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Layout

	First Position: Covers

	That which covers…

	The first position within the reading indicates the present situation of the querent. It reveals the most important aspect of the querent’s life at this exact moment, and it may be positive or negative.

	*

	Carolyn’s Reading: Three of Pentacles (reversed)

	Three men are building a house made of stone. A stained-glass window is partially installed atop a brick wall, three pentacles in place while the structure around them has yet to be built. The house could be perceived as unfinished or as crumbling at the edges where stones have not been placed.

	*

	The querent works hard to create a foundation within their life. Their plan is to persevere through all obstacles, yet in the end, despite their best efforts, the querent is surrounded by mediocrity. They are exhausted and broken because they’ve failed to reach perfection, and now they seek a simpler path. They choose to cut corners, building weakness into the foundation beneath everything they do. While their reputation remains strong, the depth of the work wears upon the querent, and it is possible that even they do not see the cracks that surround them. All they see is the work done, the work in progress, and the work that still must be completed.

	*

	Kit’s Reading: Six of Swords (reversed)

	Six swords lie in a circle, hilts pointing toward the edge and blades pointing toward the center. A dancer stands on his tiptoes where the sword points meet. He has one arm and one leg raised, caught in a moment of perfect balance. He is lit by the moon as if a spotlight shines down on the plain.

	*

	The querent stands balanced, all aspects of their life in harmony. They have found the one place—the one moment—where and when everything comes together perfectly. Perhaps they have found a new way of thinking, or their eyes have finally been opened to see the truth. Whatever has changed, it is very public, something that everyone can see: the querent has found their truth.

	There are some who associate this card, when reversed, with declarations of intent. A public confession or, perhaps, a profession of love.

	Whatever the case, it is always a card of caution, for while balance may have been achieved, it cannot last forever. The swords wait for the querent to fall.

	 


That Which Covers

	 


1

	“Pawel said he’ll meet us here, that Conor’ll be happy with scones and his tablet while we talk.” Kit holds the door for Teas Please open while Carolyn walks through, then follows her in. He raises one hand; Carolyn follows the motion, catching the moment one of the serving girls spots them and changes direction.

	“Hi, Carolyn, Kit,” she sings out cheerily. She puts her fingers behind her name tag and shows it proudly. “New year, new job, and all kinds of new resolutions. How are you doing?”

	“Hi, Serina,” Kit greets her. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

	Carolyn frowns slightly. There was a conversation during rush that she vaguely remembers now: Drea, Serina, Sera, and Trish were talking about crushes. Then, Drea hadn’t yet gotten together with Corbin, and she’d seemed uncomfortable discussing the topic. Serina had covered for her by blurting out her own crush, which was on one of the waiters at Teas Please. Carolyn hopes it’s not Nate, the waiter Carolyn knows best; if it is, she’s pretty sure Serina’s barking up the wrong tree.

	“I applied in December, just before the semester ended. Nate told me that Jaclyn was graduating and there’d be a spot open. Luckily I snapped it up.” Serina grabs two menus and twists to scan the dining room. “Did you want a table or a booth? I don’t have any small tables right now, but one should be opening up in a few minutes, and I can get it cleaned for you.”

	“We’re actually meeting someone,” Kit says. He stands with his hands shoved into his pockets, rocking back on his heels. He tosses his head, bangs sliding out of his eyes then falling back again. “Pawel should be here.”

	“Oh, you’re who Professor Szczek is waiting for! That reminds me.” Serina darts behind the hostess podium and comes up with a small tin of crayons. “Conor promised me he can fix these, as long as his father says it’s okay. You’ll be in the back, in Nate’s section, but he’s on break right now so I hope you’re okay with waiting for him.”

	“We’re not going to be in your section?” Kit asks, leaning forward.

	Serina laughs softly, gaze dropping. “Not this time, nope, so you’ll have to come back another time to bother me.”

	Kit rubs at the back of his neck and watches her. “I can do that.”

	That’s… new. Definitely different. Carolyn’s gaze narrows.

	Serina leads them through the restaurant, holding the menus and crayons to her chest. She glances at Kit while she walks, a small smile lighting her lips as they linger over conversation.

	Stepping around them, Carolyn spots Pawel and Conor and reaches the booth before Kit and Serina. She slides onto the bench opposite Conor and waits for Pawel to look up from his phone.

	Conor watches her quietly, his fingers steady and still on his tablet. “Dad’s distracted,” he says.

	“Just collecting some data. Theories.” Pawel locks his phone and shoves it in his pocket. “And now research time is over and advising is beginning. Kit!” he calls out, waving and pointing at the empty spot next to Carolyn. “I had Nate bring out water, but he refused to even consider bringing tea until you got here.”

	“I have my cocoa,” Conor says, nudging the mug forward. “I don’t like tea. Why couldn’t I go hang out with Alan today?”

	“Because Alan’s busy. Emily said they won’t be home until dinnertime, and they’re already coming over then.” Pawel touches the top of the tablet. “You know the deal. You get hot cocoa, whatever sandwich you want, and whatever dessert you want. And you get tablet time! In exchange, you sit through this without setting anything on fire, and you clean your room when we get home.”

	“My room’s fine,” Conor protests.

	“If I let you and Alan go up there to play, I’ll lose you both,” Pawel says.

	“Is that bad?” Conor asks. He sits back, setting the tablet on the table as Serina sets down a tin of crayons. “Oh, wow, you were serious? You’re going to let me melt them back together?”

	“Only if your dad says it’s okay.” Serina crouches down. “No actual flames allowed, and you have to be careful because there are a lot of other people here and you never know how someone’s going to react if there’s a sudden surge of magic. But if you can fix my crayons, that’d be awesome.”

	Conor straightens his back and crosses his arms. “Of course I can fix your crayons.”

	Pawel settles a hand atop Conor’s head. “Just be careful. Thank you, Serina. Tell Nate not to worry about hurrying back from break; we’re not in a rush.”

	“What are you thinking?” Kit leans over, knocking an elbow into Carolyn.

	“Tea,” she deadpans. When he rolls his eyes, she opens the menu, even though she already knows what she wants. “High tea with a sandwich, salad, and scone. I’m getting the gobbler…?” Her voice trails off.

	“I’ll get the buffalo chicken, and we’ll split.” Kit closes his menu. “I’m getting that vanilla silk oolong again. They’ve got the chocolate raspberry on the menu if you’re interested.”

	“Why don’t you just order for each other?” Conor asks, neatly lining up crayon halves on the table. He seems to be choosing two complementary colors instead of matching halves for each new crayon-to-be. “It’s like you’re telepathic anyway, right?” He glances up, blinking at them both. “Dad said you’re twins.”

	“We are twins, but we’re predictive, not telepathic,” Carolyn says.

	“She’s predictive. I’m not,” Kit adds.

	“Not possible.” Conor flexes his fingers, tiny sparks jumping at his fingertips. He lays his hands across the crayons, his brow furrowed, and Carolyn smells hot wax. When he lifts his hands, there are six awkwardly formed two-colored crayons lying on the wooden surface. “You’re twins. You’re both predictive or you’re both not predictive.”

	“We’re not identical.” Kit crowds the table, shifting into Carolyn’s space. “Just because—”

	Pawel gets a hand up before Kit can keep going. “There’s a lot you don’t know yet about magical theory,” Pawel tells his son. “You work on the crayons and your games. We’re going to talk about what Carolyn and Kit are doing for independent study.”

	Conor mutters something too low to be heard, and his kicking foot catches Carolyn’s shin under the table. She winces, and he looks up, apologetic.

	She smiles slightly. She gets Conor’s frustration, she really does, but she’s not arguing the point with Kit anymore. This is her compromise with her twin: working on an independent study that isn’t entirely independent.

	“I’ve approached the Dean of Arts and Sciences, and he’s fine with your plan for the two of you to complete the same independent study,” Pawel says, “as long as you choose a separate final project to present to the department.” His gaze shifts from Carolyn to Kit. “I don’t think that will be a problem. Kit, what do you want to get out of this independent study?”

	“I’m from a predictive Lineage, but the men of our line don’t tend to be fully predictive,” Kit says firmly. “I’m looking for ways I can start to invest more of my time and attention in ritual, and I want to learn ways to use what little residual predictive Talent I have so I can influence that ritual.”

	“I want to know how ritual can influence and change predictive Talent, whether I’m working with the cards—my natural inclination—or something else,” Carolyn says.

	“So the end result for each of you is designing a ritual,” says Pawel slowly, “but the impact is different. Carolyn, you want the ritual to improve upon your natural Talent. And Kit, you want your natural Talent to improve upon the ritual. Yes?” His phone is back in his hands, thumbs moving across the screen.

	Carolyn glances at her brother and nods when he does. “Yes,” they say in tandem.

	“Twins,” Conor mutters, the smell of warm wax rising again as another half-dozen crayons become whole. He scoops them up, puts them back in the bin Serina brought over, and surveys the litter of crayon pieces left on the table.

	“Hey, folks.” Nate slides onto the bench next to Kit, nudging him closer to Carolyn. “Welcome back to Unity. Did Serina tell you the special sandwich of the day? What about the soups? Also, we’re out of apple crêpes.”

	“I want a chocolate-hazelnut one.” Conor looks up when Pawel coughs, and he adds quietly, “After I have that grilled cheese with the pear slices and all the weird cheeses, and I said I’d eat a salad. No dressing, because gross.”

	“Today, salad dressing is gross,” Pawel grumbles. “Last week he ate an entire tub of ranch.”

	“That’s why it’s gross now,” Conor says. He reaches for his headphones, tucks them in his ears, then says too loudly, “I’m going to watch videos and recharge before I do more crayons.”

	Carolyn places her order, mixed with Kit as they talk over each other. Nate nods along, then repeats the two orders back perfectly.

	After Pawel reels off his own choices, Nate pushes himself to standing. “I’ll put that in for you and be back with the tea shortly, and with more cocoa for Conor. It’s good to see you, Professor Szczek; I’ll see you tomorrow morning in class, too.”

	“Sucking up to the professor doesn’t get you a better tip,” Pawel says dryly. “Or a guaranteed A.”

	“I’m going to be one of the absolutely mundane people in that class, learning about Talent,” Nate says. “I just want to get through and see if I can better understand the people around me.” He claps a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “See you later. Oh, and Serina said she’d be back for the crayons in a bit.”

	“You have plans with Nate?” Carolyn asks.

	Kit shakes his head. “No, I just figured I’d come over here and study later. I have a lot of reading to do for that sociology class I’m taking. I’m supposed to have finished three articles and two videos before the first class tomorrow afternoon. Nothing like starting the semester with a bang, right? Isn’t the first day supposed to be syllabus day?”

	“You’re upperclassmen, and syllabus day is a myth told to freshmen,” Pawel points out. “That’s not going to be your only assignment this week, you realize.”

	Carolyn figures that’s Pawel’s way of saying they’ll be starting off with an assignment for their independent study as well. They need to find out when that’ll be due. “Kit and I were looking through our schedules, and Kit stalked your class schedule online,” Carolyn admits. She pulls out her phone and opens her calendar app. “It looks like our choices for when we can meet with you are first thing on Wednesdays, Monday afternoons, or Thursday afternoons.”

	“What are you doing at noon on Wednesdays?” Pawel asks, his own phone in his hands. “I want to keep that morning open in case I need a day to go to Conor’s class. I’m not done on Mondays until six—the test slot isn’t on the standard calendar. Thursdays, I can do something at three.”

	“That time on Wednesdays, I’m eating lunch.” Kit shakes his head, one hand up in a gesture of negation. “I’ve got a one-hour break between a morning lab and an afternoon three-hour-long lecture. I don’t want to miss lunch.”

	“Fine, then we’ll meet on Wednesday at noon in my office, with lunch provided,” Pawel counter-offers. “We’ll go over your previous assignments, then we’ll regroup on Thursday at three for new assignments.” Pawel raises his eyebrows and spreads his hands. “I’m going to feed you. Don’t pass this up. Give me a list of any allergies or dislikes, and expect variety. It won’t all be pizza or sandwiches. Do you like your curry mild or spicy?”

	“Hot,” Carolyn responds for both of them, ignoring the look Conor gives her. “But you don’t have to do that.”

	“If I’m going to demand a lunch meeting time, I’ll feed you,” Pawel says firmly. “I have a budget that’ll take care of it. My department is proving itself to be severely unorthodox, and I don’t see that changing. Besides, I have to eat too. And you two will be expected to present work every Wednesday.”

	“Including this Wednesday?” Carolyn asks, because even though, based on what he’d said before, she’d expected him to give them an assignment, this seems like they’re jumping into the deep end. She’s not even sure yet what this “class” is going to be.

	“Including this Wednesday,” Pawel confirms. “No syllabus day for you. Don’t worry, it’s nothing complex. Since we’re branching out from your heritage Talent, I want to start with that. You’ll each do a simple three-part Tarot reading before we meet on Wednesday. Do a write up about it, and include all the variables: what was on your mind, what you were doing shortly before you did the reading, who was around you. What deck you used. How the cards responded. Along with looking at traditional ritual, we’ll also be looking at the inherent ritual in your personal use of your predictive Talent. We’ll explore ritual enhancement and alternative methods of bringing predictive Talent to the foreground. Second assignment, also due Wednesday: outline your goals for this independent study in a clear and concise list. Be specific, and mention at least three other methods of predictive ritual that you are interested in, or at least willing to explore, during this semester. Also, define what ‘predictive’ and ‘ritual’ mean to you, and what kinds of ritual might be adaptable to use with predictive Talent.”

	Carolyn’s fingers fly, trying to get everything he says noted in her phone; Kit’s doing the same next to her. She glances up to see Pawel watching. Waiting. “Isn’t that a lot when we haven’t even had a session?” she asks.

	“Independent study isn’t an easy A,” Pawel says softly. “You get my complete attention on your topic of research, but you’re both going to work for your passing grade. Are you sure this is what you want?”

	“Yes.” Kit sets his phone face down on the table and crosses his arms. “I want to understand my options. I want to see what else I can do.” Because he thinks he’s broken when it comes to predictive Talent—Carolyn can supply the end to that statement without Kit saying it aloud. She inches closer, presses her knee against his, and relaxes when he presses back.

	“Yes,” she echoes, because if it’s good for Kit, it’ll be good for her.

	That’s the thing about twins: they’ll always be in this together.

	 


2

	Meeting with Pawel is a nice break from polish weekend; as soon as Carolyn’s back at the house, she has a paintbrush in hand and fumes to give her a headache. There isn’t much left to do because they’ve been working since the sorority sisters returned from winter break on Friday night. But they’re doing a big push to get the paint done in the last of the common rooms while the girls on duty for this week’s dinner put it together in the kitchen.

	“I’m thinking we go with Italian next week,” Soledad muses as she cleans a paintbrush.

	“We can’t buy from Minnisale’s,” Drea reminds her. “No ordering in to get out of cooking house dinner.”

	“We can cook Italian. It’s easy, right? Sauce, pasta,” Soledad protests. “It makes it really easy to feed a crowd.”

	“That sounds fine.” Carolyn strips off her smock and drops it in the bin Heather offers. She’s somehow become the leader of their small group, and she’s just happy when one of the other girls takes initiative. “I’ll check in with Trish to make sure she’s okay with that, Soledad. What do you think, Heather?”

	“Italian’s fine.”

	Carolyn’s gaze narrows. Heather stands quietly, the bin loose in her hands as she looks at the wall. “You okay?”

	Heather blinks, taking a moment to focus. “Of course I’m okay. Everyone’s excited to be back—it’s overwhelming. You know what it’s like.”

	Carolyn doesn’t know exactly what it’s like because she’s not an Empath. But she has seen Heather falter under strong crowd emotions before; it’s a reasonable explanation. “I know,” she says gently. “Next week, we five get to hide in the kitchens instead. This week, food is someone else’s problem, and it’s just about time to eat.”

	“Speaking of ‘us five,’ where is my Big anyway?” Soledad wipes her hands on a cloth after she finishes washing the final brush. “I haven’t seen Trish all weekend. I thought she was going to get in on Friday with the rest of us.”

	“She’s not arriving until tonight,” Drea offers. “I talked to Sera earlier, and they got a late start out of Nashville yesterday and decided to stop at Niagara Falls this morning because they were going through Buffalo anyway. Sera’s never seen them.”

	“Wait,” said Soledad. “How did Trish get out of polish weekend, and why didn’t she tell me?”

	“Music. And she’s your Big, so you tell me why the two of you aren’t talking,” Heather says sharply. She lets out a soft hiss of breath as soon as the words are out, and she shakes her head. “Sorry, that was uncalled for. Still. If you’re having trouble with Trish, and you want to talk, my door’s open.”

	That means Carolyn’s door is open, but she’s used to it. It’s part of living with the house Empath-slash-counselor.

	How had no one picked up on Trish and Soledad not clicking? Bigs and Littles are matched carefully; Carolyn can’t remember a disconnect like this happening before, at least not one that continued past the first few weeks of the school year. Usually by now, Heather would have already noticed and fixed things.

	“No trouble, not really. We just don’t hang out all the time, I guess. Not like Carolyn and Drea.” Soledad gave a soft laugh and a small shrug. “They’re, like, perfect. Right?”

	“We got lucky.” Drea puts her arms around Carolyn, snuggling close and nuzzling her cheek. Coming from anyone else, Carolyn’s skin would itch, but it’s okay when Drea does it. Easy. Acceptable. “I figure Caro checked her cards and I came up, so she knew I was the right Little. Me, I couldn’t have asked for a better Big.”

	That’s not exactly how it happened, but it’s close enough. Heather gives Carolyn a knowing smile, and Drea hugs her again. “Strength,” Carolyn says, and when Drea looks at her curiously, she explains, “I did a one-card cast when I was thinking of asking for a Little, and it was the Strength card that made me think of you. The woman and her lion.”

	Drea laughs happily, which is good. Carolyn waited until her junior year before asking, because she knew she wanted just the right person, and that’s definitely Drea. But when Carolyn glances at Soledad, her expression has gone sour. Carolyn’s no good at smoothing things like that, but she resolves to talk to Trish, see if she can figure out where their relationship has gone wrong. The Big Sister/Little Sister relationship is supposed to be special, and she remembers Trish being excited in the fall. She’s not sure why she would let it fall by the wayside.

	Drea’s right, though. They did get lucky.

	After cleanup, they head into dinner, the long tables set neatly with tablecloths and paper plates and plasticware. Several bowls of salad sit on each table, along with pans of macaroni-and-cheese and several optional meats to have with it. There are pans of steamed broccoli and cauliflower, and Carolyn swears she smells chocolate still in the oven.

	“We’re definitely doing Italian,” Soledad whispers as she takes her seat. “And we’re using a little less cheese.”

	They eat quietly and quickly, because with dessert comes an informal chapter meeting.

	“Welcome back!” Lauranne calls out as they pass the trash to one end of the table for the bins. Plates of brownies are passed from the table’s other end. “We’ve got a busy spring ahead—oh, thank you for joining us, Trish.” Her voice is dry enough to crack wood.

	Trish slips into the empty chair next to Soledad, her leather jacket still zippered, black gloves on her hands. “Thank you for not locking the door,” she says as she peels the gloves off one finger at a time.

	Lauranne’s smile is tight. “Weather happens. We understand.”

	Heather’s back is stiff, and Soledad looks at the table. Trish leans back in her chair, balancing it on two legs.

	The Five of Pentacles: “Consider your relationship closely before joining forces because working together may not be what you’re looking for.” A card for the mundane gone wrong between two people when everything should have been right.

	Drea looks over at Trish, nostrils flaring. She frowns, opens her mouth, then closes it again when Lauranne speaks.

	“As I was saying, we’ve got a busy spring ahead of us,” Lauranne says. “The Paint It Red silent auction is in February, and the Formal is in April. We only have two more weeks to finalize donations for that because we need time to get the programs printed. If you have a donation you’ve been waiting on, get in touch with the donor to settle it and give the information to Mary. And get those tickets sold! We can’t have an auction without people there to buy things. If you haven’t had any nibbles yet, go and talk to the businesses around campus. There are always people waiting to help out a good cause, and what’s better than heart-health awareness?”

	There’s a small shiver of pleasant energy at that, a rising urge to get up, go out, and do something positive. Drea wrinkles her nose.

	Heather.

	Carolyn knocks Heather’s knee under the table, and the sensation fades to something less urgent.

	“We’re also sponsoring the Saturday movie on February 4th; all proceeds will go to the Paint It Red fund,” Lauranne says. “We’ll need girls at the Madison Center to sell tickets and concessions, and to work security and cleanup. Please see Sherry to sign up for a shift. We’ll also have two girls selling tickets for the silent auction and sending flyers home with anyone who might be interested in sending in sealed bids.

	“If you want to participate in Outreach this semester, we have four Wednesday events scheduled at the middle school,” she continues. “The themes will be ‘Music and Dance,’ ‘Art for All Ages,’ ‘Chemistry in the Kitchen,’ and ‘Talent.’ Amber’s in charge, so see her for details. In other news, we have no need for recruitment this spring.” Lauranne’s gaze shifts, and Carolyn finds herself meeting her eyes. “No girls chose to transfer to different schools nor were any asked to leave the house.” Lauranne’s gaze shifts from Carolyn and slides over the others at the table. “For the moment, our numbers remain the same. The final item is that we will be co-sponsoring the barbecue during Spring Festival in April with OPT. Attendance will not be optional.”

	“I have a schedule of upcoming mixers,” Heather chimes in as Lauranne falls silent. “We’ve gone over the list, and any fraternities who were offensive last semester have been struck from it. At the request of several sisters, we’ve also added one co-ed frat to the list.”

	“Sign-up sheets for the events are on the table,” Lauranne says. “I expect every sister to help out as needed. If you have to take time off for academics, though, we understand. Your education comes first. We are your sisterhood, and we are here to help you.”

	Across the room, a chair scrapes loudly, pushing back from the table.

	“Sorry,” Mac calls out. “I thought that was the final bit.”

	Lauranne purses her lips, but she nods sharply. “We’re done. Don’t forget to sign up.”

	Mac is at the table before anyone else, bending to put her name to paper. Trish touches Soledad’s shoulder, and they walk over together. Drea stands and moves closer to Carolyn and leans in to whisper, “How did that happen?”

	“What?” Carolyn asks, glancing at Heather as if she might have the answer because she has no idea what Drea’s talking about.

	Drea gestures at where Trish and Soledad are sifting through papers together at the sign-up table. “That. Isn’t there a process for who gets a Little?” Drea asks. “I mean, I had to give the names of three sisters I’d love to have as a Big, and honestly, you were my top choice. Not because we’re alike, but because we really get on, and we have a lot of interests in common.”

	“I thought it was because I remind you of your brother,” Carolyn says. She’s glad when Drea smiles at the small joke; if she’d had to explain it, she doesn’t think it would’ve come out well. But she sees it, even if no one else does. Drea’s twin is quiet. Reserved. Doesn’t seem comfortable in a crowd or as if he fully understands social cues. Carolyn understands. Alaric has Drea, and Carolyn has Heather and Kit. The parallels make sense.

	“It started off better than it’s going now,” Heather says. “Soledad was enthusiastic, and she’s an art major. She and Trish were working on a project together in the fall. Then…” She shrugs. “It’s like they just stopped talking. Neither of them wants to discuss it with me.”

	“So it’s not that there’s an intrinsic problem,” Drea muses, “but that something’s broken. We can work on that.”

	“No,” Carolyn says quickly, and Heather bites back a smile. “We’re trying to teach Heather not to interfere with everyone, and you shouldn’t either. They have to figure things out for themselves or come to us for help. Heather offered already.”

	“Who’s figuring what out?” Mac asks.

	Drea flinches and rolls her eyes. “I hate when you do that.”

	“And that’s exactly why I do it,” Mac says easily. “Your brother’s even more fun.” She hooks her arm around Drea’s elbow. “Come on. I was thinking we could all go upstairs and catch up. It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other.”

	“It was only a few weeks.” Heather’s brow furrows. “We kept in touch. Didn’t we?”

	Carolyn had texted heavily with Heather over the break, and often with Drea. She only exchanged a few texts with Mac. “Sort of,” she says.

	“Mostly,” Drea agrees. She glances toward the table again. Trish and Soledad are talking to another pair of sisters. Soledad explains something with wide hand gestures, and Trish laughs. Both seem more relaxed, and Drea exhales softly. She pats Mac’s hand where it’s wrapped around her elbow. “You’re right. Let’s go upstairs. Your room, or are we invading Caro’s space?”

	“My space is a tiny single under the eaves,” Mac reminds her as they lead the way out, Carolyn and Heather trailing behind. “Funniest thing I’ve ever seen is Alaric trying to stand upright in there.”

	“Imagine if it were Rory.” Drea giggles, and Mac makes a face.

	“I don’t think Rory would like it. Thorne’s been up there, but he’s short compared to the two of them.”

	“Thorne, huh?” Drea sways, knocking her hip into Mac’s.

	“Not like that. No, seriously. It’s not like that at all,” Mac protests as Drea laughs. “Am I the only person on campus who hasn’t slept with him?”

	“Drea fits in,” Heather murmurs for Carolyn’s ears only, “but you’re still worried about something.”

	Carolyn wonders sometimes if she let Heather in because she trusts her, or if Heather simply barreled past her walls. It works for them, though, and Carolyn knows that Heather would never hurt her. She bites her lip, watches as Drea continues to tease Mac and gets shoved lightly for her trouble. “I’m worried about Drea,” she admits. “And about Mac. And about everything that happened last semester. I know they both had a lot to deal with over break. Me, I just had to try not to kill my family for being idiots around Kit.”

	“How is Kit?” Heather’s tone is light, but Carolyn doesn’t feel like getting into the details of Kit’s issues with their Lineage, so she sticks with a surface-level answer.

	“He’s fine. We’re doing an independent study with Pawel this semester, and I think that’ll go a long way toward figuring out how to be twins and Talented.” It goes deeper than that, but anything more is Kit’s to discuss.

	When they get to their room, Mac’s sprawled on Heather’s bed, and Drea sits on the floor, her back against Carolyn’s bed. Mac raises a hand and points at the door, and Carolyn pulls it closed behind them.

	Heather settles on her bed, nudging Mac to give her some room. Carolyn isn’t sure she feels like sitting, so she grabs her bag and pulls it up to the bed, digging through it for her Tarot deck.

	“I have good news and surprising news,” Drea announces.

	Carolyn pauses, one hand on her deck, and looks down. “Is the ‘surprising news’ good?”

	“Surprisingly, yes.” Drea grins, stretching back to look up at her. “Alaric’s really settling into his whole ‘heir’ thing. He talked to people during the Conclave, and when they voted a few weeks ago, the decision was that we won’t go to war.”

	“That’s good.” Carolyn sinks down to sit next to Drea. She pulls her knees up and props the deck on them as she carefully unwraps the black fabric she uses to protect it. It feels good to let the cards fall into her hands as she shuffles them idly.

	“Very good. Mac, did he tell you about it?”

	Mac makes a noise and does a thumbs-up. “The highlights I heard were that Dax visited, and then Alaric went to kick a tree. Chris visited, and somehow Alaric ended up making an alliance with some girl. The vote happened, and ‘no war’ won, which is good. Alaric went looking for a Shadow and failed to find it, Chris left, and Alaric kicked a tree. Oh, and every time he overheard you and Corbin, he kicked trees. Or punched them. I should go apologize to your forest.”

	“The forest is still standing, so we’re fine.” Drea picks at the hem of her jeans. “Corbin and I tried to spend a lot of time outside of the house over break. It’s funny. I mean, we hear things better than humans, and Ric and I smell things, but Corbin just… notices things. Like a bird does. And growing up, we all knew that people had sex. We knew what it sounded like and smelled like, and we didn’t care, but now? I do not want to know anything about it.”

	Carolyn cringes inwardly. Her body curls in, her elbow moving to give Drea space. “I can’t even imagine.”

	“I bet Corbin thinks this is funny,” Mac says.

	“He’s somewhere between finding it hysterical and horrifying,” Drea agrees. “He had fun annoying Ric, right up until the moment that Chris got there. Then he quit.”

	“Yeah, nope, not something I want to think about,” Carolyn mutters. “Moving on. There are some details left out of all that. What happened to that Shadow? Is everything okay at your home? Is your dad okay? Did anything happen when Dax was there?”

	“Your brother made an alliance?” Heather leans forward, and Drea’s nostrils flare. Heather winces. “Sorry. I’m trying not to; I’m just curious. I know Alaric has trouble making connections.”

	“You don’t need to fix him.” Drea’s voice is soft but curt. “He’s growing into his role. We met a group of people our age—some leaders, some heirs who will be leaders someday. They think like we do, and we made an alliance. Dayton is the ringleader of that group, and she adopted Ric. He told her that—” She stalls out, stops dead on a breath, and exhales rather than finishing.

	Mac sits up; she moves to the edge of the bed and looks down at Drea, eyebrows up. Drea nods slowly.

	Carolyn flips the card on the top of her deck. The Wheel of Fortune. “Change,” she says. “Things are flexible. Mutable. We have to be able to roll with events because change is coming quickly.”

	Drea’s mouth snaps shut.

	That was the card that came up for Drea’s birthday a few weeks back, when Carolyn offered a one-card draw—just one card to speak to what could happen in the year to come. For Carolyn, it’s significant that the same card has shown again.

	She bets Drea doesn’t remember, though, so that can’t be the explanation for the sudden silence.

	Mac grabs for her phone, fingers flying across the keyboard while Heather sits bolt upright, hands in her lap, obviously not leaning to look.

	The phone chimes a moment later.

	“He says ‘go ahead,’ ” Mac says.

	“Ric told Dayton that he has a new form,” Drea says slowly. “You know how he thinks he’s broken? Well, he’s not. He can change into a dragon now.”

	“Dragons aren’t real.” Heather’s voice is high pitched, tight. “What if he does that on the field?”

	“You can’t say both that it’s not possible and that you’re worried about it happening,” Mac points out, nudging Heather. “And it’s very real. I was there the first time it happened. More importantly, the Shadows know that he can turn into a dragon. It was a part of how we captured that one.”

	Carolyn has never heard the details of what happened that night; events had unfolded quickly at the end of the semester, and she wasn’t sure how much Drea knew at the time, either. She turns another card, and the handsome, severe face of the Prince of Cups stares back at her. “Same advice: roll with the punches and don’t hold back. But, he’s weary and war-torn and exhausted by arguments. He’s ready to move on.”

	“Sounds like Ric to me.” Mac pats the edge of the bed, and Drea switches her seat, leaning back against the bed next to Mac’s knee. Mac slides her fingers through Drea’s hair, and Drea tilts, leaning against her thigh with a soft sigh. “What happened with Dax anyway? Alaric wasn’t exactly detailed about that, just pissed off.”

	“Nothing.” Drea makes a face. “Dax went out to talk to Orson, and when he came back, he said that Orson’s not happy yet. I don’t think it’s about the war; I think it’s about the Shadows themselves. But we don’t know how to chase them. Maybe Rory and Pawel could do another ritual to summon one, but until we know why what we did wasn’t enough or what we should do instead, I don’t think there’s a point.” She’s quiet for a moment, her eyes closed and a low rumble rising from her throat. “Corbin and I went to the place where she was held. At home.”

	“Mm?” Heather leans forward, and Drea puts up a hand to keep her from getting too close.

	“We went in the house, and it reeks. It smells rotten there, like something horrible happened. There wasn’t any sign of the Shadow, and we couldn’t stay long.” Drea licks her lips and shakes her head. “Not ‘didn’t.’ Couldn’t. We both felt like we had to run, so we did. We ended up in the river, even though it was cold. We needed to get clean.”

	“So that’s a dead end.” Mac’s fingers trail away from Drea, and she falls back on the bed.

	Carolyn carefully gathers up her cards and rewraps them. She’d like to keep shuffling, but with those two cards as the first drawn, she’s certain that any further advice will be down a similar path: keep going, you’re heading the right way, be ready for change. It’s good advice, she supposes, but not necessarily immediately helpful.

	“How about your trip home?” Heather asks.

	Mac laughs dryly. “Awkward. My dad came for Christmas, so it was him, my mom, and my stepdad. Everyone knew that I’d managed to expose myself as the incredible teleporting Emergent girl. Dad’s uncomfortable, and my stepdad thinks I shouldn’t be telling people.” Mac shrugs. “I’m looking forward to practice on Wednesday night. There’s a tournament in February and another one in March, so we’re going to need to push hard to get those who are qualified to compete ready.”

	Carolyn translates that as Mac wants to hit things just like Alaric kept hitting trees over break.

	“It’s going to turn out okay,” Heather says quietly. “Like Carolyn says, we need to be open to the changes that are coming. Roll with them and accept them.”

	“It’d be nice if we could see them coming,” Drea mutters. “It’s all shadows and darkness, and this is one time we can’t see in the dark.”

	Carolyn itches to reach for her deck again, to draw one more card. Just in case it’s something different.

	Just in case it has the answer.

	The problem is, she’s pretty sure that won’t happen. So she lets the deck lie, and when the conversation drifts from the end of the world to Drea talking about Corbin’s antics, she lets that go, too.
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	Kit walks in and drops his bag on the floor by Carolyn’s desk. He flops into her chair, slumped against the back, arms crossed.

	“I know. You don’t want to do this, but it’s the assignment. For the independent study that was your idea,” Carolyn reminds him. “Being predictive doesn’t make you any less of a man.”

	“Being a man makes me less predictive,” Kit shoots back. He reaches for his bag and digs through the front pocket, shoving his hand deep. He pulls out a small royal-blue drawstring bag and opens it, letting cards spill into his palm.

	“You still keep the deck with you,” Carolyn says quietly.

	Kit makes a disgruntled noise. “It’s the deck Mom gave me. Of course I keep it with me. I’ve had it with me since I was little. Remember when we were in kindergarten, and the teacher thought we were bringing satanic tools to school with us?”

	“I guess things got a little easier after the Emergence in that respect.” Carolyn brings out her own deck and starts shuffling it casually. “Did you ever think that maybe cards just aren’t your—?” She cuts off at Kit’s sharp look, and she sets her deck down on the bed. “Okay, fine. Do you want to go first, or should I? Do you have your notebook? Pawel had a ton of variables he wanted us to keep track of.”

	Kit shows a small hardcover notebook with a cover that’s almost the same blue as the drawstring bag. Carolyn’s is a deep, dusky purple, but other than that, the two books could be twins: the same size, same brand, and both with dots making almost-lines on the pages, so it’s easier to sketch out a layout.

	Kit might not think he’s predictive, but he remembers their early training, and he sticks with it. Carolyn thinks the Talent might still be there, buried under the surface. This ritual work that they’re doing with Pawel might bring it out, or it might bury it even more deeply beneath Kit’s dysphoria.

	She opens her book, reaches for a pen, and labels the first page with the date. She draws three rectangles on the page for the cards, leaving space above them for labels and below for notes. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Kit doing the same.

	She thinks for a moment, the tip of her pen between her teeth, her knee drawn up so she can use it as a desk for her notebook. She writes slowly and carefully, framing her thoughts before she begins.

	I just came from dinner; Kit and I planned to meet this evening to do the readings together. He’s not always here when I read, but I’m often around when he does. At least as far as I know, since he says he doesn’t do readings anymore. Heather isn’t here; she’s left so that we can have quiet and privacy. Sometimes the cards do strange things around her, so her absence is good.

	Sitting nearby, Kit hunches over the desk, curling around the notebook while he writes with thoughtful scratches on the page.

	Carolyn continues writing.

	I know this is an assignment, but it’s still a reading, and I hope to learn something about the new year. It seems as if so much is still in flux for everyone I know, while my life continues in the same pattern as it always has. I can see everyone’s possibilities, but for myself, there seems to be only one way forward and it is no different than my past path.

	She places the pen at the center crease and closes the book around it, then sets them aside. She shuffles her deck with intention now, letting the cards slip and slide against each other. She waits until Kit lifts his own cards; he taps the deck against the desk and shuffles. Carolyn uses an overhand shuffle, trading the cards from her left hand to her right, while Kit riffles the cards in two interwoven stacks against the table.

	Carolyn stops when Kit does, and he glances over at her.

	“Same time?” he asks, and she nods.

	She lays out the cards face down across the bed—one, two, three—at the same time as Kit does so on the desk. They set aside their decks and flip the cards in tandem.

	Kit stares down at his cards. “This is one of those days when I’m really glad that my readings are rarely for me.”

	“It’s not that bad,” Carolyn says. Two fives and a nine. Three different suits. It’s got potential, if they can figure out what it means.

	Kit makes a soft noise. “It’s probably muddled anyway.”

	“Fine. Let’s read them. My recent past.” Carolyn touches the card of the Magician that lies on her bed. “Opening up to new magical possibilities, letting go of restraints.”

	“Five of Wands,” Kit says. “Competition.”

	“Or marshaling your resources around your passions,” Carolyn counters. “That’s exactly what you’ve done, right? You’ve changed your life to be honest to yourself, and you’re in the process of trying to find a way to be honest with your Talent as well. The only person you’re competing with is you, Kit.”

	“Nine of Swords,” Kit says, as if he’s not interrupting her. “Time to cut my losses.”

	“You’re anxious. You think everything’s out to get you,” Carolyn says.

	“That could be true, if we were talking about issues with Talent. Which we are.” Kit’s voice is careful. Flat. “It’s a good assessment of my current situation. Yes, I’m anxious. Yes, I’m trying to find a way to stay afloat and a new way forward, and yes, it feels like there will be a bunch of sharp, stabby things coming at my back if I’m not careful.”

	Carolyn licks her lips and drops her gaze. “For being two entirely different cards, ours are similar,” she says quietly. “Three swords piercing something personal. Time to wrap things up and move on.”

	“If you won’t listen to me, will you listen to the cards?” Kit asks dryly. He turns, leaning over the back of the chair to regard her.

	She raises an eyebrow. “You’re asking me to believe the cards you laid on the table are telling me that you can’t predict anything with cards. Irony, Kit. I don’t think you’re as broken as you think you are, and besides—this card is trying to say something about me.”

	“You’re not broken.” He pulls back, brow furrowed. “That doesn’t make sense.”

	“Whatever it means, it leads to a new beginning.” She touches the Ace of Swords. “A fresh start and a chance to stay focused and move down a new path. Such as learning to use ritual and predictive Talent. Together.”

	“Meanwhile, I fall out of love.” Kit tucks the Five of Cups back into his deck, burying it somewhere in the middle before he shuffles them again.

	“You know that’s not what it means.”

	“Five spilled cups,” Kit points out. “I’m all out of love.”

	“You’ve lost something,” Carolyn counters, “or you’re going to lose something. But remember, the cups aren’t completely empty. What matters is still inside you, and you can weather the loss. We can weather it together.”

	“What if it’s something I want to lose?” Kit’s words fall flat as he wraps the deck and buries it back in his bag. “That’s what you have to remember, Caro. I’m not good at predicting things. Maybe I just want to find out what I am good at—find new aspects of magic—because I’m sitting here thinking about the cards, and all I get is a story about how I’m losing things. And I think maybe I’m going to lose the thing I’m actually ready to lose.”

	Carolyn thinks that can’t be it; if Kit needs to lose his predictive Talent, why would the cards be predicting it for him? She’s sure there’s something else they’re not seeing, but she doesn’t have the context for the interpretation. She frowns as she looks from her cards to his.

	“Write it down,” she says. “Everything that Pawel wanted, and anything else that comes to mind. When we’re done with this independent study, we should both be more comfortable with our Talent.”

	“I’m joining Coven,” Kit says. He hunches over his notebook, pen scratching quickly until he sets it down, digs in his bag, and brings out a pouch of colored pencils. He spills them onto Carolyn’s desk. “If I want to know about other Talents, that’s a good place to meet people.”

	“I’ll join, too. I’ve done a few things with them, but I could do more.”

	Kit stops, looking over at her. “You don’t have to be protective and watch over me. I’ll be fine on my own.”

	“I’m joining to help improve my grade, Kit.” Carolyn sketches in the rough image of the Three of Swords, focusing on it as the central card in her reading. The image she sketches isn’t exactly the one from the card; it’s more a depiction of the way it makes her feel. The standard imagery for the card varies; some decks show a heart being pierced, whereas her deck shows a rose. In the image she draws, the three swords are thrust directly into the ground, a fissure appearing in the earth.

	It feels right.

	Kit makes a sound of displeasure. “Fine.”

	Carolyn sets her pen down. “Seriously, Kit, I’m not trying to mother you. You can take care of yourself. I know that.”

	“You get protective.”

	“There’s a reason for that.”

	“I don’t need it.” His voice is flat. He picks up a colored pencil and starts shading something in roughly. “Everything got better when we came to PHU, yes, but I’ve still been staying in the shadows. I’m done with that, Carolyn. I have friends, but I’m not close to people. I don’t talk to them. I’m just that quiet guy, right? The one who got a single his freshman year. The one who hasn’t joined a frat, who doesn’t play sports, who sometimes goes to the gym. The guy who somehow aced orgo and is a natural at cell bio. I’d like to branch out from that.”

	Carolyn stares at the page in front of her, at the three shadowy figures standing behind the swords. There are two in the back and one at the front; the central sword has just been plunged into the ground.

	He looks like Kit.

	She touches it; the ink smears under her fingertip. “I know,” she says quietly. “I’m sorry if I’ve been smothering you. High school—” She stops dead. It’s not something she wants to put into words, and not only for Kit’s sake. That particular sword has points on both ends.

	“High school wasn’t great,” Kit agrees just as quietly. “But we’ve moved on, right? And I’m moving on more. Trust me.” He glances over at her. “And trust yourself, okay?”

	That’s easier said than done. Carolyn smiles, but it wavers, and she knows Kit can probably hear that she’s holding back. “I did ask for Drea as a Little.”

	“I like Drea. She’s good people. Good Clan.” Kit bends back over his work, and Carolyn relaxes. “I’m talking to Pawel this week about partners I can work with to look into developing ritual. People who have more experience with it, but also people who look at it in different ways. There are so many Mages on campus, from so many different backgrounds. Some people are like us, with specific Talents, but there are others who are from broader backgrounds. Who have their own unique, innate abilities.”

	“You’ll follow as Pawel directs, right?”

	Kit gives her a dark look. “Carolyn.”

	She licks her lips. “Sorry. Protective. Sometimes… ritual makes me uncomfortable.” It all goes back to high school.

	Opening up to new magical possibilities. Letting go of restraints.

	That happened, yes, but it wasn’t a positive experience for her. She wants Kit to have all the positivity, to love his life.

	She must remember that this is now, and what happened then won’t happen to him.

	She writes high school under her sketch of the Magician, then closes the book and sets it aside. It’s only Monday evening, and she has until Wednesday to fill in the rest. It can wait. She draws her feet up on the bed and sits, cross-legged and comfortable. “Okay. So talk to me about it. What kind of rituals are you thinking? I know he wants you to use your predictive ability—to see how it can affect rituals. Have you been thinking about anything specific?”

	“I don’t know enough yet,” Kit admits. “I need to get to know people, which is why I need to join Coven. Get to see how my Talent mingles with others’. And I’m sure Pawel will have some suggestions, right? I think it’s going to be an interesting semester.”

	Two readings, two completely different sets of cards. But Carolyn can see how they go together. A major change in the past. A fresh change coming to upset the present. And in the future, new beginnings built out of fresh growth or the spilling of old problems.

	“Yeah, it’s going to be interesting,” Carolyn murmurs.

	According to the cards, everything’s going to change, but they’ll get somewhere when it’s done.

	She can work with that.
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	“It was good to see you both at Coven on Tuesday.” Pawel gestures for Carolyn and Kit to sit in the two chairs in his office. The desk is messier than it had been when they were there on Wednesday to go over their assignments, as if in the absence of Thai curry the paperwork floods back into the space. “I forgot to say that yesterday, but our meeting time was short, and I wanted to make sure we had time to eat and go over your assignments in depth. Do you have any questions about what we discussed?”

	Pawel perches on the edge of the desk, and Carolyn scoots her chair back, giving herself more room. Kit leans back in his chair, puts his feet up on the desk next to Pawel, and crosses his legs at the ankle. Pawel raises an eyebrow but doesn’t argue.

	“About what we discussed at Coven or about the assignment?” Kit asks.

	Pawel shrugs and spreads his hands. “Either. Coven’s not an official part of your independent study, but given that you’re both there now, it’ll presumably play a part. It’s a good place for you to make contacts among the magically Talented. But let’s focus on the assignments first. I’ve been thinking about what you presented yesterday, and I’d like to do something similar this week, but push your limits in a different direction.”

	Kit scowls and crosses his arms. “Such as?”

	Pawel leans forward and gestures. “The discussion you had yesterday was interesting—you deny your Talent, but by echoing your denial, the cards seem to prove your Talent. And Carolyn, your reading shows a distinct wariness but also a hopeful expectation of a good outcome. You both have some specific things you need to work on.”

	Carolyn catches Kit’s glance, shaking her head slightly. It’s fine. Pawel isn’t going to tell her to go confront the demons of her past. He just wants her to step out of her shell. She can do that for a grade. She can learn.

	“I want you to work predictively again this week, to continue working with the cards for now,” Pawel says. He leans back, picks up a folder without looking, and flips through it. “I’ve been cross-referencing members of Coven with known Talents on campus, and then cross-referencing again for those who are already familiar to you. This week, I’d like you to work with a partner, and I think both of the people I’ve suggested will be amenable, even if it means extra work for them.” He grins. “Neither of them ever minds scoring extra points in general.”

	“Have you already talked to them?” Because whoever it is will be wondering why they’re being dragged into someone else’s work, and Carolyn isn’t sure she wants to deal with that. From the way Kit sits up at the question, she guesses he agrees with her.

	“I haven’t,” Pawel says. “Doing so yourselves is part of your assignment. I have a proposed study buddy for each of you, but you can go in a different direction if you want. By next Wednesday I want you to have defined who you will be working with for next week’s assignment.”

	“And that’s it?” Kit asks, voice tight. “That’s all we have to do for next week?”

	Pawel leans back again, hitching one leg up and crossing it over the other. “I want you to think about options for rituals. On Wednesday, I also want you to present me options for types of rituals that you can do with a partner—either the one I’ve proposed or someone else you’ve chosen—that include predictive Talent. I don’t expect a fully designed ritual, but I’d like the skeleton outline of what would be necessary and how you would participate.”

	“With the partner we’ve chosen,” Carolyn says slowly, wanting to specify.

	“Or with another partner, in case your first choice—or my recommendation—doesn’t work out. The ritual assignment isn’t exclusive. In fact”—Pawel taps his knee for emphasis—“be broad. Design the basis of three different types of rituals, and how predictive Talent could help complete them. For example, one could be working with a Weather Witch, another with someone who is Emergent and has a specific Talent. You choose based on the people you know in Coven. They don’t have to be the person you plan to work with, but one of the rituals should be designed around your plan for the following week’s assignment.”

	It sounds complicated. It sounds complicated and messy and time consuming, and Carolyn doesn’t want to think about meshing her abilities with someone else’s.

	“Who were you thinking we should talk to?” Kit asks. He has his notebook balanced on his knee, a purple pen between his fingertips.

	Carolyn should take notes, too, but she just wants to listen for the moment.

	“Carolyn.” Pawel gestures with a pen, pointing the tip at her center. “Your roommate would be an excellent choice. I know she’s working on an internship for credit with Bea in Athletics this semester. Bea spoke to me about it since she needed my approval to get it on Heather’s schedule as an independent study. You and Heather have already spent a lot of time in close proximity—you’ve been roommates since freshman year, right?”

	“Same floor freshman year, but we rushed SigPsiEp together and have been in the same room for the last year and a half,” Carolyn says. She licks her lips and tries to think of ways they could push their Talents together in a single ritual. “She’s not a Mage.”

	“She’s an Empath, so she’s a Mage that only has one specific line of Talent,” Pawel counters. “Empaths are more specific than Weather Witches, less so than someone like you. There are plenty of ways to match your Talents, I think, but you might need to be creative. If Heather doesn’t appeal, you could talk to someone like Nikita. You probably remember her from Coven. Although she’s not your standard Weather Witch. If you want someone who’s more generic, there’s Shane. Jeffrey. I’m sure you can find a hundred Mages on this campus easily. We had a great showing of new people last night, and I also know a dozen Weather Witches other than Nikita. Empaths, however, are rare.”

	And Carolyn has one for a best friend. She knows that Pawel is hinting that she has a unique chance here, but Carolyn isn’t sure that pushing the limits of her friendship with Heather is wise. If anything blows up, they’ll still have to live together in the aftermath.

	He waits, and in the end, she nods. Fine. She’ll try, anyway.

	“What about me?” There’s a tight, defensive note in Kit’s voice.

	Carolyn taps his chair with her toe, and he lets it fall with a thunk. “You want to be someone other than the guy who speaks organic chemistry as a native language,” she reminds him. “That means stepping out of your comfort zone.”

	He glares, and she can’t blame him. She’s the cautious one. The worried one. But she’s trying to be supportive, to help him take steps outside of his usual spaces. Even if it makes her nervous.

	“Thorne Baker,” Pawel says.

	Kit’s brow furrows, head tilted.

	Wait. “Thorne?” Carolyn leans forward. “Are you sure about that? He can be—”

	“—headstrong,” Pawel finishes, though that’s not what Carolyn had planned to say. “He’s gregarious. Willing to work with people. He has more raw ability than many Mages on campus, even if he doesn’t realize it. He has an innate Talent that he can call any time he wants, and does, often, sometimes to disastrous effect. But he also has a strong grounding in magical ritual thanks to his upbringing. He has three Mages for parents, and one of his fathers is part of a Mage commune. He has the background in ritual that you’re looking for, Kit. He’s an excellent choice.”

	“I’ll email him.” It isn’t a yes or a no, and Kit remains tightly pulled together, hands clenched. “It could work. I could learn a lot from him.”

	Carolyn’s knows that Kit’s met Thorne; they were actually sitting on the same side of the room during the Coven meeting. She’s also certain that Kit and Thorne are going to be like oil and water. She’s seen a lot of Thorne this year because of his association with her Little, and she’s not fond of him. He rubs her the wrong way.

	“See what you think after talking to him,” Pawel suggests, “and don’t let him take charge. This is your project. You do it how you see fit. He’ll be part of it to help, not to control it.”

	Kit nods, writing carefully in the notebook.

	Carolyn has questions still. She asks for references on ritual, and Pawel provides a list of readings for her to look at, all concerning the idea that rituals can be combined. Kit writes each one down, and Carolyn knows she can get the notes from him later.

	It’s a quicker session than she’d expected.

	“I have office hours, and you have class,” Pawel says as he releases them.

	“Dinner,” Carolyn corrects, although Kit nods. They don’t do everything together, just a lot. In the last two years, it’s taken a time to get used to the idea that they can have separate schedules and won’t work together constantly.

	In a way, she supposes, this is the right time for this project. No matter how uncomfortable she feels.

	Pawel goes to the other side of his desk and flips open a laptop. Kit shoves his notebook into his backpack, and Carolyn lifts the messenger bag that she never opened, putting the strap across her body.

	“We should go over the assignment together,” Carolyn suggests. “It might help since we have different perspectives on our own rituals. I’ll try to talk to Heather tonight. When are you going to email Thorne?”

	“Not until the weekend.” Kit fiddles with his phone, a slow smile lighting his features as he replies to something. “I need to get a lab written up tonight, and Friday, I’ve got a date.”

	“Date?” Carolyn freezes just outside of Pawel’s door. She shifts to the side when a guy approaches, giving him room to knock and go in. Kit takes a step; Carolyn reaches out and grips his forearm. “You have a date?”

	His jaw sets. “Yes. A date. Serina and I are going to Albany for dinner and a movie. Why?”

	She can think of a dozen reasons why, foremost among them… “You don’t date.”

	“I haven’t dated much,” Kit corrects her, and Carolyn wonders what she’s missed these last two years. What Kit hasn’t mentioned. His brow furrows, and he gently takes her fingers off his arm. “You’re doing the ‘overprotective mother’ thing again, Caro. It’s just a date. You know Serina—she’s friends with Drea and her brother. She’s kind of sweet, a little bubbly, and I like her. And she likes me.”

	“What if—?”

	“Don’t.” Kit cuts her off, taking a step back to put distance between them. “Don’t, Caro. Don’t tell me why I shouldn’t date. Don’t give me reasons to second guess this. Just let me date like everyone else dates. She’s cute. She’s fun. We’ll have a good time. We might do something really insane, like go to an escape room together.”

	Carolyn licks her lips; she purses them when Kit holds up a hand to stop her before she can speak.

	He lowers his voice, hand still up between them. “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” he says sharply. “It’s my life, okay? And if you really feel the need to play some part in this? Try being happy for me.”

	He brushes by her as he stalks off, his shoulder bumping into hers. Bony. Too skinny. All attitude.

	Carolyn bites her lips, closes her eyes, and leans against the wall. Shit.

	“You okay?”

	Carolyn opens her eyes, surprised to see Heather standing nearby with a concerned look on her face. Carolyn’s not okay, and she knows that Heather knows it. She likes that Heather gives her the chance to lie about it, though, and she pastes on a weak smile as she looks at her. “Fine,” she says. “What are you doing here?”

	“I figured that since I just finished class in Thomson, and you were at your independent study here, I’d swing by and grab you for dinner.” Heather shrugs one shoulder. “We’re going over movie-night plans tonight, right?”

	Carolyn thinks she should feel better. She usually feels better when Heather’s around, as if Heather can’t help trying to fix her. “Why aren’t you doing anything?” she asks, following as Heather heads down the hall.

	“Because doing something would be rude,” Heather says. “It’s intrusive, and you should be allowed to feel your feelings, and I shouldn’t fix them just because your bad feelings make me feel bad. Besides, do you want me to fix you?”

	It’s a complicated question, and Carolyn has a feeling there’s an entire Pandora’s box waiting to be opened here. “Am I addicted to you?” Carolyn asks, wrinkling her nose. “Because that’s a really disturbing image.” She exhales and gives in. “Yes. Please.”

	A wave of calm washes over her, and Heather smiles slightly. She puts an arm behind Carolyn’s back, and Carolyn puts her arm across Heather’s shoulders and leans into her. Heather’s shorter, but they move together easily; they’re used to it. “Better?” Heather asks quietly, and Carolyn nods.

	“I don’t think you’re addicted to me,” Heather adds after Carolyn’s had a moment to breathe. “But I think you’re used to me. And I’m used to you letting me do this. And you don’t like bad feelings.”

	That’s a sour taste. “True,” Carolyn agrees.

	“Can I say something that you’re not going to like?” Heather asks.

	She’s going to say it anyway, and then she’s going to wash it all away so Carolyn only hears the words and doesn’t have to deal with the emotions. “Would you ever not?”

	The sense of ease never disappears, wrapping around Carolyn like a warm coat, blunting the edge of Heather’s words. “When you treat him like he can’t handle himself, then you’re the one who’s acting prejudiced. You’re telling him that he can’t be trusted, and that he can’t trust anyone else. That’s no way to live, Carolyn.”

	There’s a swoop in Carolyn’s gut in reaction to her words. The swoop fades swiftly, and she nods, accepting the criticism for what it is. She wants to argue, to say that Kit needs common sense, needs someone to remind him of all the dangers around them.

	But Heather is right. Carolyn needs to let Kit live his own life, not worry that he’s going to fall into the same traps that she did. They are two entirely different human beings, for all that they’re twins. She needs to let him be his own person.
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	Second Position: Crosses

	That which crosses…

	The second card defines what crosses the querent: those forces that affect the querent’s current situation, whether they are from within or are outside of the querent’s control.

	*

	Carolyn’s Reading: The Tower

	A tower crumbles, on fire, set alight by a violent lightning strike. Two people tumble from the tower, flailing and out of control. In the foreground a crown falls, the owner unknown.

	*

	The querent is living through a time of great change. The foundation that they have built crumbles, struck by outside forces and burning from within. Arrogance topples that which has been built. Unforeseen destruction takes apart that which was once stable. The querent is in distress, desiring escape from the catastrophe, and they are in a state of desperation such that they are willing to leap without regard for their safety.

	However, amidst wreckage, there is rebirth. The crown may fall, and the querent may be temporarily dethroned, but this is a time of liberation. The past is ending. The only way to go is forward. The querent should embrace change, accept it, and move ahead.

	*

	Kit’s Reading: The Four of Pentacles

	A man sits at a table within a well-appointed room. The finery he wears and his demeanor show him to be dominant to the woman he addresses. Her eyes are cast down, avoiding the four pentacles prominently displayed within a luxurious frame mounted upon the wall.

	*

	The querent clings to objects from the past, keeping artifacts and memories in the form of property. This is not without merit, as the querent has found and built things of great value. The querent has the gift of legacy, which breeds prosperity and talent.

	But within the pride there is warning: if the querent clings too hard to the past, they may never be able to reach the future. The querent should rejoice in the legacy they have been given, but they should also turn an eye to the time ahead, to learn how those gifts may be best used.

	At the same time, the querent must learn to listen to those who would provide counsel, rather than believing that they alone know best. They must accept aid when it is offered in order to move forward.

	 


That Which Crosses

	 


5

	Carolyn translates in fits and starts, Latin words eluding her this afternoon. The piece isn’t due this week; she’s attempting to decide if this is going to be the source for a project. Thus far, she’s not sure, irritated by how complicated the text seems to be. The problem is, she’s not sure if the difficulty is with the text or her own mind. Her gaze keeps drifting back to her notebook, her fingers itching like there’s a reading she’s meant to do. There isn’t, not now, and she can’t think why she would. But instinct leads her to set down her pen and push her books to the back of her desk. She pulls the cards out of her pack, spills them into her hand, and starts shuffling.

	“Carolyn.” Heather sits on her own bed, bouncing a little. “Nikita’s coming over. Is there any chance we can work up here? It’s too noisy downstairs.”

	Carolyn slides her thumb across the slick surface of the card, shuffles again, and sets the deck down. “Are you working on a project?”

	“It’s my independent study with Bea.” Heather hitches herself up, crossing her legs. “We went over several possible projects for the semester, but a lot won’t work. Tuning my emotional resonance to a level that doesn’t spill over is going to be nearly impossible while I’m handling social aspects here in the house, so we might try those kinds of projects another semester. When I’m less overwhelmed by the people around me.”

	That implies that Heather is considering moving out of the sorority house. They’ve only got one year of college after this; there aren’t many other semesters to use for projects. If she does, Carolyn will have to find a new roommate. It’s not a thought that thrills Carolyn, and she reminds herself that Heather hasn’t actually said anything about leaving yet.

	Carolyn toys with the cards, keeping her expression blank. She doesn’t think Heather is reading her right now, but in case she is, she’d rather appear neutral.

	“Obviously I have control issues,” Heather mutters. “At least in the eyes of some people. So, Bea suggested that I work with a single person who is also having control issues with their Talent, and that we might be able to leverage my Empathy to help them. Her.” She gestures toward the door and the bed. “That’s why Nikita’s coming over. She’s been doing well since she spent some time with a Dreamweaver, and she’s still seeing her regularly, but she’s also got more anxiety and a lot more stress. Not to mention sleep issues. So.” Heather spreads her hands. “We’ll work together.”

	“I’ll relocate.” Carolyn stacks her books for the translation project on the back of the desk; if it’s too distracting for Heather downstairs, Carolyn’s not going to be able to translate there. She grabs her laptop, figuring she’ll check the LMS sites for her classes, see what else she can get done over the weekend. There might be some online readings waiting for her.

	Oh, right. That reminds her.

	“Hey, Heather?”

	“Hm?”

	Heather’s got her own independent study, and this might not be the best idea, but Pawel did suggest it. And it saves Carolyn the effort of trying to find a different Mage who might be a good match. “I was wondering if you’d be willing to work on a project with me as well,” Carolyn asks slowly. “Maybe not for the whole semester, and I’m not sure exactly what it will be yet. But if you’re interested, I’ll come up with some options and pass them by you before I bring them to Pawel.”

	“I feel like I came in at the middle of whatever you’re talking about.” Heather slides off the bed and starts picking things up from around the room. Carolyn would offer to help, but Heather’s the messy one so it’s all her stuff. “Try again?”

	“My independent study,” Carolyn clarifies. “I need a partner who is a Mage with a different focus than predictive magic. The goal is to work on rituals that combine the two different specialties, and Pawel suggested that since you and I are good friends, you might be a good partner for me. I could design a ritual that uses your Empathy to focus my emotions to change the focus on a reading. Maybe. I don’t know yet.”

	“How much do you think I’d need to—?” There’s a rap on the door, and Heather nudges it open. She smiles brightly. “Hey, Nikita. Come on in.”

	“Am I interrupting?” Nikita makes a face. “I can come back if it’s a bad time. I might be a little earlier than I said I would be. Tammy said Mom was going to call me, and I figured that if I happened to leave my phone in my room, I wouldn’t have to deal with that.”

	“Trouble at home?” Heather says sympathetically.

	Nikita snorts, shaking her head. She grabs Heather’s desk chair and curls up on it. “You don’t know the half of it. For one, I’m a good little Weather Witch who can’t possibly be Emerging as a Dreamweaver, no matter what the evidence says. So nightmares? Had to spend break pretending those weren’t happening. And admittedly, they are better when I’m not on campus. But then there’s the whole thing where I finally came out to them. The first half of break, Mom sent me out on blind dates with guys to try to change my mind; by the last week I was home, she was setting me up with nice girls instead. That wasn’t bad—I made some new friends—but I think Mom’s still thinking I’m going to get it out of my system and come home and marry a nice boy and give her grandbabies. As if I can’t have kids without a guy involved.”
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