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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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