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        * * *

      

      The ancient forest lay still in the darkness as the seers walked the familiar path toward the sacred grove. Moonlight filtered through branches older than memory, casting silver patterns across moss-covered stones worn smooth by countless gatherings. The head seer, Kalana, moved with the quiet confidence of one who had walked this path for ages, keeping her focus forward—there was no fear that any would lose their way.

      They had all made this pilgrimage many times over, their feet knowing each root and hollow by heart. Yet each time they approached the gathering circle, anticipation thrummed through her veins as though this were her first calling to the Aumahnee. One never knew what wisdom the divine ones would choose to share, what glimpses of fate would unfold in the sacred smoke.

      Looking ahead through the thinning trees, Kalana smiled. She had always treasured these nights when the veil between worlds grew thin.

      The grove opened before them like a cathedral of living wood, ancient oaks standing sentinel around a circular clearing. At its heart lay the fire pit, carved from a single block of granite by the first seers generations ago, surrounded by worn stone benches polished smooth by centuries of use—testament to the unchanging nature of their order.

      Kalana approached her bench, the one facing due north toward the constellation of the Seeker, and paused. Behind her, the other seers fanned out in their eternal circle, each taking position before their appointed seat. The soft shuffle of robes and quiet footfalls created a gentle rhythm, broken only by the hurried steps of young Berin, their newest scribe, who clutched her leather satchel of parchments and quills with reverent care.

      The ritual demanded precision. Only when the head seer took her place could the others follow. Kalana settled onto the cool stone, feeling the familiar grooves worn by her predecessor and her predecessor's predecessor. Around the circle, fourteen seers found their seats in perfect unison, the synchronicity born of centuries of shared practice.

      Across from her, Mikelle rose with the fluid grace of long custom. As keeper of the flame, her role was sacred—perhaps the most crucial of all their duties. The fire must be built just so, or the Aumahnee might turn their divine sight elsewhere, leaving the seers blind to the currents of fate flowing through the worlds.

      Kalana watched with appreciation as Mikelle worked. First, the foundation of rowan wood, each piece selected for its straightness and the clarity of its grain. The mystical tree's power would anchor their vision, providing a bridge between the earthly realm and the divine sphere where the Aumahnee dwelled. Layer by careful layer, she constructed a perfect pyramid, leaving channels for air to feed the flames that would come.

      Then came the quickening herbs—dried moonbell petals that shimmered silver even in the darkness, sage blessed by morning dew, and the precious heartleaf gathered only during the dark of the new moon. Mikelle scattered them with reverence across the waiting wood. Their smoke would lift the seers' consciousness, opening their inner sight to receive the Aumahnee's visions.

      If even one step was performed incorrectly, if the proportions were wrong or the builder's heart was not pure, the ritual would fail. The divine ones were generous but not indiscriminate. They shared their sight only with those who approached with proper respect and preparation.

      While Mikelle worked her careful magic, Kalana studied the faces of her seers. All appeared serene, their expressions reflecting the peace that came from a life of dedicated service. A few wore small smiles—like her, they anticipated the profound joy of communion with the Aumahnee, that moment when mortal consciousness expanded to touch the infinite. It brought a completeness to the soul that no earthly pleasure could match.

      At last, Mikelle stepped back from the perfectly constructed pyre and inclined her head toward Kalana. The deep respect in her gesture warmed her heart. She backed away and took her place on her bench, hands resting quietly in her lap.

      Now came Kalana's part in their ancient dance. She rose, extending her right hand toward the fire pit while her left pressed against her heart. The summoning words whispered from her lips in the old tongue, syllables that predated the common speech by thousands of years. Power stirred within her, divine gift recognizing sacred purpose.

      A flame burst to life in her palm, cool to her skin but bright as a fallen star. She stepped forward until her hand hovered over the center of the waiting wood, then turned her palm downward. The flame fell like a blessing, and within heartbeats the kindling caught. Fire raced along the prepared channels, embracing the rowan wood with eager tongues of gold and crimson.

      The quickening herbs ignited with a soft whisper, releasing their sacred smoke. The scent was indescribable—part flower garden at dawn, part mountain spring, part something that existed only in dreams. Tendrils of silver-white mist began to rise, gradually thickening until the entire circle was shrouded in gentle, luminous fog.

      Kalana returned to her seat, already feeling the familiar shift in consciousness as the blessed smoke worked its magic. She looked around the circle, making eye contact with each of her seers in turn. To each she offered a small, solemn bow—both permission and invitation to join the sacred communion. Each returned the gesture, granting their consent and acknowledging her role as their guide into the realm of vision.

      Behind her, young Berin rustled her parchments, preparing to record whatever wisdom the Aumahnee chose to share.

      The transformation always amazed her. One by one, as the mystical smoke thickened around them, her seers' eyes began to change. The familiar brown, hazel, blue, and gray gave way to the brilliant gold of new spring shoots—the telling eyes that marked them as vessels for divine sight. It was a gift that could not be earned, only bestowed.

      When the last pair of eyes had turned to that luminous glow, Kalana felt the presence arrive. It was like being embraced by starlight itself, as though an ancient and benevolent friend had come to sit beside her, sharing its infinite warmth and wisdom. The Aumahnee had answered their call once more.

      "Let your eyes see," she intoned, her voice carrying clearly through the sacred mist.

      "So we are shown," came the unified response from the circle.

      "So shall it be," Kalana completed the invocation.

      She turned her attention to the fire, now wreathed in the silver-white smoke that would carry their vision. Sometimes the images came immediately, striking with such force that she gasped aloud. Tonight felt different. The Aumahnee were in no hurry, their divine patience a reminder that mortal urgency meant nothing in the face of eternal wisdom.

      The smoke swirled and danced, gradually forming shapes in its gossamer depths. Several figures emerged from the mist—tall forms that looked like men, though something about their bearing seemed otherworldly. Their features remained obscured by the thick vapor, but she could see one, a man, carried a sword while extending his other hand toward a companion, offering something she could not quite discern…

      Without warning, the vision shattered.

      The mist before her pulled away as though blown by a sudden, cold wind. Darkness rushed in to fill the void, and Kalana blinked in shock, finding herself staring at ordinary firelight instead of divine revelation. The telling eyes had faded back to their natural colors around the circle, leaving her seers looking as bewildered and disoriented as she felt.

      This had never happened before. Never in all of her centuries of leading the circle had a vision been torn away so abruptly. The Aumahnee had never withdrawn their sight in this way.

      All but one seer had returned to ordinary consciousness. Mikelle remained standing, her hand stretched toward something only she could see, her eyes blazing with that brilliant glittering gold. The mist that had abandoned the rest of them now gathered around her like a living thing, flowing toward the ring of ancient oaks that bordered their clearing.

      A ripple of uncertain whispers ran through the circle.

      Kalana raised her hand, and silence fell immediately. "We are not given to know the manner in which the Aumahnee choose to share their wisdom," she said, keeping her voice calm and reassuring despite her own confusion. "Let us wait and witness what they reveal to our sister.”

      The murmurs ceased. Around the circle, fourteen pairs of very mortal eyes fixed on Mikelle as she stepped beyond the boundary of their sacred space, drawn by a vision only she could perceive.

      Kalana rose smoothly, gesturing for young Berin to follow. "Come," she said quietly. "If she speaks, we must ensure her words are preserved."

      The scribe scrambled to gather her materials, nearly dropping the inkwell in her haste. Together they moved closer to Mikelle, careful to maintain enough distance to avoid disrupting her communion with the divine while remaining close enough to hear whatever revelation might come.

      Mikelle stopped between two massive oaks, their lowest branches still too high to touch. The trees seemed to lean inward, creating a natural gateway wreathed in shifting mist.

      "Why are you here?" Mikelle's whispered question carried clearly in the still air.

      Kalana peered into the billowing fog where Mikelle directed her words. At first she saw nothing but swirling vapor, but gradually a shape began to emerge—the vague outline of a figure, tall and still. Her breath caught. Was this one of the mysterious beings from her interrupted vision?

      "Tell me who you are." Mikelle's voice had sharpened, taking on an edge that made Kalana's skin prickle with unease. "Why are you here? You have no business in this sacred place."

      The anger in her tone struck Kalana in its fierceness, so unlike the Mikelle she knew. In all her years of witnessing visions, she had never heard such hostility from a seer in communion with the Aumahnee. This was a place of peace and revelation, not confrontation. What could she be seeing that would provoke such a response?

      Worried whispers began to spread around the circle again. Kalana lifted her hand once more, though she shared their concern. Something was very wrong here.

      Then Mikelle turned toward her, and she saw that her eyes still blazed with that brilliant gold fire. The telling eyes meant she remained in the hands of the Aumahnee, despite her harsh words. When she spoke again, her voice had transformed—no longer angry, but carrying the distinctive cadence of divine revelation. Even young Berin recognized the change, her quill scratching across parchment as she began to record.

      The words that flowed through Mikelle came in the formal speech of prophecy, each syllable precisely articulated:

      
        
        "In a time of great turmoil, in a land mundane,

        Peace will prevail when ruled by one name.

        Through strife and war, across realms and ages,

        Peace will come, its path unseen by mages.

        The day is done. Let three become one."

      

      

      The final words echoed through the grove like a bell tolling, seeming to resonate in the very stones beneath their feet. Then Mikelle pressed both hands to her forehead and spoke once more, her voice heavy with exhaustion:

      "It is finished. The seeing is complete."

      Silence descended over the gathering like a shroud. Even the fire seemed to burn more quietly, as though it too waited to understand what had just occurred.

      Mikelle blinked once, twice, and the gold fire faded from her eyes. She looked around with growing confusion, then understanding dawned. The expression of horror that washed over her features made Kalana's heart clench.

      "What have I done?" she whispered, her voice breaking. "I broke the circle. I abandoned the sacred unity."

      Her knees buckled. Kalana was close enough to catch her before she fell, and three other seers rushed to her aid. Together they carried Mikelle back to the fire, laying her gently on the soft grass within the circle's embrace. Kalana knelt beside her, taking her cold hand in both of hers.

      The other seers gathered close, their faces etched with worry and confusion. Fear spread among them like ripples on a dark pond, and Kalana felt it seeping into her own heart despite her efforts to remain calm.

      Stop this, she commanded herself. There is nothing to fear here.

      This was clearly still a divine vision, even if it had unfolded in an unprecedented manner. Just because the Aumahnee had shared their sight through the unified circle for hundreds of years didn't mean they were bound to continue doing so forever. The divine ones were not constrained by mortal expectations or traditions.

      She looked up at the anxious faces surrounding her, seeing her own uncertainty reflected in their eyes. "It is not our place to question how the Aumahnee choose to share their wisdom with us," she said firmly. "We have witnessed something extraordinary tonight, not something to fear. Let us wait and see what understanding comes."

      Mikelle's eyes fluttered open, immediately seeking hers. "Kalana, I'm sorry," she whispered, her hand tightening around the head seer’s. "I didn't mean to⁠—"

      "There is nothing to forgive," she interrupted, putting gentle steel in her voice. She needed to eliminate any doubt about this, both for Mikelle's sake and for the stability of their order. "The Aumahnee share their sight as they will, not as we expect them to. They are not bound by our traditions, however ancient and sacred they may be."

      She accompanied her words with a reassuring smile, and after a moment of searching her face, Mikelle relaxed. Her desperate grip on her hand gentled.

      "What did you see?" she asked. "Can you share it with us?"

      She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "Yes. I remember it clearly."

      "Please, sit if you can manage it."

      She helped Mikelle to a seated position, then gestured for the other seers to return to their places around the circle. The fire had burned lower but still provided warm, steady light. Some of her seers continued to wring their hands or murmur quiet prayers, their distress evident.

      This wouldn't do. They needed to hear Mikelle's account and restore some sense of order to their sacred space. She needed to guide them back from fear to understanding, to help them see this as revelation rather than catastrophe.

      Once everyone had settled, Mikelle began her account. She described the figures in the mist—two of them, she was certain, though neither human nor divine. Their faces had remained hidden, their gender and race impossible to determine. What was clear was their otherness, their fundamental difference from anything in the natural or supernatural realms the seers understood.

      "They were strangers in the truest sense," Mikelle said, her voice growing stronger as she spoke. "Beings from beyond our world, our understanding. The first carried a weapon—not just a sword, but something that seemed to cut through reality itself. The second..." She paused, pressing fingers to her temples. "The second was offering something. A choice, perhaps, or a gift. I couldn't see what, but the weight of it was enormous."

      She recounted the prophecy she had spoken, the words flowing from her with the same precision they had carried in her vision state. Young Berin looked up from her parchment and nodded to confirm she had recorded everything accurately.

      "Thank you, Mikelle." Kalana's voice carried across the circle with quiet authority. "You have served both the vision and our order with honor tonight. The revelation has been preserved, and though we could not share the sight with you as is our usual blessing, we have been given the wisdom through your voice. For this, we are grateful."

      She looked around the circle, noting the gradual relaxation in her seers' postures as familiar ritual restored their sense of stability. This had been unprecedented, yes, but not destructive. Perhaps even necessary.

      Perhaps this is how the Aumahnee mean to prepare us for change, she mused. Perhaps they are showing me who will lead when my time in this circle ends.

      "Let us close the circle," she said.

      At her quiet words, all the seers rose. Mikelle stood with them, steadier now, and they arranged themselves around the fire pit. Together they extended their hands toward the flames, calling down the gentle rain that would end their ceremony. Water fell from the clear night sky in silver drops, hissing against the burning wood until only glowing coals remained, then cooling even those to ash and memory.

      The sweet smoke of the quickening herbs lingered in the air like incense, a reminder of the sacred space they had shared.

      Kalana looked around the circle one final time. Tonight had shaken them all, herself included, but they had weathered it together. She would remain watchful for other signs of change, but she would not allow her seers to be crippled by fear of the unknown.

      "So we are shown," she said, infusing her voice with warmth and confidence.

      Around the circle, fourteen voices responded in perfect unison: "So shall it be."

      As the seers began to disperse, returning to their separate paths through the forest, Kalana remained beside the cooling fire. The prophecy echoed in her mind: Peace will prevail when ruled by one name... Let three become one.

      Whatever was coming, whatever those mysterious strangers represented, the Aumahnee had seen fit to warn them.

      She would be ready.
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      I should have known something was brewing when Calyx asked me to spend the night last night. She didn't normally ask that of me—she knew better than anyone that things between Mother and me were... intense, to put it lightly. Our family home had become a minefield over the years, each room holding memories of slights and disappointments that cut deeper than I would ever admit out loud. The grand foyer where Mother had once told me my magic was "disappointingly weak" for a Blaine. The library where she'd compared my spell-casting unfavorably to Calyx's natural talent. Even the kitchen, where I'd overheard her telling a friend that she "worried about Marigold's future prospects."

      "I know it's your birthday, and I know Mom can be a pain, but I'm here, and we're the best of family, so you have to come!" Calyx's voice bubbled through the phone with that particular enthusiasm she got when she was trying to convince me of something.

      The phrase best of family was her spin on ‘best of friends,’ only better. She sounded so earnest it was impossible to refuse. "And happy almost-twenty-one! Please, Marigold? I want to celebrate your big one with you before you move away forever and I never see you again!"

      The dramatic flair was pure Calyx. She had a gift for making everything sound like the end of the world, even when we both knew I had no plans to leave or move anywhere. Well, not anywhere far, anyway. Even though once I turned twenty-one, I could. The thought had crossed my mind more than once lately—packing up my little apartment and finding somewhere new, somewhere the Blaine family name didn't carry weight and expectations.

      And it wasn't that I was unhappy about being asked—not at all. In fact, the opposite was true. It was nice to be remembered, to have someone who actually cared that I was about to hit a milestone birthday. It felt good to have a fuss made over me, even if it was just by one person. My sister's call was like a small bright spot in what had been shaping up to be a thoroughly depressing day.

      If I was being honest, it had been a long week. Actually, more like a long month. I hadn't been sleeping well, and night after night of restless dreams was starting to catch up with me in ways that went beyond simple tiredness. I found myself jumping at shadows, my nerves frayed to the point where the slightest unexpected noise made my heart race.

      For the past several weeks, I'd been chased by these unsettling dreams—or rather, variations of the same dream that visited me just about every night. They snuck in like thieves, disrupting what little peace I could find in sleep, and their effects even crept into my thoughts while I was awake. The dreams had a sticky quality to them, clinging to my consciousness long after I'd opened my eyes and tried to shake them off.

      The Somnias potion I'd bought from Janie at the apothecary downtown hadn't done anything for the dreams. I'd followed the instructions exactly—three drops in warm milk before bed, consumed while focusing on peaceful thoughts. Nothing. If anything, the dreams had gotten more vivid, more invasive. To say it had been exhausting would be an understatement. I felt like I was living half my life in a world I couldn't control, at the mercy of whatever dark corner of my subconscious was manufacturing these nightly torments.

      No matter how the dreams began—and they varied wildly in their opening scenes—the progression was always eerily similar. Sometimes I'd start out running for my life through empty city streets, my footsteps echoing off buildings while something unseen pursued me. Other times I'd find myself trapped in a dark alley where the walls seemed to close in with each passing second. The setting might be a graveyard where the headstones shifted and moved when I wasn't looking directly at them, or I'd be lost in thick, sticking fog that muffled sound and made every direction look the same.

      But regardless of how they began, the end of each dream was always, always the same. I would find myself on my knees, gasping for breath that wouldn't come, my body wracked with excruciating pain that felt more real than any dream had a right to feel. And there, towering over me like some dark sentinel, would be the mystery man, looking down at me with an expression I could never quite read.

      His features were always obscured, hidden in shadow as if light itself bent away from his face. All except for his eyes, which were hooded beneath dark, heavy brows. Whoever he was, he had the most wonderful, warm, dreamy green eyes I'd ever seen—awake or asleep. They were the kind of eyes that should have been comforting, that should have made me feel safe.

      But they didn't.

      As nice as his eyes were, they did nothing to quell the feelings my dream-self was always having in those final moments: dread that turned my insides to water and made me feel hollow and weightless. Heart-pounding fear that seemed black and endless, like staring into an abyss that stared back. Sweaty panic that rattled my ribcage and made my breathing feel shallow and shaky, as if my lungs had forgotten how to work properly.

      There wasn't much about the dreams that made a lot of sense when I tried to analyze them in the cold light of day. The scenes jumped around without logic, the timeline felt fractured, and the details were always just slightly wrong, the way dream-logic tends to be. But there was one thing that came through with crystal clarity every single time: someone wanted me dead.

      The certainty of it was absolute, undeniable.

      Was it the man with the beautiful green eyes? I couldn't tell. He never revealed his intentions, never spoke, never moved beyond that silent watching. His face remained a mystery while his eyes bore into mine with an intensity that left me feeling exposed and vulnerable. I had no idea what he wanted or why he appeared in my dreams night after night, because it all came to me in pieces—fragments that refused to form a complete picture no matter how hard I tried to fit them together.

      Unfortunately, the dreams scared me out of sleeping. I'd taken to staying awake as long as possible, drinking coffee late into the night and finding excuses to keep busy until exhaustion finally dragged me under. Even then, I'd wake up multiple times, heart pounding, checking the shadows in my room for threats that weren't there.

      But none of that was my sister's fault, and there was no point in explaining to her the absinthe-eyed man who'd been keeping me awake every night. How could I tell her that I was afraid to close my eyes? That I'd started leaving lights on like a child afraid of monsters under the bed? She'd worry, and Calyx had enough to deal with living in that house full-time.

      So while I detested going back to the house I'd grown up in—the place that held more painful memories than happy ones—I was truly grateful that Calyx had called. Her voice was like a lifeline, pulling me out of the dark spiral of my thoughts.

      It was, after all, my birthday. My twenty-first birthday, which should have been a celebration, a milestone for a witch, a day when family gathered to mark the passage into awakening and true magical adulthood.

      Not that my parents were doing a damn thing to celebrate. Hell, to them, it wasn't even a day worth taking note of, unless you considered my mother's social calendar more important than her own daughter's major birthday. Which, apparently, she did.

      The indifference shouldn't have stung anymore. I was old enough to know better than to expect anything different from them. But birthdays had a way of making me feel like a child again, hoping for something that was never going to come. I'd spent the morning trying not to check my phone every five minutes, waiting for a call or text that I knew wouldn't arrive.

      Instead of having a celebration for their oldest daughter, my parents had chosen to host a dinner party for my mother's cousin, who also happened to be the Governor, and his political cronies. The timing couldn't have been coincidental—Mother was too calculating for that. This was deliberate, a message as clear as if she'd written it in the sky: your big moment doesn't matter.

      You don’t matter.

      My birthday aside, the party left my sister to fend for herself in a house full of strangers and political schmoozing. We were never included in my mother's party plans unless she felt it would help her image politically, which wasn't often. When we were little girls, Calyx and I were props to be wheeled out when needed and hidden away when we might interfere with the adults' important business. But that time had long since passed.

      Calyx being on her own wasn't a big deal—she was seventeen, after all, practically an adult herself—but she was still my little sister. Despite everything, I felt protective of her. She normally came to my place when our parents hosted an event, partly to escape the chaos and partly because anything beat being at Blaine Mansion during one of Mother's productions. And that went double when there was a political event involved.

      The staff would be running around frantically, trying to anticipate her every need before she could find fault. The house would be filled with the kind of people who measured their words carefully and smiled without warmth, all of them trying to gain favor or position. The air itself seemed to thicken with pretense and calculation.

      It irritated me that even now, after all this time and all the distance I'd tried to put between us, I could still feel the pang of that rejection. It was something so petty, really—a party scheduled on the wrong day—but it lodged itself under my skin like a splinter. There it was, a thorn burrowed so deep it would take more than the passing of time to remove it.

      Calyx, ever the peacemaker, always tried to smooth things over between Mother and me. She'd make excuses, offer alternative explanations, and try to find ways to soften the sharp edges of our family's dysfunction. But we both knew there wasn't much that could be done to make up for our mother. Some wounds ran too deep for band-aids.

      "Say you'll come," she said, and I could hear the hope in her voice, tinged with something that might have been desperation.

      "I don't know," I persisted, though I was already weakening. The thought of spending my birthday alone in my apartment, avoiding the dreams and pretending everything was fine, suddenly seemed more depressing than facing the chaos at home. "You know how she gets when she's hosting." I sighed loudly for my sister's benefit, making sure she understood the magnitude of what she was asking.

      Mother was unpleasant on every occasion—that was simply her default state—but when she had an audience, especially an important political audience, she could be absolutely unbearable. Her already sharp tongue would become razor-edged, her criticism more cutting, her expectations impossibly high. Everyone in the house would feel the pressure to be perfect, to avoid any mistake that might reflect poorly on her carefully crafted image.

      Calyx didn't attempt to dispute the facts. She couldn't—she lived there too, witnessed the same cold treatment, saw the same calculated cruelty. Our family was what it was, and pretending otherwise wouldn't change anything. She did try to work around it, though, which was so typically Calyx. Always looking for solutions, always trying to make the best of bad situations.

      "But I baked you a cake, Marigold! Please?" Her voice took on that wheedling tone she'd perfected as a child, the one that had gotten her out of trouble and into my good graces more times than I could count.

      I could hear her pout through the phone, could picture her lower lip jutting out just slightly, her dark eyes wide with appeal. It was a look that had worked on me since she was tiny, and she knew it.

      It wasn't like I had other plans. Sad, I know, but that was the reality of my social life. Most of the friends I'd had in school had drifted away after graduation, moving on to colleges or careers that took them far from our small city while I used the guise of a gap year to just take a break and find myself. The few who'd stayed were either intimidated by my family name or uninterested in the complications that came with being close to a Blaine.

      But of all nights, tonight was a night I really didn't want to be alone, but I really didn't want to see Mother, didn't want to risk having my birthday completely ruined by whatever cutting remark she might make. "Are you sure you don't want to come here? You and the cake?" I asked, grasping for alternatives. "My neighbors are back in town. I think I saw Brandon this morning..."

      I teased her with the mention of my neighbor's younger brother, who was undeniably attractive in that wholesome, all-American way that should have appealed to teenage girls everywhere. He was the kind of boy mothers approved of—polite, well-mannered, with a bright future ahead of him and nothing whatsoever to do with the magical world. It was an old tease between us, especially now that Calyx had a boyfriend, although given what I knew of her current romantic situation, I wished she would take interest in the very boring, very safe, very normal Brandon instead.

      It was Calyx's turn to sigh, and I could hear the weight of it through the phone. "No. Seriously, Marigold. You should be home to celebrate. With me." She paused, and I could almost hear her thinking, searching for the right words to heap more guilt onto the pile she was already building. "You know, Mother's not the only person who lives here."

      The words hit their mark, as she'd known they would. Calyx had always been good at finding my weak spots, though she used that skill to bring me closer rather than to wound me. She was right, of course. The house wasn't just Mother's domain—it was my family home, the place where I'd grown up, where I should feel welcomed and loved.

      I didn't know how to explain to my sister that nothing about the Blaine Mansion on Holly Street said home to me anymore. Maybe it never really had, or maybe those feelings had been slowly eroded over the years by a thousand small rejections and casual cruelties.

      She'd never understand. She couldn't. Not really.

      My sister's experience in our family was the opposite of mine in just about every way where our parents were concerned. The contrast was so stark it was almost comical, if it hadn't been so painful. Calyx was the special one, their prize, the daughter they used to proudly display at public events and brag about to their friends. I was tolerated at best, treated like an unfortunate obligation that had to be endured rather than celebrated.

      Calyx was showered with attention—her achievements celebrated, her opinions solicited, her presence welcomed in family discussions. I was treated like part of the scenery, acknowledged only when absolutely necessary and dismissed as quickly as possible. I realized how that sounded, believe me. I wasn't trying to be a sour-grapes-loving, pity-party-throwing martyr-fool. It was simply the truth, as observable and undeniable as the color of the sky.

      While Calyx knew all of this, had witnessed it firsthand and understood my reality intellectually, she didn't live it. How could she? She moved through our family's world wrapped in their approval and affection, while I navigated the same spaces feeling like an intruder who might be asked to leave at any moment.

      It hadn't always been that way. I had clear memories of being happy for many years, of feeling like a real part of the family rather than an unwelcome addition. There had been birthday parties and family vacations, moments when my parents seemed proud of me, times when Mother's smile had been genuine rather than dutiful.

      There were even scattered memories of times when my mother and father had laughed together, like normal people did—real laughter that filled rooms and made everyone around them feel lighter. But that was in the before-times, as I'd come to think of them. When my dad didn't just fade into the background and try not to be seen, when he still had opinions and voiced them, when he hadn't yet learned that disappearing was safer than to risk drawing Mother's ire.

      When my Aunt Beatrice was still alive.

      I do think Calyx was always the favorite—even in my earliest memories, there was something special about the way our parents looked at her, spoke to her, included her in things. But the favoritism had been subtle then, overshadowed by what seemed like genuine affection for both of us. Something had changed after my Aunt Beatrice died eight years ago, and that's when I noticed an escalation in the tensions, a sharpening of the divide between Calyx and me in our parents' eyes.

      That's when Mother became icy toward me in ways that went beyond normal parental frustration. The coldness became deliberate, calculated. Her anger toward me seemed to grow more pointed, and maybe even worse than anger—sometimes I caught her looking at me with something that looked dangerously close to apathy, as if I'd become so irrelevant she couldn't even be bothered to dislike me anymore.

      It always seemed weird to me that anything with Mother had been affected by Aunt Beatrice's death, because all the evidence suggested that she and her sister had never been close at all. In fact, they'd seemed to barely tolerate each other during family gatherings, their conversations polite but strained, their interactions carefully managed to avoid conflict.

      Growing up, my family had gone to see Aunt Beatrice regularly—every few weeks, even though looking back, it was clearly obligation on my mother’s part. As kids, Calyx and I had spent lots of time at her house without our parents, and those visits were some of my happiest childhood memories. Aunt Beatrice had been warm and welcoming in ways our own home never quite managed, full of stories and laughter and the kind of unconditional acceptance that made you feel valued just for being yourself.

      But even then, it had been clear that my mother didn't enjoy those visits. She'd sit stiffly in Aunt Beatrice's living room, checking her watch and making pointed comments about the time, the weather, Aunt Beatrice herself, eager to cut the visits short and get home. There had been an undercurrent of tension between the sisters that I'd been too young to understand but old enough to sense.

      All of that was ancient history now. Aunt Beatrice was gone, and whatever secrets or tensions had existed between her and Mother had been buried with her. Even though it seemed Mother’s ire definitely remained.

      And now with me coming of age, I'd already noticed an increase in my power over the past few months—spells that used to require effort now came easily, my magic had more intensity, more precision, effects that lasted longer and felt more substantial.

      In other magical families, this would have been a time of guidance and celebration. The mother would work closely with her daughter, helping her understand and control her new abilities, sharing family magical traditions and secrets. It would have been nice to have my mother, who was undeniably the stronger witch, helping me navigate this transition like other witches in other families did.

      But instead of getting more involved with me as my power grew, the only thing that had increased in Mother was her disdain for me. She seemed almost threatened by my development, uncomfortable with the changes in my magical abilities. Rather than offering guidance or support, she'd grown even more absent, more dismissive.

      I'd stopped asking myself why years ago. The question led nowhere productive and only served to reopen wounds that were better left alone. Without Aunt Beatrice, I had no one to talk to, no one to ask questions of. Mother had never encouraged us being close with others in the magical community. It was as it she believed only she got to engage with other witches.

      I shook my head, trying to physically dislodge the dark thoughts. That was the past, and that's where it needed to remain. I needed to focus on the present and moving forward, not on old hurts that couldn't be changed.

      Still, Mother’s decision to host her party tonight felt like the final nail in the coffin of our relationship. It was such a clear statement of her priorities, such an obvious dismissal of my importance to the family. Bringing it up wouldn't change anything between us—if anything, it would probably give her pleasure to know she'd gotten to me, that her subtle cruelty had found its mark.

      Making a big deal of it would only make Calyx sad, and that was the last thing I wanted. As much as it sucked being deemed irrelevant in Mother's eyes, I knew it was hard on Calyx to witness my treatment. She felt guilty about the favoritism she received, even though none of it was her fault.

      Despite her lack of interest in me personally, Mother had always been active in magical society. The magical community was small but influential, and our family name carried weight in those circles. All witches, even those who were outcasts like me, were invited to take part in all the functions, rites, and seasonal events that marked the magical calendar.

      I never attended any of them, simply to avoid having to interact with my mother in public. It was bad enough to be discarded privately, behind closed doors where only the family could witness it. I couldn't handle the prospect of hearing her dismiss me, scoff at my abilities, or find subtle ways to shame me in front of the entire magical community.

      However, since her cousin—who was very much a witch himself—had successfully run for Governor and won, Mother's attention had turned to bigger things in the human world. Very big things, with implications that made my stomach churn when I thought about them too deeply.

      Calyx had told me that whenever Mother thought she was alone, she would hum "Hail to the Chief" under her breath, a dreamy look in her eyes. I could only imagine what grandiose political fantasies were dancing through her head, and the thought made me shudder. Since she didn't think much of non-magical people—viewing them as lesser beings to be managed and used rather than served—the idea that she could hold public office and have any responsibility for, and power over, regular humans was genuinely scary. Her lack of empathy and casual cruelty were bad enough when confined to our family. Unleashing that on the general public seemed like a recipe for disaster.

      Regardless of her being completely unfit to care for others in any capacity, Mother pushed on with her political ambitions. Hence the party tonight, which was clearly all about plotting out her future in human politics, making connections and laying groundwork for whatever office she had her sights set on. It was ridiculous to me, and, in my opinion, it was also potentially dangerous.

      I asked Calyx again if she wanted to spend the night at my apartment, but she'd insisted that I come and hang out with her instead.

      "For a change," Calyx had said, and there was something in her voice—something heavier than normal that made this request feel different somehow. A weight that suggested this wasn't just about my birthday or wanting to spend time together.

      Like it had been a hard time for her recently. The thought sent a chill through me. Was Mother starting to turn against my sister now too? Had Calyx somehow fallen from grace, or was she simply getting old enough to see the family dynamics more clearly?

      My sister hadn't said anything specific, but then again, Calyx didn't complain about our family the way I did. She'd been raised to see the best in people, to smooth over conflicts rather than confront them. If Mother had started treating her differently, Calyx might not even recognize it as a problem, or she might be trying to handle it on her own rather than worry me.

      I shook off the feeling, not wanting to borrow trouble. Maybe I was just reading too much into her tone, projecting my own issues onto her perfectly reasonable request.

      "Okay," I said finally, giving in to the inevitable. "But I'm coming in the servant's entrance, and I don't want to be around Mother or her party. I don't care who's there or how important they think they are."

      Calyx clapped her hands, the sound carrying clearly through the phone, bright with genuine joy. "Deal! I'll order Chinese and we can binge Charmed from the first season and eat cake until we fall asleep. It will be like old times. We won't even have to be near the party or guests, or anything political or horrible."

      The enthusiasm in her voice was infectious, and I found myself smiling despite everything. "Okay, let me pack some things and I'll be there soon. I'll text when I arrive. Wait for me at the side door." I was going to avoid every other person in that house if I could possibly manage it, especially Mother and her political cronies.

      At least I'd have Calyx, and cake, and the comforting predictability of nostalgic supernatural television. For one night, maybe I could pretend we were just normal sisters having a normal birthday celebration, away from all the complications that came with being Blaines.
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