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The dining room of the Blackthorn mansion was a study in controlled chaos. The long, mahogany table was set with fine China and crystal glasses that caught the flickering light of the chandelier overhead. The room was grand, with soaring ceilings and walls adorned with portraits of stern-looking ancestors, their eyes seeming to follow the lively scene below.

Eleanor sat at the head of the long dining table, her posture impeccable, her expression unreadable. Only the rhythmic tapping of her manicured nails against the polished mahogany betrayed the quiet agitation simmering beneath her composed exterior. She sipped her wine with the poise of a queen, her grey eyes flickering over her children with a mixture of fondness, exasperation, and a slight irritation.

This was meant to be a stately dinner, an evening of refinement beneath the warm glow of the chandelier. Instead, it unravelled into an unholy symphony of clashing voices, laughter, and the occasional clatter of silverware against porcelain.

To her right, Grandfather Alaric presided like an unruly king, his faded hunting jacket slightly askew, the scent of pipe smoke and aged leather clinging to him like a second skin. His shock of white hair stood in wild defiance of decorum, and his hearing trumpet—more an accessory than a useful tool—dangled from his neck, swaying as he gesticulated through yet another of his legendary tales.

“—There I was, deep in the Serengeti, rifle in hand, staring down a bull elephant! The beast could have crushed me in an instant!” he bellowed, his voice drowning out the rest of the conversation. His fork, still speared with roast duck, became an impromptu prop as he pantomimed his great battle with nature.

Seraphina, seated primly to Eleanor’s left, exhaled through her nose, her perfectly lined lips pressing together. She had heard this tale more times than she could count, and no doubt, so had everyone else. Still, she kept her composure, slicing her meat with the precision of a surgeon.

Across from her, Drusilla smirked, her dark curls half falling from a haphazard bun, a telltale ink smudge across her cheek. She watched Alaric’s performance with the air of a scientist observing a particularly lively specimen, absentmindedly stirring her soup with the wrong end of her spoon.

Lucien sprawled in his chair with a glass of wine in one hand, strummed his fingers against the table in a lazy rhythm. He wasn’t listening—at least, not to Alaric. His gaze flicked between his sisters, weighing which one to antagonize first. The smirk tugging at the corner of his lips suggested Drusilla was the likely target.

Elowen, ever the quiet observer, twirled the stem of her glass between delicate fingers. She sat poised but distant, her gaze drifting to the open window where the night wind rustled the ivy-clad walls. Somewhere in the distance, the wolves stirred. She felt them before she heard them, their presence a hum in her bones.

Eleanor allowed the chaos to unfold around her, her fingers still tapping against the table in slow, deliberate beats. This was her family—loud, unruly, impossible. And yet, there was an odd comfort in the disorder.

At least, for now.

“And there I was,” he declared, stabbing the air with his fork, “face to face with a bull elephant, its tusks as long as my arm! The tribesmen I was with had never seen a white man before, let alone a gun. In the beginning, they were poking at me with cautious fingers, trying to rub off the white clay, so I would not be the strange white ghosts their sangoma’s sang about around the campfires. They taught me their languages, you know. And their food! Ah, the mopani worms! Dried in the sun, boiled with wild greens—delicious! Why won’t that chef of yours make it for me, Eleanor? I have been asking for weeks!”

Eleanor raised an eyebrow, her lips twitching in amusement. “Father, I have told you before. Chef refuses to cook insects. Perhaps you should try asking him again when he has had a glass of wine.”

Grandfather Alaric frowned, mishearing as usual. “What is that? Do you want me to eat insects with wine? Nonsense! I will have you know I once ate a whole plate of mopani worms with nothing but a cup of rainwater!”

Across the table, Seraphina Blackthorn rolled her eyes, her golden hair shimmering like liquid sunlight. She was impeccably dressed in a tailored navy suit, her heels clicking impatiently against the floor. “Grandfather, must we hear about the worms again? The thought is just... just repulsive! Some of us are trying to eat.”

“What’s that?” Alaric cupped a hand to his ear. “You want to hear about the worms? Well, let me tell you—”

“No!” Seraphina snapped, cutting him off. She turned to her brother, Lucien, who was lounging in his chair, a glass of wine in one hand and a smirk on his face as he gestured to his sister's outfit with a mocking “tut tut” of disapproval. “And you, Lucien, must you always comment on my wardrobe? This outfit is perfectly appropriate.”

Lucien grinned, his muscular frame stretching against his tight black shirt. “Appropriate for what, Sera? A nightclub? It is a family dinner; you look like you are trying to seduce the butler.”

The butler in question, Mr. Pembroke, a withered custodian of the mansion’s dilapidated grandeur with a face like a crumpled paper bag, chose that moment to appear with a platter of roasted vegetables. He paused, his hands trembling slightly as if unsure whether to serve the food or retreat to the kitchen. “Er, madam,” he began, addressing Eleanor, “shall I...?”

Eleanor waved a hand dismissively. “Just serve the vegetables, Pembroke. And try not to spill anything this time.”

As the butler shuffled around the table, Drusilla Blackthorn sat hunched over her plate, her dark hair falling in a tangled curtain around her face. She was wearing what appeared to be a nightgown and rainboots, her mismatched socks peeking out from above the boots. Her attention was fixed on the two-headed lizard specimen that sat in a jar next to her plate, its pale, pickled body floating eerily in formaldehyde.

“Drusilla,” Eleanor said, her voice sharp, “why is that... thing still on the table? I thought I told you to take it back to your laboratory.”

Drusilla looked up, her eyes wide and unfocused, as if she were only just realizing where she was. “Oh. Right. Sorry, Mother. I forgot.” She seized the jar, her fingers curling around the glass as if claiming it for the first time, smudging the surface with the heat of her touch.

Her eyes gleamed with fervour as she tilted it slightly, watching the preserved specimen shift within.

“It’s extraordinary,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Two heads, two minds—yet bound to a single body. The possibilities... just imagine.”

Her grip tightened as if she feared someone might take it from her, as if the very thought of losing it was unbearable. “I’d rather not,” Seraphina muttered, pushing her plate away. “It’s putting me off my food.”

Next to Lucien sat Camilla, the mayor’s daughter from the village. She was a pretty girl with chestnut curls and a nervous smile, her hands clutching her wineglass like a lifeline. She was dressed in a frilly pink dress that was meant to impress, though Lucien seemed more interested in tormenting his sister than paying attention to her.

“So, Camilla,” Lucien said, turning to her with a mischievous grin, “what do you think of my sister’s dress? Too short, don’t you agree?”

Camilla blinked, caught off guard. “Oh, um, it is lovely. Very... professional.”

“Professional?” Lucien laughed, his voice rich and warm. “Is that what they’re calling it these days?”

Eleanor set down her wineglass with a soft clink. “Lucien,” she said, warning laced in her tone, “behave yourself. Camilla is our guest.”

Lucien’s smirk deepened, but he lifted his glass in mock obedience. “Yes, Mother.”

At the far end of the table, Elowen Blackthorn sat quietly, her elven features glowing in the candlelight. She was dressed in a simple white dress, her hair adorned with a crown of wildflowers. She had been watching the chaos unfold with a faint smile, her fingers tracing patterns on the tablecloth as if she were drawing invisible runes.
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