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        In this sad world of ours, sorrow comes to all.

        Abraham Lincoln
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      On a clear, star-filled night, Addison Lockhart sat on the deck of Grayson Manor, sipping on a glass of iced tea and reminiscing about her life. As the gentle breeze frolicked through the leaves of the large elm in the front yard, she thought back to nine years earlier, to the time just after her mother had passed away. It was then she’d learned an important truth—a truth her mother had never shared with Addison.

      Addison had a gift … and not just any gift.

      She could communicate with the dead, helping lost, tortured souls trapped between this world and the next move out of the darkness and into the light.

      The gift didn’t come as a surprise. Ever since Addison was a young girl, she’d had the ability to see things no one else could. At the age of five, while attending her friend Natalie’s birthday party, one of Natalie’s ribbons fell from her hair. Addison reached down to pick it up and a vision of Natalie’s future appeared before her, a vision Addison didn’t want to see—Natalie falling from the tree swing in the backyard.

      The vision had been so real, like it was happening in the present moment, even though it wasn’t. As the vision faded and Addison returned to the here and now, she warned Natalie to avoid the tree swing. But Natalie discarded Addison’s concerns, choosing not to listen. Four months later, the rope on the tree swing snapped, sealing Natalie’s fate.

      Years later when Addison inherited Grayson Manor, the visions she’d had as a child, the ones her mother had brushed off as though they were nothing, returned, strong and persistent, like a weed desperate to push its way through the soil. It was at this time Addison believed herself to be an empath or a medium. Then she learned she was more, so much more than she’d ever imagined.

      On Addison’s wedding day, her grandmother, Marjorie, presented her with a unique gift, and Addison began to understand the power she possessed. The gift was a book of enchantments. It was old and worn … and magical. It had been passed down in Addison’s family from mother to daughter for generations. The passages within its pages read like lyrical verses of music, full of wisdom and advice. It also provided a way for Addison to summon the spirits of her ancestors who had passed on.

      Soon after Addison received the book of enchantments, her grandmother died, and Addison gave birth to a daughter, Amara Jane. During this time, Addison’s life took another turn when she was visited by the spirit of Joan Waterhouse, a woman who revealed she was Addison’s ancestor. Addison learned Joan had lived in England in the 1500s. Joan also made known that Addison was much more than a medium and an empath. She was a necromancer, a witch, who one day would hold the fate of the world in her hands.

      Joan bestowed upon Addison a red diamond, one of the rarest stones in the world. When placed on top of the cauldron of the book of enchantments the cauldron sunk inside itself and the book ignited, sending a surge of energy through Addison as she and the book became one. Now, Addison possessed the power of every necromancer who had ever lived. She just hadn’t learned the best way to use it yet. And since her mother and grandmother had passed away, she’d been left to figure it out on her own.

      Swaying back and forth on the rocking chair, Addison’s thoughts turned to her father, Samael, a man who was also known as the raven. The two had never met, and she knew little of him except that he was a powerful sorcerer. After her mother’s death, Addison had been given a letter. In it, her mother admitted the man who’d raised her, Bill, a man Addison had called “father” her entire life, wasn’t her birth father. Her birth father was Samael. She also learned about Corbin, her twin brother.

      Since learning of Samael’s existence, Addison had been warned not to seek him out, but as the months unfolded, she’d thought of him more and more often, picturing him in her mind. She wondered if she looked like him. She wondered if he’d ever tried to find her after all these years. And most of all, she wondered if he was as dangerous as her mother had made him out to be. She’d considered summoning him many times, but as she thought about her own child, she stopped herself. When it came to protecting Amara Jane, it was a risk she wasn’t willing to take.

      And so she sat, swallowing back the last of her iced tea as she stared up at the night sky. Tonight, there was a strange stillness to the air, an eerie quiet, an unsettling feeling brewing within—a feeling that something terrible was about to happen.
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      Addison peered out the bedroom window the next morning, watching the mailman slip an oversized envelope into the mailbox outside. She grabbed a robe out of the closet, peeked in on Amara Jane to see if she was still sleeping, and combed a hand through her long, bright red hair before stepping outside. Closing the door behind her, she glanced around. The air smelled wet and earthy, the sky sullen and overcast. Rain was coming. Of this, she was certain.

      The mailman waved as he buzzed up the road, and Addison pulled the mailbox open, sifting through its contents until she found the envelope in question. It was addressed to her and had been sent from a woman named Eve Crawley, a name Addison had never heard of before. Eve lived in Ithaca, New York, a three-and-a half-hour drive from Addison’s manor in Rhinebeck.

      Clutching the mail in her hands, Addison walked back inside the house, pausing when she noticed her husband, Luke, riffling through cabinets and drawers in the kitchen.

      “Morning, how’s it going in there?” she asked.

      Luke poked his head around the corner. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you sure? You don’t seem fine.”

      “I, ahh … I can’t seem to find the bag of coffee I just bought.”

      Looking past him, Addison could see the coffee, sitting eye level on the middle shelf inside one of the cabinets. She set the mail on the table, reached for the coffee, and handed it to him with a smile.

      Luke planted a kiss on Addison’s forehead and sighed. “It was right in front of me the entire time, wasn’t it? Sorry, honey. I’m running late, and I … well, I’m a bit scattered today.”

      Addison gave Luke a quick squeeze and shifted her focus back to the envelope. She grabbed it and walked to the living room, whistling a tune as she took a seat on the sofa. Inside the envelope was a handwritten letter and a series of photos sealed inside a Ziploc baggie. She set the baggie aside and unfolded the letter.

      
        
        Addison,

        My name is Eve Crawley. I am your cousin, and your father’s niece. I’m not referring to Bill, the man who raised you. I’m referring to your birth father, Samael. By now, I expect you’ve learned of his existence and of your twin brother, Corbin.

        While you were growing up, my mother reached out to yours several times, hoping she’d allow us the opportunity to get to know you, but year after year, your mother refused our requests. It wasn’t until recently that I learned your mother died several years ago, and I decided it was time to find you.

        My mother, your Aunt Beatrice, passed away last week. Since her death, you’ve been in my thoughts a lot more than usual, and I was hoping you’d consider a visit to Crawley Manor. It would mean so much to me to meet you at long last. There are things you need to know—important things I’d prefer telling you in person.

        I hope to hear from you soon.

        Eve

        P.S. I’ve enclosed some photos of our family. I thought you might like to see what your relatives on your father’s side look like.

      

      

      Addison folded the letter, slipped it back inside the envelope, and cursed. She’d loved her mother, looked up to her, idolized her as a child. Thinking of her now, Addison felt frustrated, robbed of a side of her family she never knew she had. She wondered what else she didn’t know and how many more secrets had been kept from her. And most of all … what important information did Eve want to tell her in person?
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      Luke entered the living room, set two mugs of coffee on the table, and joined Addison on the sofa.

      “I thought you were in a rush to get out the door?” Addison asked.

      “The owner of the historical restoration site I’m bidding on just called. He pushed the meeting back about an hour or so. Guess you’re stuck with me for a bit longer.”

      Being “stuck” with Luke was never a bad place to be. They’d met when she inherited the manor and hired him to restore the place. It wasn’t long before they developed feelings for one another. Now they’d been together eight years and married for three, and she couldn’t imagine life without him.

      He swept his long bangs out of his eyes and blinked at the letter in Addison’s lap. “What’s this?”

      “It came in this morning’s mail. It was sent by a woman named Eve Crawley.”

      “Do you know her?”

      Addison shook her head. “We’ve never met. She says she’s my Samael’s niece, and my cousin.”

      Luke raised a brow. “Why did she write you?”

      “She wants to meet.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “The letter she sent was vague. She said she has something important to tell me, and she wants to do it in person.”

      A look of concern crossed Luke’s face.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Addison said. “If Eve knows about Grayson Manor, Samael must be aware of its existence too, right?”

      Luke shrugged. “I mean, maybe.”

      “I wonder if he’s aware my mother died several years ago. If so, why wouldn’t he try to contact me?”

      “Do you want him to find you?”

      Addison crossed one leg over the other. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Yes.

      If I was being honest with myself, part of me did.

      Addison lifted the blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around her legs. “To answer your question, no. I’m not going to respond to her. Not yet at least. I want to see what I can find out about her first. If the news she hopes to share is so important, she should have just put it in the letter. Or better yet … if she knows I’ve inherited the manor, she could have just come here.”

      Luke tipped his head toward the photos inside the plastic bag. “Did she send these too?”

      “Yeah, part of me is nervous to look through them.”

      “Want me to check them out for you first?”

      Addison nodded. “Would you?”

      Luke opened the baggie, removed the photos, and sifted through them, turning them over one by one to read what was written on the back.

      “Well?” Addison asked. “Are there any of my father?”

      “Sure looks like it.”

      Addison fiddled with the tag on the blanket and then said, “Show me.”

      He held a photo in front of her, and Addison swallowed hard, choking back the emotions rising inside of her. Samael wasn’t old like she thought he’d be. He was young, looked to be in his early forties, several years older than Addison was now. He was tall and slender, with trimmed black hair, and eyes that mirrored her own.

      “He looks … nice,” Addison said. “Don’t you think?”

      “Doesn’t mean he is, sweetie.”

      He was right.

      Looks could be deceiving.

      And yet, viewing the photo, she felt an instant connection.

      “What other photos did Eve send?” Addison asked.

      “Most of the rest of them are of Eve and her family. Oh, wait. Hang on. Looks like your father is in this one too.”

      Luke held up a photo of two men. It was a black-and-white and had faded over time. Both men looked similar. Based on the clothes and the background, the photo was old, mid-1800s, Addison guessed. Her father was smiling. The other man was not. His dark, beady eyes staring at the camera were callous and lifeless.

      “The guy next to your father looks a lot like John Wilkes Booth,” Luke said. “Don’t you think?”

      Addison leaned in closer. Luke was right. He did look like him. “Is there anything written on the back of the photo?”

      Luke flipped it around, showing Addison. Written in black cursive ink were five distinct words and a date—The Raven and The Dragon, 1865.

      1865.

      The same year Abraham Lincoln was assassinated.

      Strange coincidence.

      “Show me the others,” Addison said.

      One by one, Luke held up the rest of the photos. The last was of a woman sitting in a wheelchair, answering Addison’s question about why Eve hadn’t visited her in person. Written on the back of the photo in cursive were the words: Eve Crawley, 2019. Interested in getting a closer look, Addison reached for the photo. As soon as it was placed in her hand, the room started spinning. Then it went black.
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      Addison opened her eyes and looked around, taking in the unfamiliar surroundings. The room she found herself in smelled like whiskey and rotting earth, even though it was decorated in rich, elegant décor. Thick, burgundy drapes adorned the windows; Persian rugs had been arranged under a room chock-full of antique furniture; and on the opposite wall, a polished grand piano waited to be played. Every item in the room appeared to be centuries old and was reminiscent of something Addison expected she’d see if she toured the Palace of Versailles.

      Questions abounded.

      Whose house was she in?

      And why had she been brought here?

      She needed to find out.

      Addison approached a large, oversized window, and glanced down at acres of lush, manicured gardens stretching as far as the eye could see. Wherever she was, it appeared the home she was in was massive, as was the property itself. She released the window latch and pushed it open, hoping to breathe in a lungful of the cool evening air. But the air was still and quiet—too quiet—as if trapped inside bottled glass.

      As she surveyed the grounds, the door on the opposite side of the room creaked open. Addison approached it and stepped out, peering into the hall.

      She saw no one, heard nothing.

      She cupped a hand over her mouth and said, “Hello? Is anyone here?”

      Silence.

      Addison stepped into the hallway and reached for the light switch on the wall. It flickered a few times before surging to life, offering her a glimpse of a long, broad hallway. A series of rooms lined both sides. Addison counted ten in all. Slipping in and out of them, she found each was a bedroom, and most were similar in décor. None of the dust-laden rooms showed any signs of being in use, a fact Addison found odd.

      Curious about the rest of the home, Addison descended the circular staircase. When she reached the bottom, she found herself in a foyer. Large, ornate portraits in gold frames hung on both sides of the walls. Each portrait had been painted, the oldest dating back to 1535. No names accompanied the paintings, but as Addison surveyed one after the other, her eyes came to rest on a man who needed no name placard to identify him.

      The man whose portrait she’d stopped in front of was Samael.

      Goosebumps stippled across Addison’s arms, and she whipped around, her head throbbing, mind racing.

      I am not where I think I am.

      I am not in my father’s house.

      I can’t be.

      And yet, what if she was in Samael’s lair, and he had somehow brought her here? Had the letter from Eve been real? Or was it all an elaborate trick—a scheme to get Addison alone, at long last?

      Sitting in the center of a table in the hall was an album. Addison approached it. The front had been embroidered with words: Crawley Family.

      I must be inside Crawley Manor.

      Before Addison could turn the album’s pages, a woman’s scream bellowed through the air. It sounded like it came from inside the house, but which part? Addison wasn’t sure. She ran from one room to the next, poking her head in and out, shouting, “Hello? Where are you? Who’s there? Please, answer me!”

      A second scream followed, and Addison spun around, sprinting in the opposite direction. She entered the dining room and found a man hovering over a woman in a wheelchair. He had his backside to Addison, concealing his identity.

      “Please,” the woman begged. “Don’t do this.”

      “Tell me what I need to know, and I won’t,” the man snarled.

      The woman shook her head.

      The man jerked his hand back and slapped the woman across the face—hard. “Tell me, Eve!”

      Addison ran toward him, shouting, “Get away from her! Leave her alone!”

      But neither Eve nor the man acknowledged her presence. It was then Addison realized she wasn’t in the current moment as she had first assumed when she’d arrived at this place. She was seeing Eve’s past, or her future. But which one? She wasn’t sure. Helpless and unable to intervene, all she could do was to stand back and watch the events unfold.

      As the man’s face came into view, Addison looked him over. He was unfamiliar, someone she didn’t recall having met before. Who was he? Why was he here, threatening Eve’s life? And most of all … what could she do to stop him before it was too late?

      “I’ll never tell you what you want to know!” the woman cried. “Never.”

      The man bent down, grabbing Eve by her wrists, snarling, “You thought you were safe, didn’t you? You thought the spell your mother cast would protect you, even after her death. How does it feel to know you were wrong, that when she died, the protection spell on Crawley Manor died with her?”

      The woman closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t tell you a thing. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind. Do what you need to do.”

      The man snapped his head back, emitting a vile roar that echoed through every corridor of the manor.

      “So be it,” he said. “It’s too late for her and for you anyway.”

      “If it was too late, you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I will find her with or without your help, Eve,” he said.

      “And she’ll be ready for you when you do.”

      “This is your final chance. Tell me where she is, and I’ll spare the rest of your pathetic life. Do it now.”

      “Never.”

      “All right, Eve. You’ve made your decision, and I’ve made mine.”

      The man lifted a finger into the air, and it lit up, teeming with static energy, like lightning about to strike. He pressed the finger to Eve’s head, and she began to disintegrate in front of Addison’s eyes. Moments later, all that remained of her was ash. The man stood, cursing over not getting what he wanted. Then he twirled his finger in the air and vanished.

      Standing there in shocked silence, Addison’s attention was drawn to a tapping sound on one of the windows. She turned toward it, clapping a hand over her mouth as she locked eyes with a big, black raven. A raven that was staring right at her.
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      Addison and the raven squared off, neither willing to be the first to break eye contact. As much as she wanted to believe she was staring at nothing more than a pesky bird, she knew he was much more. He was waiting, tempting her to make the first move—a move she found impossible without knowing whether she was in the present or the past.

      Was Eve dead?

      Or had Addison witnessed a future that was still to come?

      And who was the woman the man wanted to find—the woman Eve was willing to sacrifice her life to protect?

      The raven cocked his head to one side, blinked at Addison, and smashed his beak against the windowpane, shattering the glass. Addison balled her hands into fists, squeezing them together as she channeled the power within her. Balls of fire formed over her palms, and she raised her hands toward the window, thrusting the flames at the raven. The raven didn’t flinch, and the flames shot right past him, evaporating into the air as if they’d been snuffed out.

      Ever since she’d absorbed the power of the book of enchantments, Addison had felt strong and fearless, invincible … until this moment. Desperate to snap out of the vision and get as far away from Crawley Manor as she could, she thought back to the advice she’d once received from Joan Waterhouse. In times like these, all she needed to do was to imagine what she wanted when she wanted it, and whatever she needed would come to her. Addison closed her eyes, thought of home, and chanted: “Ancient mothers wherever you roam, hear my call, and take me home.”

      A heavy weight fell over her, the sensation of hands gripping her shoulders, bearing down.

      “No!” Addison screamed. “Get away. Get off me!”

      A male voice, calm and gentle, replied, “Addison, hey, can you hear me? Wake up. Come back to me. Please.”

      Addison’s eyes opened and she glanced around, breathing in the peaceful serenity of her own home. She looked up and saw Luke’s worried eyes staring down at her.

      “How long was I out?” she asked.

      “Fifteen minutes or so. What happened?”

      “You handed me the photo of Eve Crawley, and the next thing I knew, I was at Crawley Manor, witnessing Eve’s execution.”

      “Execution? Why?”

      “I don’t know. The man who murdered her was trying to force her to give him information about another woman.”

      “What woman?”

      Addison shrugged. “He didn’t say. All I know is Eve refused him.”

      “And now she’s dead?”

      “I’m not sure. I may have witnessed the past or the future. I don’t know yet. All I know is, it wasn’t the present. If it had been, they would have seen me in that room, and they would have heard me, and they didn’t.”

      Luke rubbed a hand across his chin, pondering what Addison had just said. “If this man you saw hasn’t killed Eve yet, can you prevent her murder from happening?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. What I see, in my visions, is inevitable. I cannot change what’s meant to be.”

      “Why not? You’re more powerful now. How do you know if you’ve never tried?”

      Perhaps he was right, and she could change the future, but how out of balance would things become if she did, even if it was for one person? Knock over one domino in a long line of dominos, and they all fall. Even if she had the ability to save Eve, what repercussions would she face if she changed fate?

      “What do you know about the man you saw?” Luke asked. “Who is he? Any idea?”

      “Not a clue. At one point, I caught a glimpse of his face, but not a good one. It was almost like he was a blur. It happens sometimes in my visions. They’re not always clear. I got the feeling he’s not someone I’ve met before, not in person.”

      “Was there any way to tell whether he’s human, just some guy living in the present day? Or was he something more—someone like you?”

      “Something more. I’m just not sure how much more yet or of his power compared to mine.”

      “How could you tell he’s not human?”

      “He was powerful. He created static energy with his finger, and when he pressed it against Eve’s forehead, it killed her. And then …”

      “And then what?”

      Addison thought back to the moments after Eve’s death. “There’s something else.”

      Luke folded his arms and said, “What is it?”

      “After Eve died, the man who murdered her vanished, or he seemed to vanish. Once he was gone, I heard a sound, like pebbles being tossed against glass. I turned toward the window and saw a raven. He kept tapping the glass until it shattered.”

      “How strange.”

      “As you know, in my family, we all have spirit animals we can transform into.”

      “Yours is the owl, and your grandmother was a crow, wasn’t she?”

      Addison nodded. “She was. And my mother was an eagle, though she didn’t use her magic. I think the raven was Samael.”

      “Let’s say you’re right. What happened after the glass shattered? Did you interact with him?”

      “We didn’t because I panicked. I didn’t know if the raven was Samael, the man who’d just killed Eve, someone else, or nothing more than a bird. All I could think about was how much I needed to get out of there.”

      Luke rested a hand on Addison’s leg. “I don’t blame you. It might be best for you to stay away.”

      Except it wasn’t best.

      She may not have known it then, but she knew it now.

      “If I did see Samael, if he’s responsible for Eve’s death, I won’t hide from him anymore. If I’m to live up to the legacy bestowed upon me by my ancestors, I can’t back down, no matter who I’m up against. I was told the fate of the world is in my hands. I can’t run from it again the way I just did.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Addison took a deep breath, knowing her response was one Luke wouldn’t like. “I need to go to Crawley Manor. The answers I need about who I saw and who the man was looking for are inside that house. I don’t know how I know … I just do.”
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      Addison stared down at Amara Jane, watching her daughter’s chest rise and fall as she settled in for an early morning nap. So sweet. So peaceful. Leaving her was never easy, but in situations like the one she found herself in now, she had few options—none of them ideal. She wasn’t sure what to expect at Crawley Manor, and who or what she’d find when she got there. Here, at home, Amara Jane would be safe, shielded beneath the protection spell her grandmother cast several decades earlier when the manor was erected.

      A car rolled to a stop outside. Addison glanced out the window, watching Lia McReedy exit her car, toss a backpack over her shoulder, and walk to the front door. Lia was the medical examiner for Dutchess County and Addison’s closest friend.

      Addison eased Amara Jane’s bedroom door shut and headed downstairs.

      She opened the front door and pointed at Lia’s short, dark bob. “You cut your hair.”

      “Yeah, I woke up yesterday and decided it was time for a change. Like it?”

      “I love it. Looks great on you.”

      Lia smiled and entered the house, following Addison to the kitchen.

      “You want some coffee or something other …?” Addison asked.

      Lia grinned and reached inside her backpack, pulling out a coffee canister. “I brought my own. Blended it myself—robusta coffee with cinnamon, cardamom, and a hint of vanilla. Wanna try it?”

      Addison nodded and removed two cups from the kitchen cabinet. Lia poured, and Addison sat down on the barstool next to her.

      “Thanks for offering to watch Amara Jane today,” Addison said.

      “You got it. Speaking of … where is the little cutie?”

      “I’ve just put her down for a nap.”

      Lia rested her arms on the countertop and said, “So … on the phone you said you received a letter from a woman on your dad’s side of the family.”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “I’m a little confused.”

      “About what?”

      “Didn’t you tell me once that your mother cast a protection spell so you couldn’t be found by anyone who’s, you know … like you?”

      “Yes and no,” Addison said. “A spell was cast, one of the last my mother ever took part in before she quit practicing magic. From what I’ve been told, it only works on those seeking to do me harm.”

      “Huh, I guess that makes sense. What did the letter say?”

      Lia sipped her coffee while Addison filled her in on the letter, the vision, Eve’s murder, the raven—all of it.

      When she finished, Lia said, “Aren’t you worried? I mean, what if you get to the manor and that evil dude shows up again? Or what if you get there and Samael shows up, or what if you get there and Samael is the evil dude and—”

      Addison placed a hand on Lia’s shoulder. “I get it; you’re worried. You don’t need to be. I’ll be all right.”

      Lia blinked at Addison like she wasn’t so sure. “Yeah, well, I want the address, and I want you to check in when you get there and when you leave.”

      Addison jotted down the address, stuck it to the refrigerator, and grabbed a handbag sitting on the counter. “I’m off, then. Luke should be home in a couple of hours to relieve you.”

      “Good. But I’m not leaving here until you get back. We’ll await your safe return together.”

      “I’m not sure how long I’ll be. Might take a while. The drive alone will take up a good part of the day.”

      Lia shrugged. “I have nowhere else to be today. Besides, I packed my flannel pajamas just in case you’re not back by dinner. No rush, either. I plan on talking Luke into binge-watching the original Dexter with me before I watch the new season.”

      Staring at her now, Lia seemed a lot more tense than usual. Addison reached out, giving Lia’s arm a squeeze. “Hey, it’s going to be all right. I mean it.”

      “Yeah, uhh … just be careful, mmkay?”

      “I will. Promise.”

      Addison grabbed her bag, waved a quick goodbye to Lia, and drove toward Crawley Manor. Along the way her mind flooded with questions, most related to Samael. If it was him, if he was the raven, there were so many things she wanted to ask—so many things she wanted to know. Starting with, why had her father abandoned her, taking her twin brother, and leaving Addison behind? Was it because Addison’s mother planned to raise the children without the use of magic?

      Or was there another reason, one she had yet to discover?

      Was he good or was he evil?

      Or a combination of both?

      Winding her way up the long, private drive leading to Crawley Manor, Addison rounded the corner and pulled off the road, parking behind a cluster of sprawling trees. Unsure of what she’d face when she reached the home, she decided shielding her car and herself from sight was her best option.

      Taking in a deep breath, she pressed her hands together and chanted: “Ancient mothers be my guide, shield me now, and let me hide.”

      She checked her reflection in the car’s rear-view mirror.

      There wasn’t one.

      Invisibility has its perks.

      Showtime.
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      As Addison stepped onto the tree-lined lawn leading to Crawley Manor, the stillness in the air took an abrupt shift. A cool gust of wind rustled up, whistling its way through the trees. It felt angry and unsettled, almost like it was warning her to turn back, to leave this place and everything inside it.

      Of course, that was out of the question.

      Addison came for answers, and she wasn’t leaving without them.

      Up close, Crawley Manor’s charcoal exterior appeared to be scorched in places, almost like it had once fallen victim to a fire. Or perhaps a battle had once been fought here. The manor also appeared centuries old.

      Addison approached the manor’s enormous wooden doors and reached for the metal handle. Her hand brushed right through it, just as she hoped it would. She aligned herself with the door and then walked right through it. Once inside, she stood for a moment, listening for movement as she attempted to determine whether she was alone. Aside from the chime of a ticking clock, there was no sign of Eve or anyone else stirring within.

      Her attention shifted to the foyer, which opened to a vast living area filled with elegant furniture. Addison perused the room, seeing nothing worth exploring, and then rounded the corner into the dining room, where Eve had been murdered. Her eyes darted around, looking for the wheelchair.

      It’s not here.

      Heart pounding, Addison held out hope Eve was still alive.

      If she was, where was she?

      “Addison?”

      Upon hearing her name, Addison whipped around, her eyes coming to rest on a woman whose wavy blond hair was in a loose braid that fell over her left shoulder. The woman’s feet were bare, and she was sitting in a wheelchair, dressed in a loose black dress with white lotus flowers all over it. She smiled and accelerated the motorized wheelchair in Addison’s direction.

      Eve was still alive, which meant one thing: her death was still to come. Addison shuddered at the thought of it.

      “You can see me?” Addison asked.

      Eve nodded. “Yep, I sure can.”

      “How?”

      “It’s one of my gifts. I can see through things too. You could have just knocked on the door, you know. You didn’t have to hide—not from me.”

      “It was a precaution.”

      “I get it. We’ve never met. You were protecting yourself.”

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Addison said.

      “Complicated how?”

      Addison tapped a foot on the floor, thinking about what she should say next and what she shouldn’t. There was no easy way to convey what needed to be said, but without knowing how much or how little time she had, she decided it best to come right out with it. “Yesterday, I received your letter, and the photos you sent. I was looking over the photos, and when I touched the one of you, the next thing I knew, I was here.”

      “You were here … at Crawley Manor?”

      Addison nodded. “I didn’t know where I was at first. I found myself in a room upstairs. After some time, I realized I wasn’t in the present. I was having a vision of the past or the future. I know how all of this must sound, but—”

      “It sounds logical to me. I know about your gifts. Not all of them, perhaps, but some. You’ve been on my mind nonstop since my mother passed. It’s one of the reasons I wrote to you.”

      “How did you know where to find me?”

      “When your grandmother, Marjorie, was alive, we kept in touch here and there. I knew you’d inherit Grayson Manor one day.”

      “I wasn’t aware my father’s side of the family knew the manor existed,” I said.

      “They don’t. I knew. My mother knew. No one else was aware of its exact location, not while Marjorie was alive, at least. We kept it quiet all these years at your grandmother’s request.”

      “Why? Even if it can be found, Grayson Manor is under a protection spell. Marjorie cast it long before she passed, and when I came into my power, I cast a second one. The manor is secure.”

      Eve narrowed her eyes, staring at Addison like she thought she was naïve. “Crawley Manor was under a spell of its own. But even the strongest of spells can be broken when the right tool gets into the wrong hands. How much do you know about the one Marjorie cast?”

      “I’ve always thought of it as an invisible dome over the manor, something those seeking to do me harm can’t penetrate.”

      “You’re right, in one way. They can’t penetrate it because they can’t find it. To those seeking you harm, the manor doesn’t exist.”

      Marjorie had always been so clever when she was alive. She was always thinking ahead. But Eve’s comment, “Even the strongest of spells can be broken,” was a concern.

      “I have a husband and a daughter at home. I need to know they’re safe.”

      “Something’s coming, Addison. Something more dark and powerful than anything I’ve experienced in the past. I’ve felt it for weeks. I’ve been waiting for it to arrive, and I believe it has.”

      Had Eve experienced a foreshadowing of her own demise?

      Or was she referring to something else?

      “In your letter you said you wanted to meet because you wanted to share something important with me,” Addison said. “What is it?”

      “I don’t have visions of the past and future like you do, but I get feelings, premonitions of things happening in present day. I contacted you because of your brother, Corbin. The two of you have met, right?”

      “We have. I know little about him. I only learned of his existence a short time ago. Before then, I never knew I had a brother. Why do you ask?”

      Eve moved closer to me. “Your brother is in danger, surrounded by darkness.”

      He couldn’t have been.

      Addison would have felt it.

      Wouldn’t she have?

      A couple of nights before, she’d felt an unrest in the air, but hadn’t thought much of it. Maybe the unrest was much more than she realized.

      “What do you mean?” Addison asked. “Where is my brother? Do you know?”

      “I … I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to determine his location and haven’t been able to yet. It’s the strangest thing. At times it feels like he’s right here with me, but I’m all alone in this old house.”

      Addison had first met Corbin after reading the letter her mother had left her, a letter only to be given to Addison in the event of her mother’s death. Since then, she’d visited Corbin on a couple of occasions. Each time he’d tried to convince Addison to meet Samael, but she hadn’t been ready. And when Addison tried getting answers to her questions about her father, Corbin never provided them, instead choosing to say she needed to seek answers from Samael herself.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me about your visions of Corbin?” Addison asked.

      Eve shook her head. “What I just told you is all I know. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      Addison thought back to the vision she’d had the day before. Then she thought about the raven. She had first assumed the raven represented her father, but her brother’s spirit animal was also a raven. What if the raven wasn’t Samael? What if he was Corbin? What if he’d come to deliver a warning?

      “There’s something you should know,” Addison said. “Yesterday, when I was here, in my vision I … I … I’m not sure how to tell you this, but—”

      “Whatever it is, it’s all right. You can say it.”

      “I suppose I’m trying to decide the best way to relay it to you. Truth is, there isn’t a best way. All I can do is tell you straight.”

      Eve nodded. “Go on.”

      “When I was here, when I had my vision, you were in it. You were in this room, Eve, and you weren’t alone. A man was here with you.”

      “What man? What did he look like?”

      Addison attempted to describe him and then pointed toward the other end of the room. “It happened over there. The man hovered over you. He was trying to force you to give him information. You wouldn’t give it to him, even though he planned to kill you if you didn’t. He said something about you assuming you’d still be protected after your mother died, but you were not. Then he … he, ahh, he pushed a finger against your forehead and—”

      Eve waved a hand in front of her, indicating she wanted Addison to stop. She closed her eyes, squeezed the locket around her neck, and whispered, “So, it’s true, then. He has returned.”
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      “It doesn’t make any sense. Unless …” Eve tapped a finger to her lips, and then added, “Of course. How did I not put it all together before now?”

      “Put what together?” Addison asked. “And who is he? Who are you talking about?”

      Eve shifted her focus to a portrait hanging on the wall opposite her. It was of a young girl, no more than nine years old, Addison guessed. The girl was sitting atop a bright red bike. She had one foot on the pedal and a smirk on her face like she couldn’t wait to soar on down the road as soon as the picture was taken.

      Eve folded her hands over her lap and said, “I wasn’t always in a wheelchair. When I was a child, I was strong and healthy, just like you.”

      Addison stepped closer to the portrait and took a closer look. “The child in the picture … it’s you, isn’t it?”

      Eve nodded.

      “What happened?” Addison asked.

      “Years ago, one of my uncles lived here with us from time to time at Crawley Manor. One morning I woke to hear him arguing with my mother downstairs. The argument ended with my mother banishing him from the manor, which infuriated him. On his way out, he bestowed a curse to make sure she’d suffer over her decision.”

      Looking at Eve now, Addison assumed the worst. “Did the curse have something to do with you? Is your uncle the reason you’re in a wheelchair?”

      Eve paused, then nodded. “The same morning they were arguing, after he slammed the door and left, I slid the covers off me and got out of bed. When I tried to stand, my legs buckled beneath me, and I collapsed. It was like my legs had turned to all flesh and no bone. I have not been able to stand, let alone walk again, ever since.”

      Addison stared at the wheelchair, then at Eve, stunned. “What kind of person would do that to a child?”

      A malicious, wicked one.

      That’s who.

      “I suppose causing harm to me was the cruelest thing my uncle knew he could do to my mother,” Eve said. “For years, she tried to reverse the curse, but nothing worked.”

      “Must have been hard on her, seeing you resigned to a wheelchair and knowing she couldn’t do anything about it.”

      “She may not have been able to fix me, but that day she put a protection spell over the manor, one that kept my uncle from ever stepping foot inside these walls again. Well, until now.”

      “What do you mean?” Addison asked.

      “When my mother died, the protection spell must have lifted. It’s the only thing that explains the vision you had of me and my … well, my death, it would seem.”

      “If your mother thought the spell she cast over the manor could be broken, why didn’t she warn you before she died?”

      “Her death is the other reason why I wrote to you. It was sudden. No one saw it coming. Not even me.”

      “What happened?”

      “She was outside, walking the gardens, admiring the flowerbeds as she often did first thing in the morning. I glanced out my bedroom window and saw her facedown on the ground. It looked like she’d collapsed. I got to her as soon as I could, but when I did, she was already dead. The medical examiner said she had a heart attack, and I believed him at first, because I didn’t want to believe anything else. But maybe I accepted it because I was too afraid to face the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      She paused a moment to steady her shaky breath. “Last night, I had a vision. First, I saw the aurora australis. Then I saw the book of black arts being removed from a cave, a place where it’s been hidden for centuries, locked away from those seeking to use it to destroy mankind.”

      “What’s the aurora australis? And what is the book of black arts?”

      Eve tipped her head toward Addison’s hand. “The ring you wear on your pinkie finger is the red stone that unlocks the book of enchantments, causing you and the book to become one.”

      “The book and I are one now. Everything within it now resides within me.”

      “But as with every action, there’s an opposite reaction. A book of good can’t exist without a book of evil.”

      It was something Addison had never considered, a book in direct opposition to everything she stood for—and everyone she was trying to protect.

      “The aurora australis was formed beneath an old seabed,” Eve continued. “It’s the world’s most valuable black opal. It’s enchanted, but not in a good way. Chisel the right size piece, and it’s a perfect fit for the center of the star on the cover of the book of black arts. Once placed there, the stone brings the book to life.”

      “And this book of black arts … what does it contain?”

      “Ways to induce suffering on humankind. It creates a world of chaos, one in which sin and debauchery reign supreme. It’s been said the book was stolen from Hell itself. Based on all the stories I’ve heard about the power it possesses, I believe it.”

      “If the book has been found, who do you believe is in possession of it now? My father?”

      “Your father—”

      The door to the manor blew open, smacking against the wall behind it.

      Eve locked eyes with Addison. “He’s here, and now I know why. He got to my mother to get to me so he could get to you, Addison. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for inviting you here. Had I known the danger I would put you in, I never would have extended the invitation.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m here now, and we’re out of time. Maybe I’m supposed to be here. Let me help you.”

      Eve shook her head. “You must not interfere.”

      “Why not?”

      “You wear the ring, which means you are the chosen one, Addison, the one our ancestors predicted would rise up when the time was right. You are the only one who can stop what’s to come if the book of black arts has been found and taken. This moment, right here, right now … it isn’t your time to fight. Not yet. That time will come soon enough, and you need to prepare yourself.”

      Addison nodded. “Tell me what I need to do.”

      “Go to the Crimson Caves in Newburgh. Find the waterfall. The book is hidden beneath it. If it has been taken as I believe it has, you must reunite with your family. Together, you can save this world and everyone in it.”

      Eve’s eyes shifted to the hallway, where the sound of footsteps could be heard shuffling toward them. “It’s time for you to go. Remember what I told you. What you saw in your vision must come to pass. No matter what happens, remain under the cloak of invisibility.”

      “Wait. You still haven’t told me who he is.”

      “Leave this place, Addison. Leave now.”

      “At least tell me who the man is after. Who is he looking for, Eve?”

      Eve blinked at Addison through tear-filled eyes and said, “He’s looking for you.”
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      The man entered the room, threatening Eve as he had done a day before. Except this time, everything was taking place in real time—every thought, word, and sentiment mirroring what Addison had witnessed in her vision. And though Eve warned against Addison interfering, as the scene unfolded, she found herself struggling between honoring Eve’s request and fighting the man in the hopes of sparing Eve’s life.

      Seconds ticked by … inching closer and closer to Eve’s final breath.

      Did Addison step in, or did she step out, remaining unseen as Eve had requested?

      “I will find her with or without your help, Eve,” he said.

      “And she’ll be ready for you when you do.”

      “This is your final chance. Tell me where she is, and tell me where the book of enchantments is, and maybe I’ll spare the rest of your pathetic life. Tell me now.”

      “Never.”

      “All right, Eve. You’ve made your decision, and I’ve made mine.”

      I can’t watch this and do nothing.

      Eve doesn’t deserve to die.

      I must do something.

      I must help her!

      The man raised a finger to Eve’s head, and Addison burst forward, shouting, “Noooo!”

      The man gritted his teeth, wrenching his head back to see who had spoken. The glass on the windowpane shattered, and a burst of wind funneled inside, circling around Addison like a cyclone. Unable to see, she thrust her hands forward, fighting to free herself from the bonds that trapped her. Darkness flooded the room, the weighted heaviness thick and immobilizing. Loud voices echoed back and forth, and though she tried to listen, she struggled to make out any of the words.

      Enough!

      I refuse to be cornered any longer.

      Addison closed her eyes and chanted, “I will not give in. I will fight. Release me back into the light.”

      All at once, the hissing of the wind was silenced. Addison glanced around, finding herself alone in the room. The man was gone, and Eve’s wheelchair was parked in the room’s center. Eve was nowhere to be found. Addison’s attempt to save her had failed, and the vision had been carried out just as it had been predicted.

      Addison hung her head as she walked toward the wheelchair, kneeling over it as she whispered, “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      With all the power she now possessed, she was confused as to why she hadn’t succeeded. It was as if someone had derailed her endeavor to alter Eve’s fate.

      But whom?

      And why?

      Addison stared at the window, watching and waiting for the raven to appear as he had before, but this time, the raven didn’t come. She approached what remained of the shattered windowpane and peeked outside, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. Part of her wanted to remain at the manor, sifting through its nooks and crannies to see what secrets she might uncover. But a sudden twinge of uneasiness turned her thoughts to home.

      Eve was dead, and for now, the mysteries hidden within Crawley Manor would have to wait.

      Addison returned to her car and called home, pushing the speakerphone as she pulled onto the road. “Hey, is everyone okay?”

      “Yeah, we’re fine,” Luke said. “We’ve been in the backyard, playing with Amara Jane. How are things going with you? Did you meet your cousin?”

      “I … ahh, yeah.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I couldn’t save her, Luke. I thought I could, and I tried, but I couldn’t, and now … she’s gone.”

      “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “I’m trying to be.”

      “What happened?”

      “When I arrived, I met with Eve, and we talked for a while. She said she’d had a vision, and that long ago our ancestors hid a book of black arts in a cave, trying to keep it out of the hands of those who would use it for the wrong reasons. After all this time, Eve believed the book had been located, and there’s a good chance it’s been taken.”

      “Does she know who might have it?”

      “She couldn’t tell me before she, you know … died. Right before, I tried to get her to reveal her murderer, but she didn’t. I have a feeling Samael’s brother is responsible. If not him, Samael himself is to blame, and I worry he may be in possession of the book.”

      Luke went silent, and Addison contemplated whether she should have waited to mention the book and what had occurred until later. At times, the situations Addison faced were hard for Luke to take, and even harder now that they had Amara Jane. But she’d made a promise years before to always tell him the truth, no matter how difficult. She hadn’t yet revealed she was at the center of it all, and that the person the man was seeking was her, but she would. And she had no doubt Luke already suspected as much.

      “I know what I’ve just told you is a lot to take in,” Addison said.

      There was a long pause. “If you’re right, and Samael or some other person possesses the book, what happens now?”

      “Guess it depends on what that person wants to do with it. I need to get to the cave, see if the book is still there.”

      “And if it’s not? What then?”

      “I will have no choice but to deal with Samael, his brother, or whoever is responsible for stealing it. I will not allow my father or anyone else to take over the world, ruining the lives of everyone in it.”

      “I’m worried about you, worried about Amara Jane.”

      “I know you are,” Addison said. “We’ll find a way through this. I promise.”

      Another long pause and then, “Did anything else happen this time, anything you didn’t see in your vision?”

      “It’s, ahh, a bit hard to explain. The moment the man turned toward me, it was like there was this force field, stopping me from interrupting what was about to happen. Once it lifted, Eve and the man responsible for her murder were both gone.”

      “I see. Where are you now? How long until you’re home?”

      “I’ll be home in a couple of hours. If you need me before then, call me, okay?”

      They said their goodbyes, and Addison spent most of the drive home thinking about the man who’d killed Eve to find her. She wondered if he knew she possessed the book of enchantments. Whoever he was, he saw Addison as a threat. She assumed he was seeking her out to get her out of the way, knowing she had the power to stop him before he destroyed the world and everyone in it.

      A few miles before home, Addison’s cell phone buzzed. It was Luke.

      “I’m almost home,” Addison said. “Everything okay?”

      No response.

      “Luke, are you there? Did you hear me?”

      “I, … yeah. It’s just … I’m standing in the kitchen, looking out the window. I could have sworn I just saw a, uhh … well, the biggest raven I’ve ever seen in my life.”
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      The biggest raven he’d ever seen in his life.

      If Addison had described the raven she’d encountered in her vision, she would have said the same thing.

      It was …

      Big.

      Overpowering.

      Superior.

      She needed to get home—now.

      Addison accelerated, winding and twisting through Rhinebeck until she jerked to a stop in front of her driveway. She sprinted toward the house and sprinted inside. It was a lot more peaceful than she’d expected it would be. Amara Jane was sitting on the sofa, smiling as she flipped through the pages of her animal-themed board book. Luke and Lia were leaning over the kitchen sink, chatting as they peered out the window.

      Addison joined them, staring in the same direction they were. “Where’s the raven you saw?”

      Luke lifted a finger, pointing at the massive elm tree in the front yard. “It was sitting on a branch right there. It looked right at me and cocked its head to the side, blinking at me with its dark, beady eyes like it belonged here, like it knew this house, knew we were watching him and didn’t care.”

      Addison fixed her eyes on the empty branch. The glow of the porch light cast shadows over the tree, obscuring the eye, giving the illusion of something, even though nothing was there. “I’m not seeing anything. Looks like the raven’s gone now.”

      Lia moved a hand to her hip. “It’s weird, you know?”

      “What’s weird?” Addison asked.

      “The second you turned into the driveway, the raven disappeared. And I’m not saying it flapped its wings and flew away either. Ever since Luke pointed the bird out to me, I’ve kept a close eye on it. All I can say is, one second it was there, the next … poof. Gone.” Lia swallowed hard. “Do you think it was him—your father? I mean, what other explanation could there be for what I saw?”

      Addison couldn’t think of one.

      Maybe Lia was right.

      Maybe it was him.

      Then again, maybe the raven was just a raven and nothing more.

      “I’m not sure what to think right now,” Addison said.

      “Let’s say it is him,” Lia said. “Why is he here? What does he want?”

      Me.

      He wants me.

      “I imagine he’s here for me. I thought about it on the drive back here. Now that I embody the power of the book of enchantments, someone may need to get me out of the way to fulfill their own twisted fantasy. Or someone may think they can use my power, combined with their own, to do their bidding.”

      “And you think it has something to do with this book of black arts?” Luke asked.

      “If it is in someone’s possession, I have a theory. One book works for good and the other evil, but maybe there’s a way they come together, or can be used together, like one can absorb the power of another.”

      Luke crossed his arms in front of him and huffed out a long sigh. “You don’t know if anyone has the book or not. Could still be in the cave where your ancestors left it.”

      The way he’d said it sounded like wishful thinking, like Luke hoped the book was still there but knew there was a good chance it wasn’t.

      “This is why I need to go there, to see for myself,” Addison said.

      “When will you go?” Lia asked.

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      She gave a thumbs-up. “Great, I’m off work. I’ll come with you.”

      Addison placed a hand on Lia’s shoulder. “I appreciate the offer, but this is something I need to do on my own.”

      “The hell you do,” Luke said. “You don’t know what you’re going to find when you get there, or who you’ll find. What if it’s a trap? What if you’re being lured there on purpose? Even though Eve seemed like a good person, you didn’t know her. You don’t know any of them.”

      Addison leaned against the counter and crossed one leg over the other, pondering what to say next and how to say it. “Listen, I love you guys, but this isn’t up for discussion. The best place both of you can be right now is here, keeping yourselves safe, keeping Amara Jane safe. Even if Samael has found me after all this time, he can’t step foot in this house unless I invite him in, thanks to my grandmother’s protection spell. And even if it ended with her death, I’ve protected the manor with a spell of my own. He can’t break it.”

      “How do you know?” Luke asked.

      “I can feel it. Sometimes the book speaks to me. I hear whisperings, confirming what I know to be true. You’re all safe here. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t leave.”

      Luke and Lia exchanged glances.

      “Fine, I’ll stay here until you get back, I guess,” Luke stammered.

      “Me too,” Lia added.

      “Look … I know things are uncertain right now, but I can’t back away from my destiny,” Addison said. “When I came into my full power, I knew this day would come. So did the two of you.”

      Lia tapped her foot on the ground. “You seem so calm, like none of this fazes you. I’m freaking out. Why aren’t you?”

      “I have a lot of feelings running though me right now. Being afraid won’t change what’s coming. It’s better for me—for all of us—if I embrace my role in all of this.”

      Addison turned toward Luke, who’d gone quiet. She brushed her lips across his and smiled. “Please don’t worry about me. I need you to trust in me right now.”

      “I do trust you,” he said. “It’s everyone else in your orbit that I worry about.”

      The sound of Amara Jane calling, “Mommy,” cut through the nervous tension. Addison scooped her daughter off the sofa, took her for a bath, and rocked her to sleep. As the minutes idled away, Addison watched and waited for the moment when Luke and Lia also retired for the night. Then she tiptoed through the manor, checking to make sure no one was stirring before she entered the red room—the sanctuary Luke had built for her. A place where she communicated with the living and the dead.

      Pacing the room, Addison recalled the conversation she’d had with Eve. One comment troubled her more than the rest—the concern Eve had expressed about Addison’s brother, Corbin.

      What kind of danger was he in and why?

      The night before Eve’s letter came, as Addison sat on the porch, she felt unnerved, almost like her left arm had been severed. In that moment, she knew something terrible was about to happen.

      Over the years, she’d often heard about twins having the ability to feel each other’s pain. That night, rocking in the chair, staring up at the night sky, was the first time she’d experienced what that felt like.
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      Addison sat in the center of the red room, her legs crossed, hands pressed against her knees, eyes closed. She thought about Corbin, about the day they’d first met, about what he looked like—tall and slender, dark hair, piercing blue eyes. When his image was perfect in her mind, she began chanting his name, summoning him to appear before her.

      At first, nothing happened. All was quiet. Then the room began to creak and groan as if it were trying to resist her. Addison continued calling out, her voice escalating as she demanded an audience with him.

      An orb emitting tiny slivers of light materialized in front of her, hovering in the air, growing brighter as it spread. The orb’s shape bent and twisted, transforming as it took on the form of a man—a man who was transparent, his physical form appearing to be held together by nothing more than particles of air.

      Addison reached for her brother’s hand, but her own brushed right through it. He glanced in her direction, seeming to sense her presence, but he didn’t acknowledge her. Instead, he stared past her … searching, the look on his face a worrisome expression of discontentment and confusion.

      “Corbin, I’m here, right here with you,” Addison said.

      He twisted around, squinting as he scanned the room for his sister. “Addison? I can hear your voice, but I can’t see you. Where are you?”

      He couldn’t see her, but she could see him—a holographic three-dimensional version of him, at least.

      “I’m standing right in front of you,” Addison said.

      He glanced in her direction and then hung his head and closed his eyes. “You’re not here, are you? I’m imagining it. Been doing a lot of that since I’ve been in this wretched place. And now I’m talking to myself, which is … you know, great. Guess this is what people must feel like when they start to go crazy. Stage-one crazy. Wonder what it will feel like when I hit stage two.”

      Staring at her brother now, a man who didn’t seem the type to back down from any challenge, she wondered what had happened to him to put him in his current state.

      “Corbin, you’re not crazy. You may not be able to see me, but you can hear me, right?”

      “I … yes. I can.”

      “Good. Listen to me. I met our cousin, Eve. She’s the reason I sought you out tonight. A few days ago, she sent me a letter, inviting me to Crawley Manor. She had a premonition about you and feared you were in danger. But what she couldn’t see was what would become of her and her own fate.”

      “What do you mean—her own fate? What’s happened?”

      “Eve’s dead. I tried to save her, and I … I couldn’t.”

      Addison filled her brother in on recent events, sharing the vision she’d had, her conversation with Eve, and what little she knew about the man who’d ended Eve’s life.

      When she’d finished, he said, “I’m sorry to hear she’s gone. She was a good person. So was her mother.”

      Addison was sorry too, and even sorrier she hadn’t found a way to keep the events from happening.

      “Eve was right, wasn’t she?” Addison asked. “You’re in danger. I can feel it. Where are you?”

      Corbin glanced around. “I don’t know.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      “The walls are made of stone. It’s old and dark, and I haven’t found a way out. My powers are useless here. It feels like I’m trapped in a void, a place where time is no longer moving.”

      “How did you get there?”

      “I’m still trying to make sense of it myself. One minute I was sitting outside with a glass of brandy in hand, nodding off; the next I was being sucked into a, well, I don’t know … a vortex of some kind. By the time I started fighting against it, I found myself here—wherever here is. I’ll find a way out of this. I just need time.”

      But how much time did he have?

      And what if there was no way out?

      Corbin needed her, and she’d find a way to get to him.

      But first …

      “What can you tell me about the book of black arts?” Addison asked. “Eve believes it may have been taken. Do you know anything about the book?”

      He was silent a moment and then said, “I’ve heard many rumors over the years. Hard to know what’s true, what isn’t.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      He ran his hands up and down his arms like the place he was imprisoned in lacked the heat required to warm him. “There was a time, long before we were born when the book was said to have been stolen from the one who’d written it. Some say one sorcerer stole it from another. Others say the book was snatched from the underworld itself. I’ve heard the dark magic the book contains serves only one purpose—to wipe out humankind. All humankind if it’s in the wrong hands.”

      “And yet somehow, all this time, humankind has survived.”

      Corbin shook his head. “We haven’t all survived, sister. Think about it. Millions of people have been wiped out from things like bubonic plague, smallpox, cholera, malaria. If not for the necromancers, and sorcerers, the ones who mean well, every person on this earth may have perished.”

      “Why would anyone want to wipe out the entire world? What purpose would it serve if there was no one left?”

      “I don’t know. Many years ago, our ancestors on our mother’s side, those who wrote the book of enchantments, sought out the book of black arts. They knew it contained a power to destroy the world. When they recovered the book, they hid it in the hopes it would never be unearthed again. If Eve is right, it would explain why I’ve been trapped here—why my powers are useless. Maybe trapping me is the start of what’s to come.”

      “How do you know so much about the book of black arts?”

      “Samael told me.”

      Addison paused, questioning whether Samael had spoken the truth to his son.

      “Help me find you, Corbin,” Addison said. “Then we can figure everything out.”

      Corbin’s body flickered like an unsteady flame about to go out. “You shouldn’t have summoned me, Addison. Wherever I am, you need to stay as far away as possible until I can figure out why I’m here and what we’re up against.”

      “If the book is in the wrong hands, it isn’t just my family that will need protecting. Every living person will. I’m going to find a way to set you free.”

      Corbin flickered again, and this time, the light around him began to fade.

      “Wait! Please,” Addison said. “I must know if Samael is behind this, and if he might have taken the book. Would he lock you away so he could attempt to destroy this world without you around to interfere?”

      He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, what remained of him vaporized until the red room was as it had been before. Her brother was gone, leaving Addison with a feeling she hadn’t felt in a long time—rage.
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      Addison tiptoed outside, pulling the front door closed behind her. She stood on the porch, blinking at the elm tree, thinking about Eve, Corbin, the father she’d never met, and the book of black arts. A fire swelled from within, spreading through her veins like an infectious disease.

      Whether she felt ready or not, the time had come to meet Samael, and tonight, she’d do it on her terms.

      Addison walked toward the sprawling elm. There, on the same knotty tree branch Luke had pointed out earlier, was the raven. They stared at one another for a time, and then Addison said, “You’re not fooling anyone, disguising yourself as your spirit animal. I know it’s you. I know you’ve been here, watching, following me. What I don’t know is … why? Why seek me out after all this time?”

      The raven blinked at her and remained still.

      “Maybe you’re here because I possess the book of enchantments, and you possess the book of black arts. If it’s my power, you can forget it. You can’t have it. If it’s my life, you can’t have that either. I’ll fight you with everything I have to keep you from destroying this world and everyone in it. And don’t for a second think you can’t be destroyed, because you can.”

      The raven broke eye contact and flapped its wings, taking flight—away from the manor, away from her.

      Oh no, you don’t.

      Not this time.

      Addison sprinted down the dirt path after the raven, shouting, “Stop hiding from me! Show yourself, your true self. Samael. Sorcerer. Archangel. Warlock. And whatever else you are, I command you to appear before me.”

      For a time, there was a hush in the air, and it seemed the raven had fled. Then Addison’s eyes came to rest on the silhouette of a man walking toward her. He was tall and wearing a long black trench coat and black slacks. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back, and he had a thick, red streak across one side.

      The man approached Addison with his hands outstretched. Addison spread her fingers, raising a hand in front of her. “Stop. That’s close enough.”

      He nodded and did as she asked.

      “How long have you known I lived here, at Grayson Manor?” Addison asked.

      “Right after your mother’s funeral, the day you first stepped foot onto this land.”

      “That was nine years ago. If you knew, why haven’t you shown yourself until now?”

      “Back then, when you first found out who you are—who you really are—I knew you needed time to accept it. I decided it was best to wait. You’d spent your entire life believing the man who raised you was your real father. I saw no point in shattering that illusion, not after all you’d already been through with your mother’s death.”

      Addison crossed her arms. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe whatever you like. I speak the truth, Ravenna.”

      “My name is Addison.”

      “It wasn’t always.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Ravenna was the name you were given at birth, before your mother decided to change it.”

      “Why did she change it?”

      “Because you were named after me. When your mother and I parted ways, she wanted to get rid of all traces of me. She did a fine job of it, too.”

      “Why are you here? Why now?”

      “To protect you, but you know that already, don’t you? You’ve suspected it all along, ever since your first visit to Crawley Manor.”

      He was right.

      She had considered it.

      But what she’d considered even more was that he was there to do her harm. After all, the most cunning of snakes slithered through the tall, unsuspecting grass, waiting to strike at the precise moment their victim became vulnerable.

      “If you came here to protect me, you’ve wasted your time,” Addison said. “I don’t need you. I’m more powerful than you’ll ever be.”

      “Is that what Sybil Waterhouse told you when she gave you the ring you’re wearing?”

      He knew about the ring.

      What else did he know?

      Samael reached for her once more, and Addison jerked back. “If you take one more step, we’ll test out whether everything Sybil told me about myself was right.”

      Samael tipped his head back and laughed. “Your defiance … it reminds me so much of your mother.”

      “I’m nothing like my mother. She gave up her power, denied who she was, and spent her life lying to me, hiding the truth about who I am. But, hey … at least she saved me from you.”

      Samael stared at her, his expression suggesting she’d pained him with her words.

      Had she?

      Or was she a pawn in his elaborate game?

      “You stare at me now as though you think I’m a monster,” he said.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “I’ve been called many things over time, but never that. When you and your brother were born, your mother wanted you both to be raised without magic. She didn’t want you to know about your abilities. I didn’t agree. It was your birthright.”

      “Why did you make a deal with my grandmother? You took Corbin and left me behind. You abandoned me.”

      Samael raised a finger. “No. That’s not true. When your grandmother offered me the chance to raise your brother the way I saw fit if I left you with your mother, I didn’t agree to it at first. But Marjorie was a cunning, wise woman, a woman who knew how to get what she wanted. She convinced me that taking Corbin and leaving you was a temporary solution. She promised your mother would calm down, and when she did, Marjorie said she would work on your mother to forge an arrangement that allowed me to be involved in both of your lives.”

      “Whatever arrangement the two of you had, it didn’t work.”

      “You’re right. It didn’t. When your mother found out about the deal your grandmother made with me, she sent your grandmother away, telling her she’d never be part of your life. Then she performed one final spell.”

      “Let me guess. She kept you from finding me.”

      Samael nodded. “It wasn’t until your mother’s death that I felt your presence for the first time.”

      Was there any truth to his words?

      Or was he a trickster, a master of lies?

      “Where’s my brother?” Addison asked. “Tell me where he is and what you’ve done to him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can, and you will.”

      “I can’t because I don’t know where he is right now.”

      “You must know. I saw him, trapped in a place where his magic is useless.”

      “It wasn’t me who put him there. I would never harm my own children.”

      “Oh, no? Then explain to me why you’re not out there right now, trying to find him.”

      “Whoever came after him will come after you. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I don’t know you, and I don’t have any reason to believe anything you’re saying is true.”

      Samael stared into Addison’s eyes. “Do you want answers?”

      “I do.”

      He reached out to her once more. “Then take my hand and let me give them to you.”
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      Addison hesitated. As the whisperings of the book swelled inside her, prompting her to accept his offer, she reached for Samael’s hand. She closed her eyes, allowing her body to pass through space and time. When her eyes opened again, she looked around, recognizing her surroundings.

      “Are we at Crawley Manor?” she asked.

      “We are.”

      “Why are we here?” Addison asked. “Why would you bring me back after what happened to Eve?”

      Addison jerked free of Samael’s grip, and their eyes locked.

      Had they returned to Crawley Manor so she could suffer the same fate Eve had? No, it couldn’t be true. If Samael had wanted to kill her, he would have tried already … unless he needed to get her away from Grayson Manor to do it.

      Addison staggered back and raised her hands, preparing to strike before he struck first. She expected Samael to follow suit, to react, to do something—anything.

      He didn’t.

      Instead, he hung his head. “Please, I don’t want to fight you. I had nothing to do with Eve’s death.”

      “You were here when she died, pecking at the outside window. I saw you. Do you deny it?”

      “I was here, but not for Eve. I was looking out for you.”

      Addison wanted to believe him, but how could she?

      “Before Eve died, she told me her uncle was the reason she’d been confined to a wheelchair for most of her life,” Addison said. “But she didn’t say which uncle. Are you the reason Eve ended up in a wheelchair? You say you had nothing to do with her death. What about her mother’s? I want the truth.”

      “I had nothing to do with either death. They were murdered by my brother’s hand. His rage consumes him. He doesn’t care who he hurts. All he cares about is getting what he wants.”

      “When I met with Eve, she said he was back. Was she referring to your brother?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s not here to defend himself. How do I know you’re not lying?”

      Samael rubbed a hand across his brow, frustrated. “I know you don’t trust me. I don’t expect you will for some time. But know this—I have no reason to lie to you. If you give me the chance, I will explain everything. One chance, Addison. It’s all I ask.”

      Addison stared into Samael’s eyes, allowing his energy to flow through her. It wasn’t menacing and dark like she thought it would be. Instead, he felt open and approachable, two things she hadn’t expected. And though she wanted to keep her guard up, she felt herself softening, drawn to him.

      “All right,” Addison said. “One chance.”

      “To understand the end, we must start at the beginning.”

      Addison tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and crossed her arms. “Okay, tell me about the beginning.”

      Samael splayed his hands and glanced around the room. “This is the beginning. Crawley manor is the place where it all started. It’s where I was born, my brother and sister were born. It’s also where you and your brother were born.”

      “We were born here?” It couldn’t be. “It’s not what my mother told me. I thought we were born in—”

      “Whatever you were told, it wasn’t the truth. Not only were you born here, you were delivered in this very room. The day you and your brother came into this world changed everything. It altered the course of my life.”

      Addison glanced around the room, noticing what she hadn’t taken the time to see until now. The room they were in was painted a grayish shade of blue, a stark difference from the rest of the manor. Two large, rectangular, retro-style frames hung next to each other on the wall. In one frame was an owl; in the other, a raven, Addison’s and Corbin’s spirit animals. “Was this the room you were born in too?”

      “It is not. In those days, all babies came into this life in the birthing room.”

      “Where is the birthing room?”

      “It’s of no consequence. It’s been sealed off for some time now.”

      It must have been sealed off for a reason, and yet, it was clear he didn’t want to discuss it.

      “I thought the manor belonged to Beatrice, Eve’s mother?” Addison asked.

      “The manor belongs to the family. It was one of our father’s many homes. When I learned of your mother’s pregnancy, we made the decision to move here and take over the place. It hadn’t been occupied in some time. This was supposed to be our home, the home the two of you would be raised in—until your mother fled from here, taking you with her.”

      “Is that how Eve came to live at the manor?”

      He nodded. “Knowing your mother wouldn’t return, I couldn’t bear to be here, in a place filled with all the memories we’d never make as a family. So I left the manor in my sister’s care. I thought she would be safe here. I should have known she was in danger, and that Eve was also in danger.”

      “Let’s say I believe you. What does your brother want with Corbin, and with me?”

      Samael pivoted and walked toward the door. “I’d like to show you something. Please, follow me.”
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      Samael entered the corridor and headed upstairs. Addison followed behind—not too close, just enough to keep an eye on his movements. They walked toward a closed door at the end of the hall. Samael removed a key from his pocket and stuck it into the lock, saying, “This room won’t be like the rest of the manor. It hasn’t been accessed for decades.”

      “Why not?”

      The door opened, and Addison peered inside, her eyes coming to rest on numerous sheets, which appeared to have aged with time, no longer white. Breathing in the stale, sooty air, she clasped a hand over her mouth and coughed. Why had the room been left to deteriorate, wasting away like some of the others?

      Samael crossed to the other side of the room and lifted a sheet off a large stack of portraits resting in the corner. He pointed at the first picture and said, “This is my brother, Aamon.”

      Addison joined Samael and bent down, taking a closer look. He looked somewhat like the man who’d ended Eve’s life, but different somehow too. “He resembles you, in a way.”

      Samael glanced at the portrait and then at Addison. “I suppose he does when he appears as himself.”

      Appears as himself?

      What does that mean?

      Samael tilted the first portrait toward him and revealed the second, and then the one after that, and then the one after that. “This is Vlad the Impaler. This is Maximilien Robespierre. Then we have John Wilkes Booth and Augusto Pinochet.”

      “Why are you showing these to me?”

      “Because these portraits … they are all my brother. All of these men were Aamon.”

      It wasn’t true.

      It couldn’t be.

      “I don’t understand,” Addison said. “How could one person be all of them?”

      “The first portrait I showed you is a representation of what Aamon looks like as his true self. The other men were once living, just like anyone else, until Aamon took possession of their bodies. My brother is not just a sorcerer, you see. He’s a shapeshifter.”

      Addison flipped through the remaining stack of portraits until she reached the end, recoiling when she realized what each of them had in common. “All of these men … they were some of the most horrible people in history.”

      “Aamon can only possess those like himself, both in mind and purpose.”

      “The purpose being destruction, death, and world domination. Right?”

      Samael nodded. “Once Aamon possesses the body of another, he becomes the man he’s overtaken. The soul of that person, the man he once was dies, leaving Aamon in complete control. Every single one of these men were chosen because my brother believed they could further his agenda.”

      Addison tapped a nervous foot on the ground, narrowing her eyes as she stared at Samael.

      “What is it?” Samael said. “What would you like to ask?”

      “If he’s been all of these men, and some of them were alive hundreds of years ago, just how old are the two of you?” Addison asked.

      “I was born in 1422. Aamon was born in 1429.”

      “When did you speak to him last?”

      “Before today I hadn’t seen him for many years.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was led to believe Aamon was dead. It seems I was mistaken. He’s emerged from whatever dark corner of the world he’s been hiding in, and he’s on a warpath to get what he wants. There was a time when he trusted in the most wicked of men, hoping through them he’d achieve all he’s ever wanted. One after the other, they failed him. Now it seems he has a new agenda, a plan he believes will succeed.”

      “Does he have Corbin?”

      Samael nodded. “I believe so.”

      “Why?”

      “If Aamon has the book of black arts, there’s nothing more powerful than combining it with the book of enchantments. It would give him ultimate power over all things. To achieve it, he needs you.”

      “Then why did he take Corbin?”

      “He’s the carrot on the end of the stick.”

      And I the bait.

      “He knows I’ll come for him,” Addison said.

      “My guess … he’s betting on it.”

      Glancing back at the portraits, one thing was certain—Aamon wasn’t just evil; he was sadistic, a barbarian.

      Samael covered the portraits with the sheet, pausing a moment to look upon the rendering of Aamon in his true form. “I suppose my brother was born evil. The day he entered this world was the day our mother exited it. It was a complicated delivery. When I think back on the morning he was due to arrive, I can still hear her screams as he tore his way out of her—and I do mean tore in the truest sense.”

      “He was just a baby. How could he have done such a thing?”

      “We’re not mortal, and as you now know, neither are you or your precious daughter. The person he was to become was who he was from birth. There was a time I thought he tried to be good, or even was good, but it was all a lie. Deception to get closer to his end goal, a goal I now believe he’s had since he was a child.”

      “I’m standing in the way of that goal.”

      “Over the centuries, Aamon’s obsession with bringing about the end of the human species has become his sole purpose, his one desire. He’ll do anything to achieve it. He’s come home, Addison. And he won’t leave here until he finds you.”
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      Addison turned toward Luke the following morning, watching his chest rise and fall as he slept beside her. She thought back to a time when she was younger, when she imagined the kind of man she hoped she’d marry one day. Luke had exceeded all expectations, giving Addison the life she’d always wanted, a life she wasn’t about to allow her uncle to take away.

      She reached out, brushing a lock of his hair aside with her finger. He stirred a moment, rubbed his eyes, and then opened them.

      “Morning, babe,” he said.

      “Morning.”

      He raised a brow. “You’re, ehh, giving me the look you always do when we’re about to have a serious talk.”

      “I am?”

      “Yes, you are.” He sat straight up, his attention shifting from Addison to the tree in the front yard. “I see the raven’s back.”

      “About that … Something happened last night,” Addison blurted. “Something you should know.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      Addison took a deep breath in and started from the beginning. “After you went to bed, I went to the red room and tried to make contact with Corbin.”

      “And did you?”

      “In a way. I saw a holographic version of him, but he couldn’t see me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s hard to explain. He’s in trouble, Luke, trapped in a place where his powers are useless. I tried to see where he was, but I couldn’t.”

      “What happened? How did he end up there?”

      “If what Samael told me last night is true, my uncle happened.”

      “Wait—you spoke to your father?”

      Addison nodded. “After I made contact with Corbin, I needed answers. I wanted to know where he was, why he was taken, and by whom. I went outside and called out to Samael.”

      “And did you see him … you know, the real him, in the flesh?”

      “I did. We revisited Crawley Manor, and I learned it’s been in his family for a long time. I was born there. It was supposed to have been the home my brother and I grew up in, until my mother left.”

      Luke folded his arms and leaned against the headboard. “What else did you learn about Samael?”

      “He’s old. I mean, he doesn’t look old, but …”

      “How much older are we talking?”

      “To look at him, you wouldn’t think he was much older than me. Early forties I would have guessed, except for the thick, white stripe in his hair and the fact he admitted to being six hundred years old.”

      “Six hundred? How’s it even possible?”

      Addison shrugged. “I suppose he’s stayed alive all this time because of who he is and because of the power he holds. My uncle, Aamon, is around the same age.”

      “What did you learn about him?”

      “He’s also a sorcerer and a shapeshifter who’s been many different people throughout time, anyone evil enough to get him closer to the goal he’s trying to achieve. He plans to destroy this world and recreate it for himself. I suspect it’s the reason my female ancestors hid the book of black arts.”

      Luke ran a hand through his hair, glancing out the window once more.

      “I don’t like him here, whether in raven form or as himself,” Luke said. “We don’t know anything about him.”

      “Samael says he’s here to protect me,” Addison said.

      “Is his way of protecting you sitting out there, perched on a branch in raven form, staring at us through the windows?”

      “He can’t come in unless he’s invited, and I’m not ready to extend an invitation. Until I’m confident I can trust him, I can’t take the risk. I have to think of Amara Jane … and you.”

      “Why not take on his human form now that we know it’s him?”

      “I’m sure he has his reasons.”

      Luke shook his head. “Just seems weird to me. Do you believe what he said about being here to protect you?”

      “I want to, but I’m not sure yet. Samael believes Aamon is trying to lure me to him, so he can use the book of black arts to extract my power. He believes Aamon needs me to do it.”

      “Is it possible? Can he strip you of your power?”

      “Samael seems to think he can, but I’m not convinced. I don’t see how it can be taken from me, even if he has the book.”

      Luke shook his head. “I don’t get it. Why didn’t your ancestors tell you the book of black arts existed? Why wouldn’t they warn you about it?”

      “Maybe they believed it would never be found.”

      And because Joan Waterhouse was alive, still roaming the earth in one form or another. Perhaps she was the keeper of the book, and she saw no reason to inform Addison about it as long as it remained hidden.

      “So, Aamon, he’s pure evil, but Samael is trying to pass himself off as being good?” Luke asked.

      “I don’t know. There’s a lot we still need to talk about.”

      Through the baby monitor on Addison’s nightstand, she heard the faint stirs of Amara Jane. It sounded like she was awake, moving around in her crib. Her thoughts turned to protecting her daughter, keeping her safe above all else.

      Luke reached out, placing a hand on hers. “Hey, you’ve been through a lot the past few days. Are you okay?”

      “I’m trying to be. I’m not sure of the evil I’m up against this time, and I’m not sure how to fight it … yet.”

      “You’re the smartest, strongest woman I know. If anyone can find a way, it’s you.”

      He brushed his lips across hers, stood, wrapped a robe around his waist, and crossed the hall into Amara Jane’s room. A minute later, he returned, carrying their toddler in his arms.

      Amara Jane took one look at Addison, grinned, and spread her arms wide. “Mommy! Mommy! I want to hold you.”

      Luke handed Amara Jane off, and Addison wrapped her arms around her daughter. “Good morning, sweetheart. Want some breakfast?”

      “Pancakes, Mommy?”

      “Sure, honey. We can have pancakes.”

      Luke slipped into a pair of sweatpants and said, “You still headed to the Crimson Caves today?”

      Addison nodded. “I have to, Luke. I need to see for myself if the book’s been taken.

      “When are you headed out?”

      “After I’ve spent the morning with my two favorite people.” Addison glanced at the driveway and noticed Lia’s car parked in front of the house. “Make that my three favorite people.”

      Luke shook his head and laughed. “All right, you spend your time and then go. Do what you need to. I’ll stay here, keep an eye on things.”

      He put on his sneakers and walked toward the door.

      “Where are you headed?” Addison asked.

      “I believe it’s time I had a chat with your father.”

      “I don’t know, Luke. I should be with you when you do.”

      He shot her a wink. “This needs to be man to man, or, well … man to raven, in this case. Guess we’ll see. No need to worry. We’ll be fine.”

      Luke disappeared around the corner and Addison sighed, twisting the ring on her pinkie finger ’round and ’round. She gave Amara Jane another squeeze and thought back to something Sybil Waterhouse had once said when she’d appeared before Addison in the red room to bestow the ring, gifting her with centuries of necromancer magic: “Manifest what you need, and it will be given to you. Wield your power and be afraid no longer.”

      Be afraid no longer.

      In this moment, those words meant everything.
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      As Addison made her way to the Crimson Caves, there was much on her mind. She had a theory, one that made sense when so much in her life right now did not. Sybil Waterhouse not only knew Addison’s future, she’d seen it—all that was still to come. And yet she hadn’t shared it with her. Addison wondered if it was because Sybil thought she needed to experience it for herself, in real time, as it happened. If Addison had known beforehand, perhaps it would have altered her course.

      If she was right, had Sybil been aware Aamon would return too?

      In recent days, Addison had struggled as she realized how many things she still didn’t know or hadn’t been told, a struggle which led her to doubt herself and her capabilities. The time had come to shake it all off, find her confidence again, the confidence she’d worked so hard to achieve. Everything she needed, all she was capable of was here, within her, ready to burst out.

      The Crimson Caves were tucked away in the forest, a few miles from where Addison found herself now. Once open for all to behold, they’d been shuttered from the public for decades, like abandoned mine shafts, sealed up as if they had never existed in the first place. As such, not much was known about them, and there was no indication as to which one contained the waterfall she needed to find.

      Addison’s first thought was to take the easy road to get to them, envisioning the caves in her mind and inserting herself there in an instant. But something about the forest’s fresh, unsullied air called to her, and she decided the hike would do her good.

      She started her trek along the unmarked path, using her acute senses and an old map to pave the way. Every so often she’d stop, glance up, and look around, expecting to see Samael. She didn’t. And he’d been absent from the tree in the yard when she left the manor. She wondered where he was and why he hadn’t pushed to accompany her after all his talk of sticking around for her protection.

      No matter.

      She didn’t need him.

      It was like she’d told him before—she could take care of herself.

      Before she left, Luke mentioned that his talk with Samael had gone well, that her father came across as genuine in his reasons for being there. Beyond that, Luke didn’t elaborate, and Addison didn’t push. It must have seemed strange for Luke, being surrounded by people who wielded great power, knowing he was devoid of it. And yet, if it bothered him, he never let it show, choosing instead to embrace who she was, whom he’d married, and to face life’s challenges as a united front.

      A mile into the hike, Addison stopped along the needle-covered path, taking in a lungful of damp, mossy air. Few smells were better than the earthy richness of the forest. It reminded Addison of life, the creation of it, and the centuries of people who’d come before her, roaming through the same land she found herself on now.

      It wasn’t long before the first cave came into view. Addison raised a hand, willing a ball of light to form inside her palm. She faced it toward the cave and glanced inside.

      It was small and dark.

      No waterfall.

      Not the cave Addison was seeking.

      She continued on, weaving in and out until she discovered a cavern that was different than the others. This time when she poked her head in, she heard something she hadn’t before—the sound of water plummeting over a rocky ledge as it splashed into a pool below. Addison glanced around, marveling at the icicle-shaped stalactites, which hung from the ceiling like boney fingers reaching for prey.

      The deeper she went, the more the darkness filled every crevice and corner, and the louder the waterfall grumbled. She was close. Not only could she hear it—she could feel it too. It was as if the water was calling out, beckoning her in a frequency only she could hear.

      Addison rounded a corner, and as the waterfall came into view, so did the pool of water beneath it—a pool that glowed a rich, vibrant shade of turquoise, lighting the dark that surrounded it.

      A flicker of movement beside the pool shifted Addison’s attention, and she turned toward it, narrowing her eyes as she came to a startling realization.

      She wasn’t alone in the cave.

      Someone was there with her.
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      A young boy sat at the water’s edge. Addison guessed he was no more than seven years old. He had his knees pulled up, his head buried between them as he rocked back and forth, sobbing like he’d been separated from his parents. But there were no parents here, no guides, no tourists, and no reason for this child or any other to venture all this way on his own. As far as Addison was concerned, there was a single plausible reason for him being here—the boy was not what he seemed.

      “You don’t fool me, Aamon,” Addison said. “Why not come out and show yourself, instead of hiding beneath an innocent child?”

      A wicked cackling echoed through the cave. The boy looked up, a wry grin on his face. “Innocent, you say? If that is all you see when you look upon him, you know little of children.”

      “Most children are good.”

      “Most, perhaps. Not all.” His eyes narrowed, his body shifting and transforming, bones molding as they shaped into the form of a man. The real Aamon emerged. In him Addison saw no light. No life.

      Nothing but a hollow shell without a soul.

      Aamon lowered his head, meeting her gaze as he said, “You know my name.”

      “I do.”

      “What do you know of me? What have you been told?”

      “Samael has talked about you, shown me who you are, what you are.”

      “Samael. Of course. He intervened that night, the night I came for Eve. It makes sense now. He wasn’t there for me. He was there for you, wasn’t he? In Eve’s final moments, I was sure I’d felt your presence. You were there that night too, weren’t you?”

      Addison glared at Aamon, hoping to anticipate his next move before he made it. “I’m not interested in a discussion with you. I know why you’re here.”

      “And I know why you’re here. You’re too late, of course. The book is in my possession now, where it belongs … where it has always belonged.”

      “How did you discover its location?”

      “Let’s just say I was given clues over time, and those clues led me here.”

      “The book doesn’t belong to you.”

      “It doesn’t belong to witches either, or those sympathetic to them. Where’s the book of enchantments?”

      “Where is my brother?” Addison asked.

      Aamon reached out toward Addison. “You want to see him? Take my hands. Come with me. I’ll show you.”

      “Don’t touch me. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You want to be with him again, don’t you? You want to save him. Isn’t that right?”

      “You may have trapped him for now, taken his power. You won’t trap me.”

      “Trip trap. You’ve got it all wrong, niece. He’s free to leave whenever he chooses. I’ve told him so. Not my fault if he fails to listen, is it?”

      “He can leave at what price?”

      “The price to exit is free. All he needs to do is join me in my crusade.”

      “He never will, and neither will I.”

      “Stubborn girl. Much like your mother, you are.”

      “Don’t speak of my mother.”

      “Why? Are you going to lie to me, tell me you miss her, the woman who coddled you, stripped you of your birthright, kept you in the dark about who you are?”

      “She didn’t strip anything from me.”

      He tilted his head. “How interesting. You don’t know, do you?”

      “Don’t know what?”

      “Your mother tried to remove every trace of who you are from you. Your power was like a tracking device, a homing beacon of sorts. It allowed people like your father and me to stay connected to you, to tap into your location. If you retained your abilities long enough, we could find you.”

      “You didn’t find me.”

      “We couldn’t because of her. So I waited. I knew it was just a matter of time. Your power, what you possess inside you … it’s far too strong to be subdued forever. One day—oh, I’d say it’s been about ten years ago now—I received the faintest signal. It wasn’t enough to locate you, no. But it is how I found her.”

      “Her?”

      “Your mother. It is a shame. She never had to die the way she did.”

      “What do you know of her death?”

      “You are a naïve little thing, aren’t you? I was the one who killed her.”

      Addison froze, stunned. He didn’t mean it. He couldn’t have. Her mother died in a tragic automobile accident. Nothing more.

      “You’re lying,” Addison said. “Stop lying to me.”

      “Am I? Why is it so many people around you are willing to sacrifice their own life to spare yours? To look at you now … I just don’t see it. I bet you don’t have any idea what to do with the power you possess, do you? Pity, and such a waste, I must say.”

      “How is it you killed my mother, and yet you still didn’t find me until now?”

      “Your grandmother made sure of that.”

      “How? By protecting the manor?”

      “After I took care of your mother, and your grandmother entered your life, did she ever press a finger to your lips?”

      Addison thought back to the day she’d reunited with her grandmother, nine years earlier, in a coffee shop. Addison had been telling her a story about the first time she realized she was different as a child. Marjorie had raised a finger to Addison’s lips as she explained the power Addison possessed, a power Addison never knew she’d had until that day.

      “What does pressing a finger to my lips have to do with anything?” Addison asked.

      “It was a seal of protection, one that didn’t break until the ring you’re wearing was placed on your finger. And even then, you weren’t easy to locate. Your female ancestors went to great lengths to keep you hidden from your father, and from me.”

      “If what you say is true, why didn’t Marjorie warn me about you before she died?”

      “Oh, I imagine she didn’t believe it was necessary. She’s the reason everyone has assumed I was dead all this time. After what happened to your mother, she hunted me down. She thought she’d killed me, and when she started spreading the news around, everyone believed her.”

      The stone from Addison’s ring began to glow, pulsing in and out to the rhythm of its own heartbeat. Aamon had murdered her mother, a death Addison had always assumed was unrelated to anyone or anything. Unrelated to magic. As the realization hit her, Addison’s anger surged, and along with it, a desire to shed blood—his blood.

      Addison fisted a hand, thrusting her ringed finger toward him as he cackled, “There! There it is. I knew you had it in you. Anger. Hatred. Destruction. Death. Feels good, doesn’t it? Feels right. Embrace it, Addison. You are your father’s daughter, after all. Marvelous!”

      Addison rose from the ground, floating in midair, her body surging with the fire that burned within her.

      Aamon needed to die.

      Here.

      Now.

      “It is time for you to pay for what you’ve done, Aamon,” Addison said. “Not just for my mother, but for all the innocent souls you’ve murdered throughout time.”

      
        
        blood of life

        through my breath

        see this man

        and bring him death

      

      

      It was only after she’d uttered the words that Addison caught a glimpse of what Aamon now held in his hand. A big, black book, spread open, facing her, waiting to consume every bit of power being thrust toward it.

      And in the distance, Samael yelling, “Addison! No!”
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      Addison flung through the air like a ragdoll before plummeting into the pool below. As she was swallowed beneath the water’s surface, she swore she’d seen the blurred images of two men … and light, bright light, darting around the cave like reckless fireworks. She flashed back to the moment she’d raised her hands toward Aamon, preparing to do everything in her power to end him once and for all. In that moment, she’d felt a sharp pain tear into the side of her flesh, a pain that hadn’t come from Aamon’s direction.

      The water surrounding her was no longer blue. It had turned a rich crimson. But the source of the change hadn’t come from the wound in her side, but instead from her ring. The ring was calling out to her, telling her what she needed to do. She raised the ringed finger above her head and felt its power pulling her toward the surface. Using what little strength she had left, she swam to the side of the pool.

      Pausing a moment, she caught her breath and then held her hand in front of her, staring at the ring. It was still aglow, pulsing in and out like it had a heartbeat of its own. Addison was overcome with a feeling of nervousness and inadequacy. The ring was supposed to provide protection from her enemies, from all those who wished to do her harm. And she’d been blindsided at the first real opportunity to use it.

      Where was Aamon now?

      Was he lurking in the dark, waiting for a second opportunity to strike?

      Addison searched the area, her eyes narrowing as she studied every possible nook, cranny, and dark space.

      He wasn’t there.

      Why isn’t he here?

      Where is he?

      He wouldn’t leave without her, wouldn’t surrender such a golden opportunity. She was a necessary pawn in his endgame. Hell, she was his endgame. If he wanted to destroy the world, reclaiming it for himself, he needed her to do it. He may have been a man of many faces, but he was also a man who wouldn’t hide—not from the thing he wanted most, not now that he was in possession of the book.

      He wouldn’t let her go, not today or any other.

      And where was Samael?

      She swore it was his voice she’d heard before the chaos ensued.

      Could she have been wrong?

      Had he stopped her from confronting Aamon?

      If so … why?

      If he had been there, he wasn’t now.

      The cave was silent, and she was alone.

      Frustration mounting, Addison pounded a fist on the ground, yelling, “What do you want from me! How do you expect me to stop him, to do what I need to do, if I have no idea how to do it?”

      The tempestuous rage within her was desperate to get out. She’d felt the full weight of it for the first time today, the moment Aamon confessed to the murder of her mother. How was she to fight for the light if she couldn’t control the darkness—

      her darkness?

      Addison pushed herself out of the water and hunched over, wrapping her arms around her knees and burying her head between them.

      There must be a way to defeat him.

      There must be a way, and I must find it.

      I will find it.

      Aamon had something she didn’t—centuries of time to learn and grow, to wield his magic, perfect his craft.

      The cave’s light began to fade, smoke permeating its chamber like a thick, heavy mist, coating it in black. From the darkness a speck of light appeared, a small white orb, beaming brighter and brighter as it drifted toward her. The orb expanded as it neared, the cave becoming rich with its vibrance.

      “Addison, it’s time for you to rise. Rise now and take my hand.”

      The voice—it was so feminine, so familiar.

      A voice she hadn’t heard for a long time.

      It can’t be.

      It’s … impossible.

      “Look at me, Addison,” the woman said. “It’s all right. I am here for you now.”

      Addison glanced up, her eyes brimming with tears as she stared into the face of the woman standing before her.

      “Mom?”
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      Addison took her mother’s hand and rose. “I don’t understand. How is it even possible? How are you here?”

      Her mother spread her arms and looked around. “This cave has been a meeting place for necromancers for centuries. Here, the veil between this life and the next connects to each another. The water that flows here is unlike any other. It contains sacred properties. It restores and protects.”

      Addison scanned over her body, searching for the wound she’d sustained minutes before. It was gone. “There are so many things you didn’t tell me, Mom. Things I’ve had to learn on my own because they were kept from me.”

      Addison’s mother pulled her into a tight embrace. “I know you’re angry with me. It was never my intention to hurt you. Back then, I thought I was doing what was best. Now I’ve seen the entire picture. I know the woman you needed to become. I know who you are and what you’re meant to do in this life. And most of all, I know I was wrong. I should have never kept you from who you are.”

      Who she was wasn’t all her mother had kept hidden. “Why didn’t you tell me about my brother? Or about my father, Samael?”

      “I knew if I did, you would have tried to find them both. You’re strong-willed, Addison. You always have been, ever since you were a child.”

      “Why would finding them have been so bad?”

      “When you and your brother were born, I realized your father not only wanted the two of you to embrace your power, he wanted you to use it. He said it was for his advantage and mine. I didn’t trust him. Maybe I should have. I don’t know. By then, I’d learned of his heritage and what his family was capable of—both good and evil—and looking upon my babies, I decided it was too big a risk to take.”

      “You didn’t even give him the chance to prove he was one way or the other.”

      Addison’s mother took a step back and nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t. I was scared. I called your grandmother. I told her I wanted to leave your father, and I asked for her help. The deal she struck with Samael was done without my permission. Once made, it couldn’t be undone.”

      “Why didn’t you try to get Corbin back?”

      “I did. I sought Corbin out many times. When I failed to locate him, I figured it was your father’s doing. I thought he was trying to punish me. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the truth.”

      “Maybe Samael didn’t let you find Corbin because you wouldn’t let him find me.”

      “You may be right. I often wondered the same thing myself.”

      “Why haven’t you tried to contact me? Since your death, you’ve never returned, never appeared to me, or to my brother.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, Addison. I needed to be summoned, and it seemed you had no such interest in communicating with me.”

      Addison had thought about making contact many times, but she’d always assumed her mother was in death as she had been in life—a woman resistant to the power she once held.

      “I’m so sorry, Addison,” her mother said. “Had I known of your destiny, had I understood it, I would have never kept your abilities from you. I would have nurtured them, preparing you for what was to come. I know now that I was just putting off the inevitable.”

      Addison stared at her mother. The bitter feelings she’d burdened herself with for so long festered inside of her. She wanted to forgive, but forgiveness would take time.

      For now, the past could wait.

      Today was about focusing on the present.

      “I’ve met my brother, and Samael, and Aamon just now, before you came,” Addison said. “He has the book of black arts.”

      Her mother nodded. “He’s the reason why I’m here. What you are about to face won’t be easy. To fight him, you’ll need help.”

      “I’m not even sure I know how to fight him. He has much more experience than I do.”

      “Experience isn’t everything.”

      “It’s something.”

      “Fear not, Addison. We have come together today to help you.”

      “We?”

      Addison’s mother turned around and lifted a hand into the air. “I’ve said what I needed to say. You can all show yourselves now.”

      One by one tiny orbs illuminated around the cave, each one transforming into a woman. Some Addison recognized. Others she didn’t. Her grandmother, Marjorie, was among them, and her ancestors, Joan and Sybil Waterhouse.

      Marjorie walked toward her, and they embraced.

      “It’s good to see you, dear,” she said.

      “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “And I, you. The baby is beautiful, just like her mother.”

      Marjorie gave Addison a squeeze and joined the others. Addison turned and noticed the women had gathered around her, their hands locking together as they formed a circle and chanted:

      
        
        in this time, in this hour

        bestow this child with her full power

        bless her mind with strength and clarity

        as we back her journey in solidarity

        present her with the dagger of life

        and steady her hand as she plunges the knife

        saving humanity and all mankind

        return the book and let time unwind

      

      

      One by one the women acknowledged Addison with a nod and began to fade. Marjorie stepped forward, taking Addison by the hand. “You’re never alone. Though you don’t see us, we are always here for you. You are braver than you realize. Never forget who you are and where you come from.”

      As Marjorie faded out like the others, Sybil took her place, placing a hand over Addison’s as she said, “Remember what I told you.”

      Joan nodded in agreement, and Addison’s mother added, “When the time comes, when you need us, we’ll be here.”

      “How? What do I do?”

      “Place a finger over the gemstone on your ring and call to us.” Her mother looked up. “The veil between this life and the next is closing. It is time for us to go.”

      As the remaining three paled, becoming less and less visible, Addison shouted, “Wait! What about the dagger? Where do I find it?”

      “You don’t. When you need it, it finds you. Prepare yourself, my daughter. Your fight is coming soon.”

      “What about Samael? Can I trust him?”

      As the figure of her mother, flickered in and out, she smiled at Addison and said, “Trust what is in your heart, Addison. It will always show you the way.”
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      The afternoon sun beamed down with all the warmth of a simmering fire. Addison soaked it in as she surveyed her surroundings, catching sight of what appeared to be a shirtless man leaning against a tree in the distance.

      She walked toward him. “Was it you, calling to me in the cave, before I fell into the water?”

      Samael didn’t respond, and as she neared, she noticed a deep, gaping wound the size of her fist on his upper chest. He pressed a hand against it, but it did little to stop the blood from seeping out.

      He glanced in Addison’s direction, voice staggered as he said, “You’re all right. Thank goodness.”

      “I’m all right. But you’re not. What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you are safe.”

      “It does matter. Did Aamon do this?” Angered, she spun around. “Where is he?”

      “He wasn’t responsible for this, no.”

      “If he wasn’t, then how did you …”

      Samael met her gaze, and Addison slapped a hand against her mouth, shaking her head as she said, “No, no, no, no, no. Please tell me I had nothing to do with your injury. It wasn’t me. It couldn’t have been.”

      His silence was her answer.

      It was her.

      She’d caused his wound.

      Addison thought back to the moment before she’d plunged into the water, when she’d heard a voice she thought was Samael shout, “Addison! No!”

      It had all happened so fast. She wasn’t sure if she’d gotten the chance to use her power before she’d been thrust into the water. Now, it seemed she had.

      “I don’t understand,” Addison said. “My fight was with Aamon. What did you do? Did you stop me from challenging him?”

      “In a way, yes. I stepped in front of the book of black arts. If your magic had connected with it, I fear it would have benefitted my brother somehow. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have provoked you, pushing you to stand up to him as he held open the book.”

      Samael winced, the pain he endured showing on his face.

      Unsure of her next move, Addison hesitated a moment, then rushed to his side. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I could hurt you in this way. I thought you were, well … invincible, in most ways.”

      “A sorcerer’s power is useless inside any necromancer temple. Those like me are forbidden to enter. It’s one of the only places we are weak, unable to defend ourselves. It would have weakened Aamon when he went into the cave in search of the book.”

      “When he did, no one was there to keep him from taking the book. Why didn’t my ancestors warn me beforehand?”

      There was no need for an answer. Addison wasn’t warned because everyone believed Aamon was dead, and the book was safe. All these years, he’d gone to great lengths to hide his identity, and now, his secrecy had paid off.

      “You weren’t supposed to enter, and yet you did,” Addison said.

      He nodded. “I did it to save you, Addison, and I’d do it again.”

      “What about now? You’re outside. Has your power returned to you?”

      “It’s beginning to return. It may take some time. It’s a strange feeling—losing one’s abilities. Even for a short time such as this, it’s a feeling I hope to never experience again.” He glanced at his chest. “The wound I sustained is the price I paid for my disobedience, and I accept it.”

      Staring at him now, Addison found herself wanting to alleviate his pain, to repair the damage she’d done.

      “I didn’t know you got in the way, or I never would have—”

      “Don’t fret. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “Were you the reason I ended up in the pool?”

      No.

      He couldn’t have been.

      He lacked the power and the ability to do anything.

      “It was your mother,” Samael said. “I looked up, and there she was, her radiant body hovering over us, thrusting you into the pool with one hand, banishing Aamon and me with the other. The last thing I remember is hearing echoes of laughter, women cackling and cheering, and then I found myself outside, backed against this tree.”

      “I can’t believe it. I thought she’d never use her power again.”

      “She’ll always use it, if it means saving you.”

      “I saw her, and Gran, and some others. They came to me.”

      “What did they say?”

      What they said was a discussion she wasn’t ready to have.

      “I’m going after Aamon,” Addison said, ignoring his question. “I won’t allow him to succeed with his plans.”

      “I understand. I’m coming with you.”

      Samael attempted to push himself off the tree and stand but couldn’t. He sagged backward, fist pounding at the air as he cursed at his weakness. “I just need a moment. Just a few more minutes. Then I’ll try again.”

      There must be something I can do—some way I can help him.

      But how?

      As she stood there, staring at him, Samael pointed and said, “Your hands … they’re glowing.”

      Addison turned her palms up. The light emitting from both hands was intense and bright, pulsing in and out like magnetic energy.

      “I … I was just thinking about how much I wanted to help you and then this happened.” She stared at her hands, then at Samael. “I believe I know what I need to do.”

      Addison placed one hand over the other, interlaced her fingers, and pressed against the laceration on his chest. Samael’s jaw clenched, his muscles tightening as his skin began to regenerate, sealing the wound until there was no sign it had ever existed.

      Moments later, he rubbed a hand against the place the wound had been. “You, my child, are a remarkable woman.”

      Addison laughed and reached out for him, and as Samael took her hand, she said, “Maybe I am, but right now I need a remarkable plan.”
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      On the drive back to Grayson Manor, Samael remained silent for a time, choosing to stare out the window rather than engage in conversation. He seemed deep in thought and unsettled, like whatever was on his mind disturbed him. After a time, he turned toward Addison and said, “I blame myself for what Aamon has become.”

      “Why?” Addison asked.

      “There was a time, long ago, when Aamon let me in on his plans. I suppose I felt he’d never succeed, not with the goodness in this world opposing him.”

      “How long ago?”

      Samael hesitated, then said, “I want you to know, everything changed when I met your mother. I changed.”

      He hadn’t answered her question.

      “Are you saying prior to meeting my mother, you had the same goal as Aamon, to destroy this world and everyone in it?”

      “No. I did not.”

      “What, then?”

      “I never agreed with his plans, but I didn’t stand in his way either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’d always tried and failed. It was easier to believe the pattern would never change than to believe one day he’d succeed at finding the book of black arts. He searched for it for centuries. I assumed he’d never find it, and that what he plans on doing next would never come to pass.”

      “Aamon said my mother’s death wasn’t an accident. He told me he killed her. Did you know?”

      Another pause. “I did.”

      “Why didn’t you do anything about it? Why didn’t you go after him?”

      “Your grandmother got to him first, and then she came to me and told me he was dead. With your mother gone, your grandmother decided it was time for her to find you, to tell you who you are and where you came from.”

      “Why didn’t she tell me about you?”

      “I asked her to wait, to give you time to get to know yourself and the power you hold within you. I wanted to reveal myself when the time was right, when I knew you were ready to receive me. If I had known the threat Aamon posed, that he was alive, I would have handled it differently.”

      “If Aamon hadn’t shown up, how long would you have waited?”

      Samael ran a hand along his chin. “I’m not sure I know the answer to that. But you should know, though we didn’t meet until now, I’ve been watching over you ever since your mother left this life.”

      “You should have shown yourself.”

      “You’re right. I know that now. When I learned of Aamon’s return, I wished I’d revealed myself to you sooner. I was surprised he showed his face after all these years, knowing what I’d do to him once I learned he was still alive. And yet, he decided it was worth the risk.”

      “He decided the book was worth the risk,” Addison said. “And now he believes he will achieve everything he’s always wanted.”

      As Addison neared home, she pondered Samael’s words. “Is there a way for Aamon to absorb the book of black arts’ power in the same way I did?”

      “I’m not sure. Until now, I wasn’t aware the book of enchantments could flow through you, or anyone. I imagine Aamon didn’t know either. It was always his goal to possess both books.”

      “To possess them, he needs to possess me.”

      “Which is why he tried to force information about you out of Eve.”

      “I will not allow her to die in vain. I will avenge her death, and every other innocent he’s killed along the way.”

      Samael turned toward Addison, his lips forming a gentle smile. “I knew you were special when you were born, different from all the others.”

      “Different how?”

      “You have a birthmark behind your left shoulder. To most, I expect it looks like nothing more than a series of swirls. It’s so much more. The three interconnected spirals form a triskele, symbolizing the triple goddess—the maiden, the mother, the crone—and through them, eternal life.”

      Growing up, Addison had often glanced at the birthmark in the mirror, wishing she could get a better view of it. Hearing Samael’s description, a sense of calm came over her to know it wasn’t just another spot dotting her freckled body. Three women, just like the three women who were embossed on the front of the book of enchantments. She was one, and she was all.

      “Is the reason you pushed my mother to raise me with magic because you saw the birthmark?”

      He nodded. “I knew you were destined for something much greater than any of us could comprehend. Your mother didn’t want to believe it. She wanted you to have a normal life.”

      Try as her mother had, Addison’s existence was anything but normal, and she’d spent much of her life wondering why she was different, so unlike everyone else. She’d had visions, even as a child, visions her mother brushed to the side, pretending they were nothing, meant nothing. How much different her life could have been had it not been shrouded in secrecy.

      Addison rolled the car to a stop in the driveaway. Lia peered out at them from inside, holding an excited Amara Jane, who clapped her hands, then waved at her mother.

      “I’d like to meet her,” Samael said. “When you are ready, I mean.”

      Addison considered the request and the last thing her mother had said to her in the cave. Trusting him right now, in this moment, felt right. “Then I suppose it’s time I invited you in.”
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      It may have been a rash decision, but Addison was certain it was the right one. Although she’d only known Samael for a short time, their bond continued to strengthen with each passing day. Becoming allies in the fight against Aamon seemed like the right choice and keeping Samael close seemed like a wise move.

      Addison entered Grayson Manor and turned, reaching out a hand to her father. He took it, and they walked inside, joining Luke and Lia in the living room. The pair stood next to each other with their arms crossed, eyes tense.

      Neither moved.

      Neither spoke.

      Neither appeared thrilled to see Samael standing before them.

      “Please understand,” Addison began, “I invited him in because it’s time. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I wish you would have discussed it with me first,” Luke said.

      “Maybe you’re right, and I should have. Either way, he’s here now.”

      Luke huffed an irritated, “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “No harm will ever come to any of you,” Samael said. “Not by my hand. You have my word.”

      “Your word means nothing to me,” Luke said. “I don’t know you.”

      “All I want is to protect my daughter, my granddaughter … and you, Luke and Lia,” Samael said. “You mean everything to Addison. You matter to her, which means, you matter to me.”

      Lia moved a hand to her hip. “And if we didn’t matter? What then?”

      Before Samael could respond, Amara Jane scurried past Luke, Lia, and Addison. She wrapped her arms around Samael’s legs and squeezed. Then she stared up at him and held her hands up, something Addison had never seen her do with someone she’d never met before. Samael pulled Amara Jane into his arms, and she pressed her hands to his cheeks, giggling, and staring into his eyes as if she’d known him all her life.

      “Hi,” she said.

      Samael hugged his granddaughter and said, “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Luke’s jaw clenched, and he stepped forward, his hands outstretched. “Here, I’ll take her.”

      Amara Jane turned toward her father and shook her head. “It’s okay, Daddy. He’s nice.”

      He’s nice?

      “Why does it seem like she knows you?” Addison asked.

      “Because she does,” Samael said.

      His answer came as a surprise.

      “Explain,” Addison said.

      Staring down at Amara Jane, he said, “Just because you have never seen me before now doesn’t mean she hasn’t,” Samael said. “Before, when I said I’d been watching over you, I meant it. Little Amara Jane here has the gift of sight. She sees things most people can’t.”

      Luke and Addison exchanged confused glances.

      “I don’t understand,” Addison said.

      “You will. I’ll explain everything to you later.”

      “Why not explain now?”

      “There isn’t time.”

      “There’s plenty of time.”

      “There’s much to be done, starting with you packing a bag, Addison.”

      Packing a bag?

      “Why?” Addison asked.

      “I believe you may need more training before facing off with Aamon again. You have centuries of necromancer power inside you, but you’re my daughter, which means you also have centuries of sorcerer power within you. Both will be useful if you are to defeat him.”

      “And where would this extra training take place?” Addison asked.

      “We must go to Gaia.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s not part of this world.”

      “What do you mean? Where is it?”

      “Think of it as an in-between place, a place between this life and the next.”

      Lia’s eyes widened. “Gaia … as in Greek goddess of the Earth?”

      “It was named in her honor, yes,” Samael said.

      “Why must we go to Gaia?” Addison asked. “What’s there?”

      “Not what … who. Our people, those willing to stand up and join you in your fight. When Aamon comes again, he will not be alone. He will bring an army of tortured souls. Many will have been cast out of the underworld, aligning with his plan to bring about destruction.”

      “I won’t leave my family,” Addison said. “Can’t I learn what I need to here? You can teach me. Can’t you?”

      “I could, but you should learn from the best, and there is one far more skilled than I am.”

      “Who?”

      “Aryanna, your great-grandmother, the most powerful sorcerer of them all.”

      “A female sorcerer?”

      Samael nodded.

      “I always assumed sorcerers were men,” Addison said.

      “Many, not all.”

      Luke stepped forward. “Addison’s not going anywhere without me. Where she goes, I go.”

      “Same goes for me too,” Lia said.

      Addison shook her head. “No. Neither of you are going. I can’t ask you to risk your lives for me. This is not your fight.”

      “The hell it’s not,” Luke said.

      “You have no power, Luke. Nor do you, Lia. No way to protect yourselves. I can’t allow either of you to get involved. I won’t.”

      Samael lifted a finger into the air. “If I may. You are right, Addison. They aren’t like us. But what would you say if I told you they could be?”
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      “I don’t understand,” Addison said. “How can Luke and Lia become like us if they were born mortal?”

      “Through mingling our blood,” Samael said. “Ours with theirs.”

      How could it be?

      None of her ancestors had ever spoken about it.

      “Did my grandmother know this kind of thing was possible?” Addison asked.

      “She did.”

      “Why would she keep this information from me?”

      Samael leaned against the wall, crossing his arms in front of him. “Your grandmother is and has always been an old soul, bound by the old ways. She would never have approved of such a thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Forming a bond with mortals in this way has always been forbidden, except in unique circumstances. And even then, special permission must be granted.”

      “Have you ever seen it done before?” Addison asked.

      “In a way … once.”

      “When?”

      Samael crossed his arms in front of him and stared out the window as if recalling an old memory. “Centuries ago, my sister, Beatrice, fell in love with a mortal. One day while they were out riding, William fell from his horse, breaking multiple bones during the fall. When Beatrice rushed to his side, she realized he’d also suffered several lacerations to his head. He was losing blood, a lot of it. She knew she’d never be able to get him the help he needed in time. He was dying.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She used her power to summon me.”

      “And then?” Addison asked.

      “When I arrived, he was unconscious, not breathing. Fearing he had little time left, Beatrice sliced her arm open with a knife and began dripping the blood from her wound into his. She begged me to do the same, thinking our combined power would have a better chance of healing him. Mingling our blood with that of a mortal can have grave consequences.”

      “Did you help her?” Addison asked.

      He shook his head. “Though I understood my sister’s urgency, and it pained me to see her in such distress, she did not perform the ritual the way it needed to be done.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Permission must first be asked of Aryanna. If consideration is given, she subjects the mortal to a test. A drop of blood is taken, placed into a vial along with a drop of her own blood. When combined, if the blood boils, the mortal is either impure or incapable of transforming. If the blood pools together, becoming one, the mortal is found to be worthy, a willing vessel, and the ritual can be performed.”

      “Addison’s only a sorcerer through you,” Lia interjected. “She’s also a necromancer, the most powerful to have ever lived, which means she doesn’t require Aryanna’s permission for anything.”

      “Perhaps not,” Samael said. “But she would be wise to seek it.”

      “What happened to William?” Addison asked. “Did he survive?”

      “He did, and his wounds healed. For a time, it seemed like my sister’s efforts had saved him. But as the newfound power he possessed found life within him, William began to change. He became violent and reckless. Beatrice did her best to support him through it, but it didn’t take long before Aryanna intervened. One look into William’s eyes, and she saw in him the same thing she saw in Aamon—death and destruction—a man who would never be able to bring his power under control.”

      “What caused the change in him?”

      “You cannot rob death of a life, you see. Beatrice offered her blood seconds after William was already dead. She reversed time to serve her own will, and William paid the price because of it.”

      “What happened to him?” Addison asked.

      “Aryanna altered the timeline, taking William back to his final moment in this life, and then she offered him over to death.”

      Addison paced the room, pondering about what Samael had just said and about Luke and Lia’s wish to become more than what they were, and whether she thought it necessary to seek Aryanna’s blessing. “If I seek Aryanna’s blessing, and it is granted, what becomes of Luke and Lia?”

      “They become one of us,” Samael said.

      “You mean they become one of you, right?”

      “You are part of me, so yes.”

      “I’m also part of my mother.”

      “Luke cannot become a necromancer, Addison. You know that.”

      “But Lia can,” Addison said.

      Samael nodded.

      Addison turned toward Luke. “I know so little of my father’s side, of his people, of their magic. If you decide to do this, I want it to be your choice.”

      Luke reached out, taking Addison’s hand in his. “I choose this because I choose you. It’s the right thing to do and the right time to do it. Trust me.”

      Trust me.

      It wasn’t Luke she doubted.

      Seconds passed by in silence as Addison pondered the choice before her. Then she turned toward Samael and said, “What makes you so sure Aryanna will grant Luke’s request?”

      “Because he’s your husband, Addison, and because she’s been waiting for your return for a very long time.”

      “My … return?”

      “As a baby you were blessed by her. So was your brother.”

      It came as a surprise. “My mother allowed it?”

      “I … no. I knew she’d never sanction the idea, so I took you both myself. I believe when Aryanna blessed you, she knew of your worth, of who you were meant to become.”

      “Did she say anything to you about me?”

      “She said you were special, and that one day I’d understand why.”

      “Did my mother find out about Aryanna’s blessing?”

      “I told her upon my return. She was so angry. It was then I knew our relationship was over.”

      “If I allow this and if Aryanna agrees … if anything should go wrong, if anything happens to Luke, if he’s harmed in any way … no one will be safe from the wrath that follows.”

      Samael nodded. “I understand.”

      Lia tapped Addison on the shoulder. “Now that he’s sorted, what about me?”

      Addison turned toward her. “I think you should take some time, think it over. We’ll go to Gaia, and when we get back, we can talk more about—”

      “I don’t need time. The idea of becoming like you is something I’ve always thought about. And now that I know it’s a possibility, there’s nothing left to consider. This is what I want.”

      Addison nodded. “All right, then. Come with me.”
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      Addison and Lia entered the red room. Addison closed the door and sat in a chair across from Lia.

      “So … how does this work?” Lia asked.

      Good question.

      “I’m not sure,” Addison said. “The book of enchantments, it whispers to me, prompting me about what to do and what to say. If I listen, I believe everything will come to me.”

      “Okay, how do we get started?”

      “Close your eyes.”

      Lia did as Addison asked.

      Addison followed suit, attempting to clear her mind, tapping into the harmonious frequency inside her. As she concentrated on the task she was about to perform, she rubbed a finger over the gemstone of her ring and then reached for Lia’s hands as she chanted:

      
        
        Ancient mothers far and near

        Listen now and lend an ear

        I offer this woman into the light

        To be granted necromancer sight

        A human she will cease to be

        As magic seeks to set her free

      

      

      Addison’s hands began to glow, the light spreading from her to Lia, until Lia’s hands radiated their own light. They opened their eyes, staring down at their hands, at each other. The room began to revolve, rotating around like a carousel at top speed. As it slowed down and the room came back into focus, Sybil Waterhouse appeared, hovering next to them.

      Sybil placed a hand on Addison’s head. “Is it your wish to make her one of us?”

      “It is,” Addison said.

      “What do you know of her worthiness? Why choose this mortal to be gifted with all that we are?”

      “She is the truest friend I’ve ever had. Honest and kind. Loyal to me in a way no woman has ever been before.”

      Sybil nodded and shifted her attention to Lia. “And you, Lia Ann McReedy, why ask to shed your mortal life, forsaking it to become as one with us?”

      Lia smirked and said, “I mean, you’re all powerful and everything, so I’m guessing you already know my heart and how I feel, don’t you?”

      Addison glared at Lia, her expression a warning to exercise caution when speaking to an elder necromancer.

      Lia gave her friend a slight nod, cleared her throat, and tried again. “I … ahh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect you.”

      “Answer the question again.”

      “I would do anything for Addison. We all know what she’s about to face. I can’t stand back and watch her handle it alone.”

      “Why not?”

      “She means too much to me. I don’t want to lose her.”

      “And if I refuse Addison’s request?” Sybil asked. “What then?”

      “I’ll stand with her and fight either way.”

      “You’d risk your life for Addison, for us, for this family?”

      “I would.”

      “Even if it meant you would die in doing so?”

      Lia nodded. “Even then.”

      Sybil smiled. It appeared Lia’s response pleased her, but she hesitated. It was clear she wasn’t done with Lia’s interrogation yet.

      “Let us see what makes you the woman you are,” Sybil said.

      Lia exchanged glances with Addison, neither knowing what was about to come next.

      Sybil moved behind Lia, closed her eyes, placed her hands on Lia’s head, and said, “Show me her present and show me her past.”

      Images emerged on the wall of the red room like a movie playing on a screen, glimpses into Lia’s life. Her birth, her childhood, her pleasure, her pain. Some made Lia smile. Others made her bite her lip as if she struggled to keep her emotions at bay. Others still made her cringe, like she wanted to look away, but Sybil held firm, forcing Lia to face each moment in time, all that had come before—the good and the bad.

      As the images dissolved, new ones emerged of women who resembled Lia but had lived in different eras in time. It was as if Lia had lived multiple lives. A nurse in one life. A teacher in another.

      In a swift, abrupt moment, Sybil lifted her hands, and the images ceased.

      “I’ve seen enough.” Sybil looked at Lia. “In this life, at the age of fourteen, you stole something. Why?”

      “It was a tube of lipstick. It was for my mother, for her birthday.”

      “Why steal it instead of buying it?”

      “She’d just lost her job. She was a single mother, and we had no money. I made it up to the store a few years later. I placed double the cost of the lipstick into an envelope and mailed it to them.”

      Sybil nodded. “You have lived many lives, Lia. Not everyone is given a second or third opportunity to live life all over again. To be granted such an honor, one must die being worthy of living again.”

      “I mean, okay … but I don’t even know if I believe in that stuff,” Lia said.

      “Oh, but you do believe. You’ve always felt it, the remnants of your former selves flowing inside you. A flicker of a glimpse here, a memory there. Memories you could never place, never make sense of, even though you tried. Each life you’ve lived, you’ve chosen a position where you come to the aid of others.”

      Lia shrugged. “In this life, I’m a medical examiner. I don’t see how I’m helping others.”

      “And yet you’ve assisted on several cases where grieving families of murder victims received the closure they needed because of your keen insight and tireless dedication to bringing the evil in this world to justice. You are as worthy as anyone has ever been. I’ve seen inside your heart. It’s no wonder Addison gravitated toward you from the moment you both met.”

      Lia looked at Addison. “Makes sense, I guess.”

      “Raise your hands in front of you,” Sybil said. “Addison, I’d like you to do the same. Then press them together and don’t let go until I tell you to do so.”

      Addison and Lia did as she asked, and then Sybil sat between them. She brought her palms to her lips and blew into them. A luminous, circular mist appeared between Sybil’s hands. She guided the mist toward Addison and Lia. As it descended over their joined hands, it tightened, forming an impenetrable bond.

      “I bind you together as sisters,” Sybil said, “Lia Ann McReedy, from this day forth, you are charged with defending Addison, standing by her side as you uphold the necromancer legacy. Do you accept the honor bestowed upon you this day?”

      Without hesitation, Lia said, “I do.”

      The mist rose above Addison and Lia’s hands, hovering in the air.

      “Release your hands,” Sybil said.

      As their palms separated, the mist floated toward Lia, settling as a crown over her head, before it dissolved into the air.

      “My work here is done,” Sybil said. “Lia Ann McReedy, you are now gifted with all you need to assist Addison on the journey ahead. Rise now. Rise up and make us proud.”
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      Lia flipped her hands front to back, looking them over. Then she walked to the mirror and stared at her reflection. “Am I supposed to feel different or something?”

      “I don’t know,” Addison replied. “Do you feel different?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Give it time.”

      “How much time? I mean … how will I know what to do when I need to do it?”

      “It will come to you, trust me.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      Lia stood. “I need to head home and pack a bag. I won’t be long.”

      Addison walked her to the door and then headed upstairs. “Luke, you up here?”

      “In the bedroom,” he answered.

      Addison entered the room and found Amara Jane sitting in the middle of the bed playing with her toys while Luke filled a suitcase with clothes.

      “I was going to put a few things in for you and Amara Jane, but I’m not sure what you want to take,” Luke said.

      “I don’t even know how long we’ll be away or what you wear to such a place. Where’s Samael?”

      “He, ahh … he left. Said he’ll return soon. Then we’d all leave together.”

      He’d return soon.

      Hard to know how long that would be.

      “Did he mention why he had to go?” Addison asked.

      “He didn’t.”

      Whatever Samael’s reasons were for taking off, Addison assumed it was important, or he wouldn’t have left. Not when so much was at stake.

      As Addison packed a few bags, she thought about the great-grandmother she was about to meet, about Gaia itself, and what it would be like. The decision to put her faith in Samael wasn’t an easy one, but in her heart, she believed his intentions were good, even if they hadn’t always been.

      Lia returned an hour later, entering the house with a backpack slung over her shoulder. “Hey, guys, I’m ready to go. Are you?”

      “That’s all you’re bringing?” Addison asked. “A small backpack?”

      Lia patted the bag and smiled. “What can I say? I’m a minimalist. Where’s your, you know, raven dad?”

      “I have no idea. He told Luke he’d be back soon.”

      Lia muttered something about her neighbor agreeing to watch her cat while they were away, but Addison was too busy staring out the window to focus on everything Lia was saying. The sky had changed, the sun’s warmth disappearing behind a spate of ominous dark clouds.

      “Check it out,” Addison said. “Looks like a storm’s coming.”

      “A storm? Can’t be. I checked the weather report this morning. Supposed to be sunny. Clear skies all week.”

      Addison pointed at the window.

      Lia turned, her eyes widening as she said, “What the—”

      “It doesn’t just look like a storm, does it?” Addison opened the window and stuck her head out. “Listen. Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      “That’s what I mean. It’s quiet. Too quiet. No birds chirping, no buzz in the air … nothing.”

      “Don’t birds like know when severe weather is coming? I read once that they hear low-frequency sounds, called, ehh … infrasound, if I remember right. That’s why they hightail it out of a place before a storm hits.”

      Addison shrugged and turned, focusing back on the bags she’d packed. She zipped them closed and wheeled them into the hallway. “Guess we should gather our bags so we’ll be ready when Samael decides to grace us with his presence.”

      Lia backed away from the window, her expression apprehensive. “Umm, Addison?”

      “Yeah? What is it?”

      “You’d better come see for yourself.”

      Addison approached the window and glanced downward. There, in the front yard, was Aamon. He appeared as himself this time and was dressed in a long, black trench coat and matching gloves. Under his left arm was the book of black arts.

      “Who is that guy?” Lia asked.

      “It’s Aamon, Samael’s brother.”

      “I thought he wasn’t supposed to know about this place.”

      “He must have used the book to find Grayson Manor. Get Luke and Amara Jane and bring them here. No one opens the front door. No one goes outside. Understand?”

      Lia nodded and left the room.

      Addison leaned out the window, glaring at Aamon.

      He tipped his head in her direction. “Why don’t you invite me inside so we can have a little chat? I promise to play nice. For now, anyway.”

      “I have nothing to say to you. I want you to leave.”

      “Oh, I believe I’ll stay, if you don’t mind.”

      “I do mind. You’re trespassing.”

      “If you say so. Still,” he said, his arms extended, “this will all be mine soon enough. This manor, this city, this country … all the countries in the world. All under my control. The mere thought of it is delicious, isn’t it? And so close ... I can feel it. Can’t you?”

      “Wishful thinking, if you ask me,” Addison said.

      “Now then, where’s that brother of mine?”

      “He’s around.”

      Aamon snickered. “You’re lying, Addison. If he were here, we wouldn’t be having this conversation now, would we? He can’t save you from what’s coming, you know. No one can. Now that I’ve acquired the book, the future is for the taking. It’s in my hands now.”

      “Funny. I was under the impression it was in mine.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so. But if it makes you feel better …”

      Enough banter.

      Time to give him a taste of what he was up against. Thrusting her hands in front of her, she said, “I banish you from this manor and everyone inside it.”

      The moment the words left her lips, Aamon was hurled back as if a vigorous gust of wind had stabbed him in the chest. His body whipped through the air. Then he was gone.

      Lia entered the room along with Luke, who carried Amara Jane in his arms.

      “What can I do?” Lia asked. “How can I help?”

      Addison lifted a finger into the air. “Shhh. I need a moment.”

      Closing her eyes, Addison was about to channel Samael when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She opened her eyes to find him standing there.

      “I already know,” he said. “I felt his presence here.”

      “Where have you been?”

      “I left to retrieve a valuable, one I haven’t had any use for in a long time.”

      Addison glanced at his hand. On one of his fingers was a ring. It was a silver band, thin and delicate. It didn’t seem like something he’d wear. “Why do you need the ring?”

      “It symbolizes an invitation. When offered it grants permission to enter Gaia. Now … where is my brother?”

      “I’m not sure. Somewhere close by, I assume.”

      “We must go. If I know Aamon, he didn’t come alone this time.”

      “I didn’t see anyone with him.”

      “It doesn’t mean they’re not there. Let’s find out.” Samael approached the window. “Brother, show yourself.”

      Aamon materialized, hovering in the sky just behind the manor’s property line. “Nice to see you again, Samael. I’d come closer, but it appears I’m unable to at present—a tiny hiccup I’ll soon correct.”

      “It’s not too late to give up this ridiculous crusade of yours,” Samael said.

      “Oh, but it is, brother. I’ve come too far to turn back now. Where’s the book of enchantments? Tell me, and this can all be over right now.”

      “It is you who needs to return what you stole from the necromancers. Hand over the book of black arts, and we’ll let you live.”

      Addison faced Samael. “Let him live? His fate … it isn’t up to you.”

      Samael glanced back, eyeing Addison, Luke, Lia, and Amara Jane in turn. “Get to the red room. All of you.”

      Samael may have been accustomed to being the one in charge, but he was in her house, and she had a different objective in mind.

      “Luke and Lia, take Amara Jane, the bags we packed, and go,” Addison said. “I’ll join you in a minute.”

      Luke opened his mouth to protest, but Addison cut in before he had the chance. “Please, Luke. Go. I’ll be right behind you, okay?”

      Though reluctant, he nodded, and the threesome departed.

      Turning toward Samael, Addison said, “What now?”

      “Now we find out what size audience we’re entertaining.”

      He leaned out the window and curled a hand into a fist. The earth around the area where Aamon was standing split open and with it arose droves of fiendish creatures—demons—ready to fight.

      Aamon glanced around, smiling at the new arrivals as they congregated behind him. “I know better than to come alone when I’m dealing with you, Samael. Go ahead … say hello. Ask if they’ve missed you. It’s been a while, but you still remember them, don’t you? They remember you.”

      “What is he talking about?” Addison asked. “Who are they … or were they?”

      “This isn’t a conversation we should have right now.”

      “But it is a conversation we need to have.”

      Aamon snorted a laugh and cut in. “You know so little of your father, Addison. Why don’t the two of you come on out and we’ll have a good, old-fashioned family chat, or a family honesty session. I’m good either way.”

      “We’ll pass,” Addison said.

      “Too bad. There’s much to tell. You can’t shield yourselves behind the manor forever. You must leave sometime, and we’ll be right here waiting when you do.”

      Addison reached for Samael’s hand. The moment he took it, they found themselves inside the red room with Luke, Lia, and Amara Jane.

      “All of you, stand behind me,” Samael said. “And get ready.”

      “Get ready for what?” Luke asked.

      Samael circled a finger into the air, creating a portal, a ring of fire the perfect size to step through.

      “Grab your things,” Samael said. “It’s time we leave this place.”
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      Gaia wasn’t what Addison expected. The lush surroundings reminded her of a flourishing rainforest. Abundant. Rich. Thriving. Everything was different here—the air, the water, the trees—all alive, all communicating on the same frequency. All co-existing as one. If there was an afterlife, Gaia was the place Addison envisioned it would be like.

      As daylight spread across the land, Addison brushed a hand along the side of a tree. Its surface roots were like sprawling fingers. She could see where they began, but not where they ended. The moment the bark grazed her hand, she heard a faint humming, like the tree was communicating, welcoming her to this place. It moved and swayed, its branches bending, as if bowing to her. A comforting sense of calm washed over her body, a feeling unlike any she’d ever experienced. It was as if she’d been here before, and now, she’d come home.

      As her curiosity grew, she nudged Samael. “Where is this place? Where is Gaia?”

      “Gaia is a parallel universe, a world within a world.”

      Luke, Lia, and Addison exchanged confused glances.

      “I’m not sure we follow,” Addison said.

      “Think of it in the same way you would the spirits you’ve helped move on these past years. You were the only one who saw them, weren’t you?”

      Addison nodded.

      “No one else may have seen them, but they were still there,” Samael said. “Much like we are here now.”

      “Are you saying spirits, those who were once living, exist in this place?” Lia asked.

      “I’m saying Gaia exists alongside the Earth.”

      “And what part of the Earth would that be?” Lia asked. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      “No human has ever discovered its location, and they never will. It’s veiled from them, a protection bestowed on this place by my ancestors … and yours.”

      “Where is everyone?” Addison asked.

      “You’ll see, soon enough,” Samael replied.

      They forged ahead, walking beside a bushy path until they came to the entrance of a magnificent temple made of white marble. It was several stories high with arched windows on every level and had an array of pillars lining the front.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Addison said.

      “I second that,” Luke added.

      Samael grinned and opened his arms wide. “Yes, it is. Gaia holds much beauty. Welcome.”

      A solid wood door adorned with carved leaves opened to display a great hall. At the opposite end, a woman sat on a throne. She had long, white hair and a youthful glow, even though she was mature in years. A crown encrusted with black jewels rested atop her head, and she was dressed in a flowing gown that looked like it had been spun from pure gold.

      The woman held out her arms, beckoning Addison to come closer. “I’ve waited so long for you, child.”

      “You knew I was coming?”

      “I know a great many things. Every moment of your life, from the beginning to now has brought you here, to this place in time … to me.”

      Samael added, “This moment is for you, and you alone. Go, now. I’ll take Luke, Lia, and Amara Jane with me and show them around. We’ll meet up with you later.”

      As if sensing Addison’s hesitation, Luke reached out, giving her hand a squeeze. “Go. Speak with her. We’ll be fine. I won’t let Amara Jane out of my sight.”

      Addison nodded and walked inside. As she neared the woman, she said, “Are you Aryanna?”

      “I am. You have grown into a stunning woman, full of wisdom and grace. You remind me of your maternal grandmother, Marjorie.”

      “You knew her?”

      “I did. Long ago.”

      “I don’t understand. How is that possible?”

      “Like your father, I too have lived for centuries. There was a time when necromancers and sorcerers were friends, a time when we lived together in peace. Back in those days, we formed a council, coming together to focus on the greater good.”

      “When did everything change?” Addison asked.

      “On a day when disagreements turned to anger, and anger to hate. Not everyone is suited to peace and harmony. It takes a great deal of strength, patience, and perseverance to maintain over time. Some do not have what it takes. It’s a pity. It is also the truth.”

      Addison wondered if Aryanna had been referring to Aamon. Could he have been responsible for breaking the alliances between species? She thought back to her encounter with Joan Waterhouse, and the advice she’d given Addison a couple of years earlier: You must choose, Addison. You must decide who you will become from this day forward.

      She’d always assumed Joan meant she needed to choose one or the other—sorcerer or necromancer. Now it was clear she’d misinterpreted Joan’s meaning. It was never about accepting one and rejecting the other. She could choose to become both, using the blood that flowed within her from both parents to bring everyone together at long last.

      Aryanna stood.

      Taking Addison’s hands in her own, she said, “You understand now, don’t you? You know who you are to become.”

      “How did you—”

      Aryanna tapped a finger to the side of her head. “I hear your thoughts. I know your worries and your fears, and I know the one thing you desire most.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “To avenge the death of your mother, of course.”

      “Not just her. Everyone Aamon has put to death over the centuries. I came here because I want to stop him. My father believes I need your help to do it.”

      Aryanna remained silent for a time, and then said, “Everything you need to conquer him is inside of you. Magic is as much about wit and intuition as it is about casting spells and enchantments. You have much to learn. First, we eat and give you time to settle in from your journey. Then we begin.”
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      Addison’s arrival in Gaia was celebrated with a lavish midday feast. At its conclusion, Aryanna instructed Luke, Samael, and Addison to meet in her private chambers. As they made their way, Samael spoke with Aryanna, but his tone was too low for Addison to pick up on their conversation. She wondered if they were discussing Luke and his desire to become a sorcerer.

      While Addison, Luke, and Samael prepared to meet with Aryanna, Lia tended to Amara Jane and was given a tour of the vast gardens alongside a few of Aryanna’s trusted advisors. As they reached her chamber door, Aryanna turned, requesting they return to their rooms where they’d find white cloaks on their beds to change into.

      Luke and Addison made the change and exited their room, finding Samael waiting for them in the corridor.

      “Are we doing what I think we’re doing?” Addison asked.

      “I believe so,” Samael replied. “Not to worry. He will do fine.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you chose him.”

      They entered Aryanna’s chambers, and Addison grabbed Luke’s hand. She leaned in close and said, “Everything is going to be all right. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “There is no need for concern. I am here for you, now and always.”

      Luke appeared confident, but Addison saw nervousness in his eyes. She, too, felt stirrings of unease inside her. She’d placed her trust in Samael when he’d said they needed to come to this place, putting herself, her family, and her friend Lia at risk. She hoped she’d made the right decision.

      While they waited for Aryanna to make an appearance, Addison became fixated on a wooden altar at the back of the room. It looked old, the carvings around it appearing to tell the story of sorcerers throughout history, from centuries past to present day. One carving depicted a woman with a resemblance to Aryanna. In another carving, a man with a raven on his shoulder appeared to be her father. And then there were others, people Addison didn’t recognize at all. After making her way around the altar, she saw a woman whose red hair was aflame. In the woman’s hand was a shiny dagger.

      The woman looked just like Addison.

      Addison turned to Samael. “Have you seen this altar before?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never been inside Aryanna’s private chambers.”

      She pointed out a few of the carvings. “These people, they look like Aryanna, and you, and my brother … and me.”

      Samael bent down, running a hand over the carving of the man with the raven on his shoulder. “I see the resemblance. You may be right.”

      Aryanna entered the room dressed in a white gown and made her way over to the altar.

      “May I ask about these carvings?” Addison said. “What do they—”

      Aryanna shook her head. “Not now, child. This moment is about Luke and whether he is worthy of the transformation he desires.”

      “He is worthy,” Addison said.

      “That may be. It isn’t for you to decide.”

      “As much as I respect you, my ancestors, and this place, I will not allow any harm to come to him.”

      Aryanna nodded. “You care much for this man of mortal birth.”

      “He is everything to me.”

      Aryanna turned toward Luke. “Quite an endorsement your wife just gave you. Wouldn’t you say?”

      “I feel the same about her,” he said. “It’s the reason why I’m here today, by her side, doing what needs to be done.”

      “Good. Shall we begin?”

      Luke approached the altar.

      Aryanna pointed at a pair of gold velvet chairs several feet away from where Samael and Addison were standing and asked them to be seated.

      Not wanting to leave Luke’s side, Addison remained where she was, a defiant move, but one she was willing to take.

      “It wasn’t a request,” Aryanna said. “It must be done if the transformation is to take place. Stand too close before I am finished, and your aura may hinder the process, causing him more damage than good. Who you are and what you are now has more strength and power than you know. Do you understand?”

      Addison paused a moment and then nodded.

      “I expect this will not be easy for you to watch, Addison, but you can trust me,” Aryanna said. “I would never cause him, or anyone, undue harm.”

      Maybe not.

      But what if she decided the harm was justified?

      Addison sighed, stepped away, and agreed to observe, taking a seat next to her father.

      Aryanna seemed pleased. “Once I begin, do not attempt to intervene, Addison, or I will have no choice other than to remove you from the room.”

      Like hell you will.

      Aryanna instructed Luke to kneel opposite her, placing his arms on the altar, palms up. “Do you, Luke Elijah Flynn, attest to your integrity before me this day?”

      Without hesitation, he said, “I do.”

      “Is it your desire to give up your own mortality, to become a sorcerer, to walk this earth from this day forward as one of us?”

      “It is.”

      Aryanna nodded. “Through the pricking of your blood, your purity will be tested.”

      She pulled Luke’s left hand toward her, resting it over a small metal bowl in the center of the altar. Grabbing Luke’s wrist, she raised her hands. Using a long, pointy fingernail, she sliced his wrist open. As the blood dripped inside the bowl, Aryanna removed a strip of satin from the sleeve of her dress. She wrapped it around Luke’s wound and said, “It is done.”

      Luke pulled his arm back, and Aryanna placed her own over the bowl. She repeated the process on herself. As her blood dripped over Luke’s into the bowl, Addison leaned forward, anxious to see the outcome.

      At first, nothing happened.

      Then, as the blood pooled together, it turned from red to black, thickening and steaming like it was about to boil.

      Panic gripped Addison.

      Why is it black?

      What does it mean?

      As a knot formed in her throat, she managed to squeak out, “What is happening? Why has it turned black?”

      Aryanna raised a hand. “Silence. We must wait.”

      The waiting wasn’t easy, but after a minute, the blood appeared to be boiling, something Addison feared would prove to be an unfavorable outcome. Luke made no movement, his eyes fixated on the bowl.

      Addison fought the urge to stand, to run to him.

      Seeds of regret began permeating her mind.

      Had it been a mistake, bringing those she cared about most to this place?

      As if sensing her fear, Samael took Addison’s hand in his. He looked into her eyes, and without him uttering a single word, the sound of his voice vibrated through her: “No need to worry. It will be all right.”

      She nodded and turned back toward the altar. The color inside the bowl had started to change. Black to gray to white … and then clear.

      Aryanna clapped her hands together and looked at Addison. “Well, now. It appears he is everything you say he is, Addison … and more.”
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      Luke had passed Aryanna’s test, and Addison breathed a long sigh of relief. But it wasn’t over yet. Aryanna raised two fingers, requesting Samael to come forward. He walked to the altar, rolled up his sleeve, and knelt beside Luke.

      “Samael Ravenstone Crawley, do you agree to take on this mortal, to train him, to combine his blood with your own, taking responsibility for him and his actions from this day forward?”

      “I will,” Samael said.

      Aryanna turned toward Luke. “With Samael’s offering of blood, you will be joined, now and forever,” Aryanna said. “In this moment, life ends and begins anew. Are you ready?”

      Luke nodded.

      Aryanna removed the ribbon from Luke’s right hand and then asked Samael to extend his left. Using the tip of her fingernail, she pressed into Samael’s skin, drawing blood.

      “The two of you will now join together, arm to arm, wrist to wrist,” Aryanna said.

      As Samael and Luke came together, Aryanna removed a second ribbon from her sleeve. She wound the ribbon around Luke and Samael’s wrists and then raised a hand in the direction of an old, tattered book resting on a side table, a quill next to it. “The transformation shall be recorded, now, and for all time.”

      The book opened on its own, its pages flipping one after the other. It stopped on a page that was blank, and the quill rose. Hovering midair, over the book, the quill remained still as if awaiting instruction.

      “Addison, do you stand as witness for what has occurred here this day?” Aryanna asked.

      “I do.”

      “Then rise and take your place in front of the book.”

      Aryanna tipped her head toward the quill, and it recorded Luke’s full name and the date on the blank page of the book. It recorded the ritual that had been performed on this day, the validation of Luke’s worthiness, and the names of the witnesses to the ordinance. Samael was described as the vessel through which Luke had been granted entrance, giving him access to newfound power. He would now shed his former life and rise anew.

      Once the events had been written down, the book snapped shut, and the quill returned to its position next to it on the table. Aryanna closed her eyes and placed her hands on Luke’s head, chanting words in a language Addison didn’t understand. As the words left her lips, the nail on Aryanna’s pointer finger grew.

      Two inches.

      Then four.

      Then six.

      The nail was as sharp as a dagger’s blade.

      Aryanna’s eyes opened, and she thrust her elongated nail into Luke’s chest, piercing his heart. Addison opened her mouth to scream, and Aryanna raised her hand toward her. “I will remind you once again … trust in the process. You are to have no further involvement until such time as I call you forth.”

      After what Addison had just seen, how could she be expected to stand there and do nothing?

      Aryanna removed the fingernail from Luke’s chest, undid the ribbon that bound him to Samael, and Luke slumped to the ground.

      As the rage inside Addison grew, her fisted hands began to glow, ready to strike.

      Aryanna wiped the blood from her fingernail and approached Addison. She placed her hands over Addison’s, and a gentle calm flowed through her.

      “Go to him,” Aryanna said.

      Addison raced to Luke’s side.

      Bending over him, she said, “His eyes are closed. He’s not breathing. What did you do to him, Aryanna?”

      “I did as he asked. I killed him.”

      “He didn’t ask to be killed. I don’t understand … you said he passed your test.”

      “He did.”

      “Then why is he dead?”

      “Luke shed his old life to begin another. I can offer him that life, but wouldn’t you prefer to be the one to offer it to him?”

      “How can I?”

      “Don’t you see? You are life, child. The fire that burns within you is the energy and vibration of all creation. It speaks to you, and the time has come for you to hear it.”

      Aryanna was right. The whispering of words was all around her—prompting, nudging, helping her find the way. Addison pressed her hands to Luke’s chest and closed her eyes.

      She willed him alive, believing sheer will was all she needed, and he’d return to life. Except he didn’t. His heart didn’t start beating. His eyes remained closed.

      “I don’t understand,” Addison said. “It’s not working.”

      “Your hands hold all the power you need. They can break. They can heal. Some hearts need to be started. Others need to be ripped out. See Luke for who he is now, not as a mere mortal of flesh and bones.”

      She wasn’t sure who he was now, but she understood what she needed to do.

      Addison pressed her hands together, snuffing out the light from the right, and transferring its power to the left. She pressed the fingers of the lit hand together and lined it up with Luke’s chest. Using the tips of her fingers, she seared an opening in his skin, just long enough for her to slide her hand inside his chest. She found his heart and wrapped her hand around it, pulsating it until Luke began to stir. His eyes opened, a piercing blue that was far brighter than they’d ever been.

      She withdrew her hand from his chest, and his wound sealed, his skin showing no indication that it had been sliced open mere moments before. Addison held her hand out in front of her. Not a drop of Luke’s blood remained.

      Luke pushed himself to a sitting position, and Addison threw her arms around him. Aryanna smiled and stepped forward, bending over him. “Tell me, sorcerer. What did you see on your journey?”

      “I saw my past and everything that has come before me,” Luke said. “My birth, my first kiss, my grandfather’s funeral, the day I met Addison for the first time. Every moment of my life flashed in front of me in a matter of seconds.”

      “And then?”

      “I saw you, Aryanna, and every sorcerer since the beginning of time. They came to me, placing a hand to my chest as they passed by, nodding at me as if granting their approval.”

      “Yes, they were offering their approval. What else did you see?”

      “I saw the present, what’s happening right now. I watched Addison bring me back to life.”

      Aryanna stared at Luke for a moment as if sensing something within him. “You were hoping for a glimpse of the future, were you not?”

      Luke nodded. “I just thought, if I could see everything else, why wouldn’t I be able to see that too?”

      “The immediate future is not for us to see. It is for Addison, and her alone. Aamon believes it has already been written, that he has already won. He is mistaken. To that end, I need some time with Addison.”

      Samael tapped Luke on the shoulder and said, “Come with me. I’ll help you to your room. After all you’ve just experienced, you’ll need some rest.”

      Addison didn’t want to stay. She wanted to spend time with Luke and Amara Jane, but something was nagging her, like a frayed edge that needed to be cut.

      The men left the room, and Aryanna clapped her hands twice. A man entered the room. Aryanna requested he pour two glasses of wine from a specific decanter in a cabinet in her bed chamber. He did as she asked, returning moments later. He handed the glasses off and then left the room.

      “At the start of the ritual today, why didn’t you explain what was about to happen?” Addison asked. “How was I supposed to remain calm when Luke appeared to be dead?”

      “There are some things better seen than explained.”

      “Why does it feel like you didn’t tell me because you were trying to teach me a lesson?”

      “That is why you’re here, isn’t it—to learn to control your urges, desires, and emotions? Quiet the doubt and distrust within you, and you will know what you need to do without giving it a single thought. You are not here to learn to fight. You’re here to clear your mind, thus preparing yourself to defeat Aamon.” She raised her glass. “Drink with me.”

      Addison nodded and brought the glass to her lips. The second she took a sip, she felt dizzy, and the room faded to black.
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      The field was vibrant, full of daisies as far as the eye could see. An aroma of freshness filled the air. Everything vibrated here—the grass, the mountains, the trees—humming in unison to a frequency all its own.

      Addison breathed it all in, and then turned toward Aryanna. “Where are we?”

      “We’re inside your mind,” Aryanna said.

      “My mind? How?”

      “If you are to defeat Aamon, you must learn to think differently, learn to make the impossible possible, and you don’t have long. The time to face him is nigh at hand. I felt it the moment I saw you.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready.”

      Aryanna nodded. “That’s why we’re here. You believe in yourself, and yet you hesitate at times. There can be no hesitation. In this war, you must lead. You alone will be responsible for defeating him because you are the only one who can.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “When the time comes, when you meet face to face, I want you to think of what you would do to him if he had your daughter in his grasp, if he’d found a way to take her from you. Would you hesitate then?”

      “I would not.”

      “This mentality is the most important lesson I can teach you. If you wish to save all mankind, you must be fearless.”

      “Sounds like something my grandmother would have said to me,” Addison said. “It’s hard to believe it’s been four years since her death.”

      “Marjorie was one of the best women I’ve ever known. She was a force. She didn’t fear anyone or anything.”

      “I miss her.”

      “And she misses you.”

      Addison raised a brow. “How do you know she misses me?”

      Aryanna patted Addison’s hand and grinned but didn’t utter a word.

      “The impossible is possible,” Addison said. “I get it.”

      “Good. Ready for your final lesson of the day?”

      Addison nodded.

      Aryanna flattened her palm over Addison’s forehead. “Right now, at this moment, what’s the one thing you wish to see?”

      “My brother, Corbin. I wish to know where Aamon has taken him. Where Corbin is, I expect Aamon is too, waiting for me.”

      “See him then. Close your eyes and tell yourself to find him.”

      Addison resisted the urge to hesitate, to overthink, to wonder how such a thing was possible, and did as Aryanna suggested. Soon she found herself soaring through the sky, over oceans, forests, and plains. Then she saw something she didn’t expect—Crawley Manor.

      
        
        There must be some mistake.

        He’s not here.

        He can’t be.

        Can he?

      

      

      And yet, she was there, which meant she must have missed something during her previous visits, something she still needed to see or find. Hovering several feet above the manor, she chanted:

      
        
        In this place where I have been

        Show me what I haven’t seen

      

      

      Addison looked again, this time seeing not only the manor itself, but what was beneath it, another structure, a manor beneath a manor, with hidden rooms and corridors—the perfect place to hide someone.

      “Show me Corbin,” Addison said.

      A room in one of the hidden rooms illuminated—in the form of a man. Corbin.

      Addison wanted to go to him, to free him, to bring him back with her to Gaia. She started to descend and felt a hand on her arm.

      “I’m here,” Addison said. “Why can’t I rescue him?”

      “You are not here. The essence of you is. You have seen your battleground, and you have found your brother. But you must resist the urge to go to him. When the time is right, you will know.”
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      Addison woke the next morning, her eyes darting around the room as she wondered where she was and how she got there. She sat up and looked around.

      I’m in my room, in Gaia.

      She glanced out the double doors onto the veranda. Luke was sitting at a table with Amara Jane. He looked in her direction and waved. “Nice to see you’re awake.”

      “How long was I asleep?” Addison asked.

      “I’m not sure. When I woke, you were in bed next to me. I never even heard you come in last night.”

      “The last thing I remember was talking with Aryanna yesterday, and now I’m here. How are you feeling?”

      Luke grinned. “Invincible, like I could lift a half-ton truck with my finger.”

      Hearing those words was a relief. “It was hard, watching you go through what you did yesterday. For a moment, I thought I might lose you.”

      “You didn’t lose me, and you never will.” Luke joined Addison on the bed, kissing her forehead as he sat beside her.

      Amara Jane threw her arms around Addison and said, “Hi, Mommy.”

      “Hi, honey. Have you been having fun here?”

      Amara Jane nodded.

      “Any idea what’s on the agenda today, Luke?” Addison asked.

      “Lia’s already up and doing some physical training. When she’s finished, she’ll come get Amara Jane. Then I’ll go with Samael, and you’ll spend the rest of your day with Sayuri.”

      “Who’s Sayuri?” Addison asked.

      “I have no idea. I haven’t met her yet.”

      “My tummy’s hungry, Mommy,” Amara Jane said.

      Addison pulled back the covers and rose, pulling the child into her arms. “Guess we’ll go find some breakfast.”

      “It’s already here, on the veranda. I was about to make her a plate when you woke up.”

      Addison poked her head out the bedroom door, eyeing the feast spread across the table. “Everything has been taken care of, hasn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I could get used to this place,” Luke said. “Too bad we can’t stay forever.”

      Addison dished up a small plate of food for her daughter and a larger one for herself. When they’d finished, there was a knock on the bedroom door. Luke opened it, and Addison heard Samael say, “Can I come in?”

      Luke showed him inside, and Amara Jane got off her chair and ran to him. He spent a few minutes with her, and then sat beside Addison outside.

      “I know where Aamon has taken Corbin,” Addison said. “I saw him last night.”

      “How?”

      “During a mental exercise I was doing with Aryanna. Corbin’s at Crawley Manor.”

      “Impossible,” Samael said. “I would have known.”

      “Were you aware there are several rooms running beneath the main house?”

      She looked him in the eye, gauging his expression.

      He looked shocked. “What are you talking about?”

      “What I mean to say is … I was there in spirit. I was able to see what I hadn’t during the times I’d been there before. I saw the room he’s being kept in. Crawley Manor is where our fight with Aamon will take place.”

      Samael ran a hand along his jawline and shook his head. “I’ve always thought I knew everything there was to know about that place. I’ve spent so much time there. But no one ever mentioned any hidden chambers beneath the house. I can’t believe I was just there and I couldn’t feel my own son within those walls.”

      “It’s not just you. I didn’t feel him either.”

      “It’s the book, isn’t it?” Luke said.

      Addison nodded. “Aamon must have used a passage within it to shield us from Corbin. It makes sense now. He murdered Eve to draw me out, to lure me there. I bet he thought it would be easy. He just never counted on you being there too, Samael.”

      “He did not. I believe Aamon thinks he needs you and your brother to pull off his takeover, but he’s wrong. You are far more powerful than he realizes.”

      And she didn’t just have the book of enchantments.

      She was the book.

      Something she planned to use to her advantage.

      “I wanted to go to Corbin last night, to remove him from that place, but Aryanna stopped me,” Addison said. “She told me it wasn’t time yet.”

      “She’s right. Corbin is the pawn Aamon believes he needs to draw you out. He knows you’ll come for him.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I have to be right,” Samael said. “It’s the only way I can remain here and not go to my son.” Samael stood and turned toward Luke. “You ready?”

      “I sure am.” Luke brushed his lips across Addison’s. “Guess I’ll see you later.”

      Luke and Samael walked out as Lia walked in.

      She took one look at Addison and raised a brow. “It’s almost eleven, and you look like you haven’t even showered yet.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Better get moving. Sayuri’s waiting for you at Briar Glen rock.”

      “Today is moving a lot faster than I am,” Addison said.

      “At least you got to sleep in. I’ve been up since five this morning. Wasn’t my idea, but that’s the time I was given, and I didn’t want to disappoint.”

      “Were you with Aryanna?”

      Lia shook her head. “Sayuri.”

      “But everyone here is a sorcerer, and you’re a necromancer, like me. What can Sayuri teach you that I can’t? Well, other than physical combat.”

      Lia bent over Addison’s plate, grabbed a strawberry, and popped it into her mouth. She gave Addison a wink that said she knew something Addison didn’t. “Go meet Sayuri, and you’ll find out.”
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      Briar Glen was a vast, circular area surrounded with old, mossy, stone pillars that looked like they belonged in the ancient Greek city of Olympia. In the center, a woman stood atop a field of grass, her hands folded in front of her. She wore a long crimson robe and had her black hair fixed into a thick, single braid that draped over her shoulder and ended at her waist.

      As Addison walked toward the woman, she sensed something familiar about her. It was like she knew her, even though she was sure they’d never met.

      “Are you Sayuri?” Addison asked.

      “I am.”

      “I was told to meet you here.”

      Sayuri held out a hand. Addison stared at it a moment and then took it. The moment they touched the familiarity Addison felt for the woman grew even more.

      “I thought you were a sorcerer,” Addison said. “You’re a necromancer too, aren’t you? I can feel it.”

      Sayuri released Addison’s hand and said, “You are right. I am both.”

      “You’re younger than I thought you’d be.”

      Sayuri nodded. “Here, we can be any age we choose, and I was rather fond of my twenties.”

      “How long have you been in Gaia?”

      “A few centuries now.”

      “How did you come to be here?”

      “I’ll answer your question with a story.”

      The story that followed was one of sorrow and despair. Sayuri’s mother, Beatrix, was a necromancer. Before Sayuri was born, her mother lived a quiet life in the countryside. She lived alone, away from prying eyes and suspicious townsfolk. In the country, she had little use for magic.

      One year, as Beatrix watched the crops she’d planted dwindle in the harsh frost of the season, she used her magic, casting a health-and-abundance spell over her land. Not long after, the seeds she planted began to flourish, providing her with the best garden she’d grown in years.

      Some weeks later, there was a knock at the door of Beatrix’s cabin. She opened the door to find a child standing in front of her. He was crying and filthy from head to toe, as if he hadn’t bathed in weeks. When she asked him where he came from, he said he didn’t know. He’d been traveling, moving to a new town with his mother and father. Along the way he’d lost both parents after they were murdered by a group of savage men looking to steal their possessions.

      The boy was an only child, and although there was much debate between the men about whether he should meet the same fate as his parents, the leader of the group spared his life. In his view, if the boy found a way to survive on his own, he deserved to live. The men looted what they could of his parents’ possessions and left him to fend for himself.

      Once the boy had finished telling Beatrix his story, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a necklace with a dark gemstone attached to it, and handed it to her. He explained that in their haste, the men hadn’t thought to search the boy for possessions. Moments before the men had approached their carriage, his mother spotted them, and she’d slipped the necklace, her most precious possession, inside the boy’s pocket.

      After many days without food or water, the boy had stumbled upon Beatrix’s cabin. His story warmed her heart, and she took him in. For the next few weeks, she bathed him, fed him, and cared for him as if he were her own.

      One night Beatrix was awakened by a disturbing noise. She sat up in bed and noticed the boy standing next to her bed. She asked him what he needed, and he didn’t reply. She stepped out of bed and lit a lantern to see him better. When she held it out, the boy shifted, becoming a man.

      At this point in the story, Addison jerked back, questioning Sayuri about the identity of her father. It came as no surprise when Sayuri admitted her father was Aamon. And the story he’d told Beatrix? All lies.

      After revealing his true self, Aamon told Beatrix he’d been searching for a witch of great power all his life. He believed the combination of the two, necromancer and sorcerer, would produce a child capable of helping Aamon fulfill his ultimate dream. He raped Beatrix that night, and she became pregnant with Sayuri.

      In the months that followed, Beatrix attempted to conjure up her power, to get away from Aamon, but as the months went by, she weakened. Aamon rarely left her side, but one day, not long before Sayuri was to be born, he was agitated more than usual. He told Beatrix there was something he needed to do before the birth of the baby. Before he left, he issued a warning. If Beatrix tried to use her power, or tried to leave, he’d know, and she would die.

      Alone at last, Beatrix considered what had caused her power to weaken. Her thoughts were drawn back the day Aamon arrived on her doorstep in disguise. It was then she remembered something she hadn’t thought much about … the gemstone necklace she now wore around her neck. She removed it, opened the front door, and threw it as far as it would go.

      The moment she released it, cramping in her abdomen caused her to double over. The baby was coming. In a desperate plea for help, she made one last attempt to summon her necromancer ancestors.

      This time, they came.

      Beatrix spoke to them about her inability to use magic in recent months and explained she’d been under the spell of a sorcerer named Aamon, a man who had raped her, leaving her with child. Her ancestors were familiar with Aamon. They believed the gemstone had been cursed, leading to the loss of her power as long as it remained in Beatrix’s presence.

      Sayuri was born not long after, and the necromancers made haste, attempting to remove mother and child before Aamon’s return. But for Beatrix and Sayuri, it was not to be. Only one would make it out alive. The moment Beatrix stepped foot outside the house onto the land, the same land where the gemstone had been thrown, she caught fire. And though the spirits of her ancestors tried to put it out, they failed. They could not save her.

      A tragic end to a tragic story.

      “If you never knew your mother, how do you know what happened all those years ago?” Addison asked. “She died, didn’t she?”

      “She did, but Gaia is a magical place, as you know. Many things are possible here.”

      “Are you saying you’ve seen your mother? You’ve talked to her?”

      “In a way. She comes to me in my dreams. She tells me stories of the life she had before she had me, a life long before she met Aamon.”

      “When your necromancer ancestors took you, I’m assuming they brought you to Gaia.”

      “They did. It’s not common, not the way things are done around here, but they knew if I remained on earth, Aamon would find me. When they approached Aryanna to request her permission, she told them there was no need. She’d had visions of me. She knew I was coming. I was to play an important role in bringing sorcerers and necromancers together again, to rule like they did in ancient times.”

      “Has Aryanna ever talked to you about it, your role in things?”

      “Aryanna told me it has something to do with you, and my future in this place.”

      “And the gemstone … what became of it?”

      Sayuri tipped her head to the side and smiled. “The gemstone is the reason I summoned you today.”
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      “What does the gemstone have to do with me?” Addison asked.

      “Everything,” Sayuri said. “I want to show you something.”

      Addison followed Sayuri inside a stone building. Down the marble hallway was a room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases, but the shelves didn’t contain books. They contained objects, artifacts brought to Gaia to preserve and protect.

      “If this room exists to protect sacred relics, why not keep the book of black arts here?” Addison asked.

      “The power of the book is too dark, even for a place as sacred as Gaia. Long ago, the rulers of Gaia decided the best place for the book was with necromancers, who promised to hide it, keeping it safe.”

      “Why couldn’t it be kept with a sorcerer?”

      “Even if the sorcerer had good intentions, the book is powerful enough to bend even the strongest among us to its will, turning good to evil. I imagine my father is under its influence now.”

      “Your father is under its influence because he wants to be.”

      “And that is when the book is most dangerous. Combining evil with an even higher evil creates a force so strong it’s almost impossible to destroy.”

      Sayuri walked to the other side of the room and grabbed a sealed glass box off one of the shelves. Inside the box was a gold necklace and dangling from its chain was a black stone.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Addison asked.

      Sayuri nodded.

      “The gemstone … it’s a lot smaller than I thought it would be,” Addison said. “No bigger than a dime.”

      “My mother thought the stone itself kept her from using her magic, but she was wrong. When my ancestors handed the necklace over to Aryanna, she discovered it wasn’t the gemstone that held power. What’s inside of it does.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Think of it as a small part of Aamon’s essence, what makes him who he is. The curse he placed on it was a death curse.”

      “Which is why she burst into flames when she separated herself from the necklace and tried to flee,” Addison said. “Does Aamon know you’re here? Does he know the necklace is here too?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never had any contact with him.”

      “I was told he is unable to enter Gaia, but what if he can now that he has the book?”

      “I suppose it might be possible. It’s something you need to talk to Aryanna about.” Sayuri held the box in front of her, eyeing it through the glass. “This will help you in your efforts to defeat him.”

      “How?”

      “The essence within the stone can be altered.”

      “In what way?”

      “If you replace the curse with an enchantment, it could turn from an object of evil to an object of protection.”

      “That’s possible?”

      “I’ve been led to believe it is. I suppose it’s my way of getting back at him, settling the score. Aamon took everything from me when he murdered my mother. He robbed me of a life with her. I have waited for this day all my life—the day he pays for all he’s done.”

      The sound of footsteps fast approaching prompted Addison to turn.

      “Ah, the very women I was hoping to find.” Aryanna turned toward Sayuri. “Have the two of you had proper introductions? Have you explained who you are?”

      “I have.”

      “And does she know the significance of the stone?”

      “I do,” Addison said.

      Aryanna pressed her hands together. “Well done. I’ll take it from here.”

      Sayuri slipped the glass box back onto the shelf, nodded, and exited the room.

      “Let’s take a walk, shall we?” Aryanna said.

      Together they strolled the gardens of Gaia, stopping here and there as Aryanna gave brief descriptions of different things around the area. Their final stop was at a sparkling stream which boasted a breathtaking, cascading waterfall. Aryanna took a seat on a large boulder and invited Addison to join her. For a moment, neither spoke, focusing instead on the ambiance of the surroundings.

      “When I came here, I thought my training would be of a physical nature,” Addison said. “Now it seems my coming here was more about a personal journey … a journey of the mind.”

      “The mind is a powerful thing. The hand wields the blade, but it is the mind that tells it to do so. While the blade of the knife is sharp, the mind in full clarity is sharper.”

      “I believe I understand what you’ve been trying to teach me.”

      Aryanna patted Addison’s hand. “Yes, I sense that you do. Yesterday your troubles were many, your hesitancy still bubbling beneath the surface. You were caught up in the present and the past. Today you’re looking toward the future, the future you will bring to all mankind.”

      Aryanna was right.

      The final layer of skin holding her back had been shed. She felt different, thought in a different way. Where mental walls had been forged, doors now existed, all of them open.

      “How does me being in Gaia tie into Sayuri’s future in this place?” Addison asked.

      “I was wondering when you’d ask that. Sayuri will take my place after I’m gone.”

      “After you’re … gone? Are you leaving?”

      “I will go when the time is right, a time when everything will change. The future will return to the past, to the old ways, as necromancers and sorcerers live and rule together again as one.” Aryanna leaned over the boulder, staring into the reflective water below. “Have a look, child, and tell me … tell me what you see.”

      Addison bent down. The mirror image in the water’s surface depicted Addison as she was now. On her head she wore a crown laden with red jewels, the stones an exact match to the precious jewel in Addison’s ring.

      “I see myself,” Addison said. “There’s a crown on my head. It looks like the one you were wearing when I first saw you, except the jewels are a different color. They’re red. What does it mean?”

      “If you succeed, if you destroy Aamon—I believe you will—you shall remain on earth for a time, reigning over it as Sayuri reigns over Gaia. Once Amara Jane is grown, that responsibility will pass to her, and when you’re ready, you’ll return to Gaia to rule.”

      “As a member of the council?”

      “As queen of Gaia.”

      “And Sayuri?”

      “She will step down, becoming your second hand, an advisor on the—”

      Before she could finish, Aryanna pressed a hand to her chest, her eyes closing as she winced in pain.

      “What is it?” Addison asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Aamon. He’s trying to open a channel. He wishes to speak with me. He’s using the book to try to find a way in, a way into Gaia.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      A look of worry swept across Aryanna’s face. She stood and turned. “I must leave you now.”

      “I’ll come with you. Please, let me help.”

      “I will deal with him. When all is well, I will find you.”
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      Addison sat alone, watching Aryanna scurry toward her private chambers. Her thoughts turned to Aamon. What tricks was he up to now? And why hadn’t Aryanna allowed Addison to accompany her back to her room? Why did she insist on dealing with him alone?

      “I love this stream. I’d forgotten how beautiful it is. It’s one of my favorite things about this place.”

      Addison glanced up to see Samael standing next to her. They made eye contact, and he said, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I was sitting with Aryanna a moment ago. We were in the middle of a conversation and then she pressed a hand to her chest like she was in pain. I asked her about it, and she said Aamon was trying to communicate with her, to find a way into Gaia.”

      “Where is Aryanna now?”

      “She took off toward her chambers. I offered to go with her, but she told me she needed to deal with him herself. I don’t understand. If I am our best chance of defeating him, why wouldn’t she want me at her side?”

      Samael sat next to Addison. “I’m sure she has her reasons. She’ll be all right. If there’s one thing I know about Aryanna, she always knows what’s best. Whatever Aamon’s trying to do, she won’t allow it. Not here.”

      Addison wanted to believe him, but knowing Aamon … He would go to any length to get what he wanted.

      “Can I ask you something?” Addison said.

      “Anything.”

      “Aamon said I know little about you, and he’s right.”

      “You will come to know me in time, and I will come to know you.”

      “What was he referring to when he spoke about the demonic creatures who were with him at the manor? He said they knew you. How?”

      Samael folded his hands in his lap, taking some time before responding.

      “Your mother changed me when we met. She made me want to be a better person, to do more for humanity.”

      “Are you saying you weren’t a good person before you two met?”

      “I’m saying I didn’t take my role seriously. I didn’t focus on all the good I could do for humankind. I was selfish, focusing more on myself.”

      “And now?”

      “Before we discuss it any further, there’s something you should know. After your mother left, and I couldn’t find you, I was wrecked inside and out, feeling lost for many years. For a time, I left your brother in the care of my sister, Beatrice. I checked in on him here and there. He was always thriving. She was as good of a mother to him as his own would have been.”

      “Where did you go?”

      Samael grimaced, his expression uneasy. “I retreated from this earthly life. For a time, I resided in the underworld.”

      “The underworld? Are you referring to Hell?”

      “Hell is a biblical term, a one-sided word for a multifaceted place. Without seeing it for yourself, it’s hard to explain all that it is, but I will say this … it’s much more elaborate than mortals realize.”

      “Even if it is, it’s still where the evil ones of the world go to live out for eternity, isn’t it?”

      “Depends on the person.”

      “Why would you want to be in the underworld? What were you doing there?”

      He crossed his arms. “I suppose you could say I was offered a temporary position.”

      “A position … as what, the devil?” Addison snarked a laugh, but as she looked upon her father’s face, a chilling feeling swept over her. “Tell me you weren’t acting on behalf of the devil.”

      “And just who is the devil, to you?”

      “He embodies all that is evil and corrupt. He’s the worst of mankind, the one who whispers into the ears of men and women, tempting them to do his bidding.”

      “Then you would be wrong.”

      Wrong?

      How was that possible?

      How could Satan be anything else?

      “How am I wrong?” Addison asked.

      “The devil isn’t good, and he isn’t evil. Contrary to what most humans believe, it is mankind who decides what kind of person they will become. Humans use the devil as a crutch, an excuse to shift the blame of their actions, of who they are, onto someone other than themselves.”

      “So they seem innocent when in reality they’re not.”

      Samael nodded. “You think of a devil in singular terms, one entity ruling over Hell in its entirety. It’s far more complex than that. Hell is too vast, too populated to be manned by a single person. Those who watch over the underworld serve as judge and jury. Their sole purpose is to ensure all who reside within that realm are kept in line, paying for the sins they made on earth until the debt is paid.”

      “I wasn’t aware a debt could be paid,” Addison said. “When someone dies, I always assumed life was over, that Heaven and Hell are the end of the line.”

      “For some, it is the end, but not all. As mortals enter the underworld at the time of death, no two situations are the same. Each sinner is unique. Each has less or more to account for, depending on the decisions they made in life. For some, the debt is unable to be paid, the sins far too monstrous to atone, even if given the opportunity to do so.”

      “And for others?”

      “A clean slate is possible and can be earned over time.”

      “How much time?”

      “It depends.”

      The longer Samael spoke, the more Addison realized there was so much more to consider about life and death than what she thought she knew. She’d always thought of Satan and God as single beings. One ruler. One judge. Now, it seemed there were multiple rulers of the afterlife. Perhaps Aamon’s agenda to reign over the human world wasn’t all he wanted. Perhaps he wanted dominion over the underworld too.

      “What happens after the penance has been served, the sins atoned?” Addison asked. “Does the sinner remain in Hell?”

      “He, or she, is granted an opportunity to return to earth to begin again, to begin anew. They’re offered a second chance, a rebirth. Most never make it to this stage.”

      “And those that do?”

      “It is a singular opportunity, granted only once.”

      Addison’s mind expanded, stretching in ways it hadn’t before. All these years she’d seen life and death as white or black with no in-between. She’d never considered the beauty there was in each layer of gray. Not until now.

      “Was this your responsibility in the underworld, to decide who was given a second chance and who wasn’t?” Addison asked.

      Samael shook his head. “The decision is made in an instant, the moment mortals surrender to death. They enter the underworld with a fighting chance to better themselves or with none at all.”

      “Why would you take on such a role when you could have been with your son, creating a life?”

      “I came and went as I pleased. Wherever Corbin was, whatever he was doing, I always had an eye on him. I was there for him. I just wasn’t there every hour of every day.” He paused a moment and then added, “I know what you must think of me, that I gave up a life with my son, and you’d be right.”

      “In a way, I suppose it’s like any other job, except yours wasn’t the typical nine to five.”

      “It was not. Still, if I could rewrite the past, I would do things a different way.”

      “You’re here now, making up for lost time.”

      “I am.”

      Addison felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Aryanna standing behind them.

      “Speaking of lost time,” she said, “I have been in contact with Aamon. He is growing restless, stronger by the hour. You must ready yourselves. The battle will soon begin.”
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      Over the next week, Luke mastered his new abilities alongside Samael and other sorcerers in Gaia. Lia practiced magic and defensive arts with Sayuri. Addison spent her days with Aryanna, meditating and clearing her mind as the time to face Aamon drew near. As she found balance within herself, the whisperings inside her became more clear until one morning, her thoughts and her actions were fluid, becoming one.

      No longer did she hesitate.

      No longer did she wonder about the next step or the one after that.

      She was ready.

      Addison entered Aryanna’s chambers and found her sitting in the middle of the room, her legs crossed, eyes closed. Without opening her eyes, Aryanna said, “Come, sit with me.”

      Addison did as she asked.

      Aryanna looked at Addison and said, “The time has come for you to leave this place. You are ready. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      “I do. I felt it this morning. I had a few visions, and one was of you.”

      Aryanna raised a brow. “Tell me, what did you see?”

      “When we were sitting by the stream all those days ago, you said Aamon had tried to contact you. I’ve asked you about it a few times, but you haven’t spoken of it. I didn’t understand why you wouldn’t talk about him with me, but I do now. The day I arrived in Gaia, the strength you exuded, I could feel it. Today, it feels different. In my vision, I saw Aamon using the book of black arts, and you trying to defend against it. He’s done something to you, hasn’t he?”

      “It has been several centuries since a sorcerer has set their eyes on the book of black arts. I knew of its power. I’d heard the stories. But I still believed its capabilities weren’t enough to penetrate Gaia. Aamon has made me believe otherwise.”

      “What has he done?”

      “He knows you’re here, and he knows why you are here. And while he remains confident he’ll defeat you in the end, he’s aware of the power of this place, and of me.”

      “The book of black arts has given him the upper hand.”

      “Yes, it has. He’s found a powerful spell within its pages, a way to remove the invisibility of this place, exposing it not just to him, but to all the inhabitants of the earth. I have been using everything in my power to shield against it.”

      “I know you have, and it’s making you weak.”

      “He can take my strength. It has been worth it to have you here in Gaia, to get you here to the place you are today—a woman ready to wage war.”

      “I will defeat him, and when I do, you can become strong again, can’t you?”

      “What he has taken from me, I cannot get back. Not this time.”

      Addison shook her head. “It can’t be. There must be something we can do.”

      Aryanna took Addison’s hand in hers. “There is something you can do. You can bring him to his knees. You can fulfill your destiny. It’s better you know the truth. For me, the sand of time is running out. My time in Gaia is almost at an end.”
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      In preparation for their final night together in Gaia, Aryanna instructed Addison, Samael, Luke, and Lia to return to their rooms. They were to change into white cloaks and join her in the great hall. They did as she requested and entered the hall, taking their places beside Aryanna.

      Addison’s eyes swept across the room, taking in the citizens of Gaia. They had gathered to hear Aryanna speak, and to judge Addison for themselves.

      As the last person entered the hall, the wooden doors closed behind him, and Aryanna stood. She approached a marble podium and raised two fingers into the air. In an instant, the crowd went silent.

      “Citizens of Gaia, it pleases me to gather here with you today on the eve of what will go down in history as the greatest challenge we’ve ever faced in our time. As you prepare to leave this place, to join Addison in her fight to save the mortal world and its inhabitants, do so knowing the sacred sacrifice you’ve chosen to make on this historic day shall never be forgotten. I have cherished every moment of my time here in Gaia as your ruler, your protector, and your friend. And though the time has come for my journey to change course, take comfort in the fact that you will always be protected.”

      She paused and the masses applauded, cheering as if they had no idea tonight would be one of the last times they saw their precious ruler. Aryanna stood in silence, waiting for the cheers to die down. “And now we’ll hear from Addison.”

      Addison stood, forcing a smile as she joined Aryanna at the podium. With no time to rehearse, she wasn’t sure what to say. She knew she needed to be compelling, her speech one of unwavering confidence and hope.

      Aryanna gave Addison a slight nod and returned to her throne.

      “Hello, everyone,” Addison began. “Some of you I’ve met during my time here. Others I haven’t. But you all know who I am, where I came from, and why I’m here today. It isn’t just to protect and preserve all life, it’s a chance for us all to come together, necromancer and sorcerers, in unity. There was a time when those before us banded together as we are now. Not as rivals, but as friends, with one goal in mind—to protect those who can’t protect themselves. The time has come to return to the old ways, to understand that we are stronger together instead of apart.”

      As she paused, a young woman made her way through the crowd. When she reached the front, she raised her hand.

      “Yes?” Addison asked.

      “Why you? Why were you chosen to lead us and not someone else?”

      Aryanna rose from her seat and moved to Addison’s side.

      “As you all know, our ancestors foretold of a child who would be born with necromancer and sorcerer blood, a child who would bring us together as we once were.” Aryanna pointed at Addison. “This is that child. What was foretold isn’t to be questioned. It is to be honored with the utmost respect.”

      “I was chosen to lead you for a reason,” Addison said. “And I make this pledge to you now. I will give everything I have to see us succeed, even my own life to secure our survival.”

      The woman nodded and then faded into the crowd. Another woman raised a hand, an old crone whose life seemed to have been long. She smiled at Addison and then turned, facing everyone in the room.

      “I dreamed of the woman you see before you long ago, back before she was born. I saw her birth. I saw what would become of her. And I saw this moment. There is no other more pure or more gifted to lead us into this fight. It is like Aryanna said. Addison is to be given our trust, and we are to pledge our loyalty to her as she has pledged her loyalty to us.”

      “I second what Roselyn just said,” Aryanna replied. “Addison is not to be questioned. There are two decisions to be made this night. You can choose to stand with Addison, or you can choose to stand down. But if you choose to stand down, when you leave this room, you leave Gaia, and you may never return.”

      A man in the crowd shouted, “You would have us leave our home?”

      “Gaia stands with Addison, Benjamin. To go against her, you go against what we hope to achieve, which means there is no place for you here.”

      “Gaia is a place of peace, not of war.”

      “If Aamon were to succeed, Gaia wouldn’t be a place of anything anymore. It would be lost to us for eternity.”

      “I’m sorry, Aryanna. I wish you well. I wish all of you well, no matter what choice you make, but I am a peaceful man. I am not a fighter.”

      Benjamin bowed at his queen and turned, leaving the room. A handful of others did the same. Addison turned toward Aryanna who remained still, her hands folded one over the other, staring out at the people of Gaia as she allowed them time to make their choice. When the room settled, she said, “Those who remain do so with my blessing. I wish you well on your journey tomorrow and in your battle with Aamon and the demons of the underworld who have joined him on his crusade. Go forth and make Gaia proud. And now, I must leave you. Spend tonight with your loved ones as you prepare for tomorrow and get some rest. I will see you all off on the morrow.”

      Those who had gathered parted as Aryanna made her way through the crowd and to the back of the room. She stood at the open doors, offering kind words of support as everyone passed her, filing out of the room until Addison, Luke, Lia, and Amara Jane were all that remained.

      “Luke and Lia, you may return to your room,” Aryanna said. “I need a moment with Addison.”

      Luke scooped Amara Jane into his arms and smiled at Addison as he followed Lia out of the great hall. Once they were out of earshot, Aryanna turned toward Addison and said, “How are you feeling about tomorrow?”

      “Different than I thought I would. I didn’t know if I would feel ready, but I am. I’m not even sure what I’ll do when I face Aamon, but I believe I’ll know when the time comes.”

      “You will. Trust yourself, and all will be revealed.”

      Trusting herself was a new feeling, a good feeling.

      “I don’t believe the people of Gaia understand what’s about to happen,” Addison said. “When you told them you were changing course, what you didn’t say was that you wouldn’t be here when they return. Why wouldn’t you tell them they were to never see you again?”

      “All things must be explained at the right time. How could I speak of it, knowing if I did, it would consume their thoughts? They need to go into this fight strong and without burden, thinking of nothing more than the task at hand.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Still, I wonder how they’ll feel when they return and come to understand the true meaning of what you said today.”

      “Fret not. I have provided a way, a final address, which will be given to them upon their return.”

      “Why aren’t you joining us at Crawley Manor tomorrow?”

      “I want nothing more than to be with you, but my place is here, protecting Amara Jane until your return, and I shall do just that. Leave Gaia tomorrow knowing I will protect her life as I do my own. Your thoughts need not be on her while you’re away. She will be safe, here with me.”

      It was something that had weighed on Addison’s mind—how to protect her daughter and her daughter’s birthright at the same time. She expected Aryanna was aware of her concerns and had altered her plans to suit this moment.

      She’d thought of everything.

      Aryanna reached into her pocket and pulled out the small glass box that contained the necklace Aamon had cursed. “Here, take this in your hands.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Addison took the box.

      “Now open it,” Aryanna said, “and place it into your hands.”

      Addison unsealed the box, removed the necklace, and wrapped her hands around it. Aryanna folded her hands over Addison’s, and the necklace lit up.

      “What’s happening?” Addison asked.

      “This gemstone is rare. It absorbs the energy of the person who possesses it, and if it so chooses, it acts according to the will of its keeper.”

      “Is that what Sayuri meant when she said it contained Aamon’s essence?”

      Aryanna nodded. “It is.”

      “What happens now that our energy has been combined?” Addison asked.

      “I’ll show you. Come.”

      Addison followed Aryanna into her chamber. They walked to the center of an oriental rug and sat in a crossed-leg lotus position. Aryanna instructed Addison to place the necklace on the rug between them. Then they joined hands, their eyes fixed on the necklace. The black glow from the stone began to shift in color, from black, to gray, to brown, to a bright ruby red. As the glow from the necklace faded, it lifted off the rug, floating in midair. It circled behind Aryanna and Addison once, twice, and then a third time before shooting up to the ceiling. Upon its descent, it fixed itself around Addison's neck.

      Addison rubbed the stone between her fingers, staring at it a moment before facing Aryanna. “What just happened? Why has it attached itself to me?”

      “When Aamon had the stone, he abused its power. He cast a spell to make the stone do his bidding, thereby enslaving it. Tonight, it was released. We freed the stone, giving it a chance to choose good over evil. And it chose you, Addison. Go now, retire for the evening. Clear your mind so that when you rise, you will be ready for the most important day of your life.”
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      Addison awoke the next morning a few hours before sunrise. She planted a kiss on Luke’s cheek, another on Amara Jane’s, and then wrapped a robe around her waist. On her way down the hall, she stopped at Lia’s room. As Lia slept, Addison placed her hands on her head and whispered an enchantment spell, one that would offer her an extra layer of protection for the day that was to come.

      She strolled around the sprawling grounds, inhaling the fresh, crisp air before making her way to the meditation room, the inner sanctum of Gaia. She sat atop one of the mats and said, “Show me Crawley Manor.”

      The manor appeared in front of her like a 3D movie. Demons prowled the manor grounds, standing guard at its edges, watching … waiting. Inside the manor, Aamon flipped through the pages of the book of black arts, chanting to himself as he paced the room. In an abrupt shift, he slammed the book closed, bent his head back, and cackled. “I feel you, Addison. Are you enjoying this little spy session? Learn anything useful?”

      Addison stood, leaning over the manor as she bellowed, “Today I come for you. Today we end this.”

      “There is no we. There’s only me, my plans for the future. Today you cease to exist. Don’t be long … I'm waiting.”

      Addison swished a hand through the three-dimensional vision, and it dispersed, becoming tiny particles of air. She rubbed the stone on her ring and chanted:

      
        
        Ancient mothers hear my call

        Answer now come one come all

        I call on you to join me now

        To heal the world and thus allow

        Mankind to survive and continue

        As sorcerers and necromancers begin anew

        Bind us once again together

        For united as one makes us better

        Today we shake Aamon to his core

        Taking his life, let him be no more

      

      

      Orbs of light danced around the room. From within them, Addison heard voices, chanting:

      
        
        We stand with you this day, Addison

        For all that has yet to come

        We hear your call

        Thy will shall be done
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      The people of Gaia gathered in the great hall, awaiting their departure. When Addison arrived, she saw Aryanna in the center of the gathering, holding Amara Jane in her arms as she bid a final farewell to her people. Sayuri then explained the people of Gaia would fight alongside her and Lia, keeping the demons at bay. Samael and Luke would accompany Addison.

      The majority of Aamon’s army would be poised across the manor grounds, prepared to fight, but not all.

      Aamon would hold a precious few back—his strongest warriors, in an attempt to get to Addison before she got to him.

      A bell sounded in the distance.

      It is time.

      Samael stood at Addison’s side. “We’re right here, right here next to you. Anything you need, just say the word.”

      Addison nodded. “Thank you. I … I just wanted to say I’m glad you’re here, Samael. I’m sorry I doubted you. I’m glad we’re in this together.”

      “Always.”

      Luke took Addison’s hands in his. “You ready?”

      “I am. Are you?”

      He nodded.

      They walked hand in hand over to Amara Jane, showering her with affection as Aryanna promised they had nothing to fear. Their daughter was safe. After a few final words of inspiration, Aryanna raised a finger above her head. Circling it in the air, a funnel began swirling around Aryanna and Amara Jane. Aryanna stepped inside and turned toward Addison. “Go now and make us proud.”

      The funnel circled faster and faster and then vanished.

      Aryanna and Amara Jane were gone.

      A sacred hush fell across those who had gathered.

      The time had come.

      Addison closed her eyes and said, “Take us to Crawley Manor.”

      The stone on Addison’s necklace began to glow, as did her ring, and an open door appeared in front of her. She turned toward the people of Gaia and said, “Our fight awaits. Once we walk through this door, there’s no turning back.”

      Sayuri stepped up, turning toward the masses behind her as she stepped through the door and said, “Everyone, follow me. Let’s go.”
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      The grounds of Crawley Manor were dark and quiet as all those within Gaia stepped onto the property.

      “Where is everyone?” Lia asked.

      Addison closed her eyes and breathed in, allowing the energy of the space to flow through her. “They’re here.”

      “Where?”

      “All around us. In the trees. Underground.”

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “They’re under an invisibility spell. Let’s clear this fog and force them into the light. Shall we?”

      Addison turned her palms up. As the flames danced above them, she said:

      
        
        Bring the demons into the light

        To stand here now

        To stand and fight

      

      

      Addison pressed her hands together, the fire between them illuminating the manor grounds. She circled around, watching as Aamon’s army of demons rose, some slithering from beneath the ground, others jumping from trees, rushing in their direction. The army of Gaia formed a protective circle and prepared to fight.

      As demons, necromancers, and sorcerers collided, the front door of the manor creaked open, but it was not Aamon who stepped outside. Shackled at the hands and feet, a man crept out, his face bloodied and beaten. He stumbled down the manor stairs, then toppled to the ground.

      “My son!”

      Samael broke from the crowd, attempting to rush toward Corbin.

      Addison grabbed his arm, pulling him back. “Samael, wait. He’s not Corbin. He’s not your son. Not my brother.”

      “How can you say that? You're standing here next to me, seeing what I'm seeing.”

      “I have felt Corbin’s energy before. This is a decoy. It is not him.”

      Anger flickered in Samael’s eyes. He glared at the man on the ground and then began walking toward him. “Get up, Zagan. Shapeshifter. Fallen angel. Servant of the underworld. I should have known it was you.”

      Zagan shed Corbin’s skin, shifting into something that looked to be half beast, half man.

      “I've waited a long time for this,” Zagan said. “I spent years thinking you would return to the underworld. You never did. You left us. You betrayed us.”

      “I never promised to stay. It was you who assumed I would remain. My place is here. My place has always been here.”

      “With your daughter?” Zagan scoffed. “What a waste.”

      “Choose your words carefully.”

      “Or, what? I came here to fight. So let’s fight.”

      Samael turned toward Luke. “Go with Addison. I'll be right behind you.”

      Samael and Zagan squared off as Luke and Addison entered the manor. They rounded the corner, stepping inside a living area. On the opposite side of the room, Corbin was shackled to a chair.

      “Is it him this time?” Luke asked. “Or is it another decoy?”

      Addison looked upon Corbin. His head was propped back, his eyes closed. He looked tired and worn.

      “It’s him,” Addison said.

      “What's wrong with him? It’s like he’s in a trance or something.”

      “I’m sure he is,” Addison said. “He has to be.”

      “Why do you think Aamon left him here? I assume he wanted you to see him like this when you entered the house. But why?”

      “Maybe he believes if I see Corbin’s weakness, I’ll feel the same. It’s another of his distractions so I’ll doubt myself and my abilities. If this is part of his plan, he has failed.”

      The floorboard creaked and Addison turned. A giant werewolf-like creature slinked around the corner, growling as it entered the room.

      “And who might you be?” Addison asked.

      “I am your end.”

      “Does my end have a name?”

      “I go by many names.”

      “Let’s skip to the part where you tell me which one you’re going by today,” Addison said.

      “I am Aziz,” the beast grunted. “And you, Addison Lockhart, are about to die.”
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      Addison closed her eyes, raised a hand in front of her, and said, “Stop.”

      Aziz froze in place.

      “That’s better,” Addison said. “Now, let’s have a look at you.”

      “Did you just … is he unable to move?” Luke asked.

      “For now. It won’t hold for long.”

      Addison approached Aziz and walked around him, looking him over. “Aamon wouldn’t have sent him unless he thought him to be a formidable opponent.”

      “What now?”

      Addison pressed her hands onto Aziz’s head:

      
        
        Share all that you’ve been told

        Share the secrets you now hold

      

      

      “Aziz, tell me where to find Aamon,” Addison said.

      Aziz’s mouth dropped open. “Aamon is everywhere.”

      It wasn’t the answer she’d wanted.

      She tried again.

      “How many did Aamon place inside the manor to protect him?”

      “Three.”

      “Two of you have shown yourselves, which means there’s one left. You have served your master, and now, Aziz, you must sleep.”

      Aziz slumped over on the floor.

      “That was a lot easier than I thought it would be,” Luke said.

      “We don’t have long before he wakes.”

      Samael rushed into the room, his eyes fixed on Corbin. He rushed to him, taking him in his arms. “I’ve failed you, my son. I never should have left you here.”

      Addison placed a hand on his shoulder. “He’ll be all right. Aamon’s trying to get inside our head, and he’s using Corbin to do it. We need to stay focused, find Aamon, and finish what he started.”

      Samael tipped his head toward Aziz. “We can’t leave Corbin, not with him here.”

      Samael slung an arm around Corbin, and Luke did the same. Together, they walked him out of the room.

      “We need to find Aamon,” Addison said.

      “I believe I know where you can find him. There’s a room he used to go to when he wanted time to himself. He’d spend hours in there, sometimes not coming out until the following day. It was in that room where Aamon first conceived the idea to take over the world.”

      “What’s so special about it … the room?”

      “It’s where our mother died as she gave birth to Aamon. Follow me, I’ll show you.”
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      The birthing room where Aamon’s mother died was at the end of the hall on the top floor of the manor. Samael explained the room had been positioned there so that the screams of a woman giving birth would be muffled throughout the rest of the manor. But after hearing the story about how Aamon had come into this world, Addison imagined the woman’s screams had echoed throughout every hallway and corridor.

      “Aamon would have chosen the room because it was the place of his beginning. I assume today he sees it as the place of his rebirth, an omnificent ruler and conqueror.”

      As they passed a window in the hallway, Addison glanced outside at the battle taking place below. Many had fallen on both sides, and the fight raged on. She saw Sayuri taking on three demons at one time, and Lia fighting beside her.

      Luke draped an arm around Addison’s shoulder. “She’ll be all right.”

      “I hope so.”

      Her protection spell would work because it had to work.

      As they continued toward the birthing room, a low hissing sound filtered down the hallway. The birthing room came into sight, as did the serpent protecting it.

      “Corra,” Samael said.

      “Who is she?” Addison asked.

      “A Celtic goddess. St. Patrick chased her throughout Ireland. When he found her, she swallowed him whole. Two days later, he cut his way out, and her body turned to stone.”

      “She seems to have found a way to survive.”

      “My brother found Corra in his travels over a century ago. He agreed to free her if she pledged her life to him.”

      “S-s-s-top talking about me,” Corra hissed.

      “And why shouldn’t Addison know the truth about who you are?” Samael asked. “Or maybe I should tell her who you were, before you became a servant of evil.”

      Corra’s head shot forward, her fangs missing Samael by a couple of inches. She recoiled and tried again, this time connecting with the side of Luke’s neck. Addison pressed her fingers onto the head of the snake, singeing Corra’s flesh, causing her to release the grip she had on Luke.

      Samael stepped in, fighting Corra off as Addison pressed a hand to Luke’s wound, healing him.

      Addison turned back to see Corra coiled around Samael, her grip getting tighter and tighter.

      “She’s … not … like … the Corra I’ve heard about,” Samael said. “Much stronger.”

      It was Aamon’s doing. Of this, Addison was sure. He’d altered Corra, turning her into a killing machine.

      The birthing room door flung open, and Aamon stood behind it, the book of black arts open, facing Addison. “Your protectors have failed you.”

      “You know nothing.”

      Addison rubbed a finger across the stone of her ring and uttered, “Ancient mothers, it is time. I need you.”

      Bright orbs filled the room, growing and shifting into Addison’s necromancer ancestors. All eyes turned to Corra. At once, the women gathered around a suffocating Samael. Each placed a hand onto Corra’s body and began chanting.

      Corra hissed, fighting to release herself from their grip. As the chanting continued, Corra’s body began to shrink, becoming smaller until she exploded, her entrails scattering across the hallway.

      And in the birthing room, a distraught Aamon yelled, “Noooooooo!”
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      Down the hallway, a low, guttural howling sound was heard. Aziz was awake, and he was coming for them. Before they faced off, Aamon grabbed Addison, jerking her into the birthing room. The door slammed shut, leaving the two of them alone. On the opposite side of the door, Luke and Samael fought to get inside, but their attempts failed.

      “And then there were two,” Aamon said. “They can try all they like. I’ve sealed the door. No one can get in. Not even you have the power to reverse it.”

      “You speak of yourself like there’s no higher power.”

      “A higher power than the book of black arts? I should say not, and you’d be a fool to believe otherwise.”

      Aamon took a step forward and looked Addison over. “Where is the book of enchantments? Did you really think you stood a chance against me without it?”

      “I’d rather focus on the here and now.”

      “Would you like to see the here and now? Would you like to see what failure looks like?” Aamon moved to the window. “Come. See for yourself.”

      Leery of his intentions, Addison kept an eye on Aamon’s movements as she peered out. Demons were running around, grunting, pounding their chests, rejoicing as they celebrated their victory.

      “Your people, all the people of Gaia … they’re dead,” Aamon said. “How does it feel to know you led them to the slaughter?”

      
        
        It’s all games, Addison.

        Clear your mind.

        See the truth.

      

      

      Addison swept her hand across the window and glanced out again, this time seeing a different outcome. The fight raged on, the people of Gaia still standing, still strong. The demons were the ones who appeared weak and frail.

      Upon seeing Addison use her magic with a flick of the hand, Aamon stumbled back, glaring at her. “How did you do that? It’s not … possible. How did you conjure up a spell to counteract mine without speaking, without using the book of enchantments?”

      “How, indeed.”

      “I’ve learned everything there is to learn about you. I know about your spirit animal. I know about your gifts. I know your hands can turn into balls of fire. You cannot conjure a spell without uttering the words.”

      “And yet, I just did.”

      Aamon flipped to a page in the book, tearing it out as he uttered the words written on the page. Then he shoved the page into his mouth and ate it, his body bending and twisting, flesh hardening as he shifted into his spirit animal—a scaly, bat-winged dragon. He stood, his barbed tail smashing every object in its path. Aamon whipped the tail around, using it to scoop Addison off the ground, flinging her across the room like a ragdoll. “Where is the book of enchantments? Tell me, Addison.” When she refused to answer, he thrashed into her again, her body slamming into a wall. “Why aren't you fighting me? Fight me! Fight back. You wanted a fair fight. At least give me something to fight against.”

      As Addison was whipped to and fro, the scales of the dragon tearing into her flesh, she tried to remain calm, centering herself, keeping her mind and body connected.

      “You're making this too easy,” Aamon said. “Why? I knew you weren’t a formidable opponent. I can end you. I can end you right now.”

      “But then you won’t have the book.”

      “Not yet, but I’ll find it. In the meantime, I have you. Once you’re dead, I’ll drain your power. Then I’ll drain your brother’s … what’s left of it.”

      As Aamon came for her yet again, Addison raised a hand, aiming the ball of fire she’d formed in her hand toward him. She thrust it forward, sending him flying backward. She raised her other hand and did it again, and again.

      Aamon lurched forward, grabbing the book of black arts with his front legs and using it as a shield. “Come on, Addison. Strike me again. One more time should do it.”

      Addison rested her hands at her sides, refusing to give him what he wanted. “I’ll never give you my power, and I’ll never give you the book of enchantments.”

      “Then you’ll die. Either way, I’ll find the book.”

      Addison remained where she was—watching and waiting.

      “Where are your ancestors now?” Aamon mocked. “Your mother? Your grandmother? Ancestors who claimed they would be here for you when you needed them?”

      “This fight is between you and me alone. Shame you’ve decided to hide behind a dragon instead of facing me as yourself. But I suppose you’ve been hiding behind people your entire life.”

      “You think I can’t beat you in my natural form?” Aamon shifted back, reached beneath his shirt, and removed a knife. “Since you won’t give me what I want, there’s no reason to keep you alive. Your time is over.”

      “It is over, for one of us.”

      As Aamon charged for Addison, she touched the ring with one hand and the gemstone necklace with the other. The moment her hand brushed across the gemstone, the chain broke from her neck. It twisted and turned, changing shape as it formed a dagger with black and red gemstones imbedded in its hilt.

      Addison thought of what her ancestors had chanted in the crystal cave:

      
        
        present her with the dagger of life

        and steady her hand as she plunges the knife

      

      

      She thought about what Aryanna told her the moment Luke became a sorcerer and she restarted his life.

      “Don’t you see? You are life, child. The fire that burns within you is the energy and vibration of all creation. It flows within you. It speaks to you, and the time has come for you to hear it. Your hands hold all the power you need. They can break. They can heal. Some hearts need to be started. Others need to be ripped out.”

      Everything became clear.

      As Aamon raised the knife in front of Addison’s chest, Addison readied her own. “You’ll never find the book, and do you want to know why? I am the book of enchantments. And this is for my mother, you son of a bitch.”

      Addison plunged the knife into Aamon’s chest, piercing his heart. But it wasn’t just her hand guiding the knife. As she stared at the knife’s hilt, other hands had connected with hers, one over the other, her necromancer ancestors joining her in a moment of unity.

      The book of black arts fell from his hand as he writhed, twisting and thrashing, trying to regain the upper hand.

      “You can’t do this,” Aamon wailed. “I’m meant to rule this world. I can’t die.”

      “You can, and you will.”

      With one final thrust, Addison twisted the knife, and Aamon’s eyes closed, his heart stopping, his life coming to an end.
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      The war was over, and though Addison had been victorious, a price had been paid as with all battles. Many of the inhabitants of Gaia had perished in the fight, never to return to their precious homeland again. Samael, Lia, Sayuri, and Luke had all survived, but many of Lia’s injuries were substantial, requiring more than Addison’s power to heal.

      Lia would survive though, as would Corbin, but Addison questioned whether he would ever be the same again. As she attempted to return what Aamon had taken from him, it became clear a great deal of his power had been taken from him, offered as a sacrifice to the book of black arts. Addison wasn’t willing to accept he wouldn’t recover. The Corbin she knew, the man he was before Aamon stripped him of his power, was a fighter.

      As for the book itself, Addison found a new hiding spot, tucked away from the world, a place she consecrated as sacred ground. From this time forward, it would be guarded not only by Addison’s ancestors, but by Aryanna herself, in a first step of solidarity whereby sorcerers and necromancers ruled together again.

      Upon their return to Gaia, the inhabitants were greeted at the gates with a holographic version of Aryanna. In her message, she praised them for their victory and explained she’d been given a higher calling, one that required she leave Gaia. Sayuri would rule in her stead.

      When Addison and Luke entered Gaia, Amara Jane was waiting, rushing to her parents’ side as soon as she saw them. A midday feast was thrown to celebrate their return, and it marked the first time Sayuri put on the crown as she took her rightful place at the head of the table.

      Knowing Aryanna was not to return, a somber feeling filtered through the crowd, followed by a sentiment of peace and new beginnings. The world and all those therein had been saved, and for Addison Lockhart, that was the best part of all.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT CHERYL BRADSHAW

          

        

      

    

    
      Cheryl Bradshaw is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author writing in the genres of mystery, thriller, paranormal suspense, and romantic suspense, among others. Her novel Stranger in Town (Sloane Monroe series #4) was a 2013 Shamus Award finalist for Best PI Novel of the Year, and her novel I Have a Secret (Sloane Monroe series #3) was a 2013 eFestival of Words winner for Best Thriller. To date, nine of Cheryl’s novels have made the USA Today bestselling books list.

      
        
        Enjoy What You Just Read?

      

      

      
        
        You can show your appreciation by leaving a review on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Apple Books, Google Play, Kobo, or Goodreads. If you do write a review, please be sure to email Cheryl HERE so she can express her gratitude. She does her best to reply to as many emails as she can, and she appreciates all of them.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY CHERYL BRADSHAW

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sloane Monroe Series

      

        

      
        Silent as the Grave (Prequel, Book 0)

        When the body of Rebecca Barlow is found floating in the lake, private investigator Sloane Monroe takes on her very first homicide.

      

        

      
        Black Diamond Death (Book 1)

        Charlotte Halliwell has a secret. But before revealing it to her sister, she's found dead.

      

        

      
        Murder in Mind (Book 2)

        A woman is found murdered, the serial killer's trademark "S" carved into her wrist.

      

        

      
        I Have a Secret (Book 3)

        Doug Ward has been running from his past for twenty years. But after his fourth whisky of the night, he doesn't want to keep quiet, not anymore.

      

        

      
        Stranger in Town (Book 4)

        A frantic mother runs down the aisles, searching for her missing daughter. But little Olivia is already gone.

      

        

      
        Bed of Bones (Book 5) (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Sometimes even the deepest, darkest secrets find their way to the surface.

      

        

      
        Flirting with Danger (Book 5.5) A Sloane Monroe Short Story

        A fancy hotel. A weekend getaway. For Sloane Monroe, rest has finally arrived, until the lights go out, a woman screams, and Sloane's nightmare begins.

      

        

      
        Hush Now Baby (Book 6) (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Serena Westwood tiptoes to her baby’s crib and looks inside, startled to find her newborn son is gone.

      

        

      
        Dead of Night (Book 6.5) A Sloane Monroe Short Story

        After her mother-in-law is fatally stabbed, Wren is seen fleeing with the bloody knife. Is Wren the killer, or is a dark, scandalous family secret to blame?

      

        

      
        Gone Daddy Gone (Book 7) (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        A man lurks behind Shelby in the park. Who is he? And why does he have a gun?

      

        

      
        Smoke & Mirrors (Book 8) (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Grace Ashby wakes to the sound of a horrifying scream. She races down the hallway, finding her mother's lifeless body on the floor in a pool of blood. Her mother's boyfriend Hugh is hunched over her, but is Hugh really her mother's killer?

      

        

      
        Sloane Monroe Stories: Deadly Sins

      

        

      
        Deadly Sins: Sloth (Book 1)

        Darryl has been shot, and a mysterious woman is sprawled out on the floor in his hallway. She's dead too. Who is she? And why have they both been murdered?

      

        

      
        Deadly Sins: Wrath (Book 2)

        Headlights flash through Maddie’s car's back windshield, someone following close behind. When her car careens into a nearby tree, the chase comes to an end. But for Maddie, the end is just the beginning.

      

        

      
        Deadly Sins: Lust (Book 3)

        Marissa Calhoun sits alone on a beach-like swimming hole nestled on Australia's foreshore. Tonight, the lagoon is hers and hers alone. Or is it?

      

        

      
        Deadly Sins: Greed (Book 4)

        It was just another day for mob boss Giovanni Luciana until he took his car for a drive.

      

        

      
        Deadly Sins: Envy (Book 5)

        A cryptic message. A missing niece. And only twenty-four hours to pay.

      

        

      
        Sloane & Maddie, Peril Awaits (Co-Authored with Janet Fix)

      

        

      
        The Silent Boy (Book 1)

        In the hallway of a local tavern, six-year-old Louie Alvarez waits for his mother to take him home. A scream rips through the air, followed by the sound of a gun being fired. Louie freezes, then turns, with a single thought on his mind: RUN.

      

        

      
        The Shadow Children (Book 2)

        Within the tunnels of the historic port city of Savannah, fourteen-year-old Andi Leland has her mind set on freedom—not just for herself but for all the other teens who have come before her.

      

        

      
        The Broken Soul (Book 3)

        When the party of a lifetime becomes a party to the death, the lines become blurred. Friends become enemies. Drugs become weapons. And that's just the beginning.  

      

        

      
        Georgiana Germaine Series

      

        

      
        Little Girl Lost (Book 1)

        For the past two years, former detective Georgiana "Gigi" Germaine has been living off the grid, until today, when she hears some disturbing news that shakes her.

      

        

      
        Little Lost Secrets (Book 2)

        When bones are discovered inside the walls during a home renovation, Georgiana uncovers a secret that’s linked to her father’s untimely death thirty years earlier.

      

        

      
        Little Broken Things (Book 3)

        Twenty-year-old Olivia Spencer sits at her desk in her mother’s bookshop, dreaming about her upcoming wedding. The store may be closed, but she’s not alone, and her dream is about to become her worst nightmare.

      

        

      
        Little White Lies (Book 4)

        When a serial killer sweeps through the streets of Cambria, California, Georgiana Germaine gets swept up into a tangled web of deception and lies.

      

        

      
        Little Tangled Webs (Book 5)

        What if you knew the person you loved was murdered, but no one else believed you? Eighteen-year-old Harper Ellis knows she’s right, and she’s prepared to risk her life to prove it.

      

        

      
        Little Shattered Dreams (Book 6)

        At fifty-five, Quinn Abernathy has been through her fair share of experiences in life. And tonight, her past is coming back to haunt her.

      

        

      
        Addison Lockhart Series

      

        

      
        Grayson Manor Haunting (Book 1)

        When Addison Lockhart inherits Grayson Manor after her mother's untimely death, she unlocks a secret that's been kept hidden for over fifty years. 

      

        

      
        Rosecliff Manor Haunting (Book 2)

        Addison Lockhart jolts awake. The dream had seemed so real. Eleven-year-old twins Vivian and Grace were so full of life, but they couldn’t be. They’ve been dead for over forty years.

      

        

      
        Blackthorn Manor Haunting (Book 3)

        Addison Lockhart leans over the manor's window, gasping when she feels a hand on her back. She grabs the windowsill to brace herself, but it's too late--she's already falling. 

      

        

      
        Belle Manor Haunting (Book 4)

        A vehicle barrels through the stop sign, slamming into the car Addison Lockhart is inside before fleeing the scene. Who is the driver of the other car? And what secrets within the walls of Belle Manor will provide the answer?

      

        

      
        Till Death do us Part Novella Series

      

        

      
        Whispers of Murder (Book 1)

        It was Isabelle Donnelly's wedding day, a moment in time that should have been the happiest in her life...until it ended in murder.

      

        

      
        Echoes of Murder (Book 2)

        When two women are found dead at the same wedding, medical examiner Reagan Davenport will stop at nothing to discover the identity of the killer.

      

        

      
        Stand-Alone Novels

      

        

      
        Eye for Revenge (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Quinn Montgomery wakes to find herself in the hospital. Her childhood best friend Evie is dead, and Evie's four-year-old son witnessed it all. Traumatized over what he saw, he hasn't spoken.

      

        

      
        The Perfect Lie

        When true-crime writer Alexandria Weston is found murdered on the last stop of her book tour, fellow writer Joss Jax steps in to investigate.

      

        

      
        Hickory Dickory Dead (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Maisie Fezziwig wakes to a harrowing scream outside. Curious, she walks outside to investigate, and Maisie stumbles on a grisly murder that will change her life forever.

      

        

      
        Roadkill  (USA Today Bestselling Book)

        Suburban housewife Juliette Granger has been living a secret life ... a life that's about to turn deadly for everyone she loves.
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