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PROLOGUE




CHILLED AUTUMN AIR blanketed Salem Village as stone chimneys churned out dense clouds of smoke. Gnarled branches at the town’s edge, where the last eight were hanged, rustled together into a complexity of shifting colors.

A crow’s raspy call replaced the recent unnerved pleading of innocents. Appearing in its descent, one final, piercing caw announced the bird’s arrival.

In a nearby dwelling, the echoing sound sent a jolt down Katherine’s spine. 

“No matter how long I remain in the coven, I fear their alerts shall always startle me,” she said aloud.

With only a few moments to react, the young witch flung her petite frame to the windowsill and threw open the shutters. Cold air rushed in as the bird swooped in effortlessly and perched on the arm of a chair.

Pulling back her thick hair, like red cobwebs attempting to ensnare her face, Katherine tossed it over her shoulders for the thousandth time that day.

“What news dost thou bring this time?” she inquired, reaching for a note secured to the animal’s leg.

Dark ink was blotched and written hastily on torn parchment.

“No time. Come now.”

With a powerful flap and gust from its wings, the large crow departed as quickly as it had arrived.

The urgency of the messenger’s exit sprang the witch into action. There was not a moment to spare for gathering essentials. After extinguishing the fireplace, she swiftly tied on her coif and fled into the night.

Katherine clutched her skirt and petticoat, bundling them tightly against her chest. Her feet pounded against the gravel and wet leaves with urgent haste. Moving quickly through the forest, she spotted unknown lanterns in the distance.

Since the trials began several months ago, patrols of anti-magic vigilantes had surged in the woods. The prowling formations refused to listen to reason. Although most of the groups’ captures mainly consisted of misidentified folk, this budding sorceress would not take any chances.

Veering off the path, she aimed to keep a low profile while crossing a shallow creek.

“With the evening’s urgency, the rest needn’t fret over me,” she thought.

From the meadow, a small cottage of dark wood appeared. Its walls were cloaked in lush ivy and surrounded by hundreds of small flower blooms piercing through the fallen foliage. A faint sliver of light danced beneath the front door where intricate carvings of protection adorned the threshold.

The messenger, now serving as a sentinel, greeted Katherine’s arrival with a watchful eye.

“Courier and door watchman? Quite impressive.”

The corvid responded with a soft, gravelly hum.

Listening carefully, she could hear murmured words coming from beyond the old oak door. With closed eyes, a deep breath steadied her. A latch clicked from within, causing the entry to creak open. 

Inside, a single lit candle illuminated the coven’s ritual table. The sacred surface was used as a gathering point since their leader’s arrival from Wales. The glowing flame curled like a finger beckoning Katherine forward.

Voices that had been low now swelled to full volume, greeting their fellow member in the doorway. Lively chatter around the interior gradually lulled as the youngest joined the circle.

A familiar voice spoke from the dark, “Come, Sister, we’ve been awaiting your arrival.”

“Spirits high, my Coven,” Katherine breathed out. “I came as soon as you summoned, managing to branch past lanterns, searching with purpose.”

“Then we haven’t much time.”

Emerging from the shadows, Lydia stepped forward with a commanding presence, her silver hair illuminated by flickering candlelight.

“We have determined to call upon the Guardians of the Veil, cosmic beings, to aid us in sealing the magical world from the mortals’ inevitable grasp. This collective stands upon the threshold of history, our deeds fated to determine the fortunes of countless souls and the preservation of our mystical heritage.

“Remember well, our power lieth not merely in individual prowess, but in our unity and collective purpose. By the rising sun, we shall be graced by the presence of the Guardians to commence the sealing. Each shall be called upon to muster great strength and skill.”

Finding pride in her newly harnessed abilities, Katherine proclaimed, “I stand prepared to lend my utmost efforts to our cause. This moment is of great import. Though my gifts may differ from those of others, I am steadfast in my commitment to aid the esteemed Guardians.”

Faint laughter came from the corner of the room, causing Lydia’s eyes to dart through the darkness, eliminating any sound louder than a heartbeat.

The leader began, “Indeed. Thou art entrusted with a task of great significance. As the preparations for the sealing proceed, I charge thee with a critical quest: to safeguard the coven should unforeseen perils arise.”

“Perils?” Katherine questioned nervously.

“Thou must venture forth to ensure our lineage remains secure and unbreached. This duty, while less visible, is no less vital. Should our efforts be threatened, thou shalt be the bulwark standing between danger and our sacred mission. Prove thy worth, and may thine own resolve shine in adversity. Our fate rests in capable hands.”

In that instant, the crow’s shrill cry cut through the night—a dire herald for the assembly.

During their haste to flee, the witches’ frantic movements extinguished the candle on the ritual table, plunging the room into darkness. Petrified floorboards screamed under the group’s shuffle.

From the far side of the meadow’s edge, an accusing mob of Salem’s villagers drew nearer as their shouting could be heard from across the water.

Amidst the evacuation, Lydia draped a heavy bag over Katherine’s shoulder and whispered, “Take this for it holds our secrets and guard it with the utmost vigilance. Preserve our legacy. Though we are unseen, we are with thee.” Allowing one last look within the beloved hideout, she ceased the cottage’s enchantments, “Cau.”

The last two hurried out together, hand in hand, before parting ways beneath the watchful gaze of the large crow.

“Thou canst not escape!” one man from the approaching mob shouted. “Yield thineselves!”

Lanterns could be seen swaying from homemade pikes beyond the bend as a small crowd marched towards the secluded cottage. Their layered rage chilled the escaping party to the bone.

Lydia sent Katherine off. “Flee and swift be thy pace!”

With quickness, the entrusted witch headed off in the opposite direction, yearning that she had more of a chance to bid farewell to her mentor. There was no time to dwell on such matters. She knew not what to do or where to go; all Katherine could do was run.

Suddenly, the forest blazed with light, scattering the darkness until only shadows clung to the trees. Carried torches, once mere guides, now served a crueler purpose as the meeting house went up in flames. Fire consumed the flora-covered walls within moments, sending burning petals and embers swirling into the cold night sky.

Katherine risked a glance over her shoulder, the inferno searing into her vision. The brief distraction nearly cost her footing as she sprinted, desperate to escape the potential captors. Cries of the pursuing group, harsh and commanding, began to echo through the forest. Their unified voices became fainter with each footstep.

Running towards the darkness, trees seemed to close in around Katherine, their branches twisting like skeletal fingers, grabbing and tearing at her clothes. The bag she carried seemed only to slow her down.

Suddenly, a loud snap came from behind as one of the pursuing men had broken through a thick bramble. The quick-thinking girl seized the chance, darting off the main path. She mustered all of her strength while plunging herself deeper into the woods.

The terrain grew uneven as the ground sloped into a narrow ravine. Without hesitation, Katherine scrambled down the incline as search party lights flickered above like distant stars. Slipping, she tumbled into a shallow stream. Carefully, the witch continued, using the waterway to obscure her trail.

Hidden for now, the practitioner knew she could not afford to relax. Shuffling cautiously through the water, she scanned the darkness for any sign of movement. Every rustle and snap in the forest made her flinch. Exhausted, she pressed on, her hope anchored to the notion of a refuge ahead.

As dawn’s light began to filter through the thinning woods, the lone covener stumbled into a clearing. Moist air met the fresh cuts and scrapes on her freckled face. The once-ominous forest was now a distant memory as she followed a babbling stream, leading her to an unfamiliar path. Her journey took her through trials and transformations, with each step bringing her closer to a new home.

Salem’s shadow receded, replaced by the echoes of changing eras. Katherine’s flight became a whispered legend, her story seemingly lost, entwined with the passage of time.
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THIS MORNING’S ALARM was Mr. Sully, the building’s superintendent, knocking on the door two units over to collect the rent. Some might think the neighbor’s muffled radio would have woken Jamie up sooner, but since losing their job a few weeks ago, long nights frequently stretched into earlier mornings. Anything before noon had become non-existent. No matter, as their daily routine was now completely blank and predictable, minus the recent bout of unexplainable visions.

Stumbling out of bed, only two steps were needed before standing at the bathroom sink. Addressing the mirror, Jamie took in their recent transformation, still finding it hard to recognize the person looking back.

A week after losing their job, they traded their deep chestnut, shoulder-length hair for a cropped cut with short sides and a shaggy fringe resting just above their brows. Which, as they had been told, were much fuller than their mother would like. Hearing of the changes, her parental tolerance seemed to have reached a limit.

Jamie splashed cold water on their face. The droplets mimicked the faint freckles that framed their kind hazel eyes. 

Heavy feet down the hall fumbled closer towards their apartment, stopping next door. The blaring music finally lowered. They now had a moment of peace to think about how they could explain why rent would be short again this month.

It is true that their father secretly sent money now and then, though never enough for a full month’s payment. It was also becoming increasingly difficult to pretend to be completely destitute. With Sully keeping tabs on all outstanding balances, a bulky bag of shopping meant more questions when he would catch tenants entering the building’s lower vestibule. 

A deep laugh made its way into the studio apartment through an adjoining vent.

“Sounds like he’s in a good mood, at least.”

Jamie hoped the property manager’s pastime of flirting with apartment 202 would work favorably in the situation. If not, at minimum, it bought a little more time to face the inevitable. Excuses helped get this far, so why stop now?

Sliding open the flat’s one window allowed the sounds of Brooklyn to flood in, causing the day’s breeze to scatter Jamie’s recent artwork. Annoyed by the gust, they began to crawl around what few square feet they had to round up the strewn papers. The collection was not badly damaged aside from the inconvenient bend or fold. Flipping through, they began to recall each moment.

Recently, the first waking hours had been dedicated to desperately sketching to capture these visions, usually striking out of nowhere and at the most inopportune times. Rapid bursts of unknown faces and landscapes, fully immersing one in a moment where scents and the ground underfoot felt astonishingly real. Dark scribbles of charcoal have brought on many questions and practically no answers.

The March sun warmed the stale air of the second-floor hallway, forcing Sully to finally take a handkerchief from the pocket of his only suit. Green wool scratched his chin as he dabbed along a black, pencil-thin mustache. His smile parted, revealing the gap between his front teeth as he saluted a closing door with an envelope of cash. Again, no night out on the town with apartment 202.

Jamie had collected their recently drawn visions, leaving their hands and arms covered in charcoal as the artwork was piled within the crook of their elbow. The neighbor’s music had resumed, meaning they were next to take part in this first-of-the-month ritual.

“Which sob story should I use?” they pondered before changing their approach. “Jamie, you’re twenty-three, so start to act like it. Take responsibility for the situation and tell the truth.”

While talking to themselves, it regretfully came out like the last lecture they had from both parents. The one-sided conversation had gone on for so long that Jamie acted as though they had run out of dimes to cut the call short and get off the payphone. 

The building’s superintendent checked the clipboard, his gold pinky ring flashed as it dragged along the residential roster. 

1969 / Apartment 203 Raleigh

Remembering the payment missed last month, he reluctantly rapped on the wood, disregarding the broken knocker. A fumbling grew louder before a couple of chain locks were released, and the entry finally swung open.

“Mr. Sully, uh, how can I help you this morning?” the dweller asked, readjusting the oversized papers in their arms.

“Hello, Jamie,” he answered with a thick Haitian accent. “I hope things are better than the last time we talked.” The manager’s eyes started to drift, drawn by the chaotic state of the dwelling.

Once neat, the small space now lay buried under a haphazard assortment of books, scribbled papers, and scattered art supplies. It was a good thing the abundance of take-out containers had been bypassed, or else Sully’s worry would have genuinely deepened.

“You see, not much has changed. Like I told you the other night, I didn’t expect to lose my job and, well…” trailing off mid-sentence, Jamie’s words dissolved into silence.

The busy streets faded to a whisper, the world around them muting as if someone turned the volume knob to zero. A wave of lightheadedness made their vision begin to blur. 

“Not again,” they muttered, bracing against the sudden onset as sketches poured down from their hands.

The stuffy hallway dissipated, replaced by the rich scent of aging parchment and melting wax. Jamie’s small dwelling unfurled into a dimly lit sanctuary. In the distance, beyond shelves of tomes and trinkets, five shadow people stood in commencement, clouds swirling around them like the eye of a storm. The chanting from the group crescendoed with each completed incantation.

In a single heartbeat, everything came to a halt as all attention snapped toward the observer. Blue eyes gleamed from within silhouetted forms that pierced through the swell. Strangely, a comforting feeling washed over Jamie, contrasting sharply with the earlier tension. Energy in the room had grown so dense, it felt as if the air had solidified.

Suddenly, without warning, the group began to unravel into a dazzling, chaotic dance of luminescence and darkness. The once-strong scents of old texts and spent candles, which had been so vivid and enveloping, faded into the background, restoring the musty, familiar odor of the ordinary corridor. The echo of the chanting still lingered, a haunting reminder of the vision that had been so abruptly interrupted.

Jamie blinked rapidly; the sudden shift in sensory input was very disorienting. Once the fluid-vision of the ritual dissolved, it left reality in a sharp, clear focus. The familiar space, with its worn carpet and lined walls, reappeared, starkly contrasting with the mystical scene that had just vanished.

Sully rushed over to help his tenant back to their feet. “Are you alright?”

Catching their breath and struggling to steady themselves, Jamie managed a weak smile.

“Thanks. I’ll be fine,” they said, a bit embarrassed to realize they had fallen into the arms of their oblivious building manager.

Sully’s face relaxed with relief as he helped them lean against the frame. 

“You had me worried there,” he said with a touch of concern. “That was quite the tumble.”

Glancing around, Jamie noticed what had felt like an eternity had only been a fleeting moment in reality.

“I’m tougher than I seem,” they tried to reassure with a grin.

The manager eyed his tenant’s new appearance with a mixture of curiosity and confusion.

“Yeah, speaking of which, what’s with this new look of yours anyway?” Sully’s eyes widened with a hint of panic as he caught himself. “That didn’t come out right.” He fidgeted nervously with his tie before wiping sweat from his forehead. “Is this the latest trend or something?”

Jamie chuckled softly, trying to ease his nerves. “No, I wouldn’t say that. Just trying to be more comfortable with myself is all,” they said coolly. Their calm demeanor helped Sully relax a bit.

“Well, it suits you,” he said, attempting to make up for his earlier awkwardness. “Besides this little accident, it’s the first time I’ve seen you smile since you moved in.”

Their cheeks flushed. “About the rent—”

Sully lowered his tone as he spoke, “If it’s going to be another zero for the month, I can only give you a few more days. The property owners aren’t exactly the forgiving type. You’ve been great up till recently, but my job will be on the line. I’d hate to have to clean up all this.” He looked at the scattered sketches still on the floor.

Nodding, Jamie was determined. “Don’t worry, I’ll have it sorted out soon. Just give me a week.”

They kicked the paper aside to clear a path, exchanging an awkward smile before locking up. A week? The reality of their promise began to sink in.

While the vision was still fresh in their mind, the starving artist rushed to their small table to put whatever recollections they could onto paper. The figures, their eyes, the uncontrollable smoke, and clouds whipping through the environment all had to be captured. Within moments, they had a new stack of drawings to shuffle into an ever-growing pile. While rendered dramatically, there was still truth to be found in what they saw.

For what seemed to be the first time this morning, the nearby radio went silent, and the sounds of Chubby Checker had subsided. The street outside mellowed down to a dull roar as the breeze rustled the small leaves on a tree just out of sight. It was a rare moment of peace in the recent routine Jamie had now acquired.

In addition to dealing with recent visions, looking for a new job had not been easy. Most businesses in the area still seemed to believe that a female should look one way and a male another. It was obvious why no potential leads were to be had. They were also starting to feel too good to go back to those societal norms. A job was not worth their integrity.

Realizing it was time to broaden the job search, Jamie mused, “What if I went into the city?” They wiped the smudged charcoal medium from their face. “It’ll be a pain, but at least I’ll have something steady—somewhere I can grow.”

Without another moment of consideration, they changed clothes and sprang into action before talking themselves out of the idea. Stepping away from the main building and onto the bustling street of their Brooklyn neighborhood, Jamie took a deep breath, savoring the rich air of the upcoming spring.

The familiar clamor was made of a constant symphony of passing taxis, distant sirens, and the never-ending murmur of pedestrians. Almost instinctively, they navigated through the maze of streets to the Sterling Street station, where the warm, metallic scent of the subway greeted them. They descended the grimy steps into the stuffy, subterranean realm of the 2 Line platform.

Rumbling of an approaching train grew louder, shaking the ground as if the subway itself were announcing its arrival with unmatched punctuality. Jamie slipped onto a seat, the familiar creak of the interior momentarily calming them. The train clanged shut with a decisive thud and lurched forward, setting off on a railed journey.

With a repeating clatter of the tracks beneath them, the traveler turned their attention inward. Closing their eyes briefly, letting the vibrations of the train pulse through their being, shifting through the fragments of the morning’s unexpected vision. The hum of the subway blended with their thoughts, creating a backdrop of distant echoes and sharp realizations.

Cold and rigid seats proved not to be the most comfortable while recounting shadow beings, though Jamie made do. Fidgeting, they tried to focus on the details of their strange encounter. The scene of those phantoms ran through their head in vivid detail.

“Five,” they remembered, recalling the eerie pairs of eyes that seemed to pierce through the darkness.

As the train approached the station, Jamie took a moment to settle themselves in the present. The compartment slid open with a hiss, and they stepped onto the platform, ready to face whatever new opportunities awaited them in Greenwich Village.

It had gained a reputation as a hub of creativity and counterculture, filled with artists, musicians, and activists. This neighborhood was a melting pot of cultures, fostering a spirit of experimentation and social change. It all brought on a sudden rush of excitement; the Village was the perfect place to explore new ideas and become part of a community that celebrated diversity and inclusion.

Climbing the steps up to the bustling streets, Jamie absorbed the vibrancy and eclectic mix of people, feeling a sense of excitement and preconceived apprehension. They were very eager to dive into the search for a job in this area of acceptance.

While beginning to scan the storefronts, a familiar voice cut through the noise.

“Jamie? Jamie Raleigh, is that you?”

They turned in surprise to see Nancy Reed approaching with a look of disbelief. Polished and poised, she was a year younger and had grown up alongside Jamie in Long Island. Their families had blended their childhoods seamlessly before the Raleighs temporarily moved to Brooklyn, keeping them closely entwined through it all.

Nancy stood wearing a pastel lavender suit and pillbox hat. She was impeccably dressed in a matching, tailored coat, and her appearance remained meticulously put together despite the urban chaos around her. Her gloved hands were burdened with a handful of shopping bags, each marked by elegant, upscale brands.

The sophistication of her attire and the bewilderment in her eyes created a striking juxtaposition against the backdrop of the vibrant, carefree lifestyle that characterized the street.

“Hey-hey! What are you doing here?” Jamie asked, astonished. “Of all places, this is the last spot I’d expect to find you.”

Nancy’s expression showed mild discomfort. “I’m just passing through,” she said, glancing around as if the neighborhood’s unconventional charm was a bit overwhelming. “I’m actually in the city for the weekend to prepare for my wedding, and there were a few things that needed to be picked up. I wouldn’t be caught dead here otherwise. It’s all quite a scene, right?”

“Well, I’m here looking for work. It seems like this neighborhood could be a great fit.” They could not help but smile at Nancy’s sour face as residents continued to brush past.

Raising a meticulously manicured eyebrow, her curiosity was piqued. “Job hunting, huh? Are you sure you could handle the Village? It all seems like a bit of a whirlwind.”

Nodding with determination, Jamie went on, “Yeah, I’m ready. It’s actually kind of exciting to be somewhere that’s so full of possibilities. This feels like the right move to start fresh.”

“Oh, I see.” Nancy eyed their friend’s appearance with a hint of disapproval. “Seems like a lot about you is changing. Any chance you’ve started growing your hair back? I mean, it’s quite a difference from when we all saw you at Thanksgiving.”

Jamie shifted uncomfortably but kept their tone upbeat. “Yeah, I’m trying something new. Spring is a good time for change, don’t you think?”

“Of course. It’s why I chose this time to have my wedding.” She eyed them over once more. “Well, if you need any advice or recommendations to spruce things up, I’m happy to help however I can.”

“Thanks. Appreciate it,” they said, ignoring the offer. “Good luck with everything.”

After taking a step, the bride-to-be stopped dead in her tracks. “I’ve just got to ask, or I’ll just be kicking myself, how will you fit in with my wedding lineup looking like that?”

“Well, I won’t be wearing this,” Jamie retorted, peering down at their job-seeking attire.

Today’s outfit was a white top marked by patterned red blotches. Their suspenders held up red plaid pants in a matching hue, cuffed at the hem.

“I’m just trying to get settled within myself. You understand, right?”

“Your mother already told mine to expect you.” Nancy’s tone was matter-of-fact. “How can we make a beehive with this? You’re going to stick out. It’d be nice if you looked more like you used to.”

“I’m kind of committed to this hair right now—might even go a little shorter.” Jamie’s eyes began to narrow in defiance.

“If you can’t change your style, we’ll just have to make it work somehow. I hope you’ll reconsider.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“The wedding’s important to many people. I just want everything to go smoothly. I think this is the very least you could do for a lifelong friend,” the other said with an implied nod.

“Of course.”

Finally turning to leave, Nancy’s expression was still neutral. “Good luck. I hope to see you at my bridal shower. Be sure to check for an invite.”

The two parted, and Jamie took a breath. No matter what, they were determined to stay true to themselves.

This situation was proving to be a delicate balance by trying to honor their relationship, albeit imposed, with Nancy, while also embracing their own identity. The conversation had left Jamie conflicted. They knew they could not compromise their sense of self just to fit in with someone else’s vision. If they were to make any adjustments, it would be on their terms and at their own pace.

By mid-afternoon, the sun cast a golden hue over Greenwich Village as the job search continued, driven to grow beyond their current life while inquiring about positions along the way. Although leads were slim, it was refreshing not to be met with strange looks as they were in Brooklyn.

“Why haven’t I been here sooner?” Jamie’s eyes were wide with curiosity as they searched around. A sudden realization washed over them. “Mother used to say terrible things about this place. She made up lies, telling me how dangerous and dirty it was. How I’d never find any way here.”

These kinds of recollections made it easy to leave home when the time came.

Pausing on a street corner, Jamie became mesmerized by a group of artists painting a mural on a brick wall. Fire escapes crisscrossed over the facades of the buildings, their metal frames blending with the graffiti that continued to tell stories of rebellion through art. The display turned the cityscape into an open-air gallery. Larger-than-life pieces, painted in eye-catching color, depicted powerful images of anti-war protests. Other walls showcased the burgeoning gay liberation movement, with bold slogans paired up with colorful gender symbols reflecting the spirit of resistance and hope.

Music from a record store blended with the tunes of distant street musicians, creating a lively soundtrack that echoed through the neighborhood.

“Nothing like that racket pounding through the walls this morning,” Jamie thought with relief.

The warmth of the Village’s atmosphere was refreshing. For the first time that day, the relentless search for a job felt a little less daunting, overshadowed by the charm and promise of this part of New York City.

Cafés and bars let their patrons spill onto the sidewalks, their outdoor seating areas filled with people savoring the last rays of the afternoon light. The boulevard was a living mosaic of mismatched storefronts, their hand-painted signs advertising everything from second-hand clothes to vinyl records. The varied architectural styles created a rich, layered tableau with unique character. This was all a stark difference from the familiar view out of their apartment porthole. They were now in a wonderland they wished to never escape from.

Every street came to life with the energy of change and defiance, as if the neighborhood was an evolving testament to the times’ passionate push for equality and justice. The convergence of creation, activism, and everyday life made Greenwich Village feel like a desirable masterpiece, amalgamated together by the dreams and struggles of its denizens.

“I can’t believe I almost missed this. I’m actually where I’m meant to be.”

These streets, with their eclectic charm, offered a refreshing contrast to the sterile corporate environments usually found in the city. This inclusive village was alive with a unique pulse that seemed to breathe new life into any weary soul. Every corner felt like an invitation to keep exploring, with endless possibilities awaiting beyond the daily grind.

As Jamie walked further, their senses became more attuned to an internal rhythm, irresistibly drawing them toward the surroundings’ hidden gems. They wandered past secluded gardens and aged walls framed by lush greenery. Delicate blooms grew near cozy abodes with weathered stone and sporadically lit windows.

Amid the backdrop of urban enchantment, the wanderer’s gaze was suddenly caught by an establishment standing apart from the rest. The shop’s name was sprawled across a picture window in golden letters that shimmered slightly as they caught the setting sun: Blossom Books.

Sharing its walls were an unassuming building and a brownstone; this oddly familiar shop of curious curios stood as a beacon of quiet magic and protection, seemingly invisible to all but the most observant. Its facade, crafted from deep emerald green bricks, enhanced its timeless mystery. The verdant surface was partly hidden by creeping tendrils as if nature herself were trying to reclaim this adapted structure.

A silhouette within danced across the storefront, lending it an air of mystique. Jamie watched from the curb as it glided about effortlessly. A tinge of intrigue began to tug at their curiosity.

Delicate vines of lightly colored flowers framed the small and intricately carved wooden entry, waiting to reveal hidden wonders inside. Fragrant hanging plants and dried clippings flanked the stoop’s carved banisters, the flora’s gentle sway in the breeze added a touch of whimsical grace.

A flower pattern made of stained glass rested above the door, rich with the deep patina of countless hands pushing it open over the years. Each piece of the floral motif had been cut with artisanal precision. It caught the passing sun, casting colorful fragments of light around the entrance.

Upon approach, Jamie noticed a small Help Wanted sign hanging askew in the window. The note was old, showing signs of age with its faded lettering and curled edges.

“I could see myself growing here. Just look, the flowers sure seem to be thriving,” they thought.

Stepping into the bookshop, a small bell rested overhead, signaling arrivals and exits with a soft, melodic tinkle. The inside seemed to be decades old, filled with the musty yet comforting scent of old texts. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with volumes of all shapes and sizes, while a few plush armchairs invited visitors to linger.

Jamie passed through the room as a rush of recognition flooded over them. Recollections of their charcoal sketches consumed them entirely. Only a few more steps were needed to confirm what they already knew. Their eyes landed on a corner of the shop.

“I’ve seen this all before.”

They felt as if they had walked into a memory rather than a physical space. Leaning forward, Jamie began to brace against a cluttered table. The recent, sudden visions they had experienced, the fleeting glimpses of this very bookshop. It all began to solidify into something tangible and real. The familiarity proved almost overwhelming, a sensation of déjà vu, intensified by the fact that the shop was precisely as they had envisioned it.

Heart racing, they began to move cautiously through the aisles with each step feeling like a deeper immersion into a world they had only previously glimpsed, now able to move about.

“Everything I imagined is here.”

The shop’s warm, inviting spirit now felt like a gentle current, guiding its visitor toward a deeper understanding of their unfolding journey. Each memory pulled them further into the stories and secrets that had eluded them over the past few weeks.

“This is no coincidence, there’s something here I’m meant to see.”

Wooden shelves reached back into an expanse of familiarity. The place that once existed only in the observer’s mind now held the promise of answers and revelations. They were determined to dig deeper. The large room revealed more of itself as Jamie shifted slowly in a circle.

Brass rings on a metal pole were heard sliding from beyond the shadows. Knotted cedar creaked from an approach. Almost out of thin air, a figure appeared.

Celia, the shop’s owner, stood poised by the counter, her presence both regal and grounded. Her auburn hair, carefully styled yet left loose, framed her face in warm, autumnal tones that waved with every step. High cheekbones and a sharply defined jawline lent her an air of refined elegance, a blend of strength and grace that was as captivating as it was commanding.

Roses and chamomile perfumed the space as her tenor voice broke the silence. “Welcome in, doll. Is there anything I can help you with? Charms for school, perhaps.” Bending down to grab some potential recommendations from a display case, she surfaced with a few suggestions, all bottled and ready for consumption.

Looking back, her deep green eyes were sharp and discerning, their intensity softened by a hint of curiosity. Celia’s fair skin glowed with an inner warmth, complementing the rich, earthy tones of her flowing garments. The layers of fabric moved with the woman’s grace, each piece adorned with unique floral symbols.

Jamie took a deep breath, trying to quell the nervousness in their stomach, adjusting their collar nervously.

“Oh, no. No charms, th-thank you. I saw the sign you had in the window. You’re searching for help?” They moved on to fidgeting with the elastic of their suspenders.

Celia took a moment to process the guest’s presence, noting their anxious demeanor and the way they shifted from side to side.

“That old thing?” she asked. “I’d almost forgotten it was still up. It’s been there so long it’s practically become part of the decor.”

The posted sign had yellowed with age and was barely hanging on by one corner.

“Are you still looking for someone? I could use the work,” Jamie half-pleaded, gaining a bit more confidence.

“Desperate enough to want to work here, eh?” Celia said playfully, exaggerating the situation with a shrug of her shoulders.

Still hopeful, they blushed, realizing they might have implied Blossom Books was their last resort.

The owner’s expression softened as she looked around the cluttered shop. Dust motes danced in the slanting beams of light that filtered through the grimy windows, casting an almost defused glow over the disarray.

“We could use an extra set of hands. The aid I have here now…” Celia’s mouth transformed into a faint smirk. “Let’s just say they wouldn’t exactly be thrilled about the idea of new help.”

Trying to fight the excitement, Jamie absorbed the subtle undertones. “I’m sure I could be a good fit. The Village has just been amazing. I’ve handled a variety of tasks before, and I’m quick to adapt.”

“Let’s slow it down a little first. Who are you?”

They took a deep breath, clearly eager to make a good impression. “I’m Jamie Raleigh, and I live in Brooklyn. I took the train over for the first time today. The neighborhood, this place—it’s nothing like I’ve ever seen before.” Each word tumbled out in a rush, revealing just how nervous they truly were.

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, I’m Celia.” She extended a hand, offering a friendly gesture of welcome. “Let’s start by getting to know each other a bit better and see how we can make this work. There’s a lot to learn about the shop.” She paused, catching the candidate taking a deeper look around.

A haphazard arrangement of shelves and the odd assortment of items came into focus. Jars filled with mysterious substances, dusty old figurines, and trinkets were scattered about. The iron chandelier overhead, its candles long missing and cobwebs hanging from its ornate structure, added to the shop’s whimsical and somewhat enigmatic atmosphere.

“Look,” Celia began with a reassuring smile, leading the pair deeper into the shop, “I know this isn’t like the big department stores over on 34th Street. It’s not all polished floors and neatly arranged aisles. Honestly, it can get pretty interesting around here.” She laughed in her throat. “Every day won’t be the same, I can promise you that.”

“How so?”

“Well, for starters, we deal with things that aren’t always exactly conventional. Some days it’s organizing and stocking during our seasonal rushes; other days it’s figuring out how to handle objects that might have a little more magic or mystery than you’d expect.”

Jamie’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Magic? Like, actual ‘mystical powers’ and all that?” The words came out in disbelief. “I’ve heard about it, you know, on the news. I’ve always just thought it was, well, talk. I know people are against it, but I didn’t actually think it was real.”

“Yes, actual magic.” Celia’s eyes twinkled with a hint of mischief. “We have a few rare and mystical items that come through here from time to time. It’s not always easy to predict what’ll happen next. I’ve always said that it’s part of the charm of working here.”

Dissolving apprehension was replaced by an eager excitement ready to be unleashed. “I’m definitely up for it! Sorry if I seem too eager. It’s just that everything here already feels so familiar.”

“Really now?”

“It seems as if I’ve seen this place before in my mind. Not every detail, but enough to know it was here.”

“Sounds like you’re where you’re meant to be then,” Celia said. “In a world where anything out of the norm is often dismissed as mere fantasy, discovering the truth can be quite an adventure. Sometimes the most unexpected holds the answers you’ve been searching for.”

“Nothing has felt more true after a day like this.”

“Fantastic! Let me show you around and introduce you to some quirks of the shop.” Celia began to motion toward various shelves and displays. “Alright, first things first. This is our collection of enchanted wares. Some of these items might look ordinary, though I can promise, they’ve got their peculiarities. Make sure to handle them with care.”

“I couldn’t imagine there was so much to discover.” Jamie’s eyes grew large as they took in the assortment of items. Everything from ornate, ancient-looking vials to strangely cut stones.

Celia nodded with a grin. “This is all just the beginning, too. Now, over here,” she continued, corralling them to a large, dusty bookcase, “you can find our magical tomes and bound spells. Some are more temperamental than others, so you’ll need to be gentle when handling them. We’ve also got some temperamental books that only appear when they’re in the mood.”

The new hire giggled.

“You’d be surprised at what can happen. Things have a way of keeping people on their toes. We’ve had our share of odd occurrences, and since anyone can shop here, I take pride in making sure that it’s safe for everyone, extraordinary or not.”

From what Jamie had already seen, the mission was evident. They agreed, clearly intrigued.

“As you get more comfortable, I’ll introduce you to some of the more unique aspects. Now, let’s get you familiar with the daily tasks—”

Just then, a heartbreaking crash echoed through the shop. The sound of splintering glass pierced the stillness. Shards flew through the air like deadly raindrops, shattering against the floor and spreading chaotically. Those inside exchanged panicked looks before darting out from behind the curtain, driven by the urgent need to uncover the source of the disruption.

Celia’s heart was racing as she burst through the curtains. A group of older teenage boys fled into the night, their hurried footsteps and laughs softening with their retreat. At her feet lay a red brick, a slip of paper cruelly bound to it with a rubber band.

She read the menacing scrawl out loud, “Witch.”

Golden letters that had greeted visitors with their warm, welcoming glow now lay in tarnished disarray, scattered like broken stars across a wooden sky. The jagged hole in the window frame allowed the biting night air to rush in, mixing with the acrid, lingering scent of smoke from extinguished candles. The once-safe haven of the shop now lay exposed and vulnerable, its tranquility shattered by a violent act of intimidation.

The damage was relatively minor, yet it spoke volumes. A brick through the window was a clear message, an act of aggression, a challenge.

Celia gathered herself. “Don’t worry about the mess, doll. I can sort this out in a flash.” Her tone was surprisingly casual. “At least they left a note this time.”

“It’s happened before?” Jamie scoffed in disbelief. “You can’t let them get away with this!” They felt as if they were overreacting compared to the owner’s response. “Should we call the police?”

“And have more of my windows blown out?” Surveying the scene with a bemused expression, she waved a hand dismissively at the debris. “Bigger problems will arise if people see a fixed window in the morning when it was just busted the night before. I’d prefer if you head home while I take care of the repairs. Those guys should be long gone by now. Just make sure you come back on Monday morning for your first, real day.”

“Alright. I’ll see you then,” they responded, slightly hesitant.

Celia offered a hopeful smile. “This place is more than just its walls. It’s a space of hope. There’s no way we’ll let a little rock-throwing get in the way.”

 Exiting, the new employee felt like they might be in over their head. The bookshop was already proving to be like nothing they had ever experienced. The upcoming weekend already seemed to be torturous while awaiting the next shift.

Tall streetlights flickered above, casting a soft light on the cracked pavement. A chill lingered in the air, passing along a cool and gentle breeze that rustled through the trees, making the evening feel almost serene within the bohemian grove.

Now standing at the edge of the subway entrance, there was a surge of apprehension as Jamie was about to break one of their top personal rules: never take the subway after sundown. This was not something they took lightly. The tales they had heard in passing about the city’s subway system had painted a grim picture.

After today, horror stories proved to be nothing more than a deterrent. Once a site of rumors, the Village had now transformed into a utopic haven in their eyes. The mundane fears that had once held them back seemed trivial now compared to the enchantment they had experienced with Celia at Blossom Books.

“I think the risk may be worth the ride,” Jamie thought while taking a look down the dimly lit stairs.

Reaching the landing, the low hum of an approaching train grew louder, and their heart raced. As the subway rolled into view, they took another deep breath. The transport’s doors slid open with a gentle whoosh before they stepped aboard.

A dimly lit interior was far from the frightening scenes they had imagined. The train began to move as they settled into their seat, watching the lights of the underground blur past. With every passing station, they began to feel more at ease, reassured that the journey was not as ominous as the tales had led them to believe.

Jamie’s mind wandered back to Celia’s words and the promise of a return in two days. With a slight smile, they looked out, having made a small but significant step in their journey through this new world.
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THE WEEKEND HAD quickly passed. Time wove through the streets of Greenwich Village as a fleeting breeze, clearing the tension that had settled in Blossom Books like an unwelcome guest.

The broken glass had been a small, simple thing to fix, a mere moment’s work with Celia’s special touch. It was not the shattering itself that had been the problem; it was the intention behind it, the malice. In response, the shop owner had taken to reinforcing the place with additional layers of protection.

A shimmering sigil now graced the storefront, a quiet sentinel against the encroaching threats. It was not a fortification ever thought necessary—not in this neighborhood, not for this space—but times had changed. Old spells of warding that had sufficed for decades were no longer enough.

Attacks on magical folk and mortal allies had escalated in recent months. This incident was a sharp, bitter reminder that the world outside was growing darker and more dangerous.

Celia sat in a narrow corner of her apartment, a space lovingly dubbed the Breakfast Nook. To most, it might seem like nothing more than a modest set of small patio furniture. Within the charm of the witch’s enchanted home, it had transformed into an elegant banquet table perfectly set for one, reflecting her curated taste.

Luxurious fabrics draped over the tabletop formed a plush surface where a delicate teacup rested on its matching saucer. The air was fragrant with her signature, captivating scent swirling in the golden light of the morning.

As she sat there, Celia’s crossed legs were covered in soft, tussled fringe that hung from her flowing robe. She stirred honey into her tea with a deliberate clockwise motion, the spoon gently clinking against the porcelain, adding to the tranquil atmosphere. This small yet sacred ritual was one of the few moments where she allowed herself a touch of luxury before the demands of the day inevitably called her away.

“Looks like Apollo 9 launches today. They call it progress, but it’s like watching children play with tin cans,” Celia joked, bemused by the day’s headline. She glanced out the window, where the world reportedly buzzed with anticipation and pride for the mission, humanity’s latest effort, to push beyond its earthly boundaries.

For a practitioner of magic, it felt quaint, naïve even. All this effort to reach for a great mystery, when so much power already coursed beneath the surface, unseen and unnoticed by most. The witch had seen wonders far beyond rockets and space capsules, learning to touch the stars in ways most could never imagine.

“If only they knew what true abilities are amongst them.” Her mocking quickly faded, giving way to reflections on her newest worker.

Their first meeting had been a whirlwind of energy and uncertainty, a collision of destinies she had not quite anticipated. Yet through the flurry of introductions and half-finished sentences, one thing stood out to her above all else: Jamie had mentioned they experienced recent visions. She could not shake the feeling that there was more to it all.

The newcomer was now on a precipice between everyday normalcy and something truly amazing, with no idea what the possibilities could truly be.

“I doubt they would even consider themselves to be part of this world,” the witch thought to herself with a chuckle. She shook her head, folding the newspaper neatly on the table.

Having always been a thinker, Celia was someone who needed to talk things through, even if it was only with herself. It was a habit the shop owner would carry her entire life, one that had helped her navigate the complicated rituals and ceremonies of her craft. Whenever faced with a challenge, she would pace and mumble her way through as if speaking aloud could make the solution manifest itself.

This method had been ingrained in her from her days studying under Hao Shen, a patient and wise teacher, someone who understood the importance of deliberate action in magic. 

“Approach the mountain of any task, one thoughtful step at a time,” he would often remind his pupil. 

It was a mantra that had been taken to heart, especially during the times when Celia found herself struggling with new spells or overwhelmed by the responsibilities of the bookshop.

Now, from the view of Shen’s wisdom, Jamie was at the base of a mountain, whether they realized it or not. They had yet to grasp the magnitude of the new world they had stumbled into, much less their potential within it. And now, ever the guide and protector, Celia would be there to help navigate a way up the summit, just as the instructor had once done for her.

“It’s not every day someone walks in saying they’ve seen the place before.”

Her thoughts lingered on the oddness of the encounter. The meeting had been casual, yet so significant. Jamie spoke of everything as if it were a familiar dream long before their feet had ever crossed the threshold.

In all her years, Celia had seen plenty of talents emerge, often in bursts of raw, unrefined energy. Foretelling prophecies? Astral projection? Whatever it was, they are not the most common of untrained abilities. It was not typically the first thing one would experience. Visions came later, usually after some connection had been forged, a spark ignited deep within. The fact that one succeeded—without training—meant something.

Deep in thought, Celia tried but could not pinpoint a secret factor. The reasons behind it could be endless, but there was no time to travel down that road right now. After all, the bookshop had yet to be opened for the day. Swiftly, she cleared the table and reached for the basil-colored cardigan hanging on a hook in the entryway.

Closing the door, a sharp crack reverberated through the narrow hallway. The air felt still, almost expectant, as the witch’s heels began to click rhythmically against the faded linoleum stairs, their colors muted by years of wear. Approaching the building’s security door, she paused for a moment after catching her reflection in the glass pane.

The sorceress gave herself a quick refresh, adjusting her open sweater and smoothing any stray strands of hair that had escaped their place. Then, with a small, knowing smile, she pinched her cheeks. It was a subtle trick learned long ago to bring a hint of warmth to her face.

For a brief moment, Celia studied her reflection, her eyes meeting the woman looking back. Satisfied, she gave a small nod to herself before pushing open the door. The city gave a greeting of its usual hum while stepping out onto the street. The morning sun cast its warm embrace over the Village, illuminating the cobblestone streets and the quaint storefronts lined in a row. Taking a deep breath, she let the energy of the commuting hustle invigorate her. 

Making her way down the bustling avenue, Celia acknowledged and waved to the shopkeepers she passed, including Mrs. Hilden, the neighborhood fixture who always gave the nicest greetings.

Walking up the stoop to Blossom Books, the owner paused before reaching for the key. Her attention drifted to the front window, taking a moment to admire the results of her recent repair work. The glass looked as pristine and flawless as it had before the unfortunate incident. Not only had she restored the framework to its former state, she had done so with such skill and subtlety that the repair went entirely unnoticed.

New enchantments also blended seamlessly with the original structure. And as a bonus, it left the vandals with no satisfaction.

With an appreciative glance, she turned to slip her key into the lock. The familiar click of the latch opening felt like a small victory, a reminder of her ability to protect and maintain the bookshop’s sanctity in the face of challenges.

Pushing the entry open, Celia took in the comforting scent of aged parchment and cinnamon, welcoming her back inside. Light filtered through the golden letters, casting a warm, inviting glow over the rows of knick-knacks and the cozy reading spots.

The shop was more than just a business to her; it was a second home, a place where her skills and passion could thrive. And today, it felt just as it should: perfectly restored and ready for whatever the day might bring.

“Gah, there you are! Might you phone the next time you decide to take the morning off?” an all-too-familiar voice rang out, its disapproval palpable.

Celia turned with a sigh. “Good morning to you, too, Fernmoor,” she managed through clenched teeth.

Hovering slightly above the ground, the ghostly existence of Alistair Fernmoor was a vision from another era. His presence was unmistakable in an Elizabethan-era suit, impeccably tailored, clinging to his ethereal form. An old waistcoat was adorned with embroidery, its silver threads mended and meticulously cared for. His hair lacked color and was carefully combed back, appearing to shimmer with a slow-moving haze that floated around him, giving an otherworldly glow.

Alistair’s skin was pale and reflective, bearing the delicate, fine wrinkles of age and experience. These lines spoke of a life steeped in discipline and unyielding dedication. His gray eyes, deep-set and observant, held a look both penetrating and thoughtful. They conveyed a blend of intelligence and quiet authority, revealing a mind always at work, always analyzing.

Despite his current form, there was an undeniable weight to his presence, a gravitas that could not be ignored. Alistair was both a reminder of the past and a constant presence in Celia’s daily life, often stepping in with his advice and critique as though he were still very much alive and in charge.

“Aren’t we to expect that new… person? I cannot even bring myself to say it,” he said, his tone dripping with disdain.

Celia offered a strained smile, already done with his outlook. “Yes, Fernie, our new employee will be in at any time. Please make them feel welcome. We both know how you can be.”

“How many times must I ask you? Please do not call me Fernie. It’s Fernmoor, thank you.” His voice carried a dignified exasperation. Though the ghostly figure floated slightly above the floor, his posture maintained an air of formality.

Ignoring the request with practiced ease, Celia pressed on, “I’ve got a good feeling about this one. Jamie mentioned they had visions of this place. Do you know what that means? We might be able to bring new abilities into the coven!”

“Then what do you call the twins’ talents?” Alistair scoffed, his tone edged with skepticism.

“The guys are different. Just like everyone else, too. We’ve got a range of talents in this coven. That diversity is what strengthens us.”

The pale ghost’s disposition softened a fraction, though he remained unmoved.

“I see. You must understand that it’s not just about collecting abilities; it’s about how they integrate into the group’s dynamics and contribute to our goals. I urge you to recall your first few months here.”

Celia nodded. “I do. It’s just that I believe Jamie’s potential is something worth exploring.”

“Pray tell, what does Miss O’Connell have to say about all of this?” Alistair’s curiosity was evident, though his expression remained stoic.

“Siobhan will be fine with it. She trusts my judgment. After all, doll, she did pass the coven on to me. This recruit could be the key to taking us to the next level.”

“I hope you know what you are doing here,” the butler said with a serious tone. “It has been a while since we have brought on a fresh face. Do not let this vacancy lead to rash decisions.”

Celia’s expression shifted as the leader considered his words. “For now, they’re only expected to help around here. Let’s get a feel for their new abilities and see what interests Jamie has.” A realization hit. “Who knows? Maybe the talk about real magic was too much for them. They might not even show up today.”

“Mustn’t worry about that,” the specter reassured her. “Look what bounds up the steps now.” As he spoke, a cloud of vapor began to envelop Alistair as he exited.

Turning attention to the outside stoop, Celia’s gaze was hopeful yet apprehensive. Before she could dwell too long on her worries, the bell above the shop’s door jingled, announcing Jamie’s arrival. They bounded into the bookstore with a palpable eagerness, their energy infusing the room with a sense of anticipation. 

“Morning! I didn’t know what time to get here, so I came over as soon as I could.”

“Why, hello there! I was just about to start opening up the shop. If you’d like to follow, I’ll show you the ropes.” She guided them through the opening routine performed each morning, resolving to take the inevitable confession one step at a time.

As the two moved through the store, display cases and bookshelves were grandly presented while small talk was made. With each stride, the genuine interest and eagerness in Jamie’s demeanor became more evident.

“You do this every day?” they asked, realizing just how much of a commitment it must take.

“Mainly,” Celia replied, hesitant to admit. “Things seem to go easier for me this way. I spend most of my time here, making sure everything runs smoothly and that we remain a welcoming spot for everyone.

“I do get help from close friends once in a while. Matching up our schedules can get tedious, so we usually carve out a couple of days a month to all get together. Right now, we’re prepping for the upcoming equinox of the season.” She paused for a moment, her expression turning thoughtful. “One of the reasons I’m looking forward to you being here is that eventually, you’ll be able to take on a couple of these responsibilities.”

“You’re counting on me to look after the shop?” Jamie grew excited at the prospect.

“Absolutely! I believe you have the right instincts and passion for it. It’s not just about managing daily tasks but also understanding the objective of this place and its role in the community. I’m confident you’ll rise to the challenge.”

“I won’t let you down.” The thought of contributing to something so significant filled Jamie with purpose, something that had been lacking in the weeks leading up to this opportunity.

Soon after, the pair made their way toward the front of the store, moving through the space as the last of the morning sun held out. The warm light began to rest upon the wooden counter that stood prominently near the entrance. It bore baroque carvings of swirling vines and celestial symbols, each detail painstakingly etched into the dark, polished wood. Beyond it all, a set of decorative wrought iron bars stood out, their swirling patterns intricate yet sturdy.

“You mentioned before you have visions of some sort?” Despite the witch’s best efforts to adhere to the plan she had carefully discussed with Alistair, the question slipped out before she could fully catch herself.

The query hung in the air, a bit too intimate for comfort. Celia winced inwardly as her body tensed at the realization she had pushed the boundaries. She promised to take things slowly, allowing Jamie time to settle in before delving into potentially sensitive matters. Yet, only a few hours into the first day, she was already probing into what might be considered sensitive territory.

Jamie looked up from the stack of books they began to organize, buying time to piece thoughts together.

“Yeah, I did mention that,” they said slowly. “I’ve had a few visions I’m still trying to understand. Most of them last just an instant.”

“Can I ask what it’s like? Is it more of a flash or something else?”

“Some are long. Most are just like a photo. I sketch them down to try and piece it all together. My most recent was a real doozy.”

“I’d love to see your work sometime.” Celia’s interest was engaged. “You had a vision of this place, too, right?”

“I’m mostly sure it was. After helping you this morning, I got to look around more, and some things still don’t match up.”

“What haven’t you seen yet?”

Jamie hesitated before answering. “There were elements in the vision that don’t fit what’s around us now. It almost feels like there’s something more—something I’ve yet to catch onto.”

All of this was true. The owner had yet to reveal one crucial aspect of the bookstore: its heart. Hidden within these walls was a sacred meeting place, a space carefully concealed and protected. Several enchantments were bestowed upon the entryway as a deterrent and to disguise what was hiding in plain sight.

“Just so you know, this store doesn’t actually have units above it.” Dropping this kernel of information, she hoped Jamie would pick up on the hint and pry deeper for an explanation.

“Really? I thought the building had six floors.”

Any hope of easing into the truth was gone. Still, maybe this way Celia could steer the conversation carefully, answering just enough without revealing everything.

“There’s a bit of a trick to the place,” she said. “From the outside, it looks like a regular bookshop with a few flats above it, but there’s more going on. Sometimes people notice things that aren’t exactly obvious.”

“So there’s more than meets the eye?”

Determined now more than ever, Jamie searched for anything that seemed out of place. The task immediately proved challenging. What could be misplaced in a bookshop as eclectic as this one? The new hire’s young mind flickered between memories of the charcoal sketches from their earlier visions and the reality of what stood before them. They hoped details might reveal themselves to align with the glimpses they had seen.

Replaying their longest vision in their mind, Jamie moved with a purposeful air, tilting their head as they examined the surroundings from a new angle. They scrutinized every nook and cranny. Their eyes darted over shelves, the arrangement of the books, and the architectural details of the shop. It was then that the understanding struck them.

“If there is no second floor to the shop, then what’s this for?” Their voice was tinged with curiosity as they reached out for the cold, collapsible grate covering a pair of elevator doors.

The lift entry was tucked behind a large and fortified counter, home to an antique brass register and a collection of last-minute essentials for customers. The doors behind were partially obscured by a note written in emerald ink.

Out of Order - Mgt.

The crinkled parchment was woven between slats of the metal divide, lending a touch of formality to the otherwise practical appearance of the elevator entrance.

Celia observed Jamie’s intense scrutiny. “Formally, it leads to our storeroom,” she said. “Being a shop like this, you wouldn’t imagine the extra space we need.”

“A storeroom, huh?”

“As for its other purposes, it may be better to just show you. Although I’m sure you’ve seen it already.” With a conspiratorial wink, Celia hinted at secrets yet to be revealed. 

Foregoing a response, the boss crossed to the front door, carefully flipped the ‘Back in 10 Minutes’ sign, and turned the key to lock up the shop. The heavy click of the lock echoed softly in the quiet space—a signal they were about to delve beyond the everyday routine. Taking a final glance around, she prepared to reveal a hidden facet of the structure.

The protective iron creaked in agony as it was parted down the middle, its latches swung over the top with a reluctant groan as if resisting the intrusion. Jamie watched with bated breath, their eyes growing large at the sight of the ancient mechanism struggling against its inertia. The gate’s protest echoed throughout the shop, underscoring the mounting anticipation.

“There we go. The hinges can be a bit stubborn.”

Exposed elevator doors now stood before them. Fully revealed, the entry boasted a striking botanical scene, adding an element of elegance to the otherwise utilitarian feature. A variety of blossoms curled and intertwined in an elaborate dance across the partition. Vines, rendered with almost lifelike precision, wound their way around the flowers, creating a sense of organic movement that contrasted with the rigid structure.

“Before we go in, doll,” Celia’s voice carried a note of sincerity, “I just have to say I’ve enjoyed meeting you. And while this all seems to be moving quickly, I truly believe there’s a reason for it.”

Jamie absorbed the importance of this moment. “You can trust me,” they reassured her.

“Good, that’s what I hoped to hear. What I am about to show you is not just a significant part of myself or Blossom Books but of the coven as well.”

“Coven?”

The sorceress raised her hand to the embossed lotus resting gracefully between the doors. Making contact, a subtle warmth radiated from the intricate design, causing the flower to respond to her touch. A soft, pearly white light emanated from the center, casting a tranquil glow that danced over its surface. Intensifying, it began to swirl with mesmerizing hues of greens and blues, reminiscent of the iridescent sheen of an abalone shell.

The tracks began to creak as the entry was slowly dragged open, inch by inch. Standing poised and alert, Celia waited until the gap was wide enough to step through. With a subtle nod, she signaled Jamie to follow closely behind her. Wanting to move, they hesitated, casting one last look at the bustling world outside.

Each detail of the street, the sunlit sidewalks, and the ordinary hum of daily life all seemed to imprint themselves in their memory. It was as if this would be their final opportunity to absorb the mundane beauty of it all. 

“Don’t worry, if this goes all wrong, I can just pluck this memory out of your mind.” Her tone carried a playful threat, though her eyes betrayed the depth of her sincerity.

Both stepped in; their feet met as the two stood side by side. The doors slid shut with a final, echoing clunk, and the ambient noise of the outside world was abruptly cut off.

Once everything fell silent, Celia waited a beat before closing her eyes, her body motionless as though listening to something only she could hear.

“Deffro,” she whispered.

As the incantation faded, the atmosphere in the elevator seemed to shift. Jamie blinked, their eyes straining against the void that had engulfed the space.

Slowly, new shapes bled into view, revealing tall walls and intricate tapestries. The backside of the lift was no longer solid, having peeled away to reveal a hidden chamber beyond. A sanctuary was awakening, lined with ancient wooden beams stretching toward a high vaulted ceiling soaring overhead, with glass panels framing a magnificent skylight.

Climbing vines wound around the shelving and walls, their tendrils curling up to meet the transparent panes above, where just beneath, patches of green mingled with bright bursts of colorful blossoms. The room was alive, breathing with vibrant life and nature. Resident butterflies glided through the space.

Jamie’s attention was caught by lush potted plants carefully arranged along the perimeter. Others spilled over tabletops, some stood tall in stately containers beside the shelves. Their presence filled the room with a tranquil atmosphere and lent the space a sense of tranquility.

A chandelier hung in the center, adorned with spent candles and delicate crystal droplets that glinted like dew in the light. Beneath it, a large patterned rug spread across the floor, echoing the room’s natural palette. Several wooden tables and chairs were scattered around, their surfaces polished to a rich sheen and now covered with protest signs from a recent gay liberation rally.

“This is it,” Celia said, stepping into the room, her posture straightened with a quiet sense of pride. “You are now within the sanctuary of the Coven of the Elder Blossom.”

“This all looks so wonderful!” Jamie exclaimed. “The smell—” They deeply inhaled. “It smells just like the seaside.”

“Our place is enchanted to resemble what, or who, you love the most. With all the flowers in bloom, the scents can be overwhelming, so we have disguised them as a bouquet of your heart’s desire, wrapped into one harmonious aroma.”

“What does it smell like to you?” they asked, wondering what marvelous things might come to mind

“Um, I would have to say…”

It was not that Celia was unwilling to share; rather, this particular question touched on a deeply personal part of her past. She had always been open about her experiences, but this was a secret close to the heart. Revealing it felt almost like unveiling a hidden piece of her soul.

“Well, if you asked me, I say this whole place smells of poppycock!” Alistair’s voice reverberated through the book spines surrounding the living. A ghostly form materialized in the northern corner of the room, emerging from the shadows with a stately grace. “Whatever happened to the plan? I
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