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      The Renalaster Mansion barricaded the gorgeous view of the rugged beach on Lake Superior. The flawless landscaping, almost as if by magic, enhanced the front door; a door wide enough to carry stately sculptures and antiques through. The perfect perennials were arranged to bloom one after another to rival elaborate garden photos found online. The ornate light fixtures, custom stained glass windows, and the other fine details selected to inspire awe at its magnificence among its visitors stirred heartache in Chloe.

      Yes, the mansion was beautiful. The interior captured the perfect natural light that was any artists’ aspiration, everything was color coordinated and curated by Louis VonDancing, one of the best interior decorators in the world. The place was a showcase for the designer, a triumph for the owners, and a museum for its inhabitants.

      The problem was that the place had no soul.

      Her parents designed the place to show off their success. They wanted the best of everything because they were the best. This house represented a life of acquisitions. A life many people aspired to, and one that Chloe wrestled with.

      She enjoyed the comforts her upbringing brought. She knew she was blessed to live a life of luxury, one that provided many opportunities her peers outside of her parent’s friend-circles weren’t privy to.

      Yet, there was one thing she most wanted. The thing that she would’ve paid all her riches to have was the one thing her parents couldn’t give—their love. Gifts were supposed to make up for them not being present for big moments in Chloe’s life and the last-minute cancellations that happened so regularly that anytime one of her parents said, “I’ll be there,” she didn’t bother to believe them.

      Chloe stood on the terracotta, stamped-concrete front step, clutching her Gucci handbag with both hands. The damp air felt heavy. The hem of her flowing silk top with a hand-painted abstract floral design fluttered in the wind. The spring chill slipped through her slim-fit, white jeans. Her toes grew numb in her soft leather sandals. Spirals of her dark curly hair batted gently against her face, urging her to focus on the present and press the doorbell.

      She stood still, like one of the life-sized statues that were placed around the property. A familiar question played through her mind. Why hadn’t she been enough? All of her life she felt like she competed for her parents’ approval with their next acquisition; whether it was fine art, technology, or another business that enhances her parents’ portfolio.

      The old, familiar hurts held her feet in place like glue. Her chest tightened so much it hurt to take a breath. Her body begged her to turn around, go back to her car, and drive away. She had done so before to launch her oil painting career; a career her parents didn’t approve of because of the lack of stability.

      Thankfully, she hadn’t vowed never to come back. Doing so would’ve added to her guilt when she complied with her uncle’s request to attend the reading of the will today with her brother and sister.

      Their widowed father had just passed away of pancreatic cancer. In the five short months since his diagnosis, Chloe had spoken with him more during that time than she had since the day she grabbed her things and marched out the door ten years ago.

      She couldn’t bring herself to step inside, because she didn’t want to be assaulted by more memories of heartache, like the 17th century antique vase purchased at an auction on the day Chloe had sang her first opera solo with the junior orchestra. Her parents were so excited by the purchase they had forgotten to show up for her performance.

      When she cried, they reminded her that Renalasters never gave in to negative emotions. Crying was a sign of weakness that Chloe needed to work on.

      The vase stood in the foyer, in all its splendor as a reminder that Chloe would forever compete against material objects for her parents’ attention.

      The air was getting cooler as the evening progressed. If she stood outside much longer, she’d probably get hypothermia.

      Her dread grew as she forced herself to move her right index finger toward the doorbell. She really wasn’t looking forward to the meeting that also included Milo and Olivia.

      The floral scent of Olivia’s Miss Dior perfume slapped Chloe in the face when the door swung open with a great whoosh. Chloe startled. She hadn’t rung the doorbell.

      Olivia gave her an impatient look. The light from the ornate teardrop chandelier glinted off Olivia’s silky, white-blonde hair. Her pink cashmere sweater over her black designer jeans softened her bossy demeanor.

      “Are you going to stand out here all night?” Olivia asked in a demanding tone.

      Chloe bit her lower lip, wondering briefly what Olivia would do if she said yes.

      Chloe managed a weak smile as she stepped into the foyer. The heat inside stung her cold skin. She turned to avoid looking at the vase.

      Olivia watched her with narrow eyes and a deep frown. One that matched the familiar look of judgement that Chloe often felt whenever their mother (they were encouraged to use formal titles when addressing their parents) had looked at her.

      No matter how much therapy Chloe had received, she never felt like enough when she was around the Renalaster family. An odd juxtaposition, considering that Chloe had built a successful art career for herself. Sure, she hadn’t come close to making the billions that her parents had and didn’t own a multi-million-dollar company, but she could afford all the comforts she wanted.

      “I had a little trouble ringing the doorbell,” Chloe said in an attempt to make light of the heavy thoughts going through her mind.

      It still wasn’t too late for her to go back to her car and leave. She didn’t need anything from her parents’ estate. Olivia and Milo could have it all.

      She almost turned back to the door to do just that when Olivia let out a loud, rude, exasperated sigh.

      “You never could handle tough things.” Olivia shook her head with contempt. “Get over yourself. You’re holding up the meeting.”

      Olivia’s pink stiletto heels snipped against the marble tile as she walked away. Chloe watched her go, wondering why anyone would wear such uncomfortable footwear in a casual environment.

      She kept her commentary to herself and followed Olivia into their father’s den where Uncle Leroy, the executor of the trust, waited behind their father’s custom mahogany desk.

      Leroy looked up from his tablet. He wore his familiar dark blue, cable knit sweater with leather elbows. His deep brown, sad eyes watched as Olivia positioned herself primly on the chair. She crossed her left leg over her right and rested her hands on her knees. Her spine ramrod straight.

      Milo frowned as Chloe took the seat between them. He looked as she remembered, a potential model with his short, styled dark hair, the soft lines of his jaw, thick eyebrows, and the hint of age around his eyes. His tailored Italian designer blazer hung open over a designer white shirt. The hem of his khaki pants brushed the laces of his polished brown leather shoes. Chloe managed a nervous smile, one that did nothing to put her at ease. Milo shifted his position just enough that he didn’t have to look at her.

      Leroy took a deep breath. He cleared his throat, a habit that Chloe could almost hear her mother chastise him for as being disgusting manners.

      “It looks like we’re ready to start,” Leroy said.

      The soft hiss of the air filter highlighted the lack of a reply. The soft tap of Leroy’s finger on the tablet heightened the quiet.

      Leroy cleared his throat a second time. He looked up from the tablet and made eye contact with each of them before he spoke.

      “I’ll start with the letter of explanation,” Leroy said.

      He fidgeted a few times, his fingers shaking slightly from age. Chloe wished she could have a copy and read it for herself in a different room.

      “The Renalaster family is a strong family with a strong heritage.”

      Olivia huffed and rolled her eyes. Chloe grimaced. The statement was something their parents said frequently while they were alive. As if speaking the statement would make it true. The strength that Chloe shared with her siblings was to not nurture a relationship with each other. It was better to keep a distance than to endure the judgement of not measuring up.

      Leroy looked directly at Olivia, his annoyance clearly visible on his face.

      “Please, refrain from any commentary. I’d like to get through this as quickly as possible.”

      “My apologies. If you could skip the stuff that is mother and father’s attempt to make us feel a family connection, that’d be wonderful,” Olivia said.

      Leroy blinked.

      “I am honoring the request of my sister and brother-in-law to tell you everything. If you don’t like how things are going, you may leave. Though doing so will immediately remove you from the inheritance.”

      The leather on the office chair groaned as Leroy leaned back. He set his interlaced fingers on the top of his plump belly, waiting for Olivia’s answer.

      “Oh. I-I’m sorry. Please, continue,” Olivia said.

      Olivia’s sudden meekness and stuttering caught Chloe by surprise. Chloe sat up a little straighter to listen.

      Leroy tilted the tablet toward him so that it rested in his hand and on the edge of the desk. He continued to read.

      “The Renalaster heritage is a magical one. One that goes back centuries.”

      Chloe raised her eyebrows. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear only to have it pop out of place.

      “Excuse me. Is the magical heritage a metaphor for our family’s wealth? Or are you talking about real magic?” Chloe asked.

      Milo snorted as if Chloe’s question were one of the dumbest questions in the world.

      The silence went long enough that Chloe wondered if Leroy debated asking her to leave. The tablet screen went blank. Leroy pressed the tip of his fingers together.

      “I was afraid this would happen,” Leroy said so quietly that Chloe almost couldn’t hear him.

      “That what would happen?” she asked.

      “That by your parents not being honest with you from the start, this moment would be one hundred times harder.”

      Chloe’s mouth grew dry. Was Uncle Leroy telling them what she thought he was? That magic was real and that somehow her parents practiced it?

      “Collecting an inheritance isn’t hard,” Olivia said with impatience. “You’ll read what’s in the document, tell us how to divide things up, put the house up for sale, and we all go on our way.”

      “Never to speak to each other again,” Leroy said with borderline contempt and sadness.

      Olivia shrugged as if it didn’t bother her one bit.

      Leroy shook his head.

      “That isn’t how it’s going to work,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Milo said, sounding alarmed.

      Leroy’s gaze darted to Milo.

      “In order to get your inheritance, you have to work together.”

      Chloe straightened her posture to hide her panic. This meeting was the first time she had been in the same room as her siblings in fifteen years. They paid no attention to anything she had done, never called to check up on her, and a few times, she learned that they had come within ten minutes of her house and never stopped by to chat. How was she supposed to work with them on anything when they were so dismissive of her?

      Leroy continued.

      “The details will be provided within my reading. Please refrain from speaking so that we can discuss this once you are fully informed.”

      Leroy resumed the reading.

      Chloe tried to process all the information that came at them like the thirty-foot waves crashing against the lakeshore. Leroy read, slowly and in a monotone voice that made it hard for her mind not to wander.

      She wasn’t sure which surprised her the most, the idea that she was supposed to work together with her siblings in a harmonious way or that magic might be real.
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      Leroy finished reading the trust. He ran his hand through his medium length, white hair. His eyes looked sympathetic. It turned out that the only way Chloe and her siblings would get access to the inheritance was to work together.

      Chloe stared at Leroy. Her mouth hung open as she struggled to find words to assemble a question or a comment. This had to be some kind of joke. A cruel one at that. Her parents were not magic. Someone in the household would’ve noticed.

      Milo stood. He shook his head as he scowled at Leroy.

      “Did you know about this?” he asked in an angry tone.

      Leroy glared back.

      “Of course, I did. And don’t you dare question me for keeping my promise with my sister. I did the honorable thing.”

      “You think it was honorable not to tell us that our parents were magic?” Milo demanded.

      “Yes,” Leroy said without hesitation. “The three of you were so busy building your lives. The last thing I wanted to do was interfere. I’ve seen what the knowledge of magic can do to people who aren’t ready for it.”

      “What do you mean ready for it? Magic isn’t something that is inherited. It’s not even real,” Milo said.

      Chloe leaned back in her chair feeling a slight buzz from the astonishment. Magic wasn’t supposed to be real, but there were a few occasions when she watched one of her parents work a room or make a deal that went so smooth it was like magic. Her mind tried to adjust to the idea that those moments she witnessed may have been a combination of skill and magic. If that were true, magic functioned without limits, as demonstrated by her parents’ success.

      She looked at her palms under a new light. Was it possible that her hands had enough magic to enhance her paintings? Is that what helped her build her career?

      “Why didn’t mom and dad tell us?” Olivia asked. Her tone sounded hurt instead of angry.

      Leroy gave her a regretful look.

      “I’m afraid that’s something that I cannot answer. The motivations of anyone in our family can only be explained by the ones who made the choice. Unfortunately, we’ll never know.”

      Chloe looked up from her hands and met Uncle Leroy’s eyes.

      “Are you magic?” she asked.

      Leroy frowned. A far away look crossed his face.

      “Let’s just say that I have…skills,” he said.

      Milo raised his eyebrows. He leaned against the edge of a bookshelf.

      “So, you’re magical too,” he said.

      “That’s not exactly what-”

      “How do we know if we have magic?” Milo interrupted.

      Leroy glanced toward the door, as if he were second guessing his agreement to be the executor of the Renalasters’ trust.

      “That isn’t for me to answer.”

      “Why not?”

      Leroy fidgeted with the sleeve of his sweater, as if it no longer lined up with his wrist properly.

      “There are rules.”

      “There are always rules,” Milo scoffed. He shook his head as if Leroy were the biggest disappointment in the room.

      Olivia slid to the edge of her chair. Her fingertips tapped on her lips as she thought.

      “If we’re supposed to work together to get our inheritance, what specifically do we need to do?” Olivia asked before Chloe could ask for clarification about the rules.

      She didn’t bother to look at Milo or Chloe when she spoke. Chloe suspected that what Olivia most wanted was to take her inheritance and leave immediately.

      Uncle Leroy placed both hands on the table. His frown deepened. He looked from Olivia to Chloe and then to Milo.

      “This isn’t something that you can just do. It’s something you have to experience.”

      Chloe gave Leroy a blank look. His statement didn’t make any sense.

      “To do is to experience,” Chloe said.

      The words felt like they were heavy with a philosophical thought. The kind her ex-boyfriend may have said when he had a little too much to drink and wanted to impress her with his smarts.

      “What Little Chloe said,” Olivia said in a patronizing tone. She cast a disgusted look at Milo.

      Chloe cringed at the nickname that had been bestowed on her from the day she was born. Milo and Olivia were ten and eleven respectively when Chloe was born. They acted more like tyrannical babysitters all her life than close siblings.

      The sound of a key twisting the lock of the desk drawer caught Chloe’s attention. Leroy pulled out an envelope. The sadness in his eyes was replaced with doubt.

      “I’m afraid that if you don’t abide by these terms, you will forfeit the inheritance. I hope it doesn’t happen.”

      “That’s absurd,” Olivia said. “No one should be allowed to rule our lives from the grave.”

      “That is so like them,” Milo said.

      Chloe struggled to keep her expression neutral. Her parents had raised her with little expectations to the point that she practically raised herself once Milo and Olivia left home. In fact, Chloe had just turned thirteen when her parents built the mansion on Lake Superior. They were excited for Chloe to have her own wing, which included a movie theater, a game room, and private kitchen with a chef on call for anything she wanted.

      Leroy set the envelope on the desk and slid it toward Chloe.

      “Chloe is in charge,” Leroy said without breaking eye contact with Chloe.

      Olivia gasped at the same time that Milo groaned.

      “She’s horrible at leading,” Milo said.

      Chloe struggled to stay calm. Milo didn’t know what she was capable of because he hadn’t bothered to pay attention to what she was up to. Neither had Olivia for that matter.

      With as much poise as she could muster, she pulled the envelope close to her. She pressed her fingers firmly onto the desk to hide how they shook.

      Leroy gave a subtle nod of encouragement.

      Chloe tore open the envelope and pulled out a finely, woven piece of paper. It felt smooth and silky between her fingers. She looked at the front and back.

      “It’s blank,” she said.

      She looked up at Leroy with confusion. Leroy didn’t express surprise.

      “What do you mean it’s blank?” Olivia said.

      The paper rustled as Olivia plucked it from Chloe’s fingers.

      “It says, if you’re reading this, we’re no longer here and our secret is out.”

      “You’re making that up,” Chloe said.

      Milo snorted.

      “Let me see,” he said.

      He reached behind Chloe’s chair and held his hand out for the paper. Olivia handed it to him. He flipped it from the front to back.

      “Chloe’s right. You’re making it up,” Milo said.

      “Why would I do that? I’m not some kind of sicko playing pranks on people during a serious discussion.” The smell of Olivia’s perfume stung Chloe’s eyes when she reached in front of Chloe toward Milo. “Give that back.”

      Milo held it out of her reach.

      “No.”

      Olivia stood up. She stomped over to Milo. The paper crinkled as she grabbed it with her fist.

      “Let go,” she demanded. “There are more words on the paper.”

      Milo and Olivia tugged on the paper as if it were a piece of rope. Chloe watched them regress to their teenage years with their bickering, astonished at the behavior. They were both in their mid-forties, much too old to act like children.

      Chloe glanced at Leroy who grimly watched their antics. According to the trust, they had to work together to get the inheritance. The letter, which only Olivia could read, showed that they needed to work together. But, if she was the only one who could read it, why put Chloe in charge?

      The arguing between Milo and Olivia grew. Their voices shifted to shouts.

      “Please. Stop,” Chloe said.

      Neither Milo nor Olivia acknowledged she spoke. Chloe stood, wishing she had a whistle or a bullhorn to get their attention. She repeated herself. The two of them were like fighting dogs, neither wanting to back down.

      Chloe walked to the door and slammed it with all her might. A trophy on a floating shelf tipped over from the vibration. Milo and Olivia stilled. Their angry trance broken.

      “We are supposed to work…together,” Chloe said in a disgusted tone. She walked behind Milo and snatched the paper from his hand. “We stand to inherit nothing if we don’t.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t need it,” Milo said.

      Technically, Chloe didn’t need it either, but she wanted to find out more about the magic. It was something that fascinated her and she had a feeling the only way to learn more about it was to play along.

      “Speak for yourself,” Olivia sniffed. “I’ll take anything I can get, including yours since you don’t want it.”

      “At least you’re honest,” Milo said. He handed the paper back to Olivia. “Maybe I should go now so that you don’t get what you want. You don’t deserve it.”

      “I deserve an inheritance as much as you do,” Olivia said. She glared at Milo.

      Chloe stepped between her siblings and stretched her arms out to keep them from hitting each other. She didn’t think it would come to that, but the bickering had definitely caught her by surprise simply because it hadn’t faded over the years.

      She looked to Milo who had a smug look on his face. The impulse to make him apologize crossed her mind, but she decided it wasn’t worth stirring up another fight.

      Leroy had slid his chair back. His arms rested across his middle. For a brief moment, Chloe thought she spotted a flicker of amusement. Leroy waited in silence, clearly wanting to see what Chloe would do next.

      Chloe lowered her arms. She stayed between her siblings.

      “Look. I know this isn’t exactly what any of us expected,” Chloe said. “But we’re here. We stand to inherit more than enough to bless our families for generations to come.”

      “You have to settle down with someone first,” Olivia said. Her voice sounded judgmental.

      Chloe held in a retort that she doubted Olivia’s marriage was as wonderful as she let on. Her niece and nephew were sweet kids, but some of their
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