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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The world around me seemed to disappear in a blink of an eye.  
 
    My body was no longer my own. Someone--something had completely taken over me.  
 
    I struggled to move, to shout, and scream, but it was no use.  
 
    I was frozen in fear, compelled by a force too powerful to overrule.  
 
    Shadows jumped out at me from all angles, like I was in a delusional fun house mirror. 
 
    My only wish was that someone would save me before I would be forced to my own demise. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Lost Days 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sorrowful howls of coyotes in the distance kept me up all night.  
 
    Like an eerie melody, their voices rang through me like a lullaby that just wouldn’t connect. Somewhere out in the fields, they lurked, calling to one another as they traveled across our farm.  
 
    A farm that my mother had inherited from her Aunt Morgan years ago. A farm that somehow a few months ago, became my new home.  
 
    Hugging myself, I shivered as a thin silver layer of frost covered the outside of my bedroom window. The lines of ice spread out over the window panes like a spider's web, but more magical. This was the call of winter and it seemed everything around me had accepted the change.  
 
    Well, everything except me.  
 
    Winter had finally arrived and I hated to admit it, but I missed the heat and humidity that summers in Kentucky had offered. I had feared that when we had moved from Salem, Massachusetts, to Nicholasville, Kentucky, that I had said goodbye to the glorious winters I had always adored. Thankfully, Kentucky offered all seasons.  
 
     Beautiful, white snowflakes fell from the gray sky almost daily, and with each day, a new layer of snow covered the earth. It was majestic, yet ominous. With the coming of winter meant death to the life that once flourished. The grass no longer grew. Flowers no longer bloomed. And, the trees lost their luscious canopy that gave the world the feeling of warmth and joy.  
 
    It appears that as fall moved to winter, my ability to sleep also died along with the rest of nature. However, that wasn’t what had me in a foul mood so early in the morning. No, the desire of sleep, which evaded me every night, was what had me pouting even before I had climbed out of my comfortable bed.  
 
    For as long as I could remember, I had been haunted by ghoulish nightmares filled with monsters and shadows that threatened my very existence. As a Shadow Seeker, shadows had stalked me in my life and dreams. It sounds crazy, but it was the only life I had ever known. Especially, since my mom was a mediator to the dead. Growing up, I had learned that my family was anything but normal, and the monsters and ghosts most people thought only lived in horror films were actually walking among us.  
 
     I had wished so many nights for the dreams to leave-- to allow me one night of solitude. For a while, I had been granted that gift. No doubt, a big thanks to my boyfriend, Ace, who had helped me stifle down those treacherous dreams.  
 
    But lately, as the dreams dispersed, so did my ability to sleep. Each night, my mind would wander off into a faraway land where Demons and shadows existed. At times, I would picture Ace’s face, his beautiful coal hair and striking eyes would make me smile despite myself. But even the happiest of thoughts never brought on the sleep I so craved.  
 
    Letting out an exasperated sigh, I threw my plum-colored comforter off my body and sat up in my white, four-poster bed.  
 
    My phone chimed and I saw it was a text from my best friend, and my boyfriend, Ace’s sister, Maylee.  
 
    Reaching over, I retrieved my phone.  
 
      
 
    Maylee: Hey, any luck last night? 
 
      
 
    I knew she was referring to my lack of sleep. Maylee had been the only person I had confided in about my sleep deprivation. I had sworn her to secrecy and a fiery death if she told another living soul. So far, she had kept her word but we both knew it was only a matter of time before the rest of the Crows figured it out. Glancing out my bedroom window, I spotted the familiar black crow perched on the crooked limb of a tree.  
 
    It was Thomas.  
 
      
 
    Me: Nope! But, on the bright side, I managed to watch the first two seasons of The Office on Netflix. 
 
    Maylee: That really isn’t something to brag about… 
 
    Me: Whatever. See you at school today.  
 
    Maylee: See ya! 
 
      
 
    I threw my phone onto my bed and looked out the window once more. A loud squawk startled me and had me rushing to the window in a flash. A white dew covered the morning grass and shined like sparkling diamonds as the rays of the morning sunlight kissed the ground.  
 
    Crow.  
 
    Perched on one of the bare tree branches outside my window, I locked eyes with a large, black crow. It’s glowing, yellow eyes called to me like a siren. I guess another thing that made me stand out among most teenagers was that I not only saw and fought Demonic shadows, but I was in love with a Crow Shifter. Ace and his family were Crow Shifters and he was my protector. Every night, a member of Crow Haven watched over me from outside my window. Well, when it was Ace’s turn, he stayed in my room.  
 
    Thomas flapped his long, black wing at me once before flying off for Crow Haven. Once the sun rose in the morning sky and the threat of evil shadows was gone, the Crows would leave.  
 
    Watching him fly, a bright glimmer catches my eyes as I spot my Toyota Scion sitting alone in the driveway. Covered in a layer of white frost, it looked so lonely and sad.  Such a shame really. I never drive the car and it just sits there all by itself. Wow, I really must be losing it now. I feel bad for a car.  
 
    But, it wasn’t because there was anything wrong with my vehicle that I didn’t take her out for a spin. No, it was because I desired a black Chevy Camaro driven by Ace. He was nothing shy of a Greek God in the form of a teenager. His black hair seemed to always lay perfectly on his head and his steady blue eyes sparkled every time I looked at him.  
 
    Our love story wasn’t one filled with fairy tale images, unless you refer to the Grimm's Brothers tales.  
 
    When I had first moved to Nicholasville, Kentucky, from Salem, Massachusetts, I had no idea what wonders waited for me here. I was going to be a new girl, in a town that held more memories and sentiment to my mother than I could have ever imagined, and I had hoped for nothing more than for the shadows that haunted me, to finally set me free.  
 
    But, as my luck always shows, nothing ever really worked out in my favor.  
 
    The shadow that plagued me followed me to this small, southern town. Then, I met Maylee and Ace-- the Crows. Shifters and Shielders. As it turned out, Ace was my protector. I wish I could say our relationship started out as a fairytale, but that would be a lie. In fact, we couldn’t stand one another when we first met. However, all of that changed once we learned that there was a deep connection we shared. They opened my eyes to a paranormal world like I had never experienced before. Growing up as Sadie Sanders-Bufford’s daughter, I had my fair share of run-ins with ghosts and other supernatural beings. But, meeting Crow shifters and learning that the Demonic shadows of the world wanted me gone, was truly life-changing.  
 
    So, with the help of Ace, Maylee and the rest of the Crow Haven, I managed to escape the Demons and shadows and find a way to keep myself safe forever-- my great Aunt Morgan’s necklace.  
 
    I ran my fingers over the cool stone of the necklace as it lay safely around my neck. Ever since the night I found the magical gem hidden in a tree on the farm, I had refused to take it off. It was my safety net and what kept the dark shadows and Demons at bay.  
 
    However, though, I almost wished for the shadows to haunt me again, if it meant they would do so in my sleep.  
 
    Turning from my window, I exhaled a deep breath as I looked at myself in the mirror. Deep, dark circles exposed my exhaustion and I knew Ace would have questions once he saw me today. That is, if Thomas hadn’t already exposed me. He was a sneaky one.  
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    Bounding down my stairs, I made my way toward the kitchen. The rich aroma 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. I mustered a fake smile to disguise the dark circles still hanging under my eyes. I had settled on a black sweater and black jeans to try and wash out my complexion, but I had a feeling my mom would see right through my charade. Grabbing a coffee mug out of one of the boxes, I poured myself a cup while my mom watched me from the kitchen table. She had her laptop in front of her and she had been busy typing away when I entered the room. As a journalist for the local newspaper, she was always working on new stories to add.  
 
    Last month, I had helped her write a story about old myths and legends circulating around my new hometown. She had created a very interesting piece that had interviews from alumnus of West Jessamine High School and workers at Camp Nelson. Each time I thought about the article, I couldn't help but smile to myself.  
 
    “Are you ready for your last week of school before Winter Break?” mom asked, eyeing me carefully.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, after taking a sip of my coffee. The liquid gold coated my throat and started to warm my body.  
 
    “You look tired, were you up late?” she asked. I knew that suspicious look twinkling in her eyes. My mom could smell a lie from a mile away. Growing up, she had to hide her true identity as a mediator away from everyone she loved and cared about. My dad and Aunt Lucy were the only two people who knew who she truly was.  
 
    Realizing I had to tread carefully in how I chose my words, I decided to go with a half-truth. “Yeah, I was up really late. I started watching The Office and just couldn’t stop,” I admitted. That part was at least true.  
 
    “Did someone say The Office?” my dad asked, swooping into the kitchen behind me. He kissed me on the head before moving over and giving my mom a big, gross kiss.  
 
    “Yes, apparently your daughter was up all night watching the show,” mom scolded.  
 
    “Nice. What season are you on?” dad asked, completely oblivious to mom’s frustration.  
 
    I had to laugh at my dad. He was a kid at heart and I adored him more than he could ever know.  
 
    “That’s not the point, Noah. Lizzie has midterms coming up and she’s not sleeping. Maybe something else is going on?” she asked, skeptically.  
 
    They both turned to stare at me and I knew that I was being interrogated like a hard-core criminal.  
 
    “Relax,” I sighed, trying to play it cool. “Not everyone around here is constantly dealing with the dead,” I threw back.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, mom just glared at me while my dad looked confused and a bit scared. He hated it when mom and I argued.  
 
    “You had a dangerous run-in a few months ago. It would make sense if you suffered from lack of sleep,” mom stated, her words less harsh than before.  
 
    I relaxed a little at this. She was right; when the Demons came after me and tried to kill me, they had also turned all of the animals in Nicholasville into dangerous creatures. Someone even died. It had scarred me tremendously and maybe that did play some part in my insomnia, but I just didn’t think that was the only reason. I couldn’t explain it just yet, but I had a dangerous suspicion there was something else going on with me. But like always, only time would truly tell.  
 
    “I get it. I scared you all when everything went down with the Demons. But I have the necklace now. I’m ok, I swear. I guess my mind just needs to get back under control and then I will sleep. I promise to keep you all informed,” I said.  
 
    Suddenly, the loud roar of a familiar engine filled my kitchen. A smile crept over my lips.  
 
    Ace. 
 
    “Go. But I want to talk more about this tomorrow,” mom yelled, as I began running toward the front door.  
 
    Grabbing my backpack, I quickly rushed out the door just as Ace and Maylee skid into my driveway. I would never get used to seeing someone as magnificently perfect as Ace smiling back at me.  
 
    “Hey beautiful, need a ride?” Ace asked, cocking his eyebrows up. A silver ring pierced his eyebrow and it shined against the rays of morning sunlight that shone into the car window.  
 
    Loving Ace was like living on a never-ending rollercoaster. When we reached the peak, it was exhilarating and the long journey to get to the exciting parts was always nerve wracking, but it was thrilling, nonetheless.  
 
    “Ugh, you two make me sick,” Maylee said, pretending to gag as she climbed into the backseat.  
 
    Sitting down in the passenger seat, I smiled over at Ace. Leaning over, he placed a soft kiss to my lips and I swear, I forgot how to breathe.  
 
    Would this ever get old? I sure hoped not.  
 
    “Hey,” I greeted him, finally catching my breath.  
 
    Ace floored the gas pedal and we were off toward East Jessamine High School.  
 
    As we drove, I couldn’t help but notice how Ace kept glancing over at me. I tried to look out the window, but I could feel his heated stare on me. It reminded me of how our first drive went when I first moved here. Back then, we had a sort of love-hate relationship. Mostly hate though. He would scowl at me as we drove and I pretended like he didn’t affect every part of my being. Now, his angry, sultry glare made my stomach do flip-flops.  When we finally arrived at school, Ace took my hand as we began walking through the parking lot. Other students were arriving and getting ready for the day. As we moved through the crowds, everyone kept their distance, like always.  
 
    I hated how everyone feared Ace and his family.  
 
    As we reached the entrance of the school, Ace grabbed my hand and stopped me right in front of the jaguar statue.  
 
    “Hey, tonight, you are going to tell me why you haven’t slept in two weeks,” he said, winking and releasing my hand. We were greeted by the familiar, 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 saw my reflection in the glass and noticed that the dark circles under my eyes seemed to have gotten more prominent in the short drive to school.  
 
    Just great.  
 
    Ace strutted off toward his classes, leaving me standing behind him wondering what I was going to tell him. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Secrets Are Hard to Keep 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maylee found me at lunch and I was beyond stressed about what Ace had said to me earlier. It was all I had thought about during my morning classes.  
 
    When I looked at her, I finally noticed her elaborate outfit. Leave it to Maylee to look more like a fashion model set for the New York Fashion Week, rather than a teenager in a small town. With her black leather pants, silver sequin top, and silver studded heels, she was a sight to behold.  
 
    “Hey, you look like you just saw a ghost,” she chuckled, finding herself amusing.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I sat down at her table in the back of the cafeteria. “Very funny,” I said sarcastically. “Don’t you ever dress normal?” I lashed out.  
 
    Maylee let my insult sweep right over her. She never cared what other people thought of her and I secretly admire that about her. In fact, most people in this town talked about the Crows in hushed voices, never daring to really speak to them. The Crows were an elusive group and everyone had their own speculations about them. Maylee let them talk and looked glamorous while they did it.  
 
    “Really, Lizzie. What’s going on? You were fine before school,” she prompted.  
 
    Of course, Maylee would be able to tell when I was upset. Being my best friend and a Crow Shifter, she had an ability to sense when I was upset. This was something I was slowly catching up to.  
 
    Exhaling a deep breath, I fumbled with my phone. “Ace knows that I haven’t been sleeping. He said we have to talk about it tonight,” I stated.  
 
    Laughing, Maylee shook her head. “Man, you are in trouble,” she began. “Hey, no fair though. I should have known you weren’t sleeping first,” she pouted.  
 
    Leave it to Maylee to be more focused on the fact that she wasn’t the first to learn about my insomnia rather than the idea that her best friend was struggling. I still loved her, though. Through all her crazy and everything.  
 
    “How selfish of me,” I giggled.  
 
    Leaning over, Maylee forced me to look at her. “Lizzie, are you alright? Why aren’t you sleeping?” she asked.  
 
    Ever since the Demons had tried to kill me, I guess you could say that Maylee had become a bit overprotective of me. It was sweet, yet exhausting.  
 
    Sighing, I let my head fall onto the table. “I have no idea,” I mumbled.  
 
    I was beyond exhausted, but I still couldn’t sleep. It was awful and each time I closed my eyes, I prayed that sleep would take me away-- but it just never came.  
 
    “Look, Lizzie looks like the walking dead,” I heard Talia say from the next table.  
 
    Maylee let out a slight growl, but I didn’t bother looking up. Talia wasn’t my biggest fan. When I had first moved here, she had tried to befriend me. But, once she started talking badly about Maylee and the Crows, I had decided to steer clear of her. I guess, that put me on her bad side. Now, she just mocked me and acted like I was the new freak show in town. In truth, I really was, but she didn’t need to know that.  
 
    “Well, tonight when we go to Crow Haven, we are going to figure this out,” she stated. Her words sounded muffled as I kept my face hidden in my arms as I lay against the table. I wished more than anything that I could sleep. I would gladly lay here for hours.  
 
    The end of lunch arrived far too quickly. After Maylee and I said our goodbyes, I walked through the rest of the day like a zombie. I knew that after school I would have to face Ace and the rest of the Crows. But right now, I just had to figure out a way to make it through school.  
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    We arrived at Crow Haven not long after school had ended. It still mystified me how alluring Crow Haven could be. I had been here numerous times since first learning of its existence, but it still caused my heart to flutter every time I arrived. Passing 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 an open area came into view. My heart picked up its pace as the gravel crunched beneath the tires of Ace’s car as he turned onto a long driveway.  
 
    The trees lined the long, narrow driveway like guards protecting their fortress. The three-story brick home had been painted a dark, charcoal gray and the windows were outlined in a shiny black. While it was an old home, the dark touches also gave it a sleek, modern look, too. 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. 
 
    I had learned to find comfort here and it had become a second home to me.  
 
    As Ace parked his car, Collin departed from the front door.  
 
    Waving to us, he stopped and talked to Ace as he got out of the car.  
 
    “Hey, wish I could stay, but we have company coming over soon,” he stated, his eyes narrowing toward Ace and Maylee.  
 
    An unspoken conversation seemed to take place between them and I suddenly felt left out.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, fed up with not knowing what was happening.  
 
    Collin looked at me, but Ace growled and Collin snapped his mouth shut.  
 
    Alright, I was tired of this.  
 
    “Ace!” I scolded.  
 
    Sighing, he rubbed his jaw before beginning.  
 
    “My uncle is in town and is joining us here at Crow Haven later,” he began.  
 
    “Ok, why is that such a big deal?” I asked.  
 
    Collin smirked and Maylee gasped.  
 
    I had originally thought that Ace had brought me out to Crow Haven to reprimand me for not telling him about my insomnia. Now, though, it appeared, he may be the one getting into trouble.  
 
    Taking a step toward me, Ace went to grab my hand. I slapped it away, taking a step back.  
 
    “No way. You all need to tell me what is going on,” I demanded.  
 
    “Fine, I will tell her since you two are too chicken,” Maylee yelled out. Swirling to me, she said, “He is here for you, Lizzie. The Crow Haven Council wants to meet you.” 
 
    My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure why this freaked me out so much. I mean, I had Demons chasing me and shadows stalking me. Meeting with a council shouldn't terrify me, but for some reason, it did.  
 
    Turning to Ace, I noticed the nervous scowl over his chiseled face. “Lizzie, I was going to tell you…” he began, but I cut him off.  
 
    “Oh yeah? When? After you jumped all over me for not telling you about lack of sleep?” I asked, placing my hands on my hips.  
 
    I loved Ace, but he could be a real pain sometime.  
 
    Like, right now.  
 
    “After we talked, I was going to tell you, but Collin here had to open his big mouth,” Ace stated, lowering his gaze to Collin.  
 
    Collin held up his hands in defense. “Hey, don’t blame your little lover’s quarrel on me. Your boyfriend has known about his uncle coming for two weeks now!” Collin shouted.  
 
    “What?” Both Maylee and I said in unison.  
 
    Ace ran toward Collin, but Collin jumped in the air, shifting into his Crow form. Ace shouted in frustration as he fell back to the ground. “Not fair,” he shouted, as Collin flew away.  
 
    I laughed watching his anger, knowing that he had to face me now.  
 
    “So, Ace. Looks like we have a lot to talk about,” I said, smiling my evil smile at him.  
 
    Hanging his head low, Ace walked over to me slowly. It was time for some real honesty now.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Baby, It’s Cold Outside 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ace and I moved into the living room where a warm, glowing fire lit up the darkened space.  
 
    Ace sat down on the leather couch and I moved next to him. For the entirety of our relationship, it had been like Ace and the Crows were living in their own type of Neverland.  
 
    His parents had died years ago and their only adult guardian was away most of the time, so they all just sort of took care of one another. They gave off the illusion to the rest of the town that they had parental guidance at Crow Haven, but they didn’t. Somehow, they managed, though.  
 
    We sat in silence for a few moments, before Ace finally opened his mouth to speak.  
 
    “Lizzie, I am sorry I didn’t tell you that my uncle was in town. In my defense, he literally arrived after midnight. We had no clue he was even coming,” Ace stated, taking my hand in his.  
 
    The flickering glow of the red and orange embers lit up his face and the sight almost took my breath away.  
 
    It wasn’t fair for someone to be this gorgeous.  
 
    “Ace, I understand. But, you acted this morning like you were mad at me for not telling you that I hadn’t been sleeping,” I began.  
 
    Ace tensed next to me and I saw his sharp jaw clench. “I hate when you hide things from me,” he growled out.  
 
    Shaking my head, I sighed. “I wasn’t trying to be deceitful. I just know how you worry,” I admitted.  
 
    Ace’s eyes showed understanding, but I could still see the anger boiling behind them. “You have to tell me when things change, Lizzie. I feel like I almost lost you once. I just worry,” he stated.  
 
    I knew this was hard for Ace to admit and I tried to be as sympathetic as possible. I knew he worried about me and it was scary to know that the Demons almost took me once before. But now, I had the necklace and I was safe from them.  
 
    “Why aren’t you sleeping?” he asked.  
 
    “I wish I knew. I am so tired, but I just can’t find that peace,” I said, tears forming in my eyes.  
 
    I looked away, hating how emotional I was becoming.  
 
    Ace placed his hand under my chin and forced me to look at him. His eyes searched mine, like he was trying to reach into the depths of my soul.  
 
    Silly boy, didn’t he already know my heart and soul belonged to him? 
 
    “Lizzie, don’t look away. I am here to help you. I’m your protector,” he said, a smile gracing his perfect lips.  
 
    A feeling of love was unleashed inside of me. It was beyond insane how my love for him seemed to grow more and more each day.  
 
    “I know,” I said, nuzzling up against him.  
 
    As I watched the blazing fire, my body seemed to melt against Ace’s. He wrapped an arm around me and held me, comforting me in a way only Ace could.  
 
    We sat there for what felt like forever, but then suddenly, a strange tingling sensation seemed to splinter through my body.  
 
    My body froze and I couldn’t move. My eyes were wide open, but it was as though I was experiencing an out-o- body experience.  
 
    I tried to yell for Ace, but I couldn’t speak.  
 
    A deafening silence took over as a mystical feeling filled my body.  
 
    Was this another Demon? 
 
    Had the shadows found me once again? 
 
    My heart reverberated inside of my chest, threatening to leap out at any second. Fear engulfed me like a wildfire and tears stung my eyes, but they never fell.  
 
    It was as though my world had collided with another realm, and I couldn’t move to tell anyone about the experience.  
 
    Something was wrong, I knew it. 
 
    This didn’t feel like Demons or shadows--no. This was stronger. More magical.  
 
    Somewhere in the far distance, I swear I could hear Ace’s voice. He was calling to me, but I couldn’t respond. I felt like Alice in Wonderland and I wondered if I would ever find my way out of the rabbit hole.  
 
    Just as soon as the shadowy feeling took over, it was gone.  
 
    Gasping for air, I fell forward, my body lurching toward the empty air.  
 
    The haze that had covered my eyes now lifted and standing before me, I spotted all of the Crows. Their eyes were filled with worry and fear. But it was Ace who looked the most distraught.  
 
    “Lizzie, what happened?” Maylee cried, rushing to my side.  
 
    She clasped my hands in hers and kneeled in front of me.  
 
    Ace grabbed my face and stared at me like he was checking to see if I were real. “Lizzie, it was like you weren’t here anymore,” he said.  
 
    Shaking my head, the feeling was painful. “I don’t know what happened,” I whispered. Adrenaline was now pulsing through my veins. Before, I felt nothing like I had gone completely numb, but now, every feeling imaginable was taking over. “I couldn’t talk, or feel, or hear. Something is wrong,” I cried.  
 
    Thomas stood by the fire, rubbing his chin in deep thought. Clearing his throat, he glanced around the room before speaking. “I think we need to talk to my dad,” he informed, referring to Ace and Maylee’s uncle.  
 
    All eyes shot to him and I cringed, knowing that whatever he wanted his uncle for, wasn’t going to be something good.  
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    Ace sat with me as I shook uncontrollably. Thomas had gone to get their uncle and for some reason, I was growing anxious at the thought of meeting him. He seemed like this elusive character I had heard about, but never imagined to be real.  
 
    After a few minutes, Thomas and Nora arrived back in to the living room. I heard footsteps behind them and gulped down my fear.  
 
    Rounding the corner, a tall, thin man approached. He had the same dark hair as Ace, but his eyes were silver and reminded me of a crystal ball. He wore a black suit and looked more like a dapper businessman than a member of the Crow Haven Council.  
 
    “Hello, Lizzie,” he stated, his gruff voice resignating with me. “I’m Marshall. I have heard a lot about you.” 
 
    Ace held me protectively and I stiffened a bit. “Hi,” I replied.  
 
    Walking further into the room, he seemed larger than life as he towered over the rest of the group.  
 
    “Thomas and Nora just came and told me what happened to you, Lizzie,” he stated, standing in the center of the room and watching me carefully.  
 
    Tears pricked my eyes as I nodded. “Yes, I don’t know what it was, but it was like I was frozen,” I replied.  
 
    Rubbing his stubble filled jaw, Marshall glanced at Ace before turning to me again. “I have wanted to meet you for quite some time now. Your powers and necklace have really caught the attention of myself and the Crow Haven Council. More importantly, I see you have enamored my nephew and the rest of my family.” He glanced around the room as all eyes were on him like a spotlight. “Can I see the necklace?” 
 
    I simply nodded. I placed the necklace in my fingers, stretching it out from my neck. I didn’t dare take it off. I knew the power behind the necklace and gem and hadn’t taken it off since the night I had found it.  
 
    Smiling, Marshall took in the gem. “It is very beautiful. Never remove it,” he offered. Unsure of what to say, I just stood there. He took my silence as a chance to continue. “I think what you really want to know is what happened to you just a few moments ago,” he stated. 
 
    Marshall sauntered over to a large chair opposite of the couch and sat down. Thomas and Nora continued to stand and Ace gripped my hand. Maylee sat on the other side of me and I felt like I was about to hear some really, really bad news.  
 
    “I have returned to Crow Haven because the Council received news yesterday that a new threat has arrived in Nicholasville,” Marshall began.  
 
    Gasping, I couldn’t control my own fear. Ace tried to soothe me, but it was no use. First, the Demons, now more danger? 
 
    “What kind of threat?” Maylee asked, beating me to the question.  
 
    This time, it was Thomas who spoke up. “I have worried about this for years. This isn’t the first time since this kind of threat has plagued Nicholasville,” he stated. 
 
    Everyone was talking, but no one was really saying anything. Fed up, I lashed out.  
 
    “What threat? Will someone just please tell me what is going on?” I shouted.  
 
    Ace squeezed my hand and leaned in. “Calm down, Lizzie,” he whispered.  
 
    I ignored him as Maylee rubbed my back for support.  
 
    Marshall chuckled at my outburst. “I see why you like her, Ace,” he said, a glint of humor in his eyes.  
 
    I dismissed the comment and continued to stare daggers until he spoke again. Nodding, Marshall seemed to get the hint. “Alright. I know this is difficult, but the Council has received word that a Witch family has arrived in town. They heard about the protective necklace Lizzie now possesses, and have returned. We don’t know their true motives, but I can only assume it isn’t good. In fact, from what Thomas described happened to Lizzie moments ago, it sounds like a spell.” 
 
    Witches. 
 
    Spells. 
 
    Shaking my head, I tried to wrap my mind around what was happening. I had foolishly believed that once I found the gem, the Demons and shadows would leave me alone. Turns out, I had a new threat to worry about.  
 
    “Who are they?” Nora asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. We need everyone on high alert searching the town. Anyone new needs to be investigated. We need to identify the Witches and find out what they want from Lizzie,” Marshall explained.  
 
    “Why not just kill them? I don’t really want to sit back and find out what they want with my girlfriend,” Ace sneered.  
 
    My heart filled with warmth at Ace’s words.  
 
    Chuckling, Marshall shook his head, no. “Ace, we can’t kill everyone. How would that look? We have to follow protocol. We will all keep a close eye on Lizzie,” he stated.  
 
    “We have already been doing that. Romeo here, refuses to allow Lizzie out of our sight as it is,” Thomas stated, sarcastically.  
 
    Ace dropped my hand and jumped up, storming toward Thomas. “Hey, watch it,” he threatened.  
 
    This time, I found the ability to move and I raced after Ace. “Stop!” I yelled.  
 
    Ace turned to face me, his chest heaving with anger. “This isn’t a time for jokes,” he stated, glaring back at Thomas.  
 
    Thomas held up his hands in defense. “Look, I was just kidding. You know we all will help you protect Lizzie,” he said. And, he sounded sincere.  
 
    “Boys, just calm down. I am back so I will lead this investigation. If there is a threat in town, rest assured I will uncover who it is and we will destroy them,” Marshall promised.  
 
    As I stood there, glancing around the room at my new family, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit comforted. They would all risk their lives for me, just like they had before. I just hoped that we could uncover the Witches before anything else happened.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Secrets to Reveal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The drive back to my house was filled with tension.  
 
    Ace drove with one hand on the steering wheel and the other protectively holding mine.  
 
    As we drove, the shadows created by the silver moonlight against the harsh earth danced in my vision. A heavy, white fog was rolling in, kissing the road as we sliced through it. For a moment, I almost wished I was dealing with the Demonic shadows, rather than Witches who were after me.  
 
    “Hey, you need to stop worrying,” Ace bit out, quickly glancing at me.  
 
    I knew he was trying to be comforting, but the worrisome edge to his voice didn’t fool me. He was just as afraid as I was, but he was too stubborn to admit it.  
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I mumbled. Slumping further down into the leather seat, I wanted to just become invisible. “You don’t have some crazed Witch after you,” I finished.  
 
    “Maybe not, but you and I both know that we are a team. If something or someone is bothering you, then they are bothering me, too,” he stated confidently.  
 
    My heart filled with joy at his words. Even though we were talking about dark things, his love for me never failed.  
 
    Turning, I tried to soften my scowling features. “I know, and you are amazing for being so protective,” I gushed.  
 
    “It’s what boyfriends do, plus you know, the whole Crow protector thing, too,” he kidded.  
 
    A smirk betrayed me and I couldn’t help but giggle a little.  
 
    When we arrived at my house, all of the lights were on inside our restored farmhouse. I hesitated before climbing out of Ace’s Camaro. I knew I would have to face my parents and explain everything to them. Dread consumed me and I wanted to just run away.  
 
    Grabbing my hand, Ace helped me out of the car. It was as though he had read my thoughts and was preventing me from breaking away.  
 
    We climbed the porch stairs and entered my house together. The rich aroma of a warm cinnamon apple candle greeted us. My mom loved to burn candles, especially during the winter.  
 
    I could hear their voices echoing down the hall, so Ace and I moved toward the living room. The television was playing some network reality show, but neither one of my parents were paying it any attention.  
 
    My dad had his laptop open on his lap as he sat on the couch. His fingers were typing away as I was sure he was doing work. My mom lay curled up next to him with a book in her hands. Seeing them together like this made my heart swell. I loved my parents and the genuine love they had for one another. It was timeless.  
 
    I hoped Ace and I could be like that, too, one day.  
 
    Glancing up, my dad noticed us first. “Hey kids, what’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    Ace nudged my side and I glared at him before taking another step into the dimly lit room. They looked so comfortable, I hated to bother them right now.  
 
    I knew Ace could sense my trepidation and he cleared his throat, ratting me out.  
 
    “Lizzie has something she needs to tell you,” he blurted out.  
 
    Traitor.  
 
    My mom slowly put her book down and my dad stopped typing. They both looked nervous.  
 
    “What is it?” my mom asked, sitting up straight now.  
 
    Exhaling a heavy breath, I moved to sit on the edge of the couch next to them. Ace continued to stand.  
 
    “Well, I know you all have noticed that I have been tired lately,” I began. I was really running around the subject.  
 
    I know I promised my parents after the Demons attacked that I would be more honest, but it was just so hard telling them something I knew would only cause them worry and pain.  
 
    “Yes. And, you have been lying to us,” mom noted. 
 
    “Yes, well... The truth is, I haven’t been sleeping. Like, at all.” 
 
    “For how long?” my dad asked, his voice growing stern.  
 
    Ace shifted next to me. I knew he adored my dad, but he still hated when someone raised their voice at me.  
 
    “A few weeks. I don’t know why I can’t sleep. Then…” I trailed off, unsure of how to explain what happened at Crow Haven earlier.  
 
    Annoyed with how long it was taking me to spill the beans, Ace spoke up again. “Lizzie had an episode tonight while at Crow Haven. My uncle Marshall has arrived back in Nicholasville because the Crow Haven Council has been notified that a Witch has moved to town. We believe the Witch or Witches are after Lizzie,” he stated.  
 
    “Witches?” my dad asked.  
 
    “Episode? What happened?” my mom shrieked. Leave it to her to bypass the notion of Witches.  
 
    “My body froze and I couldn’t do anything. It was like something was pulling me underwater and I couldn’t escape,” I admitted.  
 
    My body shook from the memory.  
 
    This time, my mom jumped up. She began pacing the living room and I swear she was wearing a path in the rug that filled the space.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked, her hands dramatically flying all around.  
 
    I stood, too, now realizing the panic I had created. “Calm down, mom. The Crows are going to investigate,” I began.  
 
    Only, I knew my words were doing very little to calm my mom. My dad stared at us in disbelief, shaking his head as he tried to wrap his head around it all. You would think he would get used to the insane paranormal world; but still, some things shocked him.  
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to Lizzie,” Ace stated. He moved closer to me and placed his arm around my shoulder. Just being near him gave me comfort; but still, in the back of my mind, I knew that fear lurked.  
 
    “How did the Witch get to Lizzie? I don’t understand,” mom cried out, shaking her head. 
 
    Mom had her fair share of evil spirits and people, and she knew all too well that spirits and dark magic could haunt you at any time.  
 
    This time, I noticed Ace’s jaw flinch and anger flash through his eyes. “We don’t really know,” he stated. “It angers me that I don’t have an answer, but I will. I swear,” he promised.  
 
    My mom softened for a moment and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Ace, we know that when Lizzie is with you, she is safe. It just angers us as her parents that there isn’t much we can do. I can’t help but blame myself for all of this,” she said, her voice shaking as tears filled her eyes.  
 
    My dad stood and wrapped my mom in his embrace. “This isn’t your fault, Sadie. Neither you nor Lizzie can control this gift--curse--whatever you call it, that was given to you all. In my book, you are both brave,” dad stated, consoling my mom.  
 
    “It’s true. None of us asked for any of this. We can’t place blame. All we can do is work together and stop whatever is coming after Lizzie,” Ace boasted.  
 
    Looking around, I couldn’t help but feel both grateful and conflicted. I had so many people that loved and cared for me, but I also detested the idea that they had to deal with this, too. I know none of us asked to be thrown into the supernatural world. But, here we are. All I can do now is hope that we are all strong enough to deal with what comes our way next.  
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    We had no idea who the Witches are or even how they were able to jump into my mind. That night, I sat in my bed watching as the stars filled the night sky. A squawk outside my bedroom window alerted me that I wasn’t alone.  
 
    Ace sat on the chair at my desk and waved out the window.  
 
    “You know, Nora is out there. I will be fine,” I stated, offering Ace a chance to leave.  
 
    I really hoped he didn’t.  
 
    My parents had gone to bed hours ago and I hated that Ace was staying up late because of me.  
 
    He turned back to me and his face softened. “I already told you, Lizzie. I am not leaving your side. No one is getting to you.” 
 
    He looked tense and his eyes were ablaze with worry. I hated seeing him like this. “Ace, you don’t need to stress,” I tried to assure him.  
 
    Exhaling a deep breath, Ace turned to me and the distraught look on his face brought tears to my eyes. “What bothers me the most is that your necklace didn’t prevent the Witch or Witches from getting to you,” he sighed. “I mean, the whole point of that was to keep you safe. I have to figure out why it didn’t work.” 
 
    I threw off my blankets and padded over to Ace. Placing my arms around his neck, I fell into his embrace. Sighing, I nuzzled my head against his neck. “I know that you want to find the answers to this and I love you so much for it. But, I hate the idea of you being tired and stressed because of me,” I stated.  
 
    Ace held me out at arm's length and stared at me. “Don’t you get it, Lizzie? I would do anything for you. Losing sleep and dealing with a little bit of stress is nothing if it means that I can protect you. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway. I would be worrying all night about you,” he stated.  
 
    His voice was smooth like butter and filled my heart with so much love: I felt like it might burst right here in this moment.  
 
    “I really don’t deserve you,” I sighed.  
 
    “Sure you do,” he winked.  
 
    “Now, go lay down and let’s see if you can get some rest,” Ace offered. Taking my hand, he led me back to my bed. With more willpower than imaginable, he tucked me into my bed and then went back to his chair.  
 
    It was bad enough he was sneaking into my room at night. We both knew to keep our distance so we didn’t cross any lines.  
 
    I closed my eyes, but nothing happened. “You know this isn’t going to work. I just can’t sleep,” I pouted. Now that he had brought up the idea that my necklace hadn’t warded off whatever spell or trick the Witch had used, that kept me even more unsettled. I wouldn’t tell Ace, but that notion terrified me to my very core. If my necklace didn’t work, then I was in more danger than we thought.  
 
    A ping from Ace’s phone took his attention away and I took that opportunity to take my own phone out and check social media. Might as well since I can’t do anything else in the depths of night.  
 
    “So, Thomas and Nora want you to start your training again tomorrow,” Ace notified me.  
 
    Nodding, I didn’t bother to look up. “Sure.” 
 
    “You need to, Lizzie. We let you slack off these last couple of weeks because we thought you were safe. You need to train again.” I could feel his heated gaze on me and as I powered off my phone, I met his eyes.  
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    Satisfied, Ace pulled up Netflix on his phone and we spent the rest of the night watching FRIENDS reruns. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5  
 
    The Walking Dead 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Ace left before the sun came up.  
 
    As he escaped my room, I watched enviously as he and Nora flew off. A part of me wished I could just turn into a crow, too, and fly high into the blue sky.  
 
    After showering and dressing, I applied a pound of makeup to my face, trying to hide all signs of sleep deprivation.  
 
    Glancing in the mirror, I felt happy with my work. While my eyes were still red, I had managed to mask the dark purple lines that hung below my eyes. Hopefully, this did the trick and no one would notice.  
 
    Bounding down the stairs, I met my parents in the kitchen. My mom handed me a steaming cup of coffee as I breezed past her.  
 
    “Thanks!” I said, offering her a smile.  
 
    “You did a good job with your make-up today. You don’t look like a cast member from the Walking Dead,” she kidded.  
 
    “That’s who she reminded me of,” dad jumped in, chuckling at his own joke.  
 
    “Ha, ha,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes at their attempts at humor.  
 
    “We want you to be safe today. I don’t know how comfortable I feel with you leaving the house,” mom stated.  
 
    It bothered me that she was this freaked out over what happened and the news of a possible Witch in town. My mom dealt with ghosts and Demons all of the time. I shuddered just thinking of it.  
 
    “I’ll be fine, mom. Besides, I have Ace and the Crows at my side,” I assured her.  
 
    I hoped they believed my confidence, because I wasn’t so sure.  
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    By third period, I had managed to yawn about a million times. Listening to my math teacher drone on about word problems, I swear I thought I had found my answer to my insomnia. Staring off into space, I was daydreaming about Ace and me out by the pond behind my house, when the door to the class opened.  
 
    One of our guidance counselors, Mrs. Tate, walked in with a girl I didn’t recognize at her side.  
 
    “I am so sorry to interrupt class, but we have a new student and I thought I would show her to your class since it was on my way,” Mrs. Tate said.  
 
    The girl stood nervously in the doorway, glancing around at all of the familiar faced. A tingle of familiarity passed over me. I remembered being the new girl and how terrified I was of my first day of school at East Jessamine High School. Thankfully, Maylee had taken me under her wing--no pun intended and made me feel welcome.  
 
    As her eyes roamed the room, I smiled when she looked my way. Her blue eyes looked like the color of the ocean. Dark, with a hint of shine.  
 
    She was tall and had long, blonde hair that I instantly envied. She wore jeans with ripped holes at the knees and a black lace top.  
 
    Smiling, she seemed to thank me for my warm, silent greeting.  
 
    After she was introduced, I learned her name was Cassandra. She was given a seat in the back of the class and once she was in her spot, class went on as usual. I noticed how some of my peers stole glances her way and I knew it was only a matter of time before everyone crowded her, dying to get to know the new girl.  
 
    As I sat facing the front of the room, I began to not feel well.  
 
    A warm sensation began to burn at the back of my neck. White hot pain surged through me and it took everything I had not to jump out of my seat and cry out from the pain. I had no idea what was causing the burning, but it was almost too much to handle. I slapped my hand at the back of my neck and instantly regretted the decision. Pulling my hand away, I felt like I had touched fire.  
 
    Placing my hands in front of me, they were red as cherries and already I had a white blister growing on my palm.  
 
    “What in the world,” I whispered to myself.  
 
    No one seemed to notice that I was burning alive in my seat and I was grateful. There was no explanation and that terrified me.  
 
    Suddenly, the dismissal bell rang and just as quickly as the pain began, it was gone. Getting up, I rushed out into the hall, crashing into a brick wall.  
 
    Looking up, I met Ace’s eyes and without warning, I burst out in tears.  
 
    “Lizzie, what’s wrong?” Ace asked, grabbing me by the arm.  
 
    I glanced around and hated how people were looking at me like I had lost my mind.  
 
    Well, in some aspects, I had.  
 
    “I don’t know. I was just sitting in class and all of a sudden, my neck began to burn. Then, I touched it and look,” I said, holding out my red and blistered hands to show him.  
 
    Ace’s eyes grew wide and he stared in disbelief. Grabbing my hands, he felt the blisters and I winced in pain.  
 
    “Lizzie, your hands are burning hot,” he spoke, almost like he didn’t believe it himself.  
 
    “I know,” I cried. 
 
    “Did anything happen out of the ordinary?” he asked.  
 
    “No. This new girl came and then…” I didn’t get a chance to finish, because Ace cut me off.  
 
    “New girl?” he asked, his voice rising.  
 
    “Yeah, Lily I think was her name. But…” Again, Ace cut me off.  
 
    “Lizzie, you know what this means?” he asked.  
 
    I was so tired and could barely think straight. I had no idea how I managed to make it to class each day, now was not the time for riddles or questions.  
 
    “Ace, I can barely think straight right now. Just spill it,” I demanded.  
 
    Ace pulled us over to the stairwell and after glancing around, pulled us underneath the stairs where no one could see or hear us. “A new girl shows up in your class and you just magically start feeling pain? A new girl arrives after we learned from Uncle Marshall that Witches have arrived in town. After your event the other night…” he trailed off, staring at me.  
 
    Like a strike of lightning crashing down on me, everything suddenly made sense.  
 
    “Casandra, the new girl. Do you think she could be the Witch?” I asked.  
 
    It was funny, really. When people typically thought of Witches, they imagined black hats, pointy noses, and brooms. But this was different. In my world. Monsters looked more human than most people did. Casandra looked like none of those things. She resembled more of a Cinderella type than the villain. But beauty didn’t always mean nice.  
 
    How had I not pieced this together before?  It was clear as day. Oh yeah, I was so tired my mind had stopped working.  
 
    “We have got to get you some sleep,” Ace growled out, shaking his head. “You are no good to any of us if you can’t think straight. You won’t have the energy needed to train or fight off magic. But, yes, Lizzie. I can’t be certain, but it sounds like the new girl could possibly be the Witch. We need to get to Crow Haven and tell Uncle Marshall and the rest,” he ordered.  
 
    “You mean, skip school? Ace, I don’t skip school,” I began to argue.  
 
    Ace didn’t bother to listen. He already had his mind made up. “Really, Lizzie. You have a Witch trying to destroy you and you are worried about skipping classes?” he asked in disbelief.  
 
    “Well, when you put it that way…” 
 
    In a flash, we were running out the back doors like Bonnie and Clyde on a crime spree. I hated to leave school in the middle of the day, but Ace was right; we had to tell everyone what had occurred before something worse happened.  
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    I wasn’t surprised to find Nora waiting for us when we arrived at Crow Haven.  
 
    “Let me see your necklace,” she stated, rushing toward me.  
 
    Pulling the chain from against my chest, she practically drug me over to her.  
 
    “Hey, be careful,” Ace warned. 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Nora didn’t bother to look at Ace. “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt your precious little girlfriend,” she seethed.  
 
    Then, looking at me said, “No offense.” 
 
    Huffing, I knew better than to ever try and argue with Nora. “None taken.” 
 
    She examined my necklace, pouting her lips, and mumbling to herself. I had no idea what she was doing, but she seemed to be on sort of a mission. 
 
    After a few minutes, she finally dropped the chain from her fingers and took a step back from me.  
 
    “Well…” Ace began, waving his hands around for Nora to say something.  
 
    Pursing her lips, she looked confused for a moment. Shaking her head she said, “It just doesn’t make any sense. I mean, this necklace kept you safe from Demons. The Witches must have cast a spell to prevent the necklace from protecting you.” 
 
    “What?” I shrieked.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Ace demanded.  
 
    “I have no idea. I could be wrong. We need to talk with everyone else. Thomas and Nora spent all day out gathering information. We will debrief later.” 
 
    Grabbing my hand, Ace began to pull me toward the house. “Come on, we are going to get inside. At least here, they can’t hurt you,” Ace stated grimly.  
 
    “I can’t stay here forever,” I shouted at his back.  
 
    Ace released my hand and turned on his heel to face me. “You will if that means you are safe. I will just explain it to your parents…” he trailed off.  
 
    My dark expression must have told him that I thought his idea was insane.  
 
    His face softening, he took a breath and sat down on the front steps of the porch. I sat next to him and felt the cold concrete steps through my jeans. A shiver raced through me.  
 
    “Lizzie, when it was Demons, we could keep you safe here. Then, you found the necklace and I thought everything was going to be ok. I hate that you are always in danger.” 
 
    Laying my head against his shoulder, I waited a moment before I began. “Ace, you know that I have never been truly safe. When I met you, though, I finally felt like I could be safe. We will figure this all out. You just need to be strong,” I reminded him.  
 
    It was strange that I was consoling him this time. Even though I was scared, I needed to be strong for Ace.  
 
    Spinning my necklace between my fingers, I watched as a few snowflakes began to fall from the gray sky.  
 
    We sat there together, watching the snow fall all around us, creating a white blanket that would hopefully block out all of the negative that was swirling around us. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Masquerade Ball 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone wears a mask.  
 
    Trying to hide their imperfections and create an illusion like their world is fine-- everything is just fine. When in reality, nothing is ever fine.  
 
    For me, the mask I wear changes daily. I have to be a daughter, student, girlfriend, friend, and perfectly fine. I am definitely not fine. However, I am afraid to take off my mask and let the world around me know just how incredibly exhausted and terrified I really am… 
 
     “Here, this should warm you up,” Ace offered, handing me a steaming cup of hot chocolate.  
 
    After we froze out on his front stoop, we quickly came to our senses and rushed inside. Ace went to the kitchen while I nestled up next to the warm fire. I loved how there was always a fire glowing in this fireplace. It gave the house such a magical feel to it.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking the warm mug in my hands. The rich aroma of chocolate filled me and I smiled as I took a sip.  
 
    Ace sat down on the floor next to me as we allowed the fire to thaw us.  
 
    Just then, the front door flew open and Marshall walks in. I don’t know how he does it, but it seems like he is gliding on air as he walks.  
 
    Ace instantly stands and I slowly follow suit.  
 
    Marshall glances our way as he passes the living room. Ace doesn’t hesitate as he rushes out of the room to follow his uncle down the long, dark hallway.  
 
    “Uncle Marshall, we need to talk to you,” Ace says to his back.  
 
    Marshall turns, as he stops in front of a closed door. “Yes, well what is it?” he asked, seeming to not have time for us.  
 
    “We are sure the Witches are here,” Ace stated, very matter-of-fact.  
 
    “You are?” Marshall said, as he turned the knob and opened the door. I walked down the hall and peaked inside the room. It was clearly an office with dark, built-in bookshelves, a large, wooden desk in the center of the room, and a leather chair fit for a king, nestled in front of the desk.  
 
    “Yes, Lizzie was attacked again today. This time, it was in class,” Ace stated. 
 
    Marshall paused as he moved closer to the desk. He placed a briefcase down that I hadn’t noticed him carrying until now. Rubbing his chin, he seemed to consider Ace’s words for a moment.  
 
    “Did anyone witness this attack?” he asked, his eyes moving past Ace and onto me.  
 
    I stepped into the doorway as Ace stood towering over me.  
 
    “No, but I have proof,” I said, holding out my now red and blistered hands for him to see. The pain wasn’t so bad anymore, but the memory hurt.  
 
    Marshall moved over to me and took my hands in his. Inspecting the damage, he turned my hands over and over again. Finally, his eyes rested on my necklace.  
 
    “It just doesn’t make sense. That necklace is supposed to protect you.” He thought for a moment then added, “Did they burn your hands?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I turned and lifted my hair so that they could see my neck. I heard Ace gasp and Marshall take in a breath. “It was like the Witch had thrown fire on my neck, only no one else knew what was going on. If I didn’t have burnt hands and this redness on my neck, I would swear I had dreamed all of it. I haven’t been sleeping and everything just seems so messed up,” I admitted, shaking my head.  
 
    Ace wrapped his arms around me protectively as Marshall let my hair fall back down.  
 
    “The Witches must have a spell that allows them to tap into your mind. However, it just doesn’t make sence with the necklace. There is something we are missing,” Marshall noted.  
 
    “Yeah, we are missing a dead Witch. I say we knock down every door until we find who it is,” Ace declared.  
 
    “Not possible. Besides, if it happened in school, then it is a student. Which means, we are dealing with a family of Witches., posing one as a student. We have to have viable proof that we know exactly who the Witch is before we act.” 
 
    “You mean, my blistered hands and red neck aren’t enough?” I cried, throwing my hands up in the air dramatically.  
 
    “Unfortunately, no. If we are going to take this to the Crow Haven Council, we have to have visible proof.” 
 
    “I’m not waiting for anything else to happen to Lizzie. I say we go confront her,” Ace shouted.  
 
    “No, we play this coolly,” Nora interjected, stepping into the room. I hadn’t even heard her arrive. She must have flown in while I was having my outburst.  “Play fire with fire. Lizzie, be nice to her. You know that saying, keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Well, make this new girl your best friend,” Nora stated.  
 
    I hated that she was right, but did I really want to jump into the devils den? How could I pretend to be Casandra’s friend, knowing she was trying to destroy me? 
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled out.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Ace shouted, glaring daggers at me.  
 
    “They are right, Ace,” I argued. “We might know who the Witch is, but we can’t do anything rash or we could expose you all or worse-- get everyone killed. If they are after me, then let’s play our own game with them,” I stated defiantly.  
 
    I knew what I was agreeing to was insane, but I had done crazier things before-- like fight off Demons and wild animals.  
 
    Ace didn’t have to like this plan, but I could see it on his face that he knew we didn’t have a choice.  
 
    “I don’t like this,” he shouted, before angrily stomping out of the room, shouldering past Nora.  
 
    “Hey,” I called after him, but Nora grabbed my arm and stopped me.  
 
    “Let him go, Lizzie. Ace loves you and this is killing him. He just needs time to cool down,” she offered.  
 
    Leaning against the door, I released a heavy breath. Marshall had sympathy in his eyes as he faced me. “Lizzie, I know that our world is dangerous and you are very brave to willingly put yourself in danger. Ace has changed since meeting you. Before, he was wild and reckless. Without a care in the world, he would have taken off and killed everyone he could find to get rid of dangers. Now, he has you and I see a calmer side of him. He is more rational. Don’t get me wrong, his stubbornness still shows, but he is doing the right thing-- Because of you.” 
 
    That idea truly warmed my heart, but I still hated that Ace was hurting because of me.  
 
    Later that evening, after Ace had helped me bandage my hands, I went home and lay in bed.  
 
    I had dealt with my fair share of dangerous, supernatural creatures, but something about this just felt different. This girl was hiding in plain sight. She didn’t try to hide beneath the shadows like others had done before.  
 
    It worried me that we needed more proof before anyone could go to the Crow Haven Council. I would just have to put myself out there and hope that I survived whatever came next.  
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    The next day at school, I felt more like a walking corpse than ever before.  
 
    I searched the halls for the new girl, Casandra, and was shocked to see that she had quickly made friends. Part of me was jealous as not that many had been so quick to accept me when I was the new girl. However, I also didn’t possess magic, so there’s that.  
 
    “Hey, why didn’t you wait around at Crow Haven last night?” Maylee asked, coming up next to me in the hall. 
 
    I managed a smile as I turned to look at her. “Sorry, everything got a little crazy last night. Ace was pretty upset and I just wanted to go home. Besides, I have to start training again, so I needed a break,” I admitted.  
 
    Maylee nodded and then her eyes followed where mine were locked on Casandra. Leaning in closer, Maylee whispered, “Uncle Marshall told me about your plan with Casandra.” 
 
    Lowering my voice, I never took my eyes away from Casandra. “Yes, it’s not ideal, but we don’t really have a choice.” I shrugged.  
 
    We walked to the library for our English class. We were supposed to be doing research on how Shakespeare's plays influenced modern day writers, but my mind just wasn’t into it. I had always loved English and reading was one of my favorite past times; but lately, I was just too exhausted to enjoy it.  
 
    We found a pair of comfortable chairs and sat down. Maylee pulled out her expensive laptop and I closed my eyes for a moment. I could hear other students whispering as they talked about the assignment or their weekend plans. All I wanted to do was to just drift off into nothingness.  
 
    “You know, we could use this time to research Casandra,” Maylee added, as she began typing on her computer.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, opening my eyes and staring mindlessly at the rows and rows of books.  
 
    “We could find her on social media. Or, see if she has a criminal background,” Maylee suggested.  
 
    I giggled a bit at this. “What, are you a detective now?” I mused.  
 
    Scoffing, Maylee typed furiously away. “Laugh now. At least I am trying to help.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I scooted closer to Maylee and saw her typing Casandra’s name into several social media sites. Each time, nothing appeared. “That’s strange,” Maylee sighed.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    It was no secret that I wasn’t as into social media as someone my age should be. Don’t get me wrong, I had all of the social media platforms, but I didn’t post ridiculous selfies daily like most girls did.  
 
    “I can’t seem to find anything about Casandra. She has accounts, but everything begins when she moved here,” Maylee informed me.  
 
    I sat up a bit straighter at this. “Surely, other people would find it odd that a beautiful, new girl didn’t have any social media history,” I added.  
 
    Maylee nodded as she began to type Casandra’s name into Google. Nothing came up about Casandra or her family.  
 
    “We need to tell everyone at Crow Haven about this. This family didn’t just appear out of thin air, or did they?” Maylee asked, her eyes glowing with intrigue.  
 
    Suddenly, Casandra appeared in front of us and Maylee quickly shut her laptop.  
 
    Yep, that wasn’t suspicious at all.  
 
    “Hey, I’m Casandra,” she stated, like we didn’t already know who she was.  
 
    “Hey,” Maylee and I said in unison.  
 
    “So, I don’t have anyone to work with so our teacher told me to see if you all would work with me,” she stated.  
 
    Her eyes sparkled like glitter and something told me that was more like magic than just a happy twinkle in her eye.  
 
    Maylee and I looked at one another. We couldn’t be rude and tell her no. The only option was to agree to work with her. Besides, this was part of the plan, right? Befriend Casandra and find out why she is really here. Hopefully, our plan works.  
 
    “Sure we would love to work with you,” I said, smiling back.  
 
    Casandra looked pleased as she pulled up a chair beside us. When her eyes landed on my necklace, I saw a look of confusion pass her features.  Now, let the games begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Sudden Attack 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday morning came at the perfect time.  
 
    After my week at school, I needed a day for myself. I knew that later this evening, I had to go to Crow Haven to begin my training sessions again. For now, I was going to just enjoy my time alone. My parents had gone to Lexington to do some Christmas shopping. My dad had put up our decorations yesterday while I was at school, and I was excited to see the glowing lights hanging from our porch last night.  
 
    Dressing warm, I decided to go for a run. Even though it was super cold outside, I just needed to run. It was therapeutic for me. My body was still craving rest, but my mind was racing at drastic speeds.  
 
    Stepping outside, a freezing gust of wind almost took my breath away. Stretching, I mentally prepared myself for the run. Leaving my phone behind, I just wanted to disconnect from the world and be alone for this time.  
 
    Moving forward, I began jogging down the one lane country road. With each breath I took, I saw a puff of white smoke blow out around me. The morning frost still blanketed the world around me in a magical, white dust. It was beautiful and calming.  
 
    The pounding of my feet against the pavement was the only sound I heard and it was so nice to just have quietness filling me.  
 
    As I turned the bend and ran toward the small bridge over the creek, I heard something that caught my attention. Turning my head, I looked to see if a car was heading my way, but I was all alone.  
 
    I turned at the bridge and began making my way back down Chrisman Mill toward my house. Suddenly, a loud, high pitched shriek caused me to stop dead in my tracks.  
 
    With my heart pounding, I looked around, but still saw nothing. Maybe it had been a wild animal on the hunt. We were in the country and animals made strange noises at times.  
 
    An eerie sensation of foreboding filled me and I knew I needed to get back home. Something wasn’t right.  
 
    As I began to run at a sprint, a dark shadow began to loom over top of me.  
 
    No, no, I chanted in my head. The shadow grew in size as it formed into what looked like a woman. As I ran, so did the shadow, chasing me with rapid movements.  
 
    “Lizzie,” the shadow called out to me.  
 
    The voice was cruel and filled with malice. It caused my body to freeze in place and I stopped running. A purple light emanated from my necklace and the gem burned against my skin. Agony filled me as I struggled to comprehend what all of this meant. As my eyes glanced around, shadows jumped at me from all angles like I was in some twisted circus fun house. Only, these weren’t illusions-- this was reality.  
 
    “Who are you?” I cried out, my own voice sounding far away.  
 
    The shadow lurked over me, blocking out all sights and sounds. It was like it was capturing me and placing me in a cage. I could feel the claustrophobia setting in.  
 
    “Lizzie, we know what you are,” the voice echoed all around me.  
 
    The sound was too loud and caused pain to radiate all through me. Crumbling down onto the frozen road, I fell to my knees and covered my ears with my hands. I desperately tried to block out all sounds, but it was no use.  
 
    “Lizzie, you just can’t run from us. We will get you. We will take what we desire,” the voice screamed out at me.  
 
    The sharpness of the tone was almost too much to handle. Shaking my head, I screamed out. “Please, just tell me what you want,” I pleaded.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I lay on the ground, my body aching as though fire were coursing through my veins. It was such an odd sensation. On the outside, I was freezing, but on the inside, I felt like I would burn up.  
 
    A gasp echoed around me and then the sound of flapping caused a light wind to blow my hair all around my face. I refused to open my eyes. I didn’t dare see what tricks this shadow had in store for me.  
 
    “Lizzie, it’s me,” a familiar voice said nervously.  
 
    Ace.  
 
    Slowly opening my eyes, I saw Ace’s face. Empathetic eyes stared back at me, only intensifying my pain. Tears sprang to my eyes at the sight of him. He had a look of anguish and anger as he stared down at me.  
 
    “Ace?” I questioned, almost not believing it was really him.  
 
    Scooping me up in his arms, Ace lifted me off the ground and my body suddenly felt whole again. “Lizzie, what happened?” he asked. 
 
    Holding on to him, Ace flapped his long, black wings and flew us toward my house. I never understood the connection we shared, but I was eternally grateful for it. He had saved me today. From what, I wasn’t entirely sure. But either way, he had reduced me when I needed it most.  
 
    When we landed at my house, Ace rushed me inside and we moved toward my living room. Lifting a blanket my mom kept draped over the back of the couch, he placed it around me. 
 
    “Lizzie, talk to me,” Ace commanded.  
 
    I snuggled inside the warm blanket and sat down on the couch. Ace sat down next to me and the weight of him caused the couch to dip a little. I hesitated a moment before speaking up.  
 
    “I just don’t understand. I was running and then I saw this shadow coming for me. Then, I heard these voices… They were painful to hear, like each sound was a piercing sting to my body.” 
 
    Sighing, Ace ran his hands over his face. When I looked at him, really looked at him, I noticed how tired he looked. It was clear that I wasn’t the only one suffering from lack of sleep. I knew Ace had been worried, but now it was physically evident.  
 
    “Lizzie, I know my Uncle wants us to do things his way, but I can’t sit around any longer while you are in danger. I need to find this Witch and take care of her,” he seethed.  
 
    His anger was uncontrollable and I noticed his legs were shaking under his wrath.  
 
    Placing my hand on his arm, I tried to console him. “Ace, it’s too dangerous. Sure, we think Casandra is the Witch, but without proof, we could hurt an innocent person.” 
 
    Even though I spoke the words, I didn’t believe them. Every part of my being told me Casandra was the Witch, but I had to find a way to calm Ace. I couldn’t let him get hurt because of me.  
 
    “Your uncle is watching them. We just need to get proof and then we can go after her,” I stated.  
 
    It terrified me that we only knew of Casandra. Surely, she had parents living with her . They were also coming after me, too, I was sure. What they wanted was still a mystery. Something told me it had to do with me being a Shadow Seeker and possibly, my necklace.  
 
    Reaching down, I held my necklace in my fingers. It was warm to the touch, which was odd.  
 
    I didn’t bring it up to Ace right now. Later, when we went to Crow Haven, I would share that knowledge with the rest. For now, I just wanted to sit here with Ace and try to calm both of our racing hearts.  
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    After my parents came home from their shopping, Ace went straight to telling them about what happened to me on my run.  
 
    As expected, they completely freaked out. After taking a warm shower and dressing in athletic clothes, Ace drove us out to Crow Haven for my training session.  
 
    When we arrived, everyone was on high alert. Nora and Maylee greeted me, both concerned about what had happened earlier in the day.  
 
    I hated that they were making such a fuss over it, but I expected nothing else.  
 
    Before we went down to the basement for our session, Marshall stopped us.  
 
    “Lizzie, I need to speak with you,” he said. 
 
    Ace took my hand in his protectively.  
 
    We followed Marshall to his office and Ace stood by the door as I sat down in one of his office chairs.  
 
    “As you know, I have been informed about what happened earlier. I have also let the Crow Haven Council know that the Witches are getting more dangerous. They are investigating this and so am I.” 
 
    I knew this was my chance to tell him about the necklace. “Something else has bothered me, too,” I began.  
 
    I saw Ace gulp loudly and knew he was listening intently. “After the attack earlier, my necklace felt very warm to the touch. It was strange,” I admitted.  
 
    Marshall shook his head knowingly. “That’s what I suspected. The council and I have spoken about this at great length. We believe your necklace is working, but the Witches powers are still able to get to you. If you didn’t have the necklace, they would have killed you by now,” he said.  
 
    An ominous mood filled the room.  
 
    Killed me? 
 
    “Why doesn’t the necklace stop them entirely?” Ace bellowed out.  
 
    He moved further into the room and stood behind me.  
 
    “The necklace is powerful and is meant to ward off evil beings. The Witches magic is different-- it is more dangerous. They are Shadow Hunters. They are Witches who hunt and kill Shadow Seekers like Lizzie.” 
 
    “Why?” I cried out.  
 
    I felt Ace grab onto the back of my chair and I feared he may break it into tiny pieces with his strong grip.  
 
    “Lizzie, your strength as a Shadow Seeker allows you to see and fight off dangerous spirits. Witches use dark magic in their spells. Without evil existing, they would lose all their power,” Marshall explained.  
 
    “So they want me dead. That is their goal,” I spoke aloud, though the words were really meant for me.  
 
    “It appears so. The Crow Haven Council will arrive soon. I have no earthly idea the exact date, but I assume it will be any day now. We need to have this matter taken care of,” he said, a dark undertone to his words.  
 
    I turned and looked at Ace. His eyes met mine and a brief moment of uncertainty was shared.  
 
    Standing, I put on a brave face. “Alright, well I guess I have some training to do.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Everything's Changing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One thing I had learned from my time with the Crows was that they strive for perfection.  
 
    Literally, they put their sweat, blood, and tears into everything they do; and unfortunately, they expect the same perfection from me.  
 
    Walking down to the basement, I was hit with familiar sights and sounds that made my stomach jump.  
 
    The basement at Crow Haven wasn’t your normal basement. No, theirs was equipped with state-of-the-art gym equipment and wrestling mats.  
 
    Not long ago, I had spent hours sweating and learning how to defend myself and now, I was right back where I had started.  
 
    “Come on, Lizzie. Everything will be fine,” Maylee said, slipping past me as she headed toward the treadmills.  
 
    Maylee was dressed in a sleek pair of gray leggings and matching crop-top. It always amazed me how chic she looked, even when working out.  
 
    A loud yawn escaped my mouth, but it didn’t deter any of us. We all knew sleep wasn’t an issue anymore with me.  
 
    Heading over to the mats, I watched as Thomas began to stretch. Ace stood near a far wall, with his foot propped up against one of the brick columns. He looked anxious for me to get started.  
 
    “Lizzie. Let’s see if you still have it,” Thomas taunted me.  
 
    “Give the girl a break,” Nora defended, taking us all by surprise. “She just fought off Demons and now has a Witch after her.” 
 
    Maylee jumped off her treadmill and walked over to Nora. Placing her hand on Nora’s forehead, Maylee pretended to check Nora’s temperature. “You feel alright?” she teased.  
 
    Nora swatted Maylee’s hand away and did a quick spin to move away from her.  
 
    It always shocked me how fast the Crows could move. Sometimes, I envied them.  
 
    Shaking his head, Ace pushed himself away from the column and walked over next to me. “As much as I hate to admit it, Maylee and Thomas are right. Lizzie needs to train again. We need to ensure that she can fight off whatever comes at her,” Ace growled out.  
 
    “I get it, but this is different,” I argued. “The Witches aren’t attacking me physically; they are trying to break me mentally.” 
 
    Everyone stood in silence, considering my words. They knew what I was saying was correct. This wasn’t about a physical fight. This was going to be so much different.  
 
    “Lizzie has a point. So, how do we fight off magic?” Thomas asked.  
 
    He raised his brows as he looked around at all of us. The thing that terrified me the most was that no one had an answer.  
 
    Without warning, I felt a shove from behind that caused me to stumble forward.  
 
    A loud, laughing echoed from Thomas who was now bouncing on his heels.  
 
    “What was that for?” I asked, righting myself.  
 
    “Witches aren’t going to play nice. They will come at you when you least expect it. So, we need to get you protecting yourself at all angles,” he argued.  
 
    Nora and Maylee just nodded as they half-smiled at me. It was clear we were all grasping at straws here and I needed to just go with the flow.  
 
    “Fine, what do I do next?” I asked, clearly not amused with his little trick.  
 
    “You need to be on high alert at all times. Your fists should be ready to fight off anything-- people, magic, things…” Thomas trailed off, as he listed a million things I needed to watch out for.  
 
    So, for the next hour, I sparred with Thomas as Maylee and Nora cheered me on and Ace watched from the sidelines.  
 
    By the time we were finished, I was sweating, sore, and exhausted.  
 
    Ace drove me home after and we mainly just talked about music and plans for next weekend. Neither one of us dared to talk about training or Witches or magic.  
 
    I hated how anxious Ace was and more than anything, I just wanted things to go back to normal. Well, as normal as our lives could be.  
 
    I spent Sunday relaxing with my parents, wrapping gifts, and watching Christmas movies with my parents.  
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    Monday morning came too soon.  
 
    Walking into school, Ace gave me a chaste kiss before sauntering down the hall toward his class. I watched him walk and almost laughed as girls in the hall tried not to look his way. I knew they all feared Ace, but even they couldn’t deny how unbelievably gorgeous he was.  
 
    A loud squealing sound caused me to jump and tear my eyes away from Ace. 
 
    Maylee stood staring at a poster on the wall, as a wide, goofy grin grew on her perfectly made-up face.  
 
    “Are you trying to give me a heart attack,” I sneered, as I turned to face her.  
 
    Maylee turned on her heel and pointed to the poster. “Look, the Winter Ball is coming up,” she announced with glee.  
 
    “So,” I stated, unsure why this was so exciting.  
 
    Our school was always having a dance or social event to attend. I didn’t see how this one was any different.  
 
    An exasperated sigh came from Maylee and I knew she was about to give me a lecture. “Lizzie, this isn’t just any dance. The Winter Ball is on New Year's Eve and they announce a winter king and queen. It is always amazing,” she gushed.  
 
    “So like prom?” I asked. 
 
    I knew I was getting on her nerves, but still, it was fun to mess with Maylee.  
 
    “No, not like prom. We are going,” she informed me.  
 
    I knew better than to argue. I was sure Maylee already had our dresses picked out and everything planned. 
 
    I hurried off to class as Maylee continued to talk about the upcoming dance.  
 
    Later, I found myself in gym class and was already dreading it.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I am very athletic and enjoy working out. But the training session on Saturday reminded me that my body was starting to shut down from lack of sleep. I was barely making it down the hallways at school. Doing anything active was going to kill me.  
 
    I sat down on the bleachers where we are required to sit and waited for our teacher to join us. Casandra walked in and sat a few seats down. Her blonde hair was swept up into a high ponytail and silver eyeshadow framed her blue eyes. When she turned and smiled at me, something in the air shifted. It was like I couldn’t breathe.  
 
    Our teacher arrived and suddenly, I could breathe again.  
 
    “Today we are going to play volleyball. I will divide the room and that will be our teams,” our teacher, a middle-aged woman who used to be a professional basketball player, announced.  
 
    She divided us and as it turned out, Casandra was on the opposite team.  
 
    We learned our positions and I just hoped no one would notice that I wasn’t giving it my all.  
 
    As the game began, I worked my way through the rotation, starting in the back so that I could rest for now.  
 
    When Casandra spiked the ball, it came straight toward me at rapid speed. I barely had time to jump out of the way before it spiraled past me.  
 
    Lily smiled as though it had been an accident. A few students on my team turned and glared at me for not trying to hit the ball, but I just stuck my tongue out at them.  
 
    When it was Casandra’s turn again, she held the ball high in the air and then jumped up as she spiked the ball again-- directly at me.  
 
    This time, I wasn’t as lucky as I was the first time. The ball hit me square in the face, knocking me to the ground. I landed on the hard, gymnasium floor with a thud. Pain shot through my body and all I saw was red.  
 
    I heard our gym teacher blow her whistle and everyone came rushing toward me to see if I were ok.  
 
    Angered and tired of Casandra’s games, I got to my feet, as my head spun from the impact.  
 
    “You did that on purpose,” I roared out, pointing my finger accusingly at Casandra.  
 
    “It was an accident. I am so sorry,” Casandra said, her tone dripping with a pleasant sarcasm. An orb of violet light passed through me as Casandra pointed my way, the flash coming from her fingertips. I knew that I was the only one that had seen the magic pass from Casandra. As a Shadow Seeker, I knew I was the only one who could see the evil that came from her. The illusion that she was a nice, sweet new girl was long gone.  
 
    Cringing, I knew I hated Casandra more than anything. I know that I am supposed to be playing nice with her, but this was just too much. She had deliberately tried to hurt me in plain sight.  
 
    “Maybe you weren’t paying attention,” one girl offered.  
 
    Shaking my head, I felt like a hammer was banging into the side of my head. “No, I watched as she aimed right for me,” I growled out.  
 
    Everyone watched on as Casandra and I stared one another down.  
 
    Casandra walked through the crowd that had surrounded us and everyone parted as she glided through them. Standing in front of me, Casandra looked straight into my eyes and I saw a spark of something light them up. I wondered if anyone saw that, too? 
 
    “Lizzie, I am truly sorry. Can you forgive me?” she asked.  
 
    From the way she watched me and the fake smile she gave for appearances, I knew she was trying to mess with my head again. Everyone hung on her every word, waiting for what either one of us would say.  
 
    “Sure, Casandra. You are right, it was just an accident,” I stated through clenched teeth.  
 
    My smile was fake and bright and everyone seemed to think the fight between us was over; but little did they know, our war was just beginning.  
 
    As I went to walk away from where we all were, Casandra grabbed my arm and through a fake smile said, “You look awfully tired, Lizzie. Maybe you should try and get some sleep.” 
 
    A gasp escaped my lips as I stared into her dark eyes. We stood there for a moment, having a stand-off.  
 
    “Yeah, just can’t seem to sleep lately. However, I think I am getting closer to finding out why,” I grumbled.  
 
    Casandra didn’t flinch as she released her hold on me and just smiled back.  
 
    Moving further away, I heard a voice in my head that wasn’t my own.  
 
    “Lizzie, I know that you know what I am,” it said.  
 
    Turning, I saw Casandra watching me, a knowing look on her face.  
 
    Game on. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Curve Ball 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You know that saying: when you make plans, God laughs? Well, I was feeling like the Heavens above were truly laughing at me now.  
 
    Nothing was going right for me. First, I had some teenage Witch after me and we still didn’t truly understand why. Next, my necklace wasn’t working to ward off their evilness, and now, I had just had a fight with Casandra and was now having to pretend to like her.  
 
    Everything was so wrong right now.  
 
    “Tell me everything that happened,” Maylee insisted, as we sat at our table during lunch.  
 
    She bit into her salad as I poked my fork around mine. I had lost my appetite and nothing seemed to appeal to me anymore.  
 
    Giving up on trying to pretend to eat, I threw my fork into my salad bowl and crossed my arms across my chest. “Casandra was intentionally trying to hit me with the volleyball. She literally knocked me on my butt,” I groaned, still feeling the pain from the fall earlier. “Then, I completely lost it on her and we started arguing in front of the entire class.” 
 
    Maylee was hanging on my every words as I spoke. My eyes kept focusing on her gold, glittery eyeshadow that seemed to attract my attention like a moth to a flame.  
 
    “Did she use magic?” Maylee whispered, as she leaned in closer to me.  
 
    The cafeteria was loud so I knew no one could hear us. But still, I appreciated her trying to conceal our conversation.  
 
    “I don’t think so. It would have been too dangerous for her to do it in front of everything. Still, though, she was clearly trying to get a rise out of me,” I ground out.  
 
    “But you said she told you that you looked tired, like she was taunting you,” Maylee continued.  
 
    Nodding, I sighed. “Yeah, she was totally messing with my head.” 
 
    My phone chimed in my pocket and as I pulled it out, I winced as I saw it was a text from Ace.  
 
      
 
    Ace: Heard about your fight in gym. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at Maylee and glared my eyes. “Did you tell Ace about what happened?” I asked. 
 
    Looking guilty as ever, Maylee just shrugged her shoulders. “What was I supposed to do? He needs to know.” 
 
    Sighing, I typed out a response.  
 
      
 
    Me: Okay, we can talk about it later?  
 
    Ace: Fine. I will come over this evening.  
 
      
 
    I turned off my phone and looked at Maylee again. “Who else did you tell and when did you have time? I just told you!” I almost yelled.  
 
    Waving her arms, Maylee just ignored my outburst. “Lizzie, you know I tell the entire Crow Haven family everything. Besides, you were a zombie walking here so I just sent out a group text to everyone,” she said, like this was all knowledge I should know.  
 
    We finished our lunch and went back to class. By the end of the day, I was so tired; I felt like my eyes may close as I walked to Ace’s car. Part of me prayed for that to happen.  
 
    “Are you ok?” Ace asked, as he opened my door for me.  
 
    “Yeah, I am just so tired of being tired,” I admitted, slumping down into the leather seat.  
 
    The coldness of the leather woke me, but it only worked for a minute.  
 
    Ace got into the car and cranked up the heat. We drove for a while, none of us speaking before Ace finally spoke up again.  
 
    “Lizzie, I really want you to try and sleep today. I think I have an answer to why you're not sleeping,” he began.  
 
    Maylee perked up at this. “Did you talk to Uncle Marshall?” she asked from the back seat.  
 
    “What are you all talking about?” I asked through a yawn.  
 
    Ace glanced at Maylee in the rearview mirror and they exchanged a look. I hated when they did that, like I was missing a part of a special conversation.  
 
    Ace revved the engine and waited before speaking. “Last night, we talked with Uncle Marshall. He said that as a Shadow Seeker, you have powers within you, but you have to know how to use them. I think that if you can find that power, you can fight off whatever the Witches have done to make you so tired and how they are getting into your head,” he finished.  
 
    “Ok, so what do we do?” I asked.  
 
    “We go to Crow Haven and get answers,” Ace stated, before turning his attention back to the road.  
 
    When we arrived at Crow Haven, we found Marshall sitting in his office like usual. It was odd that he even had an office, really. He was rarely home and when he was, I never actually saw him doing work.  
 
    “Uncle, we are here,” Ace announced, as we stepped into the office.  
 
    Marshall motioned for us to sit and we obliged.  
 
    He moved to his desk and pulled out a stack of papers spewing out of a manilla folder.  
 
    “The Crow Haven Council along with us have been looking into the Witches and we have uncovered some very interesting information.” As Marshall began to speak, Ace and I leaned forward, hanging on his every word. 
 
    “Years ago, this very town was filled with supernatural forces: Demons, ghosts, Witches, and the like. Once your Aunt Morgan and others like her took over Nicholasville, many of the spirits left, not wanting to have to share their world. However, the Witches put up a much bigger fight. For years, people in this town have recalled events about a group of three Witches who terrorized the town in the early eighteen hundreds and then again over the course of recent years.” Marshall paused for a moment as he pulled out a small book.  
 
    Ace and I nodded, remembering back to the story we had once found about the three Witches.  
 
    “Well, once the three Witches were banished, a new family arrived. Legend has it that the mother and daughter who ventured into town, were descendants or relatives of the three sisters. Anyway, here is a story that was sent to me about them.” He handed us the book and Ace and I exchanged glances before diving into the text.  
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    Witching Hour 
 
    Through the dense fog that surrounded the small, southern town of Widow’s Peak, I had found a home. When my mother and I had decided to move here, it wasn’t because of the small town or the safe community. No, we moved here to escape another town, where questions began to rise about our existence.  
 
    You see, born a Witch, I had to keep my true identity a secret. In my world, I wasn’t allowed to have any friends,  outside of my mom that is. We both feared, if anyone else found out who we were or what we were capable of doing, we would be burned at the stake, or whatever it is that people do to Witches now. I had heard the stories of the Salem Witch Trials, passed down to me from my mother and grandparents. In our modern world, we just didn’t discuss our supernatural differences.  
 
    My father, was not as simple and quiet as my mother and I. Years ago, he had become brave and shared our story with local people in the small, Virginia town where we had currently run to. Instead of following my mother’s orders, he had become lost in the belief that others might understand us. Accept us. But, he was wrong. Dead wrong.  
 
    When he was led to the gallows and persecuted for Witchcraft, my mother and I made a pact that we would forever hold our secret among the two of us. 
 
    The cries and pleads for our deaths still ring through my mind today.  
 
    “Hang the Witches” a man had shouted from within the crowd.  
 
     For as long as we roamed this Earth, we would keep our secrets close, and move from town to town--fearing we, too, would be next to hang at the gallows. I am left to stand alone.   
 
    Now, as I start another year at another new school, I dread being alone-- again. It is difficult to watch others walk around with friends, while I have to watch alone from a distance. I want happiness, too, but my happiness may just come at a price I am not willing to pay.  
 
    I had been warned not to fall for the traps of my peers. To not get caught up in their world of fun and parties. For all of that could lead me to my own self-destruction, just like it had my father.  
 
    I should have listened to my mother. I should have learned from my father’s mistakes all those years ago. But, I have a mind of my own and, good or bad I do what I want.  
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    Now, as I sit in the middle of Hailey Sawyers living room, I can’t help but like the smirk growing on my face. While my secret has always been mine to keep and one in which has always been associated with danger and death; I now find it wildly attractive and exciting.  
 
    All of these teens surrounding me, who are laughing and dancing while drinking their exotic cocktails, have no idea that sitting in the middle of their fun is a Witch. A girl who could pause time and stop their happy world at any moment. A girl who could burn them all alive with just one blink of my golden eyes. And, a girl who might just be more like them than she ever could have imagined.  
 
    “Hey, I think this is the first time I have ever seen you smile,” Mark comments. As he sits next to me on the large, black leather sofa stationed in the middle of the elegant living room, I can’t help but notice his smile. This house really is massive. I had seen nice houses before, many in fact. But few had been this enormous in size and luxury.  
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I held back another devilish grin. “Well, I am not really the smiling type,” I replied.  
 
    Shaking his head, a smile crept across his lush lips. “Well, maybe we should change that,” he added, as he scooted closer to me on the couch.  
 
    Any other teenage girl would have gladly allowed a hot guy like Mark to creep up next to her and try to make a move, but not me. As much as I wanted to pretend, I was like them, I really wasn’t. I would allow myself this one night of fun, but that was all it could be. I couldn’t get caught up in love, or other emotions that came with getting close to others.  
 
    “No, I am not interested in you,” I snapped back. My tone and demeanor changing from sweet to venom-like.  
 
    “Oh, well… I just thought…” Mark stammered, as he moved himself an inch away from me.  
 
    His brown, curly hair was bouncing on his head as he shook with nervousness. Normally, this would excite me, but tonight it only made me sad. I shouldn’t hurt him, he really is a nice guy.  
 
    “Maybe you should just go and leave me alone,” I growled, as I heard the venom lacing my voice reach his heart.  
 
    The pained expression told me I had hurt him. Maybe he had some silly crush on me? Maybe he just wanted to be friends? Either way, I couldn’t allow anyone else into my world of darkness.  
 
    A strange pang of sadness and something else washed through me. I didn’t like this range of emotions I was experiencing. I had to stop it now.  
 
    “Hey, you ok?” a guy’s voice broke through my own thoughts.  
 
    “What?” I asked, as I turned to see who had just interrupted my inner turmoil.  
 
    Standing in front of me was a young guy with golden blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. He was the poster boy for good looks and popularity, and I instantly hated him.  
 
    “ I’m Adam. Are you ok? I said, are you ok? You look upset or distant. Maybe you should try this and loosen up,” he suggested, as he held a red cup full of some type of alcohol in front of me.  
 
    “No thanks, I don’t drink,” I replied, pushing the red solo cup away.  
 
    “Oh, this isn’t anything strong. It’s just fruit punch.” He shoved the drink back at me, smiling a large, wide grin that revealed a set of porcelain white teeth.  
 
    I took a sip and my tongue did back flips in my mouth. It was the most delicious beverage I had ever introduced to my senses. A wide array of fruits burst into my pallet. I could taste pomegranate, cherry, strawberry, and peach. These were all ingredients I had used in potions and other spells my mother had taught me through the years.  
 
    Walking over to the couch, Hailey spotted me. Since I had arrived in Widow’s Peak, she had been the only person who didn’t seem afraid of me, or look at me like I was some type of freak in my all-black wardrobe. Funny thing is, she should have been afraid. They all should be afraid.  
 
    Sitting down next to me, Hailey poked me under my rib cage. “Don’t worry, Hailey. You heard him, it’s not anything dangerous.” Little did I know, that my definition of dangerous was much different than Adam’s.  
 
    After two hours of deafening music and three cups of Adam’s fruit punch, my head began to swirl. Hailey had left me alone in the kitchen to go sit on a couch in a study. She had locked herself in the quiet room, and refused to join me until I told her that I wanted to go home. Being my only so-called friend, she had dragged me here to this party, but it just wasn't my scene. Now, I understood why.  I felt my stomach ache as the drink slowly took hold of my insides. I felt perspiration dripping from my forehead and my body felt like an active volcano. I tried to walk into the other room, to find Hailey, but my balance was unstable. The world around me began to spin and everything was fuzzy. This was a feeling I had never experienced before. I felt out of control, like my body and my mind were fighting and neither were winning. I reached out for the wall that looked much closer than my blurred vision had shown me. If I could just grab hold of the wall and balance myself, I could make it to Hailey. My hands reached out and I felt secure that I was close enough to the wall. I allowed my body to lean over, but my inaccuracy proved to be hideously wrong. My body began to tumble forward, knocking the drink out of my hand. The punch splashed on the floor and all over my jeans. I fell against the wall, smacking my head into the floorboards. My hand felt wet and sticky, as I reached out for something to help me get up. Fearing blood, I reached my hand around to my face, but thankfully it was only the punch I had spilled. It was seeping into my shirt and hair. The drop brought upon a throbbing pain in my head that I couldn’t handle. Oh no, I thought as I lay there. My anger was beginning to rise and bad things always happened when I became angry. It was like the magic inside of me took control, and I was left at its mercy. The pain in my head grew, as I became suddenly aware of what was going on around me. I lay helpless on the floor, as my peers stumbled over my body. I couldn’t understand how fruit punch could make me so ill. I had eaten earlier that day, but maybe I was coming down with the flu?  My naiveté is truly not one of my best assets.   
 
    “That girl is totally wasted,” I heard someone say, as I looked around at the faces staring down at me.  
 
    It was then that I realized I had been tricked. The drunken stupor that had just controlled my body seemed to fade away as the anger took over. Slowly, I stood, as my body seemed to float upright. I spun around, taking in the scene before me. Images began to blur, as high-pitched noises trapped inside my head. My anger was taking over, and I knew there was nothing I could do now. I opened my mouth and allowed the screams and words to spill out.  
 
    “STOP!” I shouted, my voice so deep and shrill, everyone stopped and looked at me.  
 
    Screams echoed all around me and the music came to a halt, as fear gripped all of those around me. The glass of the windows broke and the floor beneath us shook like a massive earthquake was taking place.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Hailey yelled, as she took in the damage I had caused.  
 
    Hurt reigned on her face, but I couldn't be bothered with that right now.  
 
    “This girl is evil,” someone else snapped.  
 
    “Freak,” another voice cried out.  
 
    “Shut up, all of you,” I yelled, as my voice carried a gust of wind that knocked people off their feet.  
 
    Suddenly, clapping distracted me and I swiftly turned to see Hailey and Mark watching me with amused expressions.  
 
    My heart sank as I saw the evilness sprawled over their faces.  
 
    “So, you caught on to our game?” Hailey said, placing one hand on her hip.  
 
    I had thought she was my friend, but clearly now, I see that was a lie.  
 
    “What?” I ask, through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Did you really think you could be one of us?” Mark asked, a slight chuckle vibrating from his chest. “You are a freak. A loser. You wear all black, and no one knows anything about you or your mother. You could never be one of us; we just wanted to get you here tonight to show you how different you really are,” he finished, with a wink.  
 
    Words evaded me as I stared at them, unsure of what to do next. My legs and arms shook with rage at how stupid I was to think I could belong.  
 
    I had tried, I really had, to blend in with the kids at my school. I had worked so hard to become just like them-- to appear as a normal teenage girl. But, clearly I was outed now.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I began to chant, allowing my words to comfort the agonizing hurt and fear I was experiencing.  
 
    The magic behind each word was bringing a cover of darkness to dampen their light. As I shrieked, everyone stopped as they were now lost in an ever-revolving sea of stillness. My anger had built a time lapse spell, and now everyone at this party was stuck in a frozen stance. Their minds and souls were still working but their bodies were paralyzed.  
 
    Looking around, I was taken aback at how guilt seemed to wash over me. Never in my hundred years on this Earth had I ever felt anything other than satisfaction when a spell of mine had worked. Especially, when one had worked while I was full of anger and sadness, like I was tonight.  
 
    Taking in the scene one last time, I pulled myself together and ran out the door. My legs seemed to move at lightning speed as I flew all the way back home, to where my mother was sitting at the kitchen table reading a novel.  The bright yellow moon was full tonight, and it lit the path I took as I raced through the old graveyard that sat on the outskirts of Main Street.  
 
    When I ran into the house, my mother looked up. Like always, she could read the expression on my face instantly and knew it meant only one thing.  
 
    “Mom, we need to leave,” I cried out.  
 
    Sighing, my mother stood, and walked over to where I was still standing in the open doorway. Thunder boomed as lightning struck just beyond our front yard. The wind was picking up, and I knew this storm was from me. I had built this storm and the one I had caused at the party.  
 
    “Melanie, I need you to tell me what you did.” she calmly stated.  
 
    “Mother, I went to a party. I just wanted to feel like a teenager for one night. I didn’t mean to get upset-- I really tried to block them from getting to my mind and emotions. I got upset, and somehow I cast a stillness spell.” 
 
    I finished and looked up at my mother. We shared the same golden eyes and long, black hair. She didn’t say another word, as she turned and began gathering a few of our things. Whenever we had to leave a town, we only took a few of our precious items. I was sorry to have to move again, but moving is what kept us hidden.  
 
    We would continue to move from town to town, year after year. Every time one of us fell to our own powers and spells, we would run. Fleeing the pressure of prosecution and a violent death like my father had.  
 
    “Where will we go now?” I asked, as I watched her move about our small house.  
 
    “Only time will tell,” my mother answered.  
 
    And with that, we walked out the front door and never looked back. The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    News Flash 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Closing the book, Ace and I both released a breath neither of us knew we had been holding.  
 
    Shaking my head, I bit my lip as I thought for a moment. “This doesn’t make sense. Their town was called Widow’s Peak. Plus, it said that they never looked back.” 
 
    “Yeah, what relevance does this have to our situation?” Ace inquired.  
 
    Marshall chuckled before answering. “You two are so caught up in yourselves, you can’t see what is right in front of you,” he began. “This mother and daughter have moved around the country, wreaking havoc on towns and their residents for years. It appears, they have moved here after taking over the bodies of innocent people. This story was written by someone who survived their attack a few years ago. It has never been published and was acquired by the Crow Haven Council. I didn’t ask,” he stated. 
 
    “Ok, so we know a mother and daughter have moved into town, posing as humans. But why are they going after Lizzie?” Ace asked.  
 
    “Like I told you both before. Lizzie possesses great powers. She attracts evil and this mother and daughter want Lizzie’s powers for themselves. They will grow stronger without Lizzie being around. More than anything, they want her necklace,” Marshall finished.  
 
    “How do we stop them?” I cried out.  
 
    I was shaking now and Ace wrapped his arm around me, trying to console me.  
 
    Marshall stood and held up his pointer finger, a knowing smile on his face. He walked over to the large window and seemed to stare out into the nothingness.  
 
    “We have to bring them to us and then, Lizzie, you will stop them,” Marshall stated.  
 
    “But how?” I cried out, confused and filled with dread.  
 
    “That I am unable to answer for you. As a Shadow Seeker, you are supposed to tap into your powers to figure this out. Just know, you have the Crow’s on your side,” Marshall finished.  
 
    A loud pounding on the front door caused all of us to jump and turn toward the long hallway just outside the office.  
 
    “And, it appears the Crows are right on time,” Marshall smiled.  
 
    Standing, I looked around as Thomas, Nora, and Maylee rushed to the front door. Ace looked anxious, but the angry scowl had disappeared from his face.  
 
    As we moved down the long hallway, I heard the front door open and my strides slowed as four of the most beautiful people I had ever seen stood in the doorway.  
 
    Outside, the sky had turned black and large, white snowflakes danced around the figures, like tiny diamonds sparkling just for them.  
 
    It was so angelic and magical, it almost took my breath away. 
 
    As I approached, they all turned their attention on me. Each one had long, coal black hair, white eyes, and looked like they weren’t real at all.  
 
    Blinking, I made sure that I wasn’t hallucinating.  
 
    A woman, wearing a crimson red coat looked my way and said, “This must be the Shadow Seeker.” 
 
    Ace reached for my hand, squeezing as he stepped closer to me.  
 
    “Yes, I’m Lizzie,” I said, my voice shaking.  
 
    “Come with us,” she insisted. 
 
    Not bothering to wait for my response, all four of the people began to turn and walk into the darkness.  
 
    I looked to the Crow’s I knew, and they all smiled and began moving out the front door. Following behind them, we made our way toward the forest that shielded Crow Haven from the rest of the world. Stepping through the trees, branches reached out as though they were trying to grab me and hold me prisoner.  
 
    A thin layer of snow covered the forest floor and with each step, broken branches and snow crunched beneath our feet. It was freezing outside and my breaths caused puffy white steam to swirl all around my face.  
 
    After we had walked for what felt like forever, the four members of the Crow Haven Council stopped and turned to face us.  
 
    “Lizzie, as the Crow Haven Council, we investigate supernatural forces that pose a threat to our world and that of our humans. For decades, we have worked closely with others like you. Now, we are aware that Witches have moved into our territory. From our understanding, they are here to wreak havoc and gain more power. If they can destroy Lizzie and her necklace, they can control humans around you,” the woman stated.  
 
    “Maybe we should start with introductions, before you all start terrifying my girlfriend anymore,” Ace sneered, rolling his eyes at the people.  
 
    I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Maylee stood with a frigid stance. Sure, it was cold, but this was different. She looked uncomfortable, awkward almost. Then, I noticed that her eyes were locked on something in front of her. I followed her gaze and saw one of the Crow Haven Council members, a young man, looking right back at Maylee. There was something obviously happening between them. 
 
    “Please forgive my manners,” Marshall began. This is Sophia,” he began, pointing to the woman who had led us out into the woods in the middle of winter. Sophia smiled and offered a slight wave. She was beautiful, yet terrifying all at the same time.  
 
    Next to her, a man with shaggy black hair, black leather pants, and a ruffled gray shirt looked bored, but offered a forced smile my way. “This is Langley,” Marshall noted. The young guy who had been staring at Maylee nodded my way as Marshall introduced him as Wesley, and then finally, a man who appeared in his late twenties, picked at his fingernails as Marshall introduced him as Dash.  
 
    “Now that introductions are over, can we proceed?” Sophia asked, clearly annoyed with the quick interruption of her speech.  
 
    “Sophia you are welcome to continue,” Marshall insisted, though I detected a hint of sarcasm and frustration in his tone.  
 
    Sophia didn’t seem to mind his tone as she jumped right back into her speech. “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, which I understand you are already familiar with. We were informed only recently about the incident a few months ago. Now, it appears, you are drawing much bigger threats. The Witch community has become quite fascinated by you. They want not only the powers you possess, but your necklace, too. Thomas has been keeping us quite informed about the dealings going on around here. We have returned not only to see to what you all have been up to as protectors, but to aid in removing the Witches from your town,” Sophia concluded.  
 
    All eyes immediately fell on Thomas, who stood looking a tad bit uncomfortable.  
 
    “You’ve been talking to the Council?” Ace asked, his hold on my hand growing stronger.  
 
    Thomas turned to Ace, shaking his head. “Of course, I have. My father is a member of the Crow Haven Council and he needs to know what we have gotten ourselves involved with,” Thomas stated.  
 
    What felt like a swift kick to the gut almost caused me to become sick. Thomas had been telling the council about me. He had been sharing what the Crows had been up to, with everyone else. Suddenly, it hit me why Ace had said he didn’t trust Thomas. I understood it so clearly now.  
 
    Ace growled out and I heard a crunch as he flexed his back. I knew he was shifting.  
 
    Ace leapt into the air, as his large black wings sprouted. Without warning, Thomas also jumped as his wings let loose.  
 
    I watched as they collided mid-air, their bodies crashing against the other as everyone shook around me.  
 
    “Should we stop them?” I cried out, watching as Ace wrapped an arm around Thomas and flung him so hard, Thomas’s body hit a tree, nearly cracking it in half. The snow that had been sleeping on the branches, fell like a sudden snowstorm had arrived.  
 
    Shaking his head, Marshall sighed. “No, they need to get their anger out. They will talk it out later,” Marshall noted.  
 
    “Maylee,” I said through clenched teeth, hoping she would be of some help.  
 
    However, she was so lost staring at Wesley, I doubt she even noticed the battle taking place above us.  
 
    Punches were thrown, angry words spewed, and blood splattered against the night sky as we all watched in horror as Thomas and Ace fought.  
 
    Finally, Ace flew off, leaving us all as Thomas made his way back to where we all stood. I wanted to chase after Ace, but I knew he probably needed time. Ace was territorial about the Crows and protective of me. I knew this was a huge betrayal of Thomas.  
 
    As Thomas landed, his clothes were torn as he stood before us. “Sorry, Lizzie. I know you must be angry with me, but it is time the Crow’s stop with all of our secrecy. Ace never wanted the council to know that he was in love with you. Part of him feared they would want to use your powers. I care for you, too, but I also know that the Council deserves to know what we are doing.” 
 
    I hated to admit that I sort of understood what Thomas was saying. Still, I was more angered that Thomas had hurt Ace.  
 
    “Well, since you seem ready to share, tell me more,” I demanded, crossing my arms across my chest.  
 
    A sinister smile crept over Thomas’s face and I quickly dreaded speaking up. “Alright, I guess it is time for everything to come out in the open. Yes, Lizzie, the Council is here for you. Wesley only agreed to come because he and Maylee have some on again-and-off-again relationship that they have been trying to keep a secret, but they aren’t fooling anyone. Marshall has been asking me for information, because he was worried about Ace. Sophia wants to control our part of this country, so she is interested in everyone here,” Thomas stated.  
 
    My head began to spin with all of the information that was just thrown my way. Instantly, I regretted ever asking. There was so much secrecy and lies, it made me sick. Maylee had a guy who she had been hiding from everyone, including me! She was my best friend and kept this from me. Marshall had been spying on his son and only came back because of me.  
 
    An overpowering urge to run away flooded me and I couldn’t stand here any longer.  
 
    Turning, I began to run through the woods. I had to get out of there. I needed to get away from all the pain that lurked in the woods.  
 
    My legs moved at speeds I had never known that I could travel. A squawk overhead startled me, but didn’t stop my pursuit of freedom. Everything inside of me knew it was Ace.  
 
    We shared this insane, inflamed, connection and I could feel it in my soul that he was coming for me.  
 
    Before I knew what was happening, Ace swooped down and took me in his arms. My body was lifted off the ground effortlessly. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I buried my face in his neck and reveled in the warmth from his body.  
 
    “Where did you go?” I asked against his neck.  
 
    “Nowhere,” Ace answered.  
 
    We flew over to the house and Ace placed me back on the ground again.  
 
    “What was all of that?” I asked in despair.  
 
    Shaking his head, Ace let a loud growl rumble through his chest. It was so intense, I felt it, too.  
 
    “The Crow Haven Council is not to be messed with,” he began, his jaw tight and his eyes glowing red with anger. “Centuries ago, the Crow Haven Council was created to protect and serve the Crow’s. All Supernatural groups have a council to ensure their groups remain intact and don’t interfere too much with the human world. Over the years, the Council members have changed as lies and deceit have caused havoc within them. Marshall and Sophia are two of the longest running leaders. Langley was added years ago. His wife was also a Shifter, but she was kidnapped by Vampires. If you notice, he is very quiet. He tends to do most of the watching and investigative work. Sophia and my uncle I have suspected for some time have a relationship, but I can’t be sure. After my aunt died, Marshall began turning to Sophia. Then, he left Crow Haven and spent the majority of his time with the Council. Sophia is an enigma to most. She rarely talks about her past or if she has any other Supernatural beings in her blood. Some Crow’s are hybrids. Like, they might have a Crow Shifter for one parent and a Vampire, Werewolf, or other being as the other parent. It can get really complicated,” Ace stated, his tone thick with frustration.  
 
    I reached for his hand and squeezed. I know that Ace rarely likes to talk about the Council. I have never understood why until tonight.  
 
    Ace continued, as I reassured him I was here for him. “Dash came to the council when he was still a young child. His parents were killed by Werewolves, and the Council took him in because his grandfather had been one of the original founders of the Crow Haven Council. Dash is a good guy. He has bad blood with most Supernatural beings, so he is good in a battle. He doesn’t hold back on anyone. Finally, we have Wesley,” Ace said, almost choking on Wesley’s name. “Wesley saved a group of Crow Shifters in West Virginia years ago, and was granted a place in the Crow Haven Council. He and Maylee have had some on-again-off-again relationship. I think if he were a better man, though, he would have come and talked to me about dating my sister.” 
 
    I could see the pain growing in Ace and I hated how much he was bothered by some of the people who he was supposed to trust to protect him and his Shifter community. It must be a strange and heart-wrenching feeling to not feel confident in those surrounding you. Just hearing this story about the Council gave me more insight into this complicated boy that I loved.  
 
    “Ace, thank you for sharing that with me. I now see why you have so many issues trusting them. But, I want you to know that you can always trust me,” I added, leaning in and snuggling my head against his chest.  
 
    We sat there for a few more minutes until commotion outside told us that everyone was heading back toward the house. Ace looked back toward the window and his body tensed.  
 
    “Come on, I don’t want to be here,” he said, scooping me back up and carrying me to the front door.  
 
    “Where are we going now?” I whispered, knowing he could still hear me.  
 
    “Home. We need to go home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Enlightenment 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, I came to realize that I didn’t know as much as I thought I did.  
 
    First, there were so many layers to Maylee that I hadn’t picked up on, until they were shoved in my face by Thomas. Next, Ace and I had both been betrayed by Thomas, and I hated feeling as though I suddenly couldn’t trust them anymore. The Crows had become my second family and now-- well, I wasn’t sure anymore.  
 
    My phone chimed next to me as Ace and I watched a movie in my living room. My head was resting against his shoulder and I glanced down at my phone that lay on the couch cushion beside me.  
 
    Ace lifted his head, a sigh escaping his lips.  
 
    “Are you ever going to talk to her?" he asked.  
 
    I didn’t need to see who the text was from. Maylee had been blowing up my phone since Ace and I had left everyone that night in the woods. She wanted to talk, but I hadn’t felt like it.  
 
    Turning my attention back to the movie, I shook my head. “At some point, I will.” 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard my front door open and my mom talking to someone. I didn’t bother to get up, it was probably a neighbor or someone bringing over a holiday gift. Christmas was just days away, but I hadn’t been in the cheery, joyful mood lately.  
 
    Heels clicking on the hardwood floor of the hallway had me on high alert.  
 
    “Lizzie, can we talk?” Maylee firmly asked.  
 
    My head shot up as I locked eyes with Maylee. She was wearing tight jeans stuffed into a pair of pearl white snow boots. She looked like she was about to go skiing. 
 
    Ace chuckled next to me and I swatted at his shoulder. “Did you know about this?” I hissed.  
 
    “No, but it makes sense,” he said, moving to stand up.  
 
    I followed him and stood as Ace reached for his jacket in the chair beside the fireplace. “Where are you going?” I almost shrieked.  
 
    Putting on his large coat, Ace kissed me on the forehead. “You two need to talk. I will call you later,” he said, before disappearing.  
 
    Maylee and I stood awkwardly in my living room, neither of us not daring to talk first. Finally, she opened her mouth. “Look, Lizzie. I know you are mad at me and I get it. But, you have to understand that Wesley and I had to keep our relationship a secret. My dad had his suspicions, but we were afraid he would make us end things if he found out,” she said, walking further into the room.  
 
    We both sat back down on the couch, turning so we were facing one another. “I am your best friend. You should have told me,” I pleaded.  
 
    “Yeah, like how you were so up front with your not sleeping,” she threw back at me.  
 
    I really couldn’t argue with her on that one. I guess I needed to respect that Maylee needed to have her own privacy, too.  
 
    “Fine, I guess we are even,” I pouted, as a small smile graced my lips.  
 
    Maylee took me by surprise when she lunged at me, wrapping me in a tight hug.  
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon talking about her and Wesley as well as the Crow Haven Council. Apparently, Ace and I had upset them when we both took off after Thomas’s rant. I also learned that things around Crow Haven had been tense. Thomas and Ace barely spoke and the Council was asking a million questions.  
 
    As I sat talking with Maylee, I felt relieved to finally have my friend back.  
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    The days leading up to Christmas were filled with baking, buying presents, and training. We had finals coming up, so when I wasn’t training with the Crows, I was studying.  
 
    The entire town was decorated with Christmas lights and wreaths that hung from every door and streetlights.  
 
    One afternoon, while I was studying for an online final, Maylee appeared at my bedroom door.  
 
    “Get up, we are going shopping,” she said, as she snapped her fingers.  
 
    My head shot up and I scowled, my brow wrinkling. “I don’t feel like driving all the way to Lexington,” I said, holding up my laptop and showing her my test.  
 
    Maylee sauntered into my room and grabbed my laptop. “We aren’t going to Lexington. Come on, you need to do something fun. All you and Ace do anymore is train and study,” she exclaimed.  
 
    She was right. I hadn’t really taken time to have fun and we were in the midst of one of my favorite holiday seasons and I hadn’t really enjoyed it much. However, the weather had been pretty intense lately and I wasn’t sure if venturing out was the best decision.  
 
    “Do you think it’s safe? I mean, my dad has been glued to his Weather App and is following that snow storm approaching. Plus, the roads look pretty nasty,” I noted, glancing outside at the thick layer of snow covering the ground.  
 
    “Lizzie, I am in a SUV capable of driving through some now. I had no issues getting here. Plus, Thomas and Wesley will be close by if we have any issues.” She eyed me carefully, knowing I couldn’t argue with what she was saying.  
 
    Glancing at my laptop in her hands, I decided to not fight her on this. Besides, a day away could really do me some good.  
 
    After dressing, Maylee and I took off for Wilmore. She had borrowed her Uncle Marshall’s silver Range Rover, so I felt like I was a celebrity being chauffeured around.  
 
    “Hey, you said we weren’t going shopping in Lexington, so where are we going?” I asked her, as we turned off my driveway and onto Chrisman Mill.  
 
    “Wilmore. It’s this super quaint town just a few minutes away. I believe you and Ace went there once to visit High Bridge. But, we aren’t going that far. In their small Main Street area, they have a few boutique shops, small diners, and great bakeries.” 
 
    I thought about the small amount of money I had saved up from birthday money my grandparents had sent me. I had enough to buy my parents a small gift and something for Maylee and the Crows. Ace would be the most difficult to buy for. I mean, how did you find a gift for the guy who means the world to you? 
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied, as I watched as we drove further away from Nicholasville. The roads to Wilmore were much the same as in town. They were small, two lane roads with hills and lined with gorgeous trees. We passed by Asbury, the small seminary university. It was breathtaking with its charming architecture and large trees guarding the campus. Once we reached the city limits, we turned left onto the small area known as downtown Wilmore. A few small diners caught my attention and then Maylee parked along the side of the road in designated parking spots. In front of us was an old red train car that just gave the quaint town so much charm.  
 
    We got out of the SUV and breezed past a hair salon and bakery that smelled divine. The rich aroma of cinnamon and sugar made my mouth water.  
 
    “We will get some treats from there before we leave,” Maylee stated, giggling as my large eyes took in the display case.  
 
    “They all look delicious,” I said, licking my lips.  
 
    We stopped in front of a store with a white bench out front. A black sign ahead read, Days Gone By.  
 
    “This is one of my favorite shops around here,” Maylee stated, as she stepped onto the threshold and opened the door. Stepping inside, I was instantly greeted with racks of adorable clothing, farmhouse decor, and antiques. The shop was absolutely perfect and I knew I would be able to find everyone on my list the perfect gift.  
 
    Moving through the store, I eyed all of the items and found my gifts. As we were leaving the store, a cold wind swept through me and my body instantly froze in place.  
 
    “Hey, are you ok?” Maylee asked, noticing that I had stopped.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, my lips shaking from the coldness taking over me.  
 
    Maylee turned and faced me, taking me in her arms and holding me out in front of her. She eyed me carefully. “Should I call Ace?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I didn’t want to worry him or ruin our afternoon.  
 
    My shopping bags were still in my hands as I trembled. “No, please don’t. It must be the temperature,” I said.  
 
    Maylee looked me over once more. I could tell that she wasn’t happy with my response, but thankfully, she didn’t push me any further. “Fine. Let’s go into the bakery and get you some hot chocolate and some cinnamon scones.” 
 
    Smiling, I decided to shake off the strange feeling.  
 
    As we entered the bakery, my coldness and worries quickly disappeared. The bakery was painted in a cotton candy pink with black and white tile floors. Black and white photos of old Wilmore lined the walls and it reminded me of an old fifties style malt shop.  It took me forever to order, but I took Maylee’s advice and got a cinnamon scone, hot chocolate, and then purchased some sugar cookies to take home to my parents.  
 
    We decided to sit at a small table by the front window overlooking Main Street.  
 
    The hot chocolate was divine and warmed up my frigid body. The scone was perfect with its crunchy exterior and soft and sweet insides. Each bite melted in my mouth.  
 
    We chatted for a few minutes until I felt the overwhelming coldness take over again. Then, I saw it.  
 
    Or, more importantly, her.  
 
    Casandra and her mother drove by the bakery, as Casandra looked out the car window. When our eyes connected, she smiled at me, causing daggers of ice to pinch my skin. Wincing, I hated how she could affect me.  
 
    As her car drove away, the feeling slowly left, too.  
 
    Maylee didn’t notice the exchange and I decided not to tell her. We were having such a good time and the last thing I wanted to do was ruin it with the Witches.  
 
    So, I finished my treat and kept my secrets to myself.  
 
    When I arrived home later, my parents were thrilled with the treat I gave them. I stole away to my bedroom with my mom's wrapping paper set up and got to work on wrapping my gifts.  
 
    Once everything was wrapped, I finished my online test and then lay back in bed.  
 
    Watching the shadows dance across my bedroom window, I heard Thomas arrive for his night watch duty.  
 
    On Christmas, I spent the day opening presents with my family and then later, Ace and Maylee came over to eat cookies and watch Home Alone. We exchanged gifts and Ace loved my antique clock that I got him that matched the gothic style of his room. I adored the black and silver Kindle Cover he got me.   It was an amazing day that I hoped would never end. With school over until the New Year and school and tests behind me, I was ready to enjoy my winter break.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Sign of the Times 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe this weather,” I heard my dad say.  
 
    Stumbling into the kitchen, my dad was watching a news report on his new iPhone he had received from my mom for Christmas. Shaking his head he kept making comments about big snows and frigid temperatures.  
 
    Outside the kitchen window, snow was falling with no end in sight. I just shook my head and chuckled as he droned on about the weather. He was such a typical dad and I loved it.  
 
    Sitting down at the kitchen table, I poured myself a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios.  
 
    Shoveling a spoonful into my mouth, I enjoyed the sweet breakfast.  
 
    “Dad, if you haven’t noticed, it hasn’t stopped snowing,” I said, using my spoon to point out the window behind him.  
 
    “Of course, I’ve noticed. But the meteorologist is saying we have a huge ice storm coming our way,” dad noted.  
 
    Something about this just didn’t settle with me. I mean, I know it’s winter and we get snow in Kentucky, but everything about this wreaked magic from the Witches.  
 
    “Don’t mind, Lizzie. She is just tired and grumpy,” my mom snidely remarked sliding into the chair across from me.  
 
    I stuck my tongue out at her and that only made her giggle.  
 
    I picked up my phone and began texting Ace.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hey, I think the Witches might be controlling the weather.  
 
      
 
    In no time, Ace replied.  
 
      
 
    Ace: Yes, we need to discuss this.  
 
      
 
    Clearing her throat, my mom took my attention off of my phone. “So, now that you are out of school for two weeks, what do you have planned,” mom asked.  
 
    “Hopefully, we figure out how and why the Witches are controlling me,” I told her.  
 
    I wasn’t a huge fan of telling my parents everything, but I had learned the hard way that I needed to be as honest as possible with them.  
 
    Nodding, my mom sighed. “I have been reaching out to my contacts as well.” 
 
    I knew she meant the spirit world. I could only hope they could provide more insight than the Crows had.  
 
    Getting up, I placed my bowl in the sink and headed back up to my room to get ready. It was my first official day of winter break and instead of sleeping in like most of my classmates were doing, I was getting ready to head to Crow Haven.  
 
    When I walked into my bedroom, I almost screamed when I spotted Maylee sitting on my bed.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked, closing the door behind me.  
 
    “What? Am I not allowed to visit my best friend?” she asked, picking at her newly painted aqua- colored nails.  
 
    I kicked at a pair of boots that were laying in the center of my bedroom and padded over to my bed. I sat down next to her and picked up one of my throw pillows, hugging it closely to me.  
 
    “Sure, but why didn’t you call or come to the front door?” I asked her.  
 
    Maylee turned to face me. “I honestly didn’t think to call and I was on duty last night watching you, so when you woke up and went downstairs, I just came in here and napped until you came back. Did you know you take an annoyingly long shower,” she mused.  
 
    I threw the pillow I had been holding at her and pretended to be upset. “Ok, so you stuck around to comment on my showering?” I laughed.  
 
    Shaking her head, I watched as her dark curls bounced around her face. “No, I really came over because I was talking with Wesley last night. The Witches have been living in a house right in the middle of town. They are literally hiding out in plain sight. Anyway, whispers in the supernatural community are saying that the Witches Council are up in arms at Casandra and her mother. They haven’t been able to stop them and now, they know that they are trying to weaken you by messing with your head and sleep,” she said.  
 
    I had known this for a while now, but still hearing it confirmed was shocking all the same. Maylee staying to tell me, didn’t feel right. Something told me she had plans all of her own.  
 
    “Why do I feel like you aren’t telling me something,” I asked.  
 
    An evil smile grew over her pink stained lips and a twinkle lit up in her yellow eyes. “Well, I think that you need to confront Lizzie. Maybe talking to her could at least give us some insight into what her weaknesses are.” Moving toward my closet, Maylee began sorting through my clothes, passing on each item like she detested them all. Smiling, she began grabbing clothes as she spoke again. “Besides, haven’t we both learned that we love to share and keep secrets? I mean, you pretended not to see Casandra the other day when we were shopping and I didn’t tell you that Wesley followed them home.” 
 
    Ugh, I hated how she always knew how to render me speechless.  
 
    “How are we best friends?” I joked, laughing at how messed up we both were. Besides, how do we do that? If you recall, she already tried to knock my head off in gym class,” I reminded her, my body is still sore just thinking about it.  
 
    “We just go up to her front door and talk to her. She can’t hurt you in public and her house is on a main road,” she noted.  
 
    Pulling out her phone, Maylee pulled up Google Earth and showed me where Casandra’s house was located. It was on a major roadway in a neighborhood that had busy traffic. Maylee’s plan was crazy, but it might work.  
 
    “I might just be so sleep deprived that I have lost all rational thought, but I agree with you. Let’s go do it,” I said, jumping up off the bed.  
 
    Maylee clapped her hands together like a little kid on their birthday. “Great, let’s go. I will fly home and get my car.” Maylee flew out the window and I replaced my plaid pajama bottoms with jeans.  
 
    Twenty-minutes later, Maylee was honking the horn on her brand new Mercedes SUV she received as a Christmas present. The lavish lifestyle of the Crows still amazed me.  
 
    As we drove through town, I tried to keep my emotions calm, but it was difficult. Maylee’s plan was insane, but I was running out of options. We began to slow as we reached a three-story brick home nestled on the corner of a busy four-way intersection. The golden tan of the brick reminded me of the beach on a warm, sunny day. The white picket fence that surrounded the home gave it a charming appeal, even though everything inside of the home was evil and wicked.  
 
    Maylee pulled into the driveway, nestled at the side of the house. When she turned off the ignition, we both turned and looked at one another. It was almost as though we were both checking to see if the other was about to back out.  
 
    As much as I wanted to, I just couldn’t. I was too stubborn to give up now, especially if this could somehow stop Casandra.  
 
    “Alright, let’s do this,” Maylee said, taking in a deep breath as she got out of the vehicle.  
 
    I followed suit and together, we walked along the sidewalk that would lead us to the front door. We stepped onto the concrete porch, covered with a black awning and we both hesitated.  
 
    “It’s now or never,” I bravely stated, lifting my hand and knocking on the heavy, wooden door.  
 
    Movement inside of the house had both me and Maylee jumping in our own skin.  
 
    We offered the other a weak smile and waited. I swear, my heart was beating so wildly, I thought it might just jump right out of my chest.  
 
    Suddenly, the front door opened and Casandra stood in front of us, a wide smile beaming over her porcelain like skin.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” she said, in mock politeness.  
 
    “Casandra, we came here to talk,” I said, my voice almost betraying me as my voice shook.  
 
    “We know what you are,” Maylee hissed, leaning in so only Casandra could hear her.  
 
    Casandra only smiled wider and it was creepy to watch how happy she was by all of this.  
 
    “Yes, and I believe I know what you are Crow,” she sneered, as she locked eyes with Maylee. “And, you, Lizzie are a Shadow Seeker, but from what I can tell a weak one,” she laughed.  
 
    Maylee lunged forward, but I held out my hand and stopped her.  
 
    A squawk nearby told me that we weren’t alone and that we needed to hurry.  
 
    “Look, we can sit here and argue or we can talk about the real reason as to why we are here,” I interrupted as Maylee and Casandra glared daggers at one another. “Casandra, I began,” forcing her to look at me, “I need to understand why you chose me. Why are you trying to control my mind? Is it my necklace you want? I am so tired and haven't’ slept in weeks. I just need to know what we can all do to end this madness,” I cried out.  
 
    I honestly surprised myself. I hadn’t expected to crumble into an emotional mess, but I had. My body was beyond exhausted and my mind was about to give up at any moment. I had shown her my weakness and now, I just hoped I wouldn’t regret it.  
 
    Casandra stared at me and for a moment, I thought she may not speak at all. Then, when she finally did, I wished she never had.  
 
    “So, you are so very tired, sweet Lizzie,” Casandra stated, her tone mocking me. “Well, let me assist you with that.” 
 
    Her hands flew out in front of her as Casandra began chanting something in words I couldn’t understand. Maylee grabbed my hand and pulled as she turned on her heel to run.  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Maylee shouted.  
 
    I went to move, but my legs collapsed and sent me falling to the ground with a heavy thud. With her execution, Casandra cast a single spell that took me by surprise. Taking me down, she caused my muscles to give out and my body lay motionless. Maylee was screaming my name, but I couldn’t seem to find her.  
 
    Then, Casandra bent down and the last thing I saw before a heavy darkness took over, was her smiling face as she placed her hands over my eyes.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Dreamer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, all we have are our memories left.  
 
    Death had never really scared me until recently. Finding love and true friendships had given me a new outlook on life. When you have things to live for and know there is an end in sight-- it makes you view things in their true importance.  
 
    Everyone has hopes, dreams, and fears that propel them through life. We all want to be destined for greatness, but only some of us actually take the lead to see our dreams come true.  
 
    For me, my dreams had died the moment I stepped foot on Casandra’s porch. Somehow, she had managed to curse me into a sleeping spell and I was lost in a shadow filled abyss-- floating through a sea of nothingness as all of my hopes and dreams I had once thought would be so easy to achieve, disappeared.  
 
    It was like I was living in my own purgatory as the dark shadows surrounded me, locking me in a cage of my own worst fears. Voices filtered through the darkness, but I could never find the faces of the ones I loved.  
 
    I had no idea how long I was lost-- time didn’t seem to exist here.  
 
    I could only hope that one day, my thoughts would drift away, too… 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A heavy, dark door stood in front of me and it beckoned to me with strange, bright lights that seeped from beneath it. Shadows jumped out at me from all angles, like I was in a delusional fun house mirror. 
 
    Eerily intrigued, I slowly floated over to the door, unsure of what I was supposed to do. I placed my hand on the bronze handle and turned. Without any effort, the door opened and thunder shook from above me, but as I glanced up, I remembered there was no sky in this Demonic abyss I was stuck in.  
 
    The door creaked as it opened and I leaned forward, trying to gaze at what lurked on the other side. Taking another step, I saw my empty bedroom. Confusion set in and then a deep longing and sadness filled me to the point, that I felt as though I may drown in my own sorrow.  
 
      
 
    Rest up my dear, Lizzie. We need all of your strength. 
 
    The voice echoed all around me. I spun on my heels, but I was still alone. Nothing but blackness could be seen as far as I looked. How were the Witches still controlling me? Were they here in this place with me? 
 
      
 
    We are in control of your mind and spirit, Lizzie. You belong to us now. 
 
      
 
    Their cackling laughter caused a deep shudder to race through me. They had placed me in this sleep world to strengthen me. I knew they would soon take over and I only hoped that I would get a chance to see Ace and everyone else I loved once more before that happened.  
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    Pain seemed to find me as I floated among the evil, Demonic shadows that taunted me in my sleep.  
 
    I could have sworn I was feeling touch-- a hand shaking my arm, but I knew it was just part of the illusion created by the Witches.  
 
    “Lizzie,” a voice called out.  
 
    Ace.  
 
    That smooth, husky voice called to my soul like a siren.  
 
    It was a trick, another ruse created by the Witches to mess with my head. They had moved from physical pain to mental pain and it was devastating.  
 
    “Her eyelids fluttered,” another voice said. That voice sounded oddly familiar, almost like Sophia’s velvety tones.  
 
    It was beyond cruel to allow me to hear the voices of the people who I loved the most.  
 
    “I think she is waking up,” Maylee cried, and I felt the pain of her sadness.  
 
    No, no, no. I couldn’t take this any longer. How long would the Witches make me suffer?  
 
    Months? 
 
    Years? 
 
    Eternity? 
 
    Another shaking caused my body to move, and this time, I swear it was real.  
 
    “Lizzie, please baby. You have to wake up,” Ace pleaded. 
 
    Something deep inside of me stirred and I felt a strength I didn’t know I had, awakening.  
 
    My eyes began to flutter and as I saw a blinding light filtering through to me, it was like the darkness and the shadows were slinking away. I was being pulled to something, and I wasn’t sure what it was.  
 
    I didn’t know if I should struggle or not, so I just gave in and allowed my body to find its way home.  
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    Gasping for air, my body violently jerked forward as my eyes popped open, allowing a blinding light to make me immediately close them back again.  
 
    “Lizzie!” Ace screamed, grabbing my hands.  
 
    Was I still sleeping? 
 
    “She’s awake!” I heard Maylee yell, as another hand softly caressed my face.  
 
    Slowly, I tried to open my eyes again. I expected to find ghastly shadows dancing around me, scaring me back into another coma-like state. However, what I saw had me questioning my own sanity again.  
 
    Standing all around me, were the Crows, The Crow Haven Council, and my parents.  
 
    It took a moment for the blurry vision to clear, but once it did, I was overwhelmed with emotion. I had thought I was gone forever. Their faces I feared had just been a memory I would have to hold dear to me forever, but now, they were here with me.  
 
    “What happened?” I croaked out. 
 
    My throat was dry and scratchy. My mom rushed to my side, crying and holding me tight as my dad placed a glass of water up to my lips. Empathetic eyes stared back at me and it nearly drove me to tears.  
 
    I took in the refreshing water and allowed it to ease my aching throat.  
 
    “Do you remember anything?” Sophia asked.  
 
    It was strange having the Crow Haven Council in my bedroom, but not as strange as having two angry Witches after me.  
 
    I tried to speak, but my voice ached from the attempts. So, I just shook my head.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, we can talk once you get your strength back,” my mom soothed me, running her hands through my hair like she used to do when I was a little girl.  
 
    “You and my insane sister went to the Witches house,” Ace growled out, his eyes turning red with anger as he glared at Maylee.  
 
    “We thought it would work…” Maylee argued, but Ace cut her off.  
 
    “Do you two have a death wish?” Ace seethed.  
 
    He stood and began pacing the floor, running his hands through his dark hair. He was scowling and his jaw tensed as he struggled to control his anger.  
 
    “Enough arguing,” Marshall roared, startling everyone in the room.  
 
    “Regardless of why they did it, they did. No sense in fighting over something that has already happened. The Witches are a dynamic duo who give no real reason for their actions. All we know is that they have an interest in Shadow Seekers,” Marshall explained.  
 
    “How long was I…” I couldn’t finish my sentence.  
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly where I had been. 
 
    “You were asleep for three days,” Sophia stated. “The Council has spent that time researching Witches and following Casandra. From what we understand, Casandra placed a sleeping curse on you so that your body could heal. We believe they will attempt to gain your powers again and the next time, I don’t think it will fare so well. That’s why, once you feel up to it, we have to begin your training again.” 
 
    She spoke as though we were talking about a little cold I had experienced, not a sleeping curse.  
 
    “No way. Lizzie has been through too much,” my mom wailed.  
 
    Finally, Ace stopped pacing the room and turned to stare at me. “I hate to admit this, but Sophia is right. Lizzie has to be prepared. We have lost focus of everything. These Witches are different from other Demons we have fought before. I care too much about Lizzie to let them get to her.” 
 
    Ace walked back over to me and kneeled on the floor, taking my hands in his. He kissed my knuckles and my heart swelled with love.  
 
    “Ace, we have to stop them. They will kill me next time,” I whispered, as tears poured from my eyes.  
 
    Everyone in the room grew silent. As much as everyone didn’t want to say it, we all knew it was true.  
 
    The Witches were after me and one way or another, someone was going to die.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Never Alone 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the following days, no one dared to leave my side. Everyone was on high alert; and as much as I hated feeling like a burden, I was also relieved to have them all with me. Even Sophia had taken to helping me with my training. My ability to sleep had returned, but in short waves. I slept a few hours a night, with Ace holding me in his arms. He refused to leave me and no one dared to argue with him, especially, since I was finally sleeping. The shadows of my nightmares did venture into my dreams, but they were the least of my worries.  
 
    And, Maylee still insisted I go to the upcoming school dance. School would be starting soon after the New Year and the dance was the last hoorah of the year. As much as I didn’t want to go, Maylee and my mom insisted it would be good for me. Maylee had even loaned me one of her designer gowns to wear for the dance.  
 
    Even though I had caught up on some much needed sleep, thanks to the Witches and their sleep coma they had placed me in, I was still weak. But, I had to work on my training.  
 
    Ace arrived to pick me up only two days after I had awoken from my sleep. The winds picked up speeds and accelerated to record breaking speeds. Bundled up, I braved the weather to get in a special training session called on by Sophia. She and Wesley would be leading the training today and I had no idea what to expect.  
 
    As Ace drove us to Crow Haven, he held my hand and continuously asked if I were feeling ok. He was still worried about me and it was cute how much he was doting over me.  
 
    “You know, we should just run away,” Ace said.  
 
    I thought he was joking, but the seriousness on his face told me otherwise.  
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked in bewilderment.  
 
    “Lizzie, if I could, I would hide you away from all the danger in this world. I want you safe and I want us to live a life where we don’t have to worry about constant supernatural threats,” he sighed.  
 
    What he was proposing sounded wonderful, but I knew it was unattainable. Besides the fact that I could never leave my family or Maylee, Supernatural threats would always be part of my life.  
 
    “Ace, you and I both know that could never happen, but it is nice to dream about,” I said, smiling over at him.  
 
    Holding my hand up to his lips, Ace kissed my palm and my heart fluttered. Staring at the beautiful creature that was my boyfriend, I was finding my motivation to train even though my body screamed for me to rest. Ace was worth everything I had gone through and any pain I would endure in my future.  
 
    He was my future.  
 
    When we arrived at Crow Haven, we found the Crows and the Crow Haven Council in the basement, already preparing for our training session.  
 
    Sophia greeted me as she motioned for me to come over to her. She was on the mats and Marshall and Maylee stood by the treadmills.  
 
    Ace looked nervous, but he walked over to his sister and watched.  
 
    “Lizzie, we are aware that your normal training consists of combat fighting. However, we are going to try a new approach,” Sophia began.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, taking off my heavy winter coat and throwing it in the corner.  
 
    “We are going to focus more on mental strength. The Witches have found a way to tap into your mind and soul. Your necklace only protects you from outside dangers. We have to find the powers within you to stop the Witches and their magical powers,” Wesley stated.  
 
    I noticed Maylee smiling as Wesley talked.  
 
    “Ok, how do I do that? I don’t have magic,” I explained.  
 
    Langley and Dash approached. They had been noticeably absent during the last few weeks and I had thought they had left Crow Haven. I guess I was wrong.  
 
    Langley spoke up first. “We have been following the Witches and have been in contact with the Witches Council. They are aware of everything going on and need us to stop the Witches, too. We have to play to their game. They expect you to hide away. They think they have weakened you to the point that you will give in to them now. As a Shadow Seeker, you possess powers that can ward off evilness. That is why your Aunt Morgan left you the necklace. You have to fight them with something other than physical moves,” he instructed me.  
 
    All I could do was nod and look around at everyone in the room. I was on display and I hated the feeling. Nora and Thomas arrived and they joined Maylee, Marshall, and Ace.  
 
    “I have no idea how to do any of this,” I almost cried out.  
 
    “That’s why we are going to work with you, along with Sophia and Wesley,” Dash said.  
 
    “Ok, then let’s get started,” I sighed heavily.  
 
    Sophia, Wesley, Dash, and Langley all circled around me. My nerves went into overdrive as I felt so out of my element.  
 
    “As the Crow Haven Council, we need for you to understand that we will all protect you, not just your protector, Ace,” they began.  
 
    I looked past them and locked eyes with Ace. He hated all of this, but he kept this mouth closed and just watched me. As his eyes fell over me, I knew that he trusted the Council, even though he didn’t like them.  
 
    “First, I want you to visualize the Witches. Think about the terror and pain they have caused you,” Sophia slowly said.  
 
    Her voice was calm and soothing, even though she was asking me to do something dark and sinister.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I allowed my mind to drift back to when the Witches had placed me in my sleep induced coma. My mind ventured to when Casandra attacked me in gym class. I allowed each evil moment to replay in my mind like a horror film.  
 
    Gulping down fear, I felt a surge of anger build inside of me. A spark ignited inside of me, but then it slowly fizzled out.  
 
    My eyes shot open and Ace rushed over to my side.  
 
    “Lizzie!” he yelled.  
 
    I didn’t know why he was in front of me, but I was gasping for air as my chest heaved dramatically.  
 
    “Did you feel that spark?” Wesley asked, moving closer to me.  
 
    “Yes, what happened?” I asked, still out of breath.  
 
    “You ignited a power inside of you. That spark you felt was just a tiny piece of what you will need to conjure up to fight the Witches,” Wesley explained.  
 
    “You were levitating,” Ace said, almost in a shocked awe.  
 
    “What?” I asked, my head jerking to look at him again.  
 
    “Yes, your power was in control of you,” Sophia smiled.  
 
    This was all too much. I hated feeling as though I wasn’t in control of my body. Even my powers controlled me.  
 
    “I want to end these Witches for good,” I seethed, as I glanced around at everyone watching me.  
 
    Smiling, Sophia placed a hand gently on my shoulder. “Then we need to get you prepared.” 
 
    Nodding, I closed my eyes and sighed. It was time to find out what this Shadow Seeker could really do.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Adore You 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, I was whisked away to Crow Haven.  
 
    Yet again.  
 
    I had been spending so much time there lately, I felt like I should be living there. That thought brought a smile to my face. Maybe one day.  
 
    With Ace... 
 
    “Am I training again?” I asked, as Maylee and I walked into Crow Haven.  
 
    Ace and Dash were out watching the Witches to ensure they weren’t trying anything today. So, I just assumed I would be spending another afternoon of my Winter Break training.  
 
    “Later, but first we have something more important to discuss,” Maylee said.  
 
    She began to move toward the stairs and I stopped, confused.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we go to the basement?” I asked.  
 
    “No, we need to go to my bedroom,” she insisted, walking up the stairs.  
 
    I followed behind her as we passed by the guest rooms where the Crow Haven Council were staying. When we entered her massive bedroom, Maylee headed straight toward her closet. I glanced around the room marveling at her newly decorated space. Maylee was an ever changing being. She constantly changed her wardrobe, cars, and even the decor of her bedroom. Over the holidays, she had repainted her bedroom walls a deep, charcoal gray. Dark turquoise curtains hung from her windows and matched the black and turquoise bedspread that covered her large, four poster bed. Decorative paintings with magical colors covered her walls. It was breathtaking and made me feel like I was in a museum, and not a teenagers bedroom.  
 
    “I found you a dress to wear to the New Year’s Eve dance,” Maylee said, from inside the closet. I had been so lost in the beauty of her new room, that I hadn’t even noticed she was no longer at my side.  
 
    Walking inside her closet, I shook my head.  
 
    Maylee’s closet was the size of most people’s houses. It was filled with designer clothes fit for a runway.  
 
    “Have you been hit over the head? You already loaned me a dress,” I teased.  
 
    “Yes, but not like this one. I totally forgot I had this. One year, we went to Paris, France, and I went a little overboard on a shopping spree. Anyway, I bought this dress and I forgot all about it,” Maylee giggled, pulling out a black dress bag.  
 
    Unzipping the bag, she opened it revealing a gorgeous Vera Wang gown. It was ruby red and had long flowing strips of fabric. As she pulled the gown out of the bag, I watched as the long gown seemed to dance and sway. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” I breathed, touching the silky fabric. “I can’t wear this, It is too nice,” I argued.  
 
    “Nonsense,” Maylee tsked. “Try it on,” she demanded, before shoving the dress in my arms and leaving me alone in the closet.  
 
    Sighing, I just shook my head as I began to remove my clothes to try on the dress. I would at least entertain her; but in all honesty, I really had no intention of going to the dance. It seemed absolutely absurd to go to a dance when I had Witches trying to steal my body and soul.  
 
    Once I had the dress on, I opened the closet door so I could look at myself in Maylee’s standing mirror.  
 
    “Alright, it’s on,” I grumbled. 
 
    Stopping, I almost yelled as I saw not just Maylee, but Ace and Dash, too.  
 
    Dash smiled and I saw him nudge Ace. A huge grin spread over Maylee’s face and I knew she was pleased with how the dress fit.  
 
    Ace took a step toward me, his eyes never wavering from mine. “Wow, you look stunning,” he whistled. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, embarrassed.  
 
    Heat spread to my cheeks from the way he was looking at me.  
 
    “Yes. Lizzie you are always beautiful, but this dress is just...” he was clearly speechless and that idea caused butterflies to dance around in my belly.  
 
    He moved in closer and kissed me.  
 
    I could feel the gazes of Maylee and Dash on me and so I took a step back, breaking our kiss.  
 
    “I never really wanted to go to this dance, but trying on the dress has been fun,” I sheepishly admitted.  
 
    “Oh no. You are going to that dance,” Maylee broke in, breaking the spell between Ace and myself.  
 
    “Maylee, I know you love dances, but this isn’t really the best time. The Witches are planning to attack me at any moment,” I argued.  
 
    I heard footsteps coming from down the hall and suddenly, we were joined by Nora, Wesley, Sophia, and Marshall. Looks like everyone decided to join us.  
 
    “Lizzie, yes you are correct. However, You should go to the dance and your necklace will let you know if the Witches are near,” Nora said. “Everyone knows I am not a huge fan of making people do things they don’t want to, but even I agree that you can’t hide away forever. They won’t hurt you in public, it’s just too risky. Even the Witches Council told us that. Plus, you will have the Crows nearby,” she finished.  
 
    Sophia stepped further into the room and smiled over at Marshall before looking at me. “If we can capture the Witches, then we can take them to the Witches Council. The Crows have been trying for years to find a way to have a truce with the Witches and live harmoniously together. This could be our chance to see that happen and save you and your town in the process,” she explained.  
 
    It made sense, but it still didn’t sit right with me.  
 
    “So, you want to use me as bait?” I asked, placing my hands on my hips.  
 
    Ace chuckled beside me and Maylee rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Don’t think of it that way. You get to go to a dance with Ace and we can stop the Witches,” Sophia mused.  
 
    I looked down for a moment, considering their words carefully. As much as I hated to agree with all of them, I knew that they held the answers to keeping me safe and ending the Witches. I guess all I could do was follow their plan and hope I survived the night.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    On the night of the dance, my mom and dad decided to go into full embarrassing parent mode.  
 
    Marshall and Sophia had explained their plans to them and my mom and dad agreed to let me go to the dance. While they were nervous, they also agreed that I couldn’t hide out forever.  
 
    Flashes of light almost blinded me as my mom took about a million pictures of me and Ace and then Maylee and Wesley.  
 
    Ace had agreed to wear black pants and a red shirt to match my dress. Maylee opted for a white silk dress and Wesley wore an all-white suit. They looked like royalty. My hair had been curled and left to hang on my shoulders. I hated to admit it, but I felt like a princess in the dress Maylee had given me.  
 
    With the rest of the Crows and Crow Haven Council just outside, I knew that I had more than enough protection. I would enjoy the dance tonight and then tomorrow, I would allow the supernatural world to worry me more.  
 
    “I want you all to be save and enjoy the dance,” my mom said, hugging me.  
 
    “We will,” I promised her, even though I didn’t know how much my word meant anymore.  
 
    “Just think, after tonight, you kids will have to get ready to head back to school,” my dad chuckled.  
 
    Everyone grew silent, hating his joke. None of us wanted to think about school yet. We hadn’t even really had a chance to enjoy our winter break.  
 
    “What?” my dad asked, noticing the stares he was getting.  
 
    “Nothing honey,” my mom laughed, patting him on the back.  
 
    “We need to get going,” Maylee announced, trying to push us all out the door.  
 
    I reached for my purse and noticed I had left my phone in my room.  
 
    “Hey, you all go get in the car and I will be right out,” I said, kissing Ace on the cheek.  
 
    “Are you sure? I can wait,” he stated.  
 
    “No, it’s fine. I will be quick,” I said, as I turned and raced back up to my room.  
 
    I heard Ace’s engine roar as he started the car. Maylee and Wesley left in her SUV and I heard the tires crunching over the snow.  
 
    As I bound into my room, I was struck by a thick haze that caused me to cough and choke for air.  
 
    Standing in my bedroom, holding my cell phone was Casandra.  
 
    No, no. Not again. 
 
    “Lizzie, you look beautiful. I hope dressing up tonight was worth it, because you and I are going on a little adventure,” she said, moving closer to me.  
 
    I was frozen in place and I couldn’t speak. I wanted to scream for my parents, but it was no use.  
 
    “It’s time for the Witches to take back our power and it starts with you, Shadow Seeker,” she said, before lifting her hands and allowing a flash of white light to surround me.  
 
    I gasped for air as the light strangled me. Falling to my knees, I struggled to breathe until my body began to give in. The last thing I remember was hearing Ace’s car door slam shut and then the world around me disappeared. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Last Breath 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I finally awoke, large flakes of snow were dancing all around me, blinding my vision as the voices echo all around me. Their twisted cries threaten to burst my eardrums and my eyes sting from the tears brimming at the surface.  
 
    It had happened again. Casandra and her mother had outsmarted us all and I was once again at the mercy of the Witches. All I had wanted was one last night with my friends before chaos ensued. But, the Witches had taken that from me, too.  
 
    Paralysis had taken over and suddenly, visions in my mind reminded me of what happened at the Witches house. The teal light still lingered as I struggled to glance around. A heavy darkness still hoovers over me, restricting me.  
 
    My body aches as my mind struggles to regain control of my muscles, but it is no use. The Witches are still controlling me.  
 
    “What are you going to do now, Shadow Seeker?” she hissed. “You and your Crows think you all are so smart. We have been in your head. We hear your thoughts and we heard your little plan to take us back to the Witches council. Don’t you fools understand. We are everywhere,” she screamed out, her hair blowing wildly around her.  
 
    It wasn’t Casandra, but her mother who levitated in front of me, her feet gliding effortlessly in the air.  
 
    Blinking, my feet hit something hard and as I looked around, I really felt terror begin to build inside of my numb body.  
 
    I am standing on the concrete railing of High Bridge at the base, and there is nothing I can do about it. The fog is so thick, I can’t see my own hands in front of me. It’s like the world has disappeared.  
 
    I struggle to open my mouth, but I can’t seem to do anything. I want to scream at her. To tell her to stop all of this madness, but we both know it is impossible.  
 
    She is controlling me like a puppet and anything she wills me to do, I will have to do.  
 
    Laughing, her voice almost breaks me. “Oh that’s right. You can’t do anything unless I make you,” she giggles.  
 
    She is evil incarnate and everything about her is terrifying.  
 
    Why are they doing this?” I ask myself.  
 
    Casandra is now in front of me, shaking her head as an evil smile appears on her face. “We are inside your head, Lizzie. Why are we doing this you ask? Well, let me tell you. For centuries, we have been run out of towns like we are the plague. Shadow Seekers and Crows think they are so smart protecting their precious towns, but no one is ever really safe. At the stroke of midnight, we will not only inherit your powers, but your soul, too. Upon your sweet death, we will begin the new year with your powers. No one will be able to stop us and we will control this town as we should have years ago,” Casandra sneered.  
 
    Somehow, a tear rolls down my cheek, turning into ice as it reaches my lips. My body shakes with fury and I feel like I may explode from the need to react to these evil beings.  
 
    Laughing, Casandra causes my feet to slip against the icy concrete of the ledge I am standing on. It would be so easy for me to slip and fall soundlessly into the abyss. “Oh, poor Lizzie. Are you sad? Are you worried about Ace and your precious Crows?” she taunts me.  
 
    I wish I could say yes, even if it showed my weakness, but I was worried about Ace and the Crows. What would happen to them when I was gone? 
 
    “We will take all of their memories of you and it will be as though you never existed,” Casandra said, moving so close to me, that her breathing felt like shards of glass against my face.  
 
    Leaning in, her mother decided to join the taunting, too. “We will continue to take over human bodies as our powers grow,” she cackled.  
 
    I’m freezing from the coldness outside and the shrill fear that I am faced with. They are inside my head and soon, they will own my body and soul. I have never felt so powerless in all of my life.  
 
    Casandra and her mom float in circles in front of me, taunting me with their fury and malice. They begin to chant and the painful sound pierces my ears. They close their eyes and the sounds around me are amplified.  
 
    The sounds of flapping wings sounds somewhere nearby, but I can’t move around to see if it’s real or if I am delusional.  
 
    By the look of pure horror written on her face, I realize the Crows must have arrived.  
 
    The wind picks up as her anger builds and I know she is controlling the weather-- and this massive blizzard rocking us now.  
 
    The fabric of my red dress flies all around me, almost like arms reaching out for support and safety. The icy snow stings my exposed skin and right now, all I want is for everything to end. Crimson red blood dances down my arms from where the ice has cut through my skin.  
 
    Even if that means death.  
 
    “Lizzie, I’m here,” I hear Ace yell. 
 
    My heart starts to go wild, but my eyes haven’t landed on my soulmate yet.  
 
    Movement sounds all around me, but still, I am unable to do anything.  
 
    Ace moves and it’s like a flash of lightning. Angry yelling and fearful cries echo around me, and it hurts so badly that I can’t move myself.  
 
    A thud shakes the ground beneath my feet and in front of me lays Nora.  
 
    For anyone else, a blow like that would have been deadly, but for a Crow, she holds too much power. Jumping up on her feet, an angry scowl crosses her features.  
 
    We make eye contact and all she does is nod. She knows that I am not in control of myself right now.  
 
    “I’ve got this, Lizzie,” she yells, before racing past me.  
 
    Sophia soars down from the sky, almost as though she appeared out of nowhere. Thomas, Wesley and the rest flap all around her, ready and willing to fight the Witches.  
 
    To fight for me.  
 
    Hypothermia must be setting in now, because I can feel my body weakening and shutting down. I have been outside too long. Soon, my heart will stop and my body will be nothing more than an empty shell. I can only hope that Ace will find comfort one day.  
 
    Casandra flies through the air, her arms brushing against my shoulder as she sails over top of me and lands mere inches from my exposed toes.  
 
    Her eyes shoot to mine and I can see the pain she must feel. If I could smile, I would have.  
 
    Unable to move, I wrack my brain trying to find a way to stop this from overpowering me. Suddenly, the voices of the Crows fill my mind. Their words echo all around me.  
 
    Use your powers.  
 
    Your necklace can stop them.  
 
    You hold the key inside you. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I reach deep down inside of me for the answer. I am a Shadow Seeker and my necklace has the power to stop evil. I can stop these Witches, I just have to find the source within me. Focusing, I allow my mind to settle and let go of the fear and anger I once felt. I shut out the sounds and pain that once inflicted my body. I have the key to end this all. 
 
    Suddenly, my eyes shoot open as a red orb of light flashes all around my body. My necklace vibrates against my chest as the red-light sears through the cold snowflakes. A tingling sensation races up my spine and even though my mind was scared, my body seemed to take over and I allowed myself to trust my instincts. I feel the power shift inside of my body and it is beyond amazing.  
 
    A loud scream just below the bridge catches my attention and I realize I am able to move once again.  
 
    The Witches are writing in pain as the red light falls over their bodies. It is almost though the light is burning them. Smoke fills the air as the snow sizzles and melts as the red light hits them. The steam rises and almost blocks my view of what is happening below me.  
 
    I begin to lose my balance as the Witches hold over me stops and I am back in control of my body. I feel myself about to fall and as I reach out into the thin air, my body tumbles over the edge of the bridge and I fall.  
 
    Soaring through the air, I realize this is the end. Just as I close my eyes and prepare myself for the dead impact I am about to endure, I feel a pair of strong arms grab my waist and pull me close.  
 
    My eyes shot open and I come face-to-face with Thomas.  
 
    Startled, I am shocked as I thought it was Ace who had saved me.  
 
    “Don’t look too disappointed,” Thomas jokes as he places me back onto the ground.  
 
    I have never been so happy to see Thomas and feel the cold grass.  
 
    “I...am….” my voice breaks as I struggle to speak. The cold and my near-death experience has left me speechless.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I understand.” 
 
    “Lizzie,” Ace screams, his voice piercing through my moment with Thomas.  
 
    Turning, I spot Ace as he rushed toward me. He doesn’t hesitate to grab me and hold me against him with such strength, I fear he may never let me go again.  
 
    “What...happened?” my shaking voice asks, as I snuggle against his body.  
 
    Ace only holds me tighter as he speaks, his chest rising and falling as he struggles to calm down. “The red orb that you unleashed, it burned through the Witches magic and spell. You stopped them,” he said, holding me out so he could look me in the face.  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, my words coming out more clearly now.  
 
    “That means, you untapped your Shadow Seeker powers and used them to destroy the curse and hold the Witches had over you. Lizzie, you are so much more powerful than we ever dreamed,” Sophia beams next to Ace.  
 
    Shaking his head, Ace ignores everyone else around us. Pulling me to him, Ace kisses me in an all-consuming kiss that melts my heart and warms my body. The hypothermia that was setting in, now melts away with just Ace’s touch.  
 
    Everything I experienced led me to this very moment. As we deepen the kiss, I feel my power inside of me growing still.  
 
    When the kiss ends, we smile, knowing that the threat is gone.  
 
    “Hey, look, it’s almost midnight!” Thomas shouts, as he flaps his wings and lands beside us on the ground.  
 
    We managed to end the spell just in time for the New Year to arrive. I had never been so happy to start a new journey.  
 
    Our phones light up as our clocks read twelve, midnight.  
 
    “One more kiss to begin the year?” Ace asks, smiling over at me.  
 
    I grab his face and welcome the New Year with a breathtaking kiss.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    New Year, New You 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life can be funny sometimes.  
 
    When you least expect it, everything can shift and chance the course your journey had begun.  
 
    For me, everything changed the moment I met the Crows. I was enlightened to a new Supernatural world that I never knew existed. And, that’s a lot when I have spent my entire life with a mother who is a mediator to the dead.  
 
    After I had discovered my powers, I had been able to stop the Witches and the Crow Haven Council took them to the Witches Council.  
 
    From what Sophia had explained to Marshall, Casandra and her mother would be sentenced by their council and they would never be able to walk free again.  
 
    It was satisfying to finally get justice not just for myself, but for my town, too.  
 
    I had missed the New Year’s Eve dance and ruined my dress, but I had come out victorious and everyone I loved and cared about was safe, so I was fine with everything.  
 
    We had returned to school and life was finally beginning to feel normal again.  
 
    “Hey, I have a surprise for you,” Ace said, sneaking up behind me.  
 
    I had just left my last class of the day and the halls were flooded with students. Many were yawning and exhausted from being back at school.  
 
    “Oh really,” I smiled, stopping so that I could admire the wonder that was my boyfriend.  
 
    “Yes. So, you are coming with me,” he said, taking my hand.  
 
    We walked out of school and headed straight for his Camaro.  
 
    Ace had a silly grin on his face as he began to drive us away from school and out of town. I noticed immediately that we were heading toward Wilmore.  
 
    “Why are we going to Wilmore?” I asked.  
 
    Ever since New Years’s Eve, none of us had ventured back to Wilmore.  
 
    “I told you, I have a surprise,” Ace stated.  
 
    “You have a warped sense of humor,” I mused.  
 
    I sat back in my seat and wanted to ask more questions, but didn’t. Whatever Ace had planned, I wanted to at least see what it was.  
 
    When we finally turned on the road to High Bridge, I began to grow a little nervous. Why would he want to take me back there? 
 
    “Ace?” I asked, my voice rising.  
 
    Fear began to settle in my heart. This place brought back so many memories and I was starting to shake.  
 
    “Just trust me,” Ace said, holding my hand.  
 
    I exhaled a deep breath and when he parked the car near the High Bridge Pavilion, I really began to get nervous.  
 
    Ace jumped out of the car and ran around to open my door. Stepping out, I took in the scene around me.  
 
    The small parking lot overlooked High Bridge and the old Train Tracks. Mountains and the river provided a picturesque view that hid the evil that had once lurked right in this very place.  
 
    Taking my hand, Ace walked us to the pavilion. It was a white building with open sides. It reminded me of the restaurant in the movie, Dirty Dancing. Just beyond the parking lot was a manicured lawn with benches, large trees, and a small playground.  
 
    We walked up the steps and into the pavilion. Our shoes clicked against the hardwood floors and I sighed as I looked around. Even empty, it was beautiful.  
 
    “Why are we here, Ace?” I asked, turning so that I could face him.  
 
    Wrapping his hands around my waist, Ace pulled me closer to him. “You never got to experience the dance and our first New Year’s Eve was ruined. So, I thought we could have our own dance,” Ace mused.  
 
    My eyes widened at the realization of what sweet gesture he was attempting. He moved us over to where a small stage was set up.  
 
    Music began to play and I looked at Ace with amusement in my eyes.  
 
    “I asked for some help to make sure this night was magical—the right kind of magical,” he corrected himself.  
 
    I laughed at him as I reached up and kissed him.  
 
    Maylee and Nora giggled from outside of the pavilion and I leaned over the side, and spotted them holding their phones and a small speaker. They turned up the volume and the song, Fools Rush In, by Elvis Presley played.  
 
    Ace held me as we began to sway to the music. It was ridiculous, really. Ace was in his typical dark jeans and black hoodie and I was in black yoga pants and an oversized East Jessamine Sweatshirt. We were not dressed for a dance, but it was perfect all the same.  
 
    As I danced to the music, with Ace holding me in his arms, I couldn’t help but think about how perfect my life was.  
 
    Danger and death were everywhere and there was nothing I could do about it. I decided right then and there that no matter what, I would value those that I loved and enjoy my moments with them. Because, who knows when our lives and happiness would be threatened again.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Ace asked, leaning in and whispering in my ear.  
 
    “Just how grateful I am for this crazy life I have,” I admitted.  
 
    Smiling widely, Ace kissed me before spinning me and causing a fit of laughter to escape my lips.  
 
    “You have no idea how much I love you. Today and forever, we will always have one another,” Ace said, as he pulled me back to him.  
 
    Born in darkness and reborn in light, I had been given a chance to live as a strong Shadow Seeker. And, I would enjoy every moment of my life.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Readers, because I adore this sweet, small town of Nicholasville, Kentucky, I wanted to include some additional information about the real places described in this story.  
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    Shop like Lizzie and Maylee at Days Gone By Here 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I felt his stare before I heard his voice.  
 
    His eyes bore into me and my body feels like it could be set ablaze by the heat from his stare.  
 
    “Take one last look, Audrey Monroe. You are about to leave us forever,” Mark sighs, as he takes a step out from behind the massive, black curtain.  
 
    I exhale a sigh and absorb the feeling that is being part of this theatrical department. For as long as I could remember, I had always been performing. As soon as my mom could, she had me auditioning and acting in every play we could find. My name was even derived from two of her favorite actresses-- Audrey Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe. My mom once told me that when she met my dad and heard his last name was Monroe, she knew instantly it was fate and she was destined to marry him. I held on to that like a lifeline. Once I hit high school, my hobby became my obsession.  I knew that one day, I would be destined for something greater than what was offered at my small-town high school. My name would be dazzling in lights one day, and I would make my mom and my namesakes proud.  
 
    I looked over at Marcus with his shaggy brown hair, chocolate-colored eyes, and Harry Potter t-shirt.  
 
    “It’s not forever,” I remind him, as I spin on my heels to face him. Even my movements were dramatic.  
 
    Mark walks over to me and, together, we stand on center stage. “It’s not every day someone gets selected for the prestigious and exclusive House of Shows Academy. You are going to leave us behind in the dust and move on to absolute greatness,” Mark says, his tone deep and overly dramatic. He throws his hands up in the air, in an elaborate show of dismay. “You will not be here for our first day of Junior year of high school. How will we survive? How will this theatre department go on without our star pupil?” he scoffs.  
 
    I stifle a laugh as I take him in. We have been best friends for years, and he has had a crush on my friend Lisa since kindergarten. I touch the note in my pocket and take it out and give it to him. Goodbyes are not easy for me. I’ve had to say far too many in my life, so I wrote down everything I wanted to say to each of my closest friends. For Mark, I made sure to include that he needs to ask Lisa out.  
 
    “I could never forget about you. Sure, I am lucky to be moving to the Academy, but I will stay in touch,” I remind him, shoving the note in his hand. “Now, don’t read this until I leave. I don’t need you crying on me right now,” I laugh, trying to hide back the emotions that are threatening to release.  
 
    As much as I want to go to the elite private school, I know the transition will be difficult. My fingers clasp my necklace, and I feel for the cool, silver metal that holds a locket with my late mother’s picture inside. All of this is for her, I remind myself as I hold the locket close to my heart. My mom had been an actress and even made it to several big-name Broadway shows in New York City and London. However, when she met my dad, she left the glitz and glamour of the big cities and opened up her own theatre school in our small, Kentucky town. She instilled a love of acting in me; and every time I stepped foot on stage, I felt like she was with me.  
 
    And, she still would be if she hadn’t been killed by a drunk driver on her way home when I was ten-years-old. Ever since then, it had just been me and my dad-- Well, my dad when he is around. As a doctor at the town’s only hospital, he stays busy and gone most of the time. I don’t really mind. I guess that’s why I sought out the private school that would hopefully jump-start my career one day. Forcing me to practically raise myself, I learned at an early age to become independent and rely solely on myself.  
 
    The stage would always be a second home to me. And now, I was about to embark on a new journey where a new stage would become my home.  
 
    I just hoped I was ready.   
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As the car slowed, we spotted a sign that read Student Drop-Off Here.  A tall, thin man in his thirties walked over to the car.  
 
    “Name of student?” the man asked. His pale skin and light blue eyes made him appear almost translucent as he stood, hovering over the driver’s side door.  
 
    “Audrey Monroe,” my dad said, a big goofy grin plastered over his face.  
 
    I cringed for a moment and then stopped. As embarrassing as my dad could be, I would miss him terribly while I was away. I was beyond grateful that he had found this performance Academy for me to attend and I needed to give him more support.  
 
    The man nodded his head, wrote something on his clipboard, and then walked to my side of the car. “Only students past the gates, please. We have high security here and only those authorized can go beyond the property line,” the man said, opening my door.  
 
    I paused, taken aback by his words. I at least thought my dad would be able to take me to my room or say goodbye to me from the Academy-- not here in the car.  
 
    “No problem. I can respect boundaries and security. It makes me feel secure that my little girl here will be safe,” dad said, grinning over at me.  
 
    I smiled back, allowing some of my own unease to fade away.  
 
    I hugged my dad, promising to call him soon and then allowed the man to help me out of the car.  
 
    “My name is Carl and I will be your guide to the Academy,” he said, almost blinding me with a set of pearly white teeth.  
 
    I grabbed my large suitcase and backpack, gave one last look to my dad, and then followed the man through the iron gates that would lead me to the House of Shows Academy.  
 
    I trail behind Carl and take in the scenery around me. I am a little out of breath as we continue moving uphill. The further we go, the thicker the trees become. The sun is bright in the sky today, but you can barely see it under the canvas of the trees shadowing the path we are taking. There is an awkward silence between us but I am unsure of what to say.  
 
    “Have you fed recently?” Carl asked.  
 
    I halted my steps and froze. What a weird question to ask someone, I thought. “Yes, why?” I asked, clearly frazzled by his strangeness.  
 
    Shaking his head, he continued walking, almost as though he didn’t see my stopping. “No reason, you just smell like blood,” he stated.  
 
    What the--?? 
 
    This guy was seriously strange. While his back was still turned to me, I took a moment to sniff my arms and shirt. To me, I smelled of lavender and vanilla, a sweet combination of the lotion and perfume I had adorned before leaving my home. Maybe he wasn’t into those scents. Either way, he already had me feeling like an outcast and I hadn’t even stepped foot inside the Academy yet.  
 
    We continued walking uphill on the black paved drive until voices began to fill the silence around us. Turning a bend, I spotted hundreds of students milling around the area while adults made announcements.  
 
    Four large black busses were parked to the side of the road. Since I still couldn’t see the Academy, I assumed they would take us the remaining way.  
 
    Carl walked over to one of the other men and gave him the clipboard.  
 
    “Students, I need your attention,” a man with long, shiny black hair announced through a bullhorn.  
 
    Everyone ceased to make a sound around us and I watched in fascination. At my old school, it would have taken the teachers several attempts to get students to quiet down.  
 
    “We now have all campers here. Everyone, please load the busses so we can head to the Academy,” he said, before stepping onto a bus himself.  
 
    The bus slowed and I focused on my surroundings. For a prestigious Academy, they had really gone all out on making sure it was hidden away and secure from anyone getting inside. Large trees lined the black paved drive and heavy, golden iron gates blocked the main entrance to the elaborately designed mansion.  
 
    The entire place seemed shadowed, surrounded by darkness and shadows.  
 
    The bus stopped. As I grabbed my luggage, I slowly stepped off the bus following the lead of the other students.  
 
    I was in awe of the Academy. From what I had imagined in my mind, this would be more similar to a large school. Instead, this was a true mansion. Three stories of dark brick and stone stared down at me. The building was so massive, it seemed to stretch for miles both front to back and side to side. Large windows stared back at me. As my eyes traveled to the heavy double wooden doors, I realized not only would I be attending a fantastic performing arts school, I would be living in luxury as well.  
 
    Man, I had the best luck ever. Or, so I thought. 
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