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            "Wholeness is not achieved by cutting off a portion of one's being, but by integration of the contraries."
 
 —Carl Jung
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EREBUS
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The hospital corridor stretched in an endless spiral ahead of him. Through the darkness, the striking glow of yellow eyes followed his every move. They swayed with the prowl of a predator. Tracking. Hunting.

Theo froze, disoriented in the aftermath of the usual blackout. Three months of avoiding magic, three months of struggling to coexist with himself. His fingers instinctively curled. 

The eyes surged forward. Something slammed into his chest, driving him backward, the weight of it like a sack of stones dropped from height, knocking the breath out of him. He gasped, soundless, and then a ragged inhale tore its way back in. 

The lights above flickered, making the hallway twirl in waves of dizzying flashes.

Theo tried to stand, but his legs buckled. His magic’s familiar tingling sensation crept up his arms, but he crushed it down. Not again. Never again. 

Vision darkening at the edges, he scanned the empty path before him for the door to his girlfriend Mina’s room. She would never believe he got lost. Mina was waiting for him, alone in that cold, dark place where she had been trapped for months. Nothing else mattered now. 

As he tried to focus on the door, Theo’s vision blurred into a haze of white lights and dark corners. 

Low, inhuman growls drowned out even the hum of the building’s ventilation. He fumbled for his phone. His thumb found the flashlight button, and the light pierced the darkness of the empty hallway. 

Theo slammed into a wall as the lights finally ceased flickering. He pressed his back against the harsh concrete, counting his breaths. He tried to move, but his jacket snagged on something sharp and yanked him back. He wrenched free.

The growls grew louder. A silhouette stood motionless across from him. Under the buzzing fluorescent lights, the figure stretched too long, angled the wrong way.

Theo yanked himself free and crawled forward, his palms pressing into the slick floor. 

The figure still didn’t move. The faint vibrations of an unnatural human groan thrummed through the building, making Theo’s bones bristle.

Theo kept inching forward. He bumped into a stretcher flat against the wall. He grabbed the edges and shoved it forward. The dark figure was simply gone, like the air itself had swallowed it. A chill ran down Theo’s spine. 

His body reacted without thought. The shadows at the edges of the corridor twisted and bent toward him, a living thing he hadn’t summoned. The darkness obeyed, wrapping around his wrists like hungry vines. Familiar. Cold. Alive...

The shadows responded as they had during that night three months ago. He had no semblance of control over them; they fed on his emotions, growing stronger with his fear and desperate, useless rejection.

Theo stopped short. A noise behind him. He turned. It was right there. It recoiled as the shadows swarmed around it, encasing it in a writhing mass. Panic flooded him, but it was too late to stop them—they had already taken control.

The shadows lashed out, striking with a force he hadn’t intended. The figure staggered, driven back a few feet, before it steadied itself and kept coming.

He backed into the icy wall behind him, heart thudding against his ribs. And there was the figure, close now; a man in a torn server’s apron and hat, towering over him. His eyes were nothing but yellowish holes that almost glistened in the dark. His head tilted permanently upward, toothless mouth hanging open. His nails extended like talons, filthy and encrusted, clicking against each other like a metronome, the sound growing louder with each passing breath.

The air vibrated with a thousand whispers, voices from every direction. In the chaos of noise, one name stood out—“Casimir.”

The name was vaguely familiar, yet it made no sense. He couldn’t place it. 

The man slammed into him. Hot, fetid breath washed over Theo’s face as his head collided with the wall, the impact cracking through his skull, and he dropped to the floor, his shoulder taking the brunt. His arm went numb. 

He got to one knee. His vision swam. The taste of the man’s breath lingered, sickly and vile.

Theo rose, standing on weak legs. He lifted himself enough to stumble. The second blow took him across the back of the head. He went down hard, flat on his back, eyes too heavy to keep open as the ceiling lurched above him.

A whooshing sound hummed with the echo of the hallway, cloth against the dark, or wings. Both of which didn’t belong there. Theo pushed out a slow breath, ready to give into oblivion, when his gaze locked on an owl flying toward him from the end of the corridor. Its eyes gleamed with intelligence, almost human.

An owl inside a hospital...

The thought followed him under.
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FAMILIAR
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Consciousness returned in fragments. Goosebumps stung his skin. An aching soreness in his neck and back greeted him as he struggled to move. Colors and shapes sharpened into focus, the absence of the hospital’s bland smell, his sheets, his bed, his apartment.

Theo’s eyes burned as reality assembled itself around him.

Sketches of the strange faces from his dreams covered the walls, but someone else stood by the window. Her red hair gleamed like a flame, cascading in gentle curls to her mid-back. When she turned to face him, imperfectly placed freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, complementing her caramel-colored eyes.

“Welcome back.” The lingering shadows recoiled as a smile brightened her face. Her hand on his shoulder was too warm, like it had been there longer than he realized.

Theo blinked, a slight tingle spreading through his spine at the contact. 

“You passed out.” The girl leaned against the wall, arms crossed, like it was the most normal thing in the world. 

“Who are you?” Theo rubbed his eyes. The memories of the man’s eerie presence flashed through his mind. “What are you doing in my house?”

He shot up, his heart racing. The room was charged with an energy he could not place. The few wards he placed should have prevented anyone from entering. Unless...

He scanned the room, his suspicion growing.

“Calm down.” The girl waved him off with a dismissive laugh. “I didn’t break in, if that’s what you’re panicking about. My name’s Scarlett. I know this is too sudden and unexpected, but I’m your familiar. You can trust me.” She shrugged. “I was drawn to your power. I felt a connection. It’s hard to explain.”

Theo shook his head. That wasn’t possible. 

“I don’t know what that means.” He struggled to his feet, his movements clumsy from the lingering effects of the attack. 

“A familiar is a magical partner,” she shifted her weight on her other leg. “When you’re in trouble, I feel it.” She tapped her temple, a cunning smile on her face. “Oh, and we can do telepathy. Cool, right?”

“You’ve got the wrong guy.” 

“Right, then explain the shadow show at the hospital.” Scarlett’s smirk cut through his denial like a blade. His lips twitched.

The owl...its intelligent eyes...It had no business being in a hospital corridor. He’d filed it away as another piece of the night he couldn’t explain. Until now. She was the hospital owl. 

Now that she had mentioned the magic, there was no point in pretending anymore. Three months of hiding, and it took one night to blow it all away. 

He studied her face, weighing his options. 

“If I tell you anything...you can’t tell anyone. Ever,” Theo said, his voice low, meeting her gaze. It was too calm. His secret was already slipping out, and the burden of it made his head throb.

The last time he had used magic he had lost control and put his girlfriend in a coma. The memory, vivid and unrelenting, still haunted him. 

“I said you can trust me.” She nodded, crossing her hands defensively.

“I don’t need you—I don’t know you,” he huffed, waving her off as he walked to the fridge. “There’s the door or the window. Whatever suits you.” 

“Interesting.” She waited. 

“I don’t need a lecture, alright?”

“Look, I hate that I have to be the one to tell you this, but...” Scarlett sighed and raised her hand to her creasing forehead, her brows knit together. She sat on the bed and rubbed her thighs with her palms. “You need to sit down. Something happened at the hospital.”

He turned to her. Her eyes held anger wearing grief’s face. He sat beside her.

“Everyone escaped when the Yak attacked, but Mina...I went to her room and found blood and the flowers you gave her scattered on the floor. She’s gone.” 

The words hung in the air. The world tilted, sound fading to a distant hum. He had known, somewhere deep down, but hearing it made it real. 

“No.” The word escaped before he could stop it. “No, she was just...she was in a coma. Why would that thing—” 

His hands trembled the same way they had after what happened that night, whenever he thought about magic, about losing control, about Mina.

“I need to be alone,” he said, voice cracking. It took him a few beats to grasp the doorknob. The weight of it all crushed his chest, giving way to something inexplicable. 

***
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The door opened with a creak as Theo stepped out, a chilly breeze hitting his face. He wished it was strong enough to numb the stirring in his guts.

The street outside was nearly empty, only the distant thump of club music and the sickly glow of streetlights broke the silence. Theo walked with his hood up, hands shoved deep in his pockets, staying in the shadows between the light pools. 

You know what you have to do.

He stopped, legs buckling, the whispers slithering through his mind. The pavement bit into his knees as he clutched his head. 

“Leave me alone!” A scream tore from his throat as his fists struck the ground. The earth beneath him cracked. The dust, a choking reminder of what he’d lost.

“Theo.” Footsteps pounded behind him. “Are you okay?”

Nor. Six months of living together, and the guy still disappeared at night, whispering behind closed doors. He always seemed to know more than he let on. He was also the only person who’d left food in the fridge without saying anything about it.

Theo tried to force a clueless smile, but his back muscles popped, making him wince instead.

“Hey.” Theo let Nor pull him up, feeling the weight of his own body like a stranger’s.

“What are you doing here?” The words came out flat, mechanical.

“I was...clubbing,” Nor chuckled, a trickle of sweat glistening against his temple. “What happened to you?” His eyes narrowed.

“It’s nothing. Just...one of those panic attacks.” Theo forced a laugh that sounded brittle. “Happens. Don’t worry about it.”

“Alright.” Nor’s face went slack, his hand dropping from Theo’s arm. “You can talk to me, you know?” The words barely carried. 

When Nor stepped closer, Theo backed away.

Seeing Nor’s confusion at his repulsion, Theo closed his eyes, searching for words in the darkness. 

“Thanks. I appreciate it.” His voice caught, the lie tasting like ash.

Nor moved closer, extending a hesitant hand, then pulling it away almost immediately. 

Theo averted his gaze as warm tears spilled down his cheeks. He lifted his hand to his face, wiping at them in aggressive strokes. 

“I’m heading to the shop,” he said, already turning. “My brother’s coming by.” 

He walked away before Nor could respond, before Nor could offer sympathy he didn’t deserve. Nor wouldn’t understand, anyway. He was just his roommate. 

How could anyone understand? Theo himself couldn’t separate his grief from the darkness growing inside him.

***
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Theo ducked through the small wooden entrance of his plant shop. A now nauseating blend of floral and herbal scents hung in the air. The smell had changed since Mina’s coma. Before, he’d kept everything alive and well-stocked into their respective bottles. Now, the rosemary lay on the top shelf, their edges yellowed out. The sage and the mint hung dry at the entrance, turning dark green. He lowered his hood as he approached the shelves beside the basement stairs. Even the chamomile flowers—Mina’s favorite—sat on their own specialized shelf, wilted and sad, their vibrant white petals turning black at the edge. 

His fingers brushed a dusty leather surface, and for a moment, time stopped. Mina’s journal. The one she never let him near. It smelled like old leather and some type of floral incense. He should not touch it. Not after everything. Before her coma, the journal had been Mina’s constant companion, always clutched close, her eyes never leaving it. The last time he’d seen her with it; her trembling hand had been holding the pen, hovering over the page. Her head tilted down. He had asked once what she was writing. She’d smiled and changed the subject, and he’d let her. That was Mina. She’d deflect with a smile that made you feel your question was the problem. Once she’d read him a line aloud from the middle of a page, something philosophical about sunrises and sunsets and the space between. She’d closed the journal immediately after, like she’d shared one piece too many of her mind. He’d thought about that line for months, until...

Now the journal was heavy in his hands, he couldn’t bring himself to open it. He clenched his fingers tighter around its weathered edges. What if this was not something he should know? But a part of him could not let go, as though the writing inside was pulling him in.

He plopped down on the dust-layered top basement step and flipped open the cover. The familiar scrawl of Mina’s handwriting struck him with a jolt of melancholy. It was comforting in a way—so familiar—like a reminder of everything they had been through. Every moment of their precious time together, observations about him, details he’d never known she noticed.

But as he read deeper, her words grew heavier. “I can’t move on. I’ll become what I must to fix this.” 

That one phrase pierced through him like a burning needle. She had been just as lost as him, always desperate to fix the things he could not change.

He turned the pages, his fingers numb. She had filled all the blank spaces. Pieces of her she had never shared. Her fears and her insecurities. And now, reading it, its grasp tightened around him, the emptiness pulsing like a phantom ache, in the depths of his being.

He had to do something. Bring her back. The desperation would not disappear.

The journal slipped from his hand, falling with a thud like a dead weight, its pages fluttering as if Mina’s life was passing before his eyes. But her last words lingered, unshakable, pulling at him.

The words ‘Fix it’ clung to his head like a restless echo in an empty room, but instead of fading, they grew louder with every second. He couldn’t possibly live with that knot, that guilt pushing in. Letting go was not an option. Not like this.

The shadows stretched and winded around him like a comforting, hungry embrace. It didn’t feel like magic. It was a predator. One that recognized him. One that had been waiting for the right moment to strike. 

You could use them. You could end all this pain. A distorted version of his voice whispered in his ear. Just a little more...control.

The magic, the rituals, they were all within his reach. If he just extended his hand, he could fix it. Theo squeezed his eyes shut, hoping to repel them, but their reach was never far enough.

A dark pull exploded in his chest, threatening to consume him. His grief transformed, reshaping itself into something darker, an impulse that demanded control. Grief and the need to fix blurred together, but none of that mattered. The shadows, the magic—they were within reach. 

“Theo?” Scarlett’s voice sliced through the heavy, oppressive silence of the room. He blinked, suddenly aware of the shadows at his feet, his hands still clutching the journal, almost ripping it. He hadn’t even realized how tight his grip was. 

Scarlett stood in the doorway in front of him. Her eyes narrowed to slits as she took in the scene. Theo looked up at her, dropping the journal at his feet. The tails of the shadows receded to the dark corners. 

Scarlett stepped closer, her arms hung stiffly at her sides as she approached him.

“What’re you up to?” Her voice was steady but filled with concern. Theo’s heart thumping as the fog in his mind cleared. He could not explain what he was feeling. He couldn’t tell her what he was about to do. Because it wasn’t just grief. 

“I thought I told you to get lost.” The words slipped out before he could stop them, his voice thick with a strange feeling. “Are you deaf?” 

Scarlett didn’t back away. She stepped closer, her gaze softening as she picked up the journal. 

“I know what you were thinking,” she said.

Theo snatched the journal from her hand more roughly than he intended and held it tighter than before. The urge to take control was stronger than his willingness to let go. The thought of losing her was unbearable.

“I’m not that stupid,” he whispered, almost to himself. “I was just in my head.” It was not a complete lie.

“I understand,” Scarlett’s voice reached a softness he would’ve never thought her capable of. “But it wouldn’t have worked, you know? It wouldn’t bring her back the way you think.” 

Theo looked down at the journal, his grip loosening. The shadows had faded, but the grief lingered. Scarlett’s hand on his shoulder was a grounding comfort. Her presence allowed him something he could not give himself alone—the chance to sit with his grief.

He nodded and let out the breath he had been holding, along with the tension in his body as his muscles loosened. He was not alone. And that, in itself, made the darkness feel just a little less suffocating.

The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken questions. Scarlett observed him, her expression shifting from concern to something more serious.

“I lost someone dear to me too.” She moved closer, her steps light and quiet. “I got obsessed at one point.” She shook her head as her eyes drifted to the far wall. “I was ready to do anything to see him. Even necromancy.” She pulled a sharp breath through her nose and closed her eyes as if banishing some memory away. Theo squeezed his eyes shut, not wanting to imagine what she must have gone through.

“What I’m saying is.” She reached a hesitant hand to his shoulder. It was so warm, it almost burned. “Don’t make the same mistakes I did and learn to let it go.”

“But I need to know what happened, at least.” Theo looked up at her, tears burning at the corners of his eyes. 

“Of course,” she breathed, as if worried about startling him. “We need to talk about that thing at the hospital, then.”

“You actually know what it is?” The word came out sharper than he intended as Theo lurched forward on the step, catching himself. “It looked disturbingly human.”

“It’s far from human.” She shook her head and leaned against his workbench, her casual posture at odds with the gravity in her voice.

“What is it?”

“It’s called a Yak,” she said it like that should end the conversation. 

“And?” 

Her jaw tightened. “Puppets. Always controlled by a master.” She looked away. “Takes a special kind of sick bastard. And it means the attack wasn’t random.”

Someone had ordered Mina’s death. The thought made bile rise in his throat. His grief was twisting into something darker. 

“If you were their target, they can come back anytime,” Scarlett said, resting her head against her fist. She shifted in the chair as she turned her gaze to the window, where a bird flew by in a flash. 

“Who would—” Theo broke off as the shop’s bell chimed, cutting through his questions. Footsteps approached.

“It’s my brother,” Theo muttered. “You need to—” But Scarlett was already shifting. Her form blurred and shrunk until an owl perched where she had stood. The transformation was so smooth it could have been a trick of his tired mind.

“Were you talking to yourself?” Kai’s laugh filled the room as he entered. “Don’t tell me all this time alone in the shop has finally gotten to you.”

“Just...thinking out loud.” Theo forced what he hoped was a genuine smile, but something about Kai’s sudden appearance was off. He hadn’t told Theo he was coming until yesterday.

Kai paused, his eyes wide as they landed on Scarlett. But, just as fast, he continued walking, a forced laugh leaving his lips. 

“Where did it come from?” Kai settled into a chair, his gaze flickering around the room. His movements were too careful, like he was watching for something. Theo kept his expression neutral.

“Yeah, she won’t leave me alone.” Theo stifled a scoff as he caught Scarlett’s un-owl-like eye roll.

“So, how’ve you been?” Kai’s voice softened and his expression grew more serious.

“You know, keeping busy.” Theo tried to steady his breathing when shadows moved in the corners. He backed into a table, blocking the shifting shadows from Kai’s vision. The movement was too clumsy.

Theo darted his eyes to Kai, making sure he didn’t notice. He was busy studying the ceiling with that same scrutinizing gaze. His fingers tapped lightly against the surface of the table.

“Right,” Kai said absently, like he was not interested in knowing the answer to his own question. 

Theo pushed a sharp breath, too aware of the moving shadows hidden behind him.

“Hey,” Kai began, voice shifting slightly, “something’s been on my mind lately.” His gaze drifted into the distance. His eyes pulled down, and he looked like he had not slept in days.

Theo’s stomach dropped. “Tell me.” He aimed for lightness but missed. Kai’s tone was too casual compared to his creased expression.

“I wanted to ask if—” Kai looked anywhere else but at him as if forced to speak. “Wanna go to our parents’ house with me? You haven’t been back there in years, have you...?” He trailed off, an awkward chuckle escaping his lips.

Theo’s mind raced, but the lie slipped out without thought. “I go there all the time.”

“So, what do you say?” Kai’s fingers drummed against the table, an anxious rhythm. “We’ll go through some stuff for old times’ sake.”

Theo blinked, the suggestion unexpected. 

“Now?” The word was out before he could stop it, a knot of suspicion tightening in his gut. Kai had shown up unannounced, and now this. It didn’t sit right.

Kai’s gaze shifted for a moment before he answered, almost too quickly. “Actually, work’s calling me back earlier than expected.” His tone was strained, a little too rehearsed. “Is Friday okay?”

Why the brief visit, followed by an excuse to leave so soon?

Theo stared at his brother for a beat. 

“Sure. Friday works.”

“Okay, we’ll meet then,” Kai’s voice softened and his shoulders relaxed, his expression was still guarded. “About Mina...” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Kai left and Theo stood there, mind churning. Kai always came and went like this—unannounced, brief, guarded, like he was hiding something. After the door clicked shut, the silence turned heavy, as if his brother’s absence had physical weight. Yet Kai’s apology barely broke through his numbness.

The familiar grief came crashing back like a tumult. Mina’s face flashed in his mind—her laughter, the warmth of her hand in his. All gone. His breath grew shallow as the silence pressed in on him further, doubling the emptiness in his heart.

He was alone with questions that had no real answers. Kai was hiding something and someone had tried to kill Mina. 

The darkness in his mind whispered that it had solutions for all of this. Simple, permanent solutions. Scarlett hooted softly from the ceiling, as if reading his thoughts.
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MAGE
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Theo’s fingers drummed against the nightstand as he sat on the bed. His eyes burned as he stared at his phone. He typed another message to Kai. 

“I want to talk.” 

The empty message thread mocked him. Always the same shit with Kai. He never answered when Theo needed him. Not after their father’s death. Not now after Mina. 

Mina. 

Her absence still gnawed at him. Her smile, her laughter. And Kai? Gone too. Off on his mysterious “work trips” when Theo needed someone to talk to, someone to share the weight of it all. 

Theo’s jaw tightened, his thumb hovering over the screen again. What was the point of even sending the message? He’d sent fifty-four messages since Mina went into the coma. He knew because he’d counted. That was what he did now. Count. Unanswered messages, days since the last time he took care of the shop, nights since he’d slept. The numbers had started to get out of hand. 

Frustration clawing at him, Theo threw the phone on the bed. It bounced once and clattered to the floor. 

He jolted upward, breath snagging in his throat. A bullet? A gunshot? His heart slammed against his ribs as he stared at the phone. 

What just happened?

Theo stayed pressed against the foot of the bed until his breathing steadied and the panic subsided. Shadows shifted at the edge of his vision. When he looked, they vanished. He blinked hard. The phone lay still in the middle of room. Nothing moved. 

He craned his head to the ceiling. The day was still going downhill. He spared one last glance at the phone on the floor, left it there, and ambled out the door. 

On his way to the balcony for some fresh night air that might clear the clog in his lungs, Theo spotted the kitchen lights open. He detoured toward it and the first thing he saw was a dusty cookbook flung open in the middle of the table. Nor stood at the far right, in front of the open fridge, wearing a blank stare.

“You two fight?” Theo held back a laugh as Nor flinched, his feet floating off the ground for a second. He jerked his head in Theo’s direction, his cheeks flushing with a hint of embarrassment. 

It was rare they cross paths at night. It felt orchestrated. There was no escaping the situation.

“Oh...hi.” Nor slammed the fridge door, almost sending the whole thing through the wall. “I didn’t see you come in.”

“Well.” Theo dragged his feet and threw himself against a chair, gripping the book and reading some strange egg recipes. “You were in the middle of an intense glaring match with the poor fridge.” He couldn’t help himself. It was right there. 

“I was asking it for ingredients it didn’t have.” Nor scratched the nape of his neck and joined Theo at the table. He sat down and released a loud sigh, his smile fading. “I cook when I’m...” he paused as if measuring his words. “Going through stuff.” 

Theo said nothing. His heart clenched. Every conversation Nor had tried to start, every one he’d shut down. 

“I’m sorry if I come on too strong sometimes.” As if reading his mind...

Theo shook his head, trying and failing to dismiss it as nothing. His fingers crushed the cookbook’s spine, cracking the binding. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, setting the book down with exaggerated care.

“No worries.” Nor sent him a soft smile that crushed his soul.

“Speaking of you finding me crawling in the middle of the street,” Theo fixated on a rogue piece of wood at the edge of the table, plucking at it with his fingers. His heart thumped louder than the growl of the fridge’s engine in the stillness, under Nor’s expectant gaze.

“I just lost someone.” His voice came out wobbly, strangled. “My girlfriend, Mina. She—” The words stopped.

How much should he tell him? He could not possibly say things about magic, sentient shadows, and a flesh and blood puppet.

“She was in a coma, and now she’s gone.” He settled. The sentence was a string of mumbles and shallow breaths.

“That’s horrible,” Nor said, his tone steady. “No one should have to go through that.” There was no surprise in his voice, no shock in his face as Theo studied his unblinking eyes.

His reaction was measured, almost prepared.

Theo narrowed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head and sighed. 

“Well, it’s part of life,” Theo said.

A beat of silence.

“You should get some sleep.” Nor stared at him. “You look like you haven’t in days.”

“Yeah,” Theo heard himself say as he pushed off the chair and somehow found himself already out of the kitchen, Nor following closely behind heading to his room. 

As he was about to turn the knob of his door, Nor’s voice drifting in, muffled behind the barrier of the door, drowning out most of his words.

“Yes, I found it...” The coldness in Nor’s tone sent a chill down his spine. “...he’s back. I’m guessing for his brother.”

Theo stepped closer to the locked door, straining to hear more. 

“Yes, sir. I’ve been following him. I believe he’s headed to the farmhouse...yes with his brother.” Nor’s voice faltered at the last word and Theo’s shoulder slammed too loud against the door frame. 

Fuck. He froze, waiting for Nor’s voice to stop short, for footsteps, for discovery.

Nor’s voice emerged again, firm and serious like he had never heard it before. The words drifted in and out of earshot.

“...yes his girlfriend...I was late...yes, sir.” 

Theo pressed his ear back against the thin wood of the door.

His girlfriend. Nor had said it like he already knew her name. Like he already knew.

After a stretch of silence, he stepped back as the call ended, the weight of suspicion settling heavily on his chest. Was Nor watching him?

***
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Theo stared out the window as the landscape blurred by, the road to the family house stretching in a sea of green.

Theo’s stomach clenched, but not from hunger. Nor’s voice kept looping: Headed to the farmhouse. 

Did he pose as his roommate to get some information? What did he want with Theo?

“So, where were you all these months?” He turned to Kai, breaking the silence.

Kai shot him a look in the rearview mirror. “I was working. You already know that.” 

“I know,” Theo sighed, darting his eyes back to the window. “You just never tell me what you do besides ‘work for the government.’ Are you some kind of secret spy?” 

“We’re not talking about this again,” Kai snapped, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. “I’m not supposed to tell you anything. I thought you understood that.” 

“Whatever,” he muttered, trying to ease the tension, though his mind was elsewhere. 

His eyes flicked to the road ahead, but his thoughts kept wandering back to the phone call. Was Nor playing him? Was this some sort of game? How much did he know? Who was he really?

As they pulled up to the house, the sight of the worn farmhouse came into view, but it was different this time—distant, unfamiliar, as if he had never been there before. It was like stepping back into someone else’s memory. A memory he did not recognize. 

Pushing the car door open, Theo stepped out, the gravel crunching beneath his shoes.

“You’ve been here before, right?” Kai asked, looking up at the house with a mix of melancholy and something like disdain.

“Couple of times,” Theo lied, voice flat as he tried to keep the detachment out of his tone. 

The porch steps felt wrong under his feet, his senses numb to the unfamiliar creaks of the old wood beneath them. Too unfamiliar for a place he had supposedly grown up in. The weight of the house, of its history, pressed down on him, yet it still felt like a stranger. 

Kai stormed ahead, flinging the door open with a loud groan of protest from the hinges. “Come on,” he called over his shoulder, his tone cutting through Theo’s thoughts. 

Theo followed, trying to shake the unsettling feeling. Dust and mothballs hit him like a slap. He knew he had been here. But there were no memories, no echoes of laughter, just blank space, like walking through the abandoned life of a stranger. 

The living room was withered, with its brown plaid sofa and pictures on the wall. He stopped at a framed photo of a family he didn’t recognize. A younger version of Kai, a woman with eyes he almost knew, and a guy with Theo’s face standing slightly apart from the others as if they weren’t in the same room.

It was all so...far away. 

Theo went straight to one room, throwing his duffel bag onto the bed with a tired sigh. He opened it, pulling out his you-never-know knife and tucking it into the drawer under the desk, quickly hiding it away. The door creaked open, and he froze, closing the drawer a little too forcefully. 

Kai barged in without knocking, eyes gleaming with impatience. “Hey, Teddy, do you want to go through the boxes in the basement now?” 

“Later,” Theo said, pushing past him to flop onto the bed. He let his head sink into the pillow, trying to lose himself in the softness, the quiet. “I’m kinda beat.” 

Kai didn’t argue, instead throwing a glance at the window. “Okay, tell me if you need anything.” 

“I will. Thanks,” Theo said, his thoughts still swirling. But before he could settle, a soft flutter of wings behind him. 

Scarlett, in her owl form, landed lightly on the edge of the bed. 

“He doesn’t know you’re a witch, does he?” she asked, her voice soft and probing. 

“I already told you, nobody knows.” Theo sat up, not meeting her eyes. “And I want to keep it that way.” He reached for the knife again, but the weight of the conversation hung in the air. 

“Why’s that?” Scarlett’s eyes gleamed with curiosity. She plucked at the fraying edges of the pillow beside her. “It’s not a big deal. I’m sure he’ll understand. Being your brother ‘n all.”

Theo paused, the tip of his finger tracing the sharp edge of the knife. He didn’t know why it was so important to keep it a secret. The fear of rejection, of being seen as different. The fear that his own family—his brother—would turn on him. 

“I doubt it,” he breathed. “I don’t even understand my magic, and...I don’t want him thinking I’m a freak.” 

“But...you already are.” Scarlett let out a soft snort. “College dropout, unknown parents, creepy plant shop. Should I continue?” 

“Fine,” Theo groaned, burying his face in the pillow. “You made your point.” 

The worst part was that the plant shop was the only thing he’d ever been good at, and lately he couldn’t even keep a cactus alive.

She laughed, the sound light, but there was something sharp beneath it. Something that poked at his senses.

“Which brings me to your friend Nor.” Scarlett’s voice turned cold as she changed the subject. Theo snapped his head up too fast, doubling his vision.

“He’s a little suspicious.” She narrowed her gaze, crossing her arms against her chest.

“Why? What’s suspicious about him?” Theo frowned, sitting up again. “Also, not really my friend.” 

“I don’t know. I have a hunch.” She shrugged as if that was a real thing to go by. “Maybe he followed us here,” she said, her voice low and conspiratorial. 

“Why would he do that?” Theo chuckled, trying to dismiss the thought that crept up on him before Scarlett even said anything. “He doesn’t even know anything. I think.” 

“Oh,” Scarlett said. “You’re not sure about him either.” it wasn’t a question. 

Theo hesitated, the knot in his stomach tightening. Maybe she was right. He and Nor were never close, after all, and there was too much evidence of his suspicious behavior to ignore.

“Fine, yes.” Nor’s phone call flashed in his mind. “Go keep watch and leave me alone.” he pointed at a tree branch that faced the open window.

“Smart,” Scarlett nodded, winking, before she darted out the window. 

She flew off and his mind was still reeling. There was something wrong, something in the air. He couldn’t place it, but it was a feeling he couldn’t ignore. 

Suddenly—the familiar presence, the pulse of magic, something powerful swirling around him. 

“Don’t you feel that?” he asked, his voice strained. 

Scarlett flew back inside, her eyes wide. “What? Don’t tell me you changed your mind.” 

Theo raised his head, scanning the room. “It’s the same thing I felt at the hospital,” he whispered, barely hearing his own words. 

A growl sliced through the quiet, deep and guttural, vibrating in his chest, rattling his teeth. 

Theo jumped to his feet and headed for the door. 

It exploded inward, splinters of wood covering the ground. Theo’s world slanted to its side. Dust, the taste of blood where he had bitten his tongue, something massive and stinking filled his vision, crushing him against the wall behind him. Scarlett pulled him to her by the wrist and he stumbled to his knees. 

“Run!” Her voice was a high, piercing sound. She released him and flew straight at the creature with inconceivable speed. 

“No,” Theo said, more to himself than to Scarlett, and grabbed his knife from the ground. 

There was a sound like a bat hitting wet concrete. Then Scarlett was on the floor, coughing up blood, and the Yak was staring at him.

The knife handle slicked with his sweat. His hands would not stop shaking. The blade wobbled uselessly as the thing’s yellow eyes locked onto his.

Casimir. The name cut through his panic like a shard of glass. Not his thought. Never his thought. Casimir, Casimir, louder now, until he wanted to claw at his skull to make it stop.

The monster crushed the knife, shattering it under its filthy claws. Theo backed away, fear rising in his chest, his gaze locked on the creature’s twisted face. 

Scarlett flew past him, the wind rushing around them. She slammed into the Yak, pushing Theo to the ground as she flapped her enormous wings. She dug her foot into its chest and ripped out its heart. It let out a low hiss as its skin blackened, the stench of decay filling the air. 

A short beat after the corpse thudded to the ground and before Theo could process anything, Kai walked in. 

Great timing.

“What is happening?” His voice was unexpectedly level.

Theo froze, staring at his brother. Scarlett, having shifted back into her form, flew out to the tree after she muttered an “oops, you’re on your own.”

There was no way Kai would buy any story he came up with. 

Theo turned back to face him and tried to keep a convincing steadiness to his voice.

“You—how did you—” He shook his head, his mind too scrambled to form a coherent sentence. 

Kai’s face went slack, his face tracking the destroyed wall and the creature’s remains. An impossible scene. Cold settled in Theo’s gut. Kai faltered for a moment, his confusion giving way to...disappointment?

“Theo, what the hell happened?” His jaw worked as he visibly contemplated moving forward or backing away.

“I don’t know how to explain this,” Theo’s voice came out sharper than he would have liked. He looked at the door, wishing Kai would leave so he could figure out what to say. 

Kai’s scoff came out wrong— too calm, too knowing.

“Don’t bother. I get it.” 

Get what? How could he get this? 

“No—what?” Theo said, looking past Kai at the remnants of the battle, the echoes of the monster’s growls still lingering. “Just let me—”

Kai’s eyes narrowed, suspicion flickering across his face. “I need some air.” 

“I don’t want to drag you into this, Kai...” Theo’s voice faltered at his brother’s name.

There was a long silence, one of those that Theo knew all too well and hated with all his heart.

With a heavy sigh, Kai turned toward the door. “I will be back.” His eyes flared with something Theo could not read. 

With one last glance over his shoulder, Kai left, slamming the door behind him. The sound of his retreating footsteps was a relief. 

As the door clicked shut, Theo didn’t have time to breathe before Nor burst through the door. His expression was frantic, eyes scanning the room as though expecting something to jump out at him. 

“Hey, are you okay?” he said, his breath heavy. His eyes moved over the room—Theo, Scarlett, the Yak’s remains—and back to Theo. 

“Told you he followed us,” Scarlett mumbled. 

Theo stared at Nor, ignoring her comment. “Did you do this?”

Nor looked like he’d been slapped. “What? no, of course not. I heard noise and came running when I saw the thing.”

“Oh, that’s good.” Theo blinked, relief surging through him. “It was a—” 

“We’ll talk about that later,” Nor interrupted, stepping further inside. “There’s something you should know about me,” he locked eyes with Theo. “I shouldn’t have kept it from you.” 

Theo rubbed his temples, frustration building. “What are you talking about, Nor? What thing?” 

Nor didn’t answer immediately. He stepped closer, his expression dead serious as his eyes darted to the window. “Where’s your brother?” 

Theo blinked, confusion clouding his mind. “What are you—he’s gone out.” His voice was low and strained. “He—”

“I’m gonna tell you about why I’m really here.” Nor’s expression darkened. “About your brother. Everything.”

Before Theo could react, the walls breathed in around him. Shadows crept at the edges of his vision. 

He wanted to deny it, to reject whatever “truth” was coming his way. 

“You need to come with me first,” Nor said, his voice brokering no argument. “Before they find you.”

Before who found him?

Theo swallowed, trying to shake off the sudden, suffocating heaviness. 

“Wait...no,” he muttered again, though it was more out of disbelief than conviction. 

Nor and Scarlett stared at him, waiting. Their faces blurred together. 

Who could he trust? Who was lying? His brother, his roommate, this familiar he barely knew? 

“Give him a minute.” As he was about to ask where they were going, or curse at Nor—there was no way for him to know—Scarlett jumped in, her arm dramatically stretched in front of him like a shield. “We’re not leaving here until you spill everything.”

Nor clicked his teeth and jerked his head toward the rotting corpse still laying in the living room. “Fine. Let’s sit.”

Theo realized he was nodding. 
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“Kai is a witch hunter known as The Crow.” Nor’s posture stiffened, his gaze narrowing. 

Theo looked at the table. There were scratches in the wood. He stared and counted them, trying and failing to shake off the thought. 

“A what?” His voice came out more wobbly than he wanted. “How do you know that?” 

“I work in a place called Praetor Magum,” Nor sighed, his voice darkening. “I’ve been following this sudden emergence of these Yak things.” he gestured vaguely with his hand. “Then I discovered your brother. I’ve been following him for a few months.”

The words wouldn’t land. Witch hunter. Months of following. Everything at once. He couldn’t separate one betrayal from another. 

“So, you knew about the hospital attack, about—Mina?” The word came out like a wound reopening.

Nor said nothing for a moment.

“I did.” His expression softened slightly, but his tone remained even. “I was late...I’m sorry.” He looked at the floor. 

Theo stood up and sat back down. There was nothing to do with that information except hold it.

“But the thing with your brother is more important right now. It’s not just Kai.” 

Theo swallowed bile. “The whole organization.”

Nor didn’t answer. Which was answer enough.

“Why?” The word scraped his throat raw. His voice was steadier than he felt. “Why me?” 

Nor paused and spoke in a voice that carried a weight far beyond his years. “Your magic, it’s—” He
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