
    1

    A dark figure sits in the middle of a large, gloomy room. The windows are darkened by heavy curtains, and the shutters are tightly closed. All light from outside is completely blocked out, only a few candles fill the room with a dim, flickering, yellowish light. The candles have burned down almost to the wick and are arranged in a circle around the figure kneeling on the floor. At the edge of the dark room, rows of stone seats protrude from the walls, on which several indistinct human silhouettes can be made out. They all look down at the man in their midst, as if waiting for the beginning of a mystical ceremony. There is absolute silence; no one says a word. Suddenly, runes begin to glow on the skin of the man surrounded by the candles. A groan and murmur ripples through the rows of seats, but dies down just as quickly. The man in the center opens his mouth and breaks the silence with a dark, deafening voice. It bounces off the cold stone walls and echoes through the bare room. The words sound like a song, but they are barely intelligible through the echo.

    Some of those present breathe a sigh of relief when they hear the first lines of the song, but tense up again as soon as the next verse begins.

    The lines in the stone room suddenly warp and dissolve; the image blurs and merges with a dark glass sphere resting on a green velvet cushion. Standing before it is a tall, slender man with glowing eyes. His face is contorted with rage. The shimmering light of the glass sphere slowly fades, but the flicker in the man’s gaze remains. Despite the rage and hatred in his eyes, he has a beautiful face. It is angelic.

    His hand reaches forcefully for a shiny silver knife lying on a small table next to the orb, swings it back, and throws it at the wall without looking. There hangs a large, heavy wooden panel on which a detailed family tree is painted. The knife burrows deep into the wood, right between two names written in gold ink. The angelic man strides toward the family tree and pulls the knife out of the board with a swift motion. An ugly crack remains between the names. It is one of countless cracks that make the names on the wood increasingly illegible with each strike.

    With his cloak billowing, the man turns on his heel and almost floats out of the room, so fast does he move. He has a goal he must reach at all costs, whatever the price…

    Drenched in sweat, Sophia woke up early in the morning. It was warm in her room, much too warm. The first rays of sunlight were making their way through the curtains in front of her window. She sat up, yawning, ran a hand through her tousled hair, and rubbed the sleep from her eyes.

    It was just a dream.

    She’d been having bad dreams for days. But every time she tried to tell someone about her dreams, they just rolled their eyes and said, “It’s just a dream, don’t worry about it,” or “It’s probably just the muggy weather—that’s when you start dreaming such crazy stuff.” No one seemed to really care. By now, no one wanted to hear about her dreams anymore, so she tried to deal with them on her own.

    
      With each passing day, however, the dreams grew darker, more mystical, and more mysterious, as if they were trying to warn her of something. Every one of them had ended with her and her sister being captured, attacked, or killed. Only this dream was an exception, even though it felt more real than the ones she usually had. For a change, this one ended with an angry man with a beautiful face setting out to find someone. He was probably looking for the people from the family tree, presumably to kill them. The thought occurred to her because of the many cracks in the wood, which he had surely caused all by himself. He certainly didn’t have anything good in mind, that would be an extremely unusual habit of his. And why had this angelic man watched the ceremony in his crystal ball? Why in a magic crystal ball of all things? Nobody watched things in 
      crystal 
      balls… What did that have to do with the family tree he had defaced? Probably nothing at all… She was probably just letting her imagination run wild again, trying to find some deeper meaning in dark dreams that sprang solely from her vivid imagination. In any case, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d overthought something like this. Even when she wasn’t asleep, she often drifted off into a daydream and saw or heard strange things that she was probably just imagining. That had to be it, because otherwise no one else had ever heard the voices when the wind whistled through the trees, or seen the swirling streaks that sometimes lurked under the bed when you played hide-and-seek as a child. She’d been excluded from games often enough because she’d scared others with them. But she found the shapes and movements more fascinating than eerie.
    

    
      Sophia glanced at the alarm clock and groaned. 
      Only a quarter past five! 
      Couldn’t she have slept an hour longer? She’d gone to bed extra late the night before, but now she didn’t feel the least bit tired. Still in a bad mood, she slapped her alarm clock with the flat of her hand to turn it off, but only hit the hard, angular edge of the device. The screen lit up. Grumbling, she used her other hand to turn it off, got up in a huff, and banged her head hard against the sloping ceiling of her room.
    

    “Ouch!” she cursed under her breath.

    Annoyed, she stood up, kicked her desk, and caught her little toe on it. “Damn it!” she hissed, holding her throbbing foot. She hopped two steps further across the room and slipped on a binder she’d left on the floor the day before. “Damn it!”

    A bird landed on her windowsill and tapped gently on the glass with its beak. It chirped softly but cheerfully. Sophia didn’t even glance at it. Even the animals seemed to be making fun of her now!

    With great effort, she scrambled to her feet and looked around for more treacherous traps. But there wasn’t a single one in sight.

    If she didn’t accidentally get in her own way every now and then, it happened often enough that her sister took over that role.

    Sophia limped cautiously, her head, toe, and bottom aching, into her small bathroom, which was located on the other side of the hallway, diagonally across from her room. She ran hot water into the tub and slid very carefully into the soapy, fragrant bubble bath. She was just able to catch herself before she slipped on the slippery floor of the tub and bumped her head on the edge.

    After what felt like an eternity, Sophia heard loud stomping coming down the hallway. Instantly, her newly regained good mood flowed past the plug and down the bathtub drain.

    Then there was a loud knock on the door.

    “Are you ever going to be done? I can’t wait for you forever! You’re growing webbed feet, as if you weren’t weird enough already!”

    Sophia sighed. That was the charming voice of her kind-hearted and loving sister Violet.

    “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be done in a minute. I’m coming out…” Sophia replied, dejected and meek.

    “What did you say? I can barely hear you whispering; it’s echoing so much,” Violet called from the hallway, continuing to pound on the door.

    Sophia sat up in the tub, reached for the towel—which, luckily, she hadn’t placed too far away—and stepped out of the still-warm water.

    As soon as Violet heard between her knocks that Sophia had stepped out of the tub, she paused, walked back down the hallway, and into her own bathroom.

    Sophia sat down dejectedly on the edge of the tub and massaged her forehead. She cursed herself for her lack of guts and her pronounced shyness.

    The day is off to a wonderful start again. It can only get better from here… Just like every day…

    It had been going on like this for ages now, almost every morning. Sophia woke up early, but no matter where she was, Violet found her and tore her away from the peace she had struggled so hard to find. She bullied and unsettled her. She bossed her around or ignored her completely. Though Violet had quickly stopped doing the latter, because the hours she spent ignoring her sister were ones of balanced serenity and true peace, which Sophia longed for so painfully. Every morning, Violet’s path led her first to Sophia, only to return to her own bathroom after a few nasty words or pranks, or to go about her own daily routine. Violet’s bathroom was at least three times the size of Sophia’s. It had a corner bathtub, a luxury shower, and an attached sauna. Violet had never set foot in the small bathroom since they’d been living here.

    As far as Sophia could remember, she had never once spoken out against her sister. She simply didn’t dare, and in a strange way, she didn’t want to either. After all, Violet was her sister…

    After the two sisters had finished getting dressed in the morning—if you could call it that in Sophia’s case—they went downstairs to the elderly couple who usually took care of them and had breakfast. Their adoptive parents were rarely at home.

    At breakfast, Violet usually kept picking on Sophia and making fun of various things she had accidentally done at some point, mostly because of her compulsive clumsiness. This often went on the entire way to school, until they were just about to reach the schoolyard.

    Only during school hours were the sisters a team. That meant Violet was only nice to Sophia then. But that had only been the case since their last move six months ago. Violet had quickly figured out that she made a better impression on the other students if she didn’t constantly embarrass her twin sister. After school, however, the drama always started all over again.

    Sophia leaned over the tub to let the water drain and her hand slipped off the edge, but she managed to stop herself at the last moment from falling headfirst into the still-brimming bubble bath with the towel. She dried off, got dressed, blow-dried and combed her hair, and tied it into a ponytail with a hair tie.

    She glanced briefly at herself in the mirror.

    
      She could accentuate her brown eyes with a little mascara, cover the slight dark circles under her eyes, and apply some makeup or blush. But what for? 
      Violet already puts on enough for both of us
      , she thought, turned around, and left the room. Just as she was about to close the bathroom door behind her, an unpleasant shiver ran down her spine. When she reached for the doorknob, she felt something soft and slimy on it. Horrified, she let go of the handle and rushed back into the bathroom to wash her hands and clean the doorknob before whatever it was might become impossible to remove. Violet had smeared some kind of oil or goo on it when she’d been pounding on the door earlier. A loud slam of the door followed by giggling confirmed Sophia’s suspicion.
    

    It took a while before her hands were halfway clean again and she could go down the stairs to the kitchen.

    The elderly couple had once again prepared a lavish breakfast for her. Almost every morning, Sophia wondered why the two of them always went to such great lengths. Were they always prepared for her foster parents to suddenly appear out of nowhere and insist on eating a breakfast buffet?

    She picked up her jam sandwich from the housekeeper, Wiltrud Weigardt, greeted her husband Heinrich— the cook and gardener—picked up her schoolbag, and stepped out into the beautiful picture-perfect garden, her favorite spot in the house.

    The description fit perfectly. The garden had been beautifully landscaped, with colorful flowers, pretty shrubs, enchanting trees, a babbling fountain, and a cute pond with various species of fish and frogs in it.

    She sat down on the snow-white swing set, which stood in front of the pond under a blossoming cherry tree, and watched the fish swim, lost in thought.

    ◆◆◆

    Violet also entered the garden. She looked around briefly and spotted Sophia, as expected, in her usual spot—the swing. With her arms crossed over her knees, she gazed into the pond and rocked gently back and forth. The sight reminded one of the colorful illustrations in fairy tale books, filled with enchanted gardens, princesses, fairies, and other mythical creatures. Violet quickly banished the image from her mind and waved her hand wildly in front of her face, as if she was trying to shoo away pink smoke or an annoying fly. She herself would conjure up an equally enchanting image in other people’s minds. But Sophia was anything but magical, nor did she behave even remotely like a princess. It was a ridiculous notion.

    With her arms crossed, Violet sat up a little straighter and yelled, “Hey! Sophia!”

    She laughed loudly and spitefully as Sophia, startled, clumsily plopped off the swing and the seat slammed against her butt with a thud.

    “Get up, you clumsy thing. We have to go to school,” she added, snorting.

    Sophia clumsily scrambled to her feet, brushed the dirt off her pants, and got her top caught on a branch. She stumbled along the path of natural stones and followed Violet back into the house, keeping a safe distance.

    
      Yeah, 
      Violet thought
      , she’s really to be pitied—can’t even walk in a straight line.
    

    She chuckled to herself and strutted through the dining room and the entryway. That’s what she called the large hallway leading to the front door. Then she walked through the front yard to the street. She looked left and right, glanced at her expensive designer watch—the latest model—and sighed in annoyance.

    “So we have to walk again, great.” Grumbling, she turned left and walked down the street with Sophia in tow.

    Every now and then she heard Sophia stumble, get caught in some hedge, or do something else annoying that only this klutz could manage. Rarely did Sophia walk long distances without running into something or tripping. Unless, of course, she was running away from something. Sophia could run very fast—faster than anyone else she knew. But she lost her concentration quickly and stumbled, which is why she usually ran as the anchor in the school relays, so she wouldn’t mess up the baton pass. Violet might not have been as fast, but she was far more enduring and talented than her sister. She could jump, throw, swim, do gymnastics, dance, sing, and much more, whereas Sophia always made a mess of things. Violet was one of the best in the class. She was charming, smart, funny, and beautiful. She was athletic and talented, confident and elegant—simply perfect! For that reason alone, it was hard to imagine that she and her sister were actually twins. They were just so different! But what Violet couldn’t deny, much to her chagrin, was that they looked incredibly alike. Sophia didn’t wear makeup and didn’t do anything special with her long brown hair, but she definitely wasn’t ugly. Still, of course, no one could hold a candle to Violet when it came to beauty—not even her sister, she insisted vehemently.

    Even though they looked very similar on the outside, there was one crucial difference between them. While Sophia’s eyes were brown, hers shone a beautiful blue.

    As the schoolyard came into view, Violet turned to her twin and linked an arm with her, flashing a sugar-sweet smile. She knew full well that Sophia couldn’t stand this charade, but by offering her support, Violet prevented her from stumbling across the schoolyard. For that reason, and because of the naturally immense respect she had for her older sister, she let it happen.

    As the two of them entered the school grounds, the first students were already turning to look at them.

    As much as she knew Sophia couldn’t stand this attention, Violet loved these moments. The boys admired them with their eyes, and the girls looked over enviously. Violet understood the envy. Not everyone looked as beautiful as they did.

    Not to mention that, in addition to their beauty, they were blessed with wealth! At least her adoptive parents were rich, so ultimately, so was she.

    Félicitas, one of the few lucky enough to be called a friend by Violet, rushed over happily and greeted them both effusively. Behind her, six more girls were already rushing over to greet them as well.

    “I’m going to go say hi to Johanna and Merle…” Sophia murmured to Violet.

    She couldn’t care less what her sister was doing, but she grinned at her anyway and nodded, as if giving her permission. Then she turned back to her friends.

    ◆◆◆

    Sophia dodged the next group of her sister’s wildly screaming friends and walked toward the bench where she always met up with her own friends. They were different from the girls who were crowding around Violet, giggling and talking about makeup, boys, and the latest gossip. They were outsiders like her. Today, Merle’s older brother Raphael was sitting with them too; he had already failed a grade once and therefore will graduate just a year ahead of us.

    Johanna stood up and walked over to Sophia to greet her and offer her support. Together they went back to the other two.

    They greeted each other briefly with a quick hug. Finally, Sophia could let herself sink onto the bench. She was safe.

    Lost in thought, she looked up at the tree above her. She spotted a nest where a few naked chicks were chirping loudly for their parents, and a few butterflies flying to the tree’s blossoms and disappearing among the leaves. A large bird with yellow plumage and green-rimmed eyes sat on a low branch not far from her and began to sing a beautiful melody that no one else seemed to notice. The sunlight shining through the leaves glistened and shimmered in its feathers, making them look almost as if they were made of gold. She had never seen such an elegant and beautiful bird, so she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Sophia watched the large, beautiful creature for quite a while and listened to its song until the shrill school bell snapped her out of her meditative thoughts and called her to class.
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