 
After every plan and every day we had spent attempting to win, it was all ending with him as the casualty of our battle. 
A white hot rage filled my body as I pleaded for him to wake, but knowing deep in my heart, mind, and soul that he was already gone. 
Everything I had come to know was now lost in my sorrow. 
All I could do was think; how did we get here?
“Lizzie!” Ace bellowed, his voice piercing through all of the chaos taking off around me. 
“Get out of here,” Nora growled out. We both knew I needed to get to safety. But, it killed me to leave Thomas. He was a pain, but he was my pain. We were family now. 
Reaching down to us, Ace picked me up from the ground and began running at such fast speeds, I swear my legs weren’t even touching the ground. 
A wild dog rushed me, biting and nipping at my leg. Sending a back kick, I managed to injure it enough to continue with my escape. Another tree was near me now and I had a fighting chance to climb again to safety. Before I knew what was happening, Ace had me up in the air and in the tree. As I climbed, I could hear him fighting off the animals that attempted to climb the tree, too. 
As I reached up for another branch, My foot fell into a small hole in the tree, causing me to fall forward against the sharp branches. Crying out in pain and frustration, I took the moment to catch my breath. 
“Lizzie, look out!” Ace yelled out in horror. 
Coming straight at me, the coyote I had seen earlier, the clear alpha, had flung himself into the tree. He was relentless in his attack and if we weren’t enemies, I might admire his tenacity. 
The coyote was still jumping and clawing, trying to find a way to me. Reaching down, I began trying to free my trapped foot so I could climb higher. To my dismay, my foot was jammed tight into the groove. Suddenly, I felt something cold and medal brush against my fingers and I stopped moving. 
“Collin, Nora,” I cried out, waving my hands at them. They were still flying around the coyote, but upon hearing my voice, they paused. “I found something,” I shrieked. 
With my adrenaline pumping and my breath hitched in my throat, I took the object in my hands and pulled it up into the gleaming view of the moonlight. As the light cast its glow upon the ruby red emblem, a surge of excitement filled me. 
I had found the necklace.
Holding it up with my free hand, I allowed the others to see what I had found. Ace was running toward the tree, but quickly shifted, allowing his lavish, black wings to fly him to me. 
“Is that the necklace?” Nora asked, landing on the branch just above where I was straddling two thick branches. 
“I think so,” I beamed, holding it up so I could inspect it. 
Of all the places we had looked, inside the trunk of a tree wasn’t one of them. However, now that I thought it over, it made perfect sense. The pond was the life source for so many things on this property. It was a place where my mom and dad had found solace as teens, where people long ago who lived on this same property found love, and where the trees that allowed the Crows to watch over me, perched. 
This tree was the Protector of my secrets and now, I had the answer to saving myself and our town. 
“Lizzie, you have to put it on. Once you do, the protection spell will take effect,” Ace ordered, looming over me as he stared down at the beautiful necklace. “We can save Thomas.”
Placing the necklace around my neck, I felt a spark as the world seemed to shift back into place. The wild, Demon beast below stopped its attack and ran off toward the woods. Cries of pain rang out from all the animals as the Demons that had once possessed their bodies, were vanquished by the magic of the necklace. I knew in time, I would learn about the magic of this necklace and my role; but for now, I was just happy to stop the evil. As the animals departed back to the woods, I refused to move until the last one was gone and out of sight. 
“You did it!” Maylee cheered from below us. 
I smiled down at her as my fingers traced the intricate silver casing of the ruby. It was strange how something so small could hold so much power. We all climbed down from the tree and once we were all finally on solid ground again, Ace lifted me into his arms and spun me around. I laughed as a surge of emotions took over. Being in Ace’s arms was like finding home again and now with the necklace safely around my neck, I could breathe once again. Stopping, Ace slowly put me back down. His hands lingered on my waist and I secretly wanted him to hold me forever. 
The sight of Thomas’s body brought me back to the stark reality that he had been injured. Running to him, I fell to my knees, calling out for him to be ok. 
“Calm down, Lizzie,” Thomas said breathlessly. 
My eyes grew in bewilderment. “You are ok?”
“Not now, but I will be. When you found the necklace, you ended the Demons. I will recover from my injuries because of you,” he said, his smile genuine. 
I released a breath and felt my body relax. Knowing Thomas was going to be ok calmed my nerves. 
In the distance, I could hear my mom calling out my name as she and my dad rushed to where we were. 
“Lizzie, are you ok?” my dad yelled, as he stopped in front of us. 
Stepping back, Ace gave us room so that my dad could embrace me. My mom was next as she pulled us all into a family hug. 
“Mom, I’m fine. I found the necklace,” I said, showing them the gem. 
Releasing a heavy sigh, she smiled as she examined the object. “Lizzie, when that Demon was after you, there was nothing we could do. It was as though we were frozen in time. All the spirits around here were calling out to me, but I couldn’t do anything. I was so frightened.”
“It’s going to be ok now,” I said, smiling at everyone. 
As the other Crows shifted back into human form, we all made our way back to my house. Thomas called Levine to tell him that we found the necklace. He made sure to tell the Crow Haven Council and his father-- Ace and Maylee’s uncle, too. 
I made a mental note to ask where he was again, but that would have to come at a later time. For tonight, we were going to celebrate my first battle and defeat with a Demon. 
I was a Shadow Seeker and I had won the war over the dark shadows. 



Chapter Twenty-Five
At Last
 
 
 
 
 
With the necklace now safely in my possession, things began to change for me. First, Monday morning arrived with my mom receiving a phone call that local wildlife officials said that the wild animals were starting to retreat back into the woods. The town was still on high-alert, but the news gave everyone the hope they had needed. 
With the necklace found, Thomas gave me the day off from training. I wasn’t sure why I needed to continue training, but he felt like I needed the practice. He was still sore, but had recovered swiftly. I guess being a Crow had its perks. 
Now, I can’t help but get caught up in the excitement with the coming dance and Jamboree. The town had decorated in vibrant fall colors and trucks were making their way in town with the carnival rides, food trucks, and booths for the festival on Saturday and Sunday. 
Twirling my necklace around my finger, I smiled over at Ace as he and Levine trained. 
“Where is Maylee?” Nora asked, sounding annoyed as she wiped her face with a clean towel. She had just ran for an hour on the treadmill while I focused on boxing. 
“She’s out with Duncan,” I responded. 
The guys all grunted while Nora smiled mischievously. I couldn’t wait until I became privy to their knowledge of Duncan. 
Finishing up his workout, Ace ran over and pulled me into his sweaty arms. I feigned anger as I laughed and struggled to break out of his strong grip. 
“You can’t get away from me,” Ace laughed. 
Turning in his arms, I placed my hands on his chest. “I wouldn’t dare run away from you.” Placing a kiss to his cheek, I reveled in this moment. We had come so far since when we had first met. Now, Ace and I were inseparable and I couldn’t be happier. 
“Good, because I’m never letting you go,” he promised. 
“Gross,” Thomas tsked, shaking his head. “What do you love birds have planned this weekend?” he asked. 
“I’m taking Lizzie to the Jamboree,” Ace replied, before I could even think.
“Seriously?” I asked, shock registering on my face. 
Ace looked down at me, love lingering in his eyes. “You deserve to enjoy the town you saved. Plus, it sounds like fun,” he said, trying not to smile. 
Laughing, I poked his chest. “So, it’s not too juvenile for you?”
“Oh it is, but I would do anything to make you happy,” he gushed. 
And, with Ace in my life, I was beyond happy. 
Walking through the Jamboree, I felt like a kid on Christmas morning. Main Street was lined with delicious smelling food trucks while the courthouse lawn was littered with craft booths from local vendors. A local radio station played music in the streets as people danced along. It was magical and enchanting and I couldn’t help but get lost in the spell cast by the fun. 
After Ace and I filled our stomachs full of corn dogs and sweet funnel cakes, we drove out to the fair grounds where the carnival was lit up like Vegas. 
“What do you want to do first?” Ace asked, as we stood in the middle of the carnival. 
My eyes were taking in the sights and I couldn’t decide. Everything looked like so much fun as people laughed and screamed on the rides. I watched a family laugh as a little boy won a huge green dragon stuffed animal at one of the ring toss games. 
Then, the bright lights of the Ferris Wheel called out to me like a beacon. 
Pulling Ace along with me, I rushed through the crowds and got in line. “This is what I want to do.”
Wrapping an arm around my shoulder, Ace kissed my forehead. “Anything you want.”
“I love this change in you,” I goded, hugging him tightly. 
I felt Ace release a heavy breath. “I did everything wrong when it came to you. I should have told you how I felt earlier. I shouldn’t have pushed you away. A change was what I needed.”
Admiring him, I took a moment to really memorize everything about him. Even though the heartache he had put me through; it was all worth it now. I understood his need to protect me and himself. Our lives were complicated, but we both deserve happiness. 
As our car approached, we sat down and watched as the world grew smaller as we sailed into the sky. All of the lights and sounds of the carnival became a blur as I felt like I was looking down on a snow globe, an observer to the fantastic fun below. 
The cool wind wrapped itself around me and I shuddered. However, I was quickly warmed by Ace’s arms as he held me close to him. 
“I want you forever,” Ace said, wrapping me tightly into his warm arms. 
“Forever is a long time,” I said, turning my head so I could take in all of his beautiful face. 
“Not long enough,” he sighed. “An eternity isn’t long enough, but I will spend all of the time I am given loving you and protecting you.”
Tears pooled in my eyes as a surge of bliss filled me. I never thought in my wildest dreams that I would ever be this happy. I was different-- that was definitely for sure, but somehow, I had found a way to accept my unique ability. I had found my voice and the journey to discovering who I truly was. 
I was a Shadow Seeker. 
A beholder of protection to a town I now called home. 
And, I was part of Crow Haven. 
My life may not be perfect, but it’s mine and I can’t wait to see what else is in store for me. 
“Good, because I wouldn’t want it any other way,” I said. 
As we sat together, our souls combined as one while I watched as two Crows flew over us. I knew it wasn’t by happenstance and it made me smile knowing that we were all together in our secret world. 
 
The End...for now
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Chapter One
 
I didn’t think my night could get any worse. Well, that was until the dead girl punched me in the face. The Electric Night Club was over-crowded with sizzling teenagers bumping and grinding their sweaty bodies against one another in the thick and humid air. Amber, Lia, and I had been sitting around our usual table at the underage teen club, celebrating the end of summer vacation and our last night as high school students together. Within the sultry night club, the heat was almost as bad as the vibrating techno music blaring from the loud speakers above our heads. 
No one noticed my bloody attack until after I was already lying on the cold ground. Of course, no one else seemed to notice the freakishly tall blonde girl glaring down at me. Then again, they wouldn’t, because she was dead. Unlike me, everyone else was normal and didn't find themselves intertwined with the angry deceased. 
I lay on the cold, sticky ground, repulsed by the amount of spilled drinks that seemed to glue me to the floor. Music and voices blended together until the room became more of a holding cell than a dance club. I searched through the crowd for my best friends, Amber and Lia, only to find my attention focused on the DJ at the front of the club. The volume in the room exploded when Tanner Mason grabbed the microphone from the surprised spikey-haired DJ. "School’s out, everyone party!" Tanner, the undeniably gorgeous homecoming king yelled over the booming noise as he stood on a metal chair, holding a large cup in one hand. Liquid spilled out over the edges and onto a group of dancing girls as he banged his head with the beat of the music. Cheering erupted from the crowd and everyone threw their hands in the air as they danced. Hosting this incredible bash was just another notch on his jerk-belt. 
Amber was still sitting in our booth, the sharp tone of her voice cutting through the music. "He's such a loser; I can’t believe I dated him, especially when I should be single for summer." Amber, my overly dramatic yet loveable best friend was, as always, too busy telling another dramatic story about her latest fight with this month’s boyfriend to notice I'd been assaulted. Tanner had dumped Amber before summer break, but in her story, she was the one doing the dumping. Her hands were waving in front of her as she spoke, adding juicy drama to help get her point across. The sharp thump of a new beat blaring through the speaker startled the group, making my absence from my seat noticeable. 
"So, of course, I told him to get lost when I found the necklace in his car that totally wasn’t mine…" Still rambling on about her latest dating disaster, Amber reached for my leg and jumped when all she grabbed was moist air. She stopped talking, bounced up, and her mouth dropped about ten feet when she noticed I was on the ground. Her eyes grew to the size of saucers, especially when she saw the bright red blood dripping from my nose. She reached her hand out to offer me support, and said loudly, "Sadie! Your nose! What happened?" She fumbled through her purse for a tissue, and then yelled for Lia, the motherly one of our group. 
Lia pulled me up off the floor, inspected my nose, and helped clean the dirt off my shorts. My heart was beating against my chest in the same fast rhythm as the music. Though my legs were trembling, I tried to keep my cool. I couldn’t let them see my fear; I had to pretend I'd had an accident and that I wasn't engaged in a bloodbath with the dead. 
I rolled my eyes and found my voice just in time to see a crowd begin to gather around us. "I’m fine," I yelled. "It’s nothing‒just a minor nose bleed." I smiled, trying to take the focus off myself. This was just the thing I needed on my last night in town: a juicy story starring myself. I could already hear the gossip spreading. 
"Did you see what happened?" one girl asked, as she stood by the bar sipping her diet Coke like it was her last meal. 
"Yeah, I think her friend punched her," another girl responded, searching through the crowd. 
Great, I thought. Just another reason for everyone at school to think I was even more of a total loser freak. I guess that’s why when I jumped up, knocking my watered-down cola all over the table, everyone looked at me like I was crazy. Who could blame them, really? I was known for having conversations when no one was around and bailing on my friends without a clear explanation. For the last few years I've sort of been a messenger for the afterlife. Think of it as UPS for the deceased. It was a frustrating job—there was no pay, rough hours, and the occasional punch from a cranky dead girl. The bad thing is, I’m the only person who can see and hear these people, so when a situation like this happens, I look a little crazy. I mean, I can’t just tell a bunch of teenagers that a dead girl punched me! 
I didn’t blame everyone for labeling me a freak; it was hard not to agree with them. So, when my parents informed me that we'd be moving across the country to Salem, Massachusetts at the start of my junior year of high school, I didn’t put up too big of a fight. Maybe my demons would remain here. Maybe I'd finally get a chance to be normal. 
As I wiped the blood off my face, I glared at the lanky dead girl staring at me. I knew who she was‒her name is, I mean, was, Charlotte. She'd been bothering me for the last week and refused to be patient with me as I worked to help her move on to the afterlife, or wherever it is that the deceased go. Her once blonde hair hanging straight down her back was dirty, with clots of dirt peeking out from it. Her white shirt was torn, and her jeans were stained with a dark rust color. I knew it was blood‒her blood. I knew why she was angry too, I just didn’t think she'd take it to this extreme. 
I gave her a piercing look as I moved quickly away from her. 
Amber shook her head. "Sadie, what is wrong with you?" Amber, who was the only person other than Lia who didn’t think I was certifiably insane, nudged my shoulder as she tried to act coy. Amber befriended me in kindergarten, when she thought I was talking to an imaginary friend and not a dead kid, and we've been close ever since. "Did you just fall out of your chair on purpose? I mean, really, Sadie, you've been so weird lately. What is going on?" 
"Nothing," I mumbled, trying to wipe up the mess I'd made. I was soaked with cola and other liquids I didn’t want to think about. "I lost my balance." I tried to look calm, but I knew I must have been as pale as a ghost. Even seeing me frozen and scared stiff wouldn't stop Amber from giving me a hard time. She was lucky she was my best friend. 
The night club was not my usual scene. I preferred a tamer setting, but somehow Amber and Lia had talked me into coming to Electric for one last blowout before I left town for good. Amber, who was rumored to have dated every guy at our school and her country club, never let anyone keep her from having a good time, no matter what was going on. 
Lia reached for some napkins and tried to soak up the mess I'd made. "Seriously, Sadie, I know you’re upset about moving, but you need to calm down." She rolled her baby blue eyes and puffed her long bangs away from her forehead, yelling all the while, trying to make her voice rise above the crowd. 
I rolled my eyes in return and sighed. If she only knew why I was so jumpy, she’d probably run away screaming. 
"You’re right," I shouted, standing up and moving away from the leather booth. "Excuse me." I started to walk through the crowd toward the ladies’ room, keeping my head up to make sure I didn't cause any more catastrophes. "I'm going to go wash off my face," I yelled over my shoulder, hoping Amber and Lia would stay put. As I walked, I was aware of Charlotte following me. It was hard not to wonder what the kids at the club would think if they knew they were dancing with a dead girl. 
On my way to the bathroom I had to push past several girls who didn’t seem to notice my blood- stained shirt. Everyone continued on with their night of celebrating, unaware that death was lurking just inches from their faces. When I reached the bathroom door, a girl in a pair of stiletto heels stood in my way, keeping me from my destination. After shoving her aside, I found myself safe inside the dark bathroom. I checked each stall, to make sure we were alone, and then tried to find a clean spot to lean against. Not finding anything even remotely sanitary, I opted to stand near the sink. Just my luck, it was full of toilet paper someone had used to clean off her makeup. At least, that's what I told myself it was. The floor was damp from an overflowing toilet that someone had tried, unsuccessfully, to mop. Deciding the safest location was near the door, I checked one last time for anyone who might be in listening distance, and then I began my rant. 
"Charlotte, what the hell is wrong with you?" I yelled, still dabbing at my nose. 
Charlotte materialized in front of me, coming a little too close for comfort. "You never delivered the message," the girl screamed back. Her eyes were as gray as stormy clouds and I could feel her anger brewing. "I want to move on to wherever I'm supposed to go, but I can’t until you do this one last thing for me." Tears threatened to fall from her eyes. It was hard to look at her and not think how beautiful she must have been before she died. She reached out and pushed my shoulders, causing me to slam against the bathroom door. A sharp pain shot through my back, sending a tiny prickling sensation across my skin. Anger erupted inside me, as I tried to push her back, nearly losing my balance when, instead of making contact with her body, my hands slipped through her instead. 
I looked at Charlotte, trying to contain my irritation. "I’m sorry. I meant to do it today, but I was busy." Even I didn’t believe the lie I was feeding her. Truth was, I didn’t know how to deliver the message. Usually, I just write the messages down and mail them to the recipients with no attachment on my part, simple and easy. But this time was different. 
This girl wanted me to tell her ex-boyfriend she didn’t blame him for the wreck that had claimed her life, so he'd stop suffering over her death. Really, it seemed so simple, but I knew something the girl didn’t: her boyfriend, aka, Tanner Mason, was the same Tanner Mason who was throwing this very party at Electric, and he wasn’t upset over her death. In fact, it had only been two weeks since he'd gotten drunk and crashed his new Mustang convertible into a tree, ultimately causing Charlotte's death, but that hadn’t stopped him from moving on to the next blonde girlfriend. My father, the responding police officer, was the one who had found her lifeless body in the car, and Tanner was nowhere to be found. 
With the help of his father, a prominent attorney, Tanner was able to escape any charges, having to do only ten hours of community service, which didn’t seem fair, given his crime. I just couldn’t find it in my heart to tell this girl why I wasn't able to deliver her heartfelt message to such an evil monster. 
"You have to tell him," she exclaimed, her shrill voice rattling the smudged mirror on the wall. 
I took a step closer to her, and with a calm voice said, "Okay." I held my hands in the air. "I'll give him the message." 
Charlotte smiled at me and her body seemed to relax. "Thank you. I just want to move on to…" Her voice trailed off, as she was caught up in the thought. "I don’t know where I'll go, but I can’t stay here like this," she continued. 
I nodded‒I understood what she meant. I'd had this conversation before, more times than I'd like to admit. How tiresome it must be to walk the earth alone, unable to talk to or touch the people you once loved. 
My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of fists banging outside the bathroom door. The noise jolted me from my guilty conscience as I considered how I'd let Charlotte down again. 
"Sadie!" Lia was practically crying now, and had to stop every other word to catch her breath. "Let us in. We need to make sure you're okay." In true Lia fashion, she was an emotional wreck. 
Charlotte disappeared in a sudden flash. I knew she hadn’t moved on yet, but her time with me was almost over. I took a black Sharpie and notepad from my purse, and quickly wrote her message to Tanner, adding a few of my own personal comments, too. I finished the letter by signing her name. I knew the eerie signature would send Tanner over the edge. To me, that was the message he needed to have: a message from beyond the grave from the girl he'd killed.  Happily, I placed the note in my pocket. I sure hoped this didn’t ruin the party. 
Yeah, I did. 
I unlocked the bathroom door and took a quick glance at myself in the mirror, opened the door, and braced myself for one of Lia’s lectures. 
"Lia, I’m fine, really." I rushed the words before she was able to say anything. "I think the heat got to me. You know how hot and crowded this place can get. The high humidity can cause nose bleeds and black outs." 
She looked at me nervously, as if inspecting the information. Her short brown curls bounced against her shoulders when she nodded in agreement. 
I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. First, I get punched in the face, and in front of the entire school population, then I have to lie to my friends.  
I peeked at Amber who was keeping a safe distance from me. She walked slowly through the small space, glancing around the room. "You know, it sounded like you were talking to someone in here," she explained, giving me a suspicious glare. 
It didn’t occur to me that Amber had been exceptionally quiet. Though she usually loved a dramatic scene, she hadn’t said much since my fall. 
My eyes found hers, and I gave her a pleading look. I hoped she wouldn’t pry any further. Of course, I was wrong. 
"I don’t know what you’re talking about." I said. I offered an awkward giggle. "I came in here to clean my face. Maybe you just thought you heard something," I lied, pushing past her. 
I wasn’t really making any sense, but I kept talking anyway. Still reeling from the pain, I moved past them and walked toward the bathroom door. I felt a small cringe of guilt as I continued to lie to my best friends. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to tell them about my secret double life, I just knew that getting them involved could be dangerous. I was fine with getting hurt myself, but I couldn’t imagine how horrible I'd feel if something happened to one of them, especially when I'd be leaving in just a few short hours. I wouldn’t be able to protect them then, and the thought made me sick to my stomach. 
I inched my way through the crowd, feeling a wave of sticky heat smack me in the face. It was like an assault. If there was one thing, I hated about living in California, it was the smothering summer heat. With the majority of Shady Oaks High School watching me, I walked toward our designated table. I wanted to get out of there, and fast, but I needed to grab my purse first, and say my last few goodbyes. 
Amber, however, just couldn’t let it go. She followed me too closely, like a lost puppy. At last, she grabbed my arm, and continued her investigation. "I feel like you’re hiding something," she said, never taking her eyes away from mine. 
She shoved me back into the booth I'd been knocked out of only a few minutes ago, where I found myself trapped with a group of girls I didn’t know. I wanted nothing more than to run out of this place screaming, but Amber was not ready to unleash me yet. 
The sweaty, super-starved blonde sitting next to me tried desperately to eavesdrop on our conversation. Her newly dyed, blonde hair showed hints of its original, dark brown. She smiled at us, acting coy, as if she weren't trying to listen to every word we were saying. The smell of her strawberry shampoo and old cigarettes made me nauseous. 
I pushed farther down on the hot leather sofa and leaned into my best friend. Trying to whisper over deafening high punk beats and several hundred voices was not working out for me. 
"Sorry," I yelled, as I grabbed my purse. "I guess I'm just a little upset over the move." 
Amber stopped. She began to sway to another beat playing from the speakers overhead. 
"Sadie, you are so dramatic," she said. "It’s not going to be that bad. You really need to just calm down and relax." She stopped to take another sip of her cola and tucked a strand of her delicious blonde hair behind her diamond-studded ear. Her ocean blue eyes sparkled against the bright disco lights trying to blind me. She was perfectly styled in a sleek champagne-colored jumper with camel Prada heels. Unlike me, she belonged there, with the careless crowd at the club. She was beautiful, and she had her own way of looking at life. Amber never took things seriously. She'd been carefree ever since kindergarten, when she was the only kid in the class who would talk to me. She didn’t judge me like our Catholic school prep peers. She was like a serene butterfly, beautiful, yet hard to contain. My vintage inspired style never seemed to bother her the way it did Jacqueline, my archenemy since third grade. Amber never cared that trendy styles never appealed to me; I had my own taste and she loved me for that. Amber was my best friend–well, let’s be honest here: other than Lia, she was my only friend. 
Amber threw her head back so that her hair bounced against her shoulders. She waved across the club at a boy, who I’m sure, unbeknownst to him, would become her next victim. "Sadie, you hate living here," she said. "Just think of where you're going as just another place you'll hate to live." I knew she was trying to be helpful, but Amber’s view on helping wasn’t much to offer. 
In less than twelve hours I'd be on a plane, leaving my friends behind. I guess I always knew the move was coming. My mother was ready for an artistic change. She was a painter, and she'd been able to create a highly lucrative business for herself in California as a painter. Her portraits were amazing, full of color, life, and edge. Apparently, the California weather was too perfect, and she needed a new climate for new ideas. Now that my dad was retiring from the police force, we'd be able to move back to the very town where my parents were born and met. The only comfort I could find was hoping that with the move, I’d be able to leave the painful, wicked cries of the dead behind. 
The room began to spin so quickly that I could no longer make out individual faces. I squinted and tried to refocus, but I knew the heat mixed with the atmosphere was going to drive me over the edge. I had to get out of there, and fast. "Amber, I’m leaving." I announced, and I jumped up and rushed toward the exit sign. 
"You can’t leave," she screamed, grabbing my arm and pulling me back down next to her. "This is your last night here. I won’t see you again until…" She stopped talking because we both knew it'd be longer than we wanted to admit before we'd be able to see each other again. 
I pulled my arm from her grasp, stood once more, and checked my black shorts for debris from my fall. "Amber, my plane leaves at 8 a.m. I really need to get home and finish packing. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to be missed around here by anyone besides you and Lia." 
"Trust me, I know," she said, through gritted teeth. 
"What’s that supposed to mean?" I hissed back. "Come on, Sadie. It's not like you’ve tried to fit 
in. I mean, every time someone wants to do something fun you make every excuse not to go." 
"I’m leaving," I announced one last time, and I jumped off the couch and began pushing my way through the crowd. With the majority of Shady Oaks High School watching me, I walked toward the glowing exit sign. I wanted to get out of there, and fast. 
My car was parked just a few blocks away (like the rest of my peers, I had my own car). 
I couldn’t really argue with Amber. She just didn’t understand. No one did. It’s not like I hadn’t tried to be invited to parties, but the only thing worse than being excluded from every major school and social event, was knowing that your mother had to bribe your way in. 
Amber chased after me and found herself entwined with a cute boy I recognized from geometry class. I sighed and didn’t bother to wait. I knew Amber‒this detour could take all night. I threw my hand into the air in a quick good-bye gesture and made my escape out into the fading sunlight. I'd have to call her tomorrow. 
When I stepped out of the nightclub, the fading sunlight hurt my eyes. Tanner’s new red sports car was parked directly in front of the club, and I quickly secured the note from my pocket under one of the windshield wipers. A smile danced across my face as I turned to walk away, leaving the club and my old world behind. 
The sky was a bright canvas of oranges, yellows, and deep reds. I wondered if Salem, Massachusetts would look the same, feel the same. My eyes burned and I scolded myself. Don't you dare cry, don't you dare cry, I told myself, coaxing my subconscious to wait until I'd reached my black Honda Accord. Instead of jumping into the car, I stood motionless beside it, looking at myself in the window, and felt as if I was looking at a stranger. The reflection in the window had the same big blue eyes and dark auburn red hair that reached just above her shoulders as I did, her almond complexion resembled mine, she was the same, petite, five foot three, but I felt like I was staring at a stranger. I didn’t know that girl anymore, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. 
When I made my way up the short driveway to my house, I looked past the moving trucks, and the boxes on the driveway that had yet to be packed away. I kept my eyes down, so my parents wouldn't see the red glow that lurked there. I was upset, and I didn't want to get into a deep conversation with them. After I'd finished packing a few outfits and necessities into my suitcase, I scanned my room again. All I wanted was to crawl into my bed one last time and drift off into a deep sleep. 
 



Chapter Two
 
Our plane landed at exactly 4:58 p.m. in Boston. The first thing I noticed when I stepped off the plane was the difference in temperatures. California was hot, but the atmosphere in Boston was a comfortable 75 degrees. Our rental car, a shiny new silver Audi, was waiting for us at the airport–of course my parents would want to arrive in style. Their vehicles would be sent to us in a week or so. My dad's black BMW and my mom's candy apple red Mercedes were being delivered by truck, my car would arrive sometime later‒only the best for our babies. I hated leaving my car behind, even if it was only for a few days. 
"The house should be ready," my mother announced, trying to make small talk as we loaded our bags into the car. 
"The drive should only take about an hour," my dad said, a little too enthusiastically. He rested a hand on my shoulder. "Come on, kid, perk up. It won’t be that bad." 
"Okay, Dad," I replied. 
In preparation for the long drive ahead I leaned my head against the cool glass of the passenger's window. The scenery outside became a blur, and I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the darkness inside my mind. My fingers wound themselves around the long white cord of my earphones, connecting me to my iPod. It was a restless habit I had: my hands were always fumbling for something to hold. It was a calming mechanism I'd discovered after self-diagnosing my extreme boredom. I usually ran when I was stressed or nervous, but at the moment I was a prisoner in a rolling cell. I needed something to keep my mind off of Charlotte, Amber, Lia, and everything I had left to worry about. 
"Sadie, wake up," mom called from the front seat of the car. "We're entering Salem. Look at how majestic the town is!" I'd been dozing off, but Mom's voice woke me, and I pulled the earphones from my ears just as my favorite Jack Johnson lyrics were about to play. 
I looked up in time to see the dark sign welcoming us to Salem, Massachusetts in black, gothic lettering etched onto a rustic sign. I couldn’t help but feel an eerie sensation course through me as we entered the town. It was already evening, and the sun was hidden behind large gray clouds creeping slowly through the sky. A brick wall lined the sidewalks, separating a small wooden area from white-washed homes in desperate need of repair. 
As we passed by the corner of North and Essex Streets, I got my first glimpse into what life in Salem would be like. The animated town was nothing like I'd imagined. 
There was a three-story, gray, wooden home standing alone on the corner. An awning protected the short entryway walk-up to the large home.  Seven large windows tempted onlookers to become curious as to what lurked behind the walls. It was hard to take my eyes off the building. I placed my hands on the window and pressed my face against the glass. In that short moment, I felt a strange sensation come over me. It wasn’t fear‒more of a scared curiosity. I dismissed the feeling, noting how I definitely wasn’t in California anymore. 
The car continued to move, unaware of my interest in the town’s historical monuments, as we traveled through the town, and made our way to the historical downtown area. Old, rust-colored brick buildings lined the cobblestone streets and black iron lamp posts were situated on every corner. I rolled down the passenger's window, to let a fresh breeze enter the car. In the distance, behind a set of older homes, I could see small sailboats leaving the harbor. The sapphire water was choppy and uninviting. White waves broke harshly against the golden beach. The sweet, salty air wafted into the car as we passed. 
Mom pointed out the window and shrieked with excitement, "Sadie, look out at the water. We should go out on a sailing trip once we get settled in." 
She'd always been infatuated with sailing. The city had contained my mother inside a cement fence. She'd felt trapped between the millions of people and Starbucks Coffee Shops. Sure, we had beaches, but the overcrowded scene just wasn't her thing. She needed a more natural setting, something to remind her of her childhood home. She'd loved her life in Massachusetts, where she'd lived until she and my dad went off to college in California. 
"We're about to pass by some of Salem’s witch museums. I'll bet you'll find something interesting in there," Dad said, continuing Mom's trip down memory lane. I contemplated the irony of his statement. I've been haunted by enough spirits; I'm not about to go looking for any on my own. 
I may be weird, but I'm not crazy. 
Mom was enthusiastic as we passed a street with two ancient brick buildings on it. Large trees cast shadows on the sides of the buildings, partially obscuring their view from the road. 
"Sure, Dad, maybe I could also have a séance in one of the cemeteries and conjure up a witch to invite over for dinner." 
He chuckled and mumbled "maybe" under his breath. 
I laughed off the idea of actual witches. Sure, I'd learned about the Salem Witch Trials in history class, but they were just stories to me. The real scary stories were the ones I lived every day, dealing with stalker dead girls and crazy deceased teens on a mission. 
As I watched the scenes pass, I couldn’t help but notice the town seemed obsessed, almost fanatic, with the idea of witches. Every street corner had some sort of historical monument or witch-themed restaurant. I didn’t want to get caught up in the hype and act like some deranged tourist, but this was my new home and I felt the need to embrace every part of its charm. As much as I hated to admit it, the drive was exhilarating. I tried not to look too excited, hoping the curiosity I felt would be masked by my face. 
"This is where you'll go to school, Sadie." My dad pointed to a large brick building to the left of our car. Enormous oak trees outlined the long drive leading up to the school. My old school in California was much larger. 
I had to stop making comparisons‒Salem and California were two totally different places; hopefully, my new start in Salem here would bring better memories. 
After what seemed like an eternity our car finally turned onto a cobblestone street. I peered out the window, glaring at the large homes, most of them displaying historical plaques with names and dates beginning in the 1600s, mounted in the front yards. 
My dad stopped the car and my parents introduced me to our new home. I opened the car door, stepped out onto the sidewalk, and peered up at the house. It looked like a creepy Victorian doll's house. Six cement steps invited me up onto the covered, white-columned, front porch. The front door, made of stained Cherrywood, stood to the right of a round, bay window. I looked up to gawk at the three-story home, which seemed too much for our small family. 
After both sets of my grandparents passed away my parents had inherited a large sum of money, allowing my dad to retire early and my mom to focus on her painting career. And this was where they'd decided to do it, in the town where they'd grown up. 
The gray shingled exterior had many levels, painting the picture of an architect’s dream. Three large trees occupied the front yard, and one large oak tree sat in the side yard, scraping its long arms against the side of the house. 
I grabbed my purse and phone from the car and made my way through the overgrown path leading to the front porch. Thanks to the trees in the yard, the path was covered in a dark shadow, and the front steps were almost impossible to see. I stepped lightly onto the porch, slowly inspecting the delicate, hand- crafted, gingerbread woodwork adorning the front door jamb. My hand ran along the edges, feeling every crevice of the intricate design. I looked up to paint chipping off the front door and in dire need of a paint job, but the rest of the façade of the house seemed nicely restored. My dad, who was a sort of handyman, planned to fix the rest of the house up. The last tenants had renovated the home before my parents purchased it, and partially furnished some of the rooms with antique furniture, which was a huge selling point for my mom. 
I placed my hand on the gold doorknob and felt an invisible push from behind. I turned quickly around expecting to see one of my parents, but to my surprise, no one was there. I turned to look at my parents who were discussing possible landscaping ideas while standing on the front lawn. 
That wasn't weird at all. 
"Sadie, go and pick your room," Mom called. The door should be open. The realtor came by this morning and left the keys in the kitchen. The moving truck should be here tomorrow with our furniture and other things. You can start by deciding where you want to put everything." 
I took a step closer toward my new home. "Sure thing," I shouted back, trying to sound as enthusiastic as her. 
I hesitated and then pushed the large door open to step into the dark foyer. To my right was a large entrance way leading to a small room that would probably become my mom’s studio. Two glass French doors were standing wide open, welcoming me into its embrace. I stepped in to take a look at the small but manageable space. To my left was another entranceway leading to another room which was connected to the kitchen. It was large enough for a kitchen table in front of the wonderful bay window that faced the front yard. In the corner of the foyer was a grand staircase leading to the second story. The dark cherry paneling of the staircase shone as if it had been recently polished. Directly in front of me was a long narrow hallway leading to a larger living room. I took a step forward; the hardwood floors creaked, even underneath my meager weight. A dusty rainbow hovered before me as I walked through the home, a testament to the fact the home had been abandoned for quite some time. 
At the top of the stairs was a landing, where four bedrooms greeted me. I walked through each one, disappointed with the choices I'd been offered. When I finally reached the last room at the end of the narrow hallway, I felt the urge to go inside. The other bedrooms were plain and square with no character, no pizzazz. I turned the knob of the last room, but the door was locked, and I couldn't open it. I attempted to open the door a second time, using all of my one hundred and five pounds, but the barricade continued to antagonize me, enticing me to question the secrecy of its contents. 
"Mom, this door is locked," I called down to her from the landing. 
"There's another set of keys for the rooms in the master bedroom, first room on the right. Try one of those," she yelled from downstairs. 
I made my way back through the hallway to enter the master bedroom. The keys were on the large Cherrywood dresser sitting against the far wall. I grabbed the keys and left the room. 
I went back, past the landing, stopped in front of the mysteriously locked door, and fumbled with the keychain, searching for the matching key. It took me several tries before I finally found the right one, a small bronze key‒the last one on the ring. 
I pushed the key into the keyhole, turned the key, and then turned the knob. A dusty mist swept through the air as I opened the door making me cough, but I pushed through the mist and walked to the window in the corner of the room. The sun was radiating through the panes separating me from the cool air outside. I peered out the window at the shaded sidewalks to see a group of children ride past on their bikes, laughing. A small smile crept across my face‒maybe this place wouldn’t be so bad after all. I mean, nothing could be as bad as the life I'd been living back in California. 
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