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      Some stories begin with a prophecy. Hers began with a panic attack.

      

      Delphine Allard rarely leaves the house. Not since the accident. Not since the world outside stopped feeling safe.

      For the past few days, she’s been managing her anxiety, trying to ignore the vivid dreams that leave her breathless and shaken. Dreams of gods and blood and someone she can’t bear to lose. When her best friend Aurora drags her to a vampire ball, Delphine doesn’t expect anything beyond small talk and survival. What she finds instead is the beginning of everything—an unraveling of the life she thought she knew.

      Because Delphine isn’t just dreaming. She’s remembering.

      Drawn into a hidden war between ancient powers and bound to Cyprien—the boy whose life is linked to hers by forgotten magic—Delphine must face a truth that rewrites her past and redefines her future. Love may have started all of this. But it might not be enough to stop what’s coming.

      

      The world is changing. The threads are tightening. And fate has been waiting for her to wake up.

    

  


  
    
      To the overthinkers, the spiralers, the ‘maybe I can’t’ crew—tell your brain to chill. You’re stronger than you think. You’ve got this. Full stop.
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      This story walks through the dark and the light. It touches on grief, memory loss, fate, and identity. Some scenes explore emotional trauma, psychological manipulation, and romantic tension. Intimate moments remain off-page but carry emotional weight.

      Recommended for readers 16 and up.

      Everyone reads differently. Take what you need, skip what you don’t.

      You know yourself best.
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        “My only love sprung from my only hate,

        Too early seen unknown and known too late!

        Prodigious birth of love is it to me,

        That I must love a loathed enemy.”— Juliet

      

      

      
        
        Romeo and Juliet

        William Shakespeare
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      The room was dark, still, and somehow wrong—like something had followed me out of the dream and was waiting in the shadows.

      I’d tried so hard to make my bedroom a sanctuary—a place where I could outrun the shadows in my mind. But even the familiar glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling couldn’t chase away the unease from my most recent dream—the feeling of being trapped and exposed. 

      The nightmares started three days ago. In them, the city pulsed with a malevolent energy, its sounds and smells twisted into something threatening. Something trying to make me remember why I hated myself. Why my parents’ deaths were my fault. Why I always chose wrong.

      I pushed back the covers, still shaking from the dream. The car flipping. The way they were trapped… The images burned behind my eyelids, a familiar, agonizing loop.

      But then the dream fractured—the horror dissolving into something strange and vivid. A forest of impossible trees, their colossal fuchsia blooms swaying, whispering for me to run—quietly, carefully—between them.

      And then, another kind of nightmare: me, crying over a man so beautiful he didn’t look real, lying in a glass coffin.

      Waking felt like being pulled from one reality into another equally unbelievable. Where did that other world come from, so unlike my usual nightmares? 

      That’s when the door creaked open. 

      “Don’t shoot the messenger, but this was just delivered.” Aurora’s voice broke through my thoughts, a lifeline in the suffocating silence. She held out a sealed envelope, its crisp edges and elegant seal to a world far removed from my carefully constructed isolation—the one beyond the front door. 

      A world I wasn’t sure I was ready to face. Or if I even could.

      I pushed myself up against the headboard, trying to shake off the lingering disorientation. The sounds of the city—a distant siren wail, the rumble of traffic—seemed to press in on me, amplifying the anxiety that thrummed beneath my skin. I rubbed my temples, trying to ground myself. "Just a nightmare," I muttered, my voice hoarse.

      Aurora watched me with a concerned expression. "Well, this arrived. Maybe it’ll be a good distraction." 

      She had a card and a chocolate cupcake with a big candle stuck in the middle. I swallowed my anxiety and masked it with a groan—just dramatic enough for Aurora to get the message. She knew I hated my birthday. So did Aunt Marie. But for some reason, Aunt Marie seemed to think that waiting three days to celebrate would magically fix everything. Like grief had an expiration date.

      I ignored the cake and pushed up on one elbow. “You’re awake early.”

      Aurora shook the envelope, her expression strained, and said one word: “Maman.”

      Ah. That explained it. Her mom must’ve woken her. Things between them had been tense lately.

      Still, Aurora softened her scowl into something like a smile as she handed me the envelope.

      Opening the card, I skimmed Aunt Marie’s usual birthday message, then pulled out five crisp twenties. “Niiice,” I said, dragging the word out with a smirk before tossing the cash onto the nightstand.

      Aurora held up the now-lit candle, the cupcake balanced in one hand. “Come on, blow it out,” she said, grinning like this was some kind of sacred rite. “Big two-one. Make a wish, do the thing.”

      I pulled the comforter over my head, feeling immature and not caring one bit. “No! I’m going back to sleep.”

      Her boots made a soft shuffle against the carpet. I heard her blow out the candle herself and set the cupcake on my nightstand.

      Then her voice came again, quieter this time. “I need some air. You wanna come?” She tugged the blanket down just a little, like she was trying to meet me halfway.

      I huffed and yanked it back up.

      My stomach twisted at the thought of going outside—too bright, too loud, too everything. I appreciated Aurora trying. I really did. But a selfish part of me wished she’d just stop.

      Silence stretched between us. I burrowed deeper under the covers, debating whether I should force myself to go—but I took too long to decide.

      “Sleep well,” she said at last.

      I waited until her footsteps faded before surfacing again, quietly relieved I hadn’t answered.

      The weight of Séverin’s impending release pressed down on me, heavier than anything I could carry. I reached for my iPad and started sketching the images from my dream. Drawing was the only thing that ever helped—a small comfort against the rising tide of anxiety.

      Felix, my little purring machine, settled beside me, his rhythmic purr soothing compared to the turmoil in my thoughts. As I focused on the last image I drew, the man in my drawing called to me, and within seconds, strange drowsiness washed over me, the edges of the room blurring... Then, the air crackled, and a shiver ran through me as if static electricity had invaded my veins.

      The world dissolved around me, replaced by a shadowy forest path damp and slick beneath my bare feet. The scent of pine and damp earth replaced the city's grime. Moonlight filtered through the dense canopy, casting long, skeletal shadows that danced with my unsteady breaths. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic beat in the silence of the woods.

      "Delphine!" The voice echoed through the trees, laced with a frantic urgency that mirrored my own rising fear. I stumbled, my dress snagging on a gnarled branch, the rough fabric tearing. Ignoring the rip, I yanked free and continued running, each footfall a desperate attempt to escape the unseen terror.

      As I rounded a bend, his figure emerged from the darkness. Relief, sharp and intense, pierced through the fear—it was Cyprien! But even in the pale moonlight, his normally warm, inviting smile seemed strained, his eyes holding a flicker of something cold. I pushed aside the warning bells ringing in my mind. He was here, and that was all that mattered. I launched myself into his arms, seeking the comfort of his familiar embrace. His touch, usually grounding and calming, felt...off, like holding a stranger. A prickle of unease snaked through me, but I desperately pushed it down.

      Suddenly, the darkness writhed, swirling around us in a menacing mist. 

      Cyprien began to pull away—slow, reluctant—but I clung to him, trembling.

      “No—don’t leave me!” My voice cracked, frantic, like I could will him to stay just by holding tight enough.

      His eyes darkened with something I couldn’t name.

      His voice—once a balm—had turned hollow, distant. “You belong to my brother.”

      A pause. A breath.

      “You’re stronger than you think, Phin. You’ll survive.”

      Visions slammed into me— My scream, the crash, the blood, the loss. They came fast. Merciless. Tires screeching. Glass shattering. My voice, torn raw in the night. My parents. Gone.

      Grief rose from its grave, dark and hungry, clawing at my throat. Panic seized me. A primal terror that begged me to run— but there was nowhere to go.

      “Please,” I gasped, clinging to him like he was the last real thing in a world unraveling.

      Each breath was a fight. His body, his presence—it felt like a manifestation of every fear I’d buried. His touch had become a conduit for the magic pressing in, threatening to drown me.

      Then something shifted. His hands slid down my arms—slow and cold. Cyprien disappeared. In his place—Séverin.

      That gentle touch turned bruising. Familiar. Wrong. The screams, the metal, the fire—all of it faded. Silence fell, thick and suffocating.

      Séverin’s voice slithered through my mind. 

      “You know I had to do it. They wanted you to leave me.”

      A surge of rage and grief and defiance ignited in my chest.

      “No—!” It ripped out of me before I could stop it. Raw. Cracked. Loud enough to tear something inside me. 

      I twisted from his grip, lungs burning.

      “Where is Cyprien?”

      A smile curled his lips—cold, possessive. “He’s gone. You’re mine now.”

      “No… this can’t be happening.”

      The world blurred. Magic Brew Café flickered in—then vanished again.

      Smoke coiled around me. Black. Thick. Alive.

      It pulled tight around my chest, my limbs, my hope.

      Then—light.

      Before the shadows could take me again, a figure emerged—wrapped in golden light, like a sunrise through fog.

      The glow pulsed—once. Deep and steady. It felt like it knew me. Like it was calling my name from far, far away.

      “Delphine.”

      That voice—soft, too soft to trust—threaded through the dark. Then came hands. Warm. Real.

      “What is going on? The second my back was turned, you just—appeared.”

      It sounded like Cyprien. It felt like him. But something was off. His voice hit wrong. His touch felt foreign.

      With a desperate cry, I tore myself awake. And for one aching second, I wanted to believe it was him.

      The dream shattered.

      Reality crashed back in with the café’s cacophony— the clatter of cups, the hiss of the espresso machine, voices swirling around me in a dizzying mix of New Orleans rhythms—Creole lilt, Uptown slang, and that lazy, honey-drenched drawl. 

      One moment I was in the shadowy forest.

      The next, I was on the cold tile floor, the metallic tang of blood sharp on my tongue.

      Cyprien and the golden light were gone.

      Instead, Bev was there, kneeling beside me, holding my fallen iPad.

      Her gaze lingered longer than a casual check, something unreadable flickering behind her emerald eyes. "Phin, are you alright? What just happened? Do you need me to take you home?"

      I huddled there, trembling. When Bev reached for me again, I flinched. "No!" My voice cracked.

      Her pitying look cut deeper than any wound. It reminded me of my weakness—the kind I tried to bury beneath fear. The nightmare still clung to me, too close, too real.

      I pushed myself upright, legs unsteady. Bev caught my wrist to steady me⁠—

      I jerked back, just as the words burst out. "Don’t touch me."

      My wrist throbbed, as if Séverin’s grip had branded it. Poisoned it. I yanked down my sleeve, trying to erase the memory.

      Bev’s expression shifted—concern flickering into something I couldn’t quite read. She hesitated, then held out the iPad.

      I took it, hugging it to my chest.

      "You seem a little jumpy this morning, shug. What’s going on?" Bev asked, her brows pinched slightly as she studied me.

      I just stared at her. I was jumpy. I was out of my apartment—and I didn’t even remember getting here.

      She took a step closer, and I instinctively stepped back.

      "Shug," she said gently, "what happened? You looked like you were in a trance."

      A strange warmth radiated from her—a flicker at the edge of my awareness, out of place, out of time.

      A shiver traced down my spine. 

      Was I losing my mind?

      The dreams, the weirdness…

      My birthday had been just days ago. Séverin’s release loomed ahead. Five years. Five years of his imprisonment—and my self-imposed one. But what good had it done if I couldn’t even find peace in sleep?

      "Sorry," I muttered. "I think I was sleepwalking. I’ve been exhausted all week. The dreams… they feel so real."

      Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. Grief for the dream-Cyprien tangled with something bitter and hollow—his choice to stay behind.

      "Well," Bev said, her voice laced with that odd note of concern. "You're awake now. Let me make you a relaxation brew."

      I recoiled. "No! That concoction is an abomination. Sour apple and lavender in espresso? Who invented that torture?"

      Bev's laugh had a sharp edge, and I thought I saw that strange light in her eyes again. "I add the sour when I sense your anxiety flaring," she said, her gaze lingering a moment too long. "It's supposed to calm the mind."

      "I'm not anxious," I lied, the word thin and unconvincing.

      An eyebrow arched. "I'll believe that when you stop flinching at every touch."

      Bev had known me before—before the accident, before Séverin. Back then, we were friends. I was just an average teen, carefree and oblivious. Séverin was my first and last boyfriend. At first, he seemed utterly devoted. My friends envied my luck, and I, in my youthful arrogance, reveled in their jealousy.

      Now, things were different. A chasm had grown between Bev and me, her loyalty now firmly aligned with Aunt Marie, Aurora's mother and the café's co-owner. Marie wasn't my aunt, but the bond she shared with my parents was so deep she'd become family. Their death left me financially independent, thanks to their investment in the café and apartments, but it also left me adrift. And Bev? She became a constant presence, more of a watchful guardian than a friend.

      The sharp hiss of the espresso machine startled me, pulling me from my thoughts. Bev cursed under her breath, wrestling with the aging machine. As I watched her, a pang of longing twisted in my chest. I missed the easy camaraderie we once shared. Picking up my notebook, I moved to my usual table by the window, the worn wood a familiar comfort beneath my fingertips. When was the last time I truly connected with Bev?

      Five years ago... The memory of Séverin's trial resurfaced, sharp and vivid. Bev's fury had been a fierce shield, her emerald eyes blazing as she glared at Séverin from the courtroom bench. She'd passed me tissues, her lips moving in silent curses, and we almost got ejected when she'd denounced the judge's sentence as a cruel joke.

      Even now, the memory of Séverin could send a tremor through me. I could almost hear his voice across the crowded room, laced with a chilling promise: "See you later, Phin." The glint in his eyes, the twisted smile—pure venom masked as affection. Bev had sworn to call the police if he dared to approach me after his release, but no one could protect me every second of every day. A fresh wave of panic threatened to drown me.

      I slid into my usual chair, tracing the worn carvings on the table with my fingertip. Each groove and inscription whispered of lives lived within these walls, a comforting reminder of connection in a world where I often felt adrift. The window offered a glimpse of Royal Street, a vibrant tapestry of life that I observed from my self-imposed exile. Here, amidst the familiar scent of coffee and beignets, I could almost pretend to be a part of it all.

      Yet, even this sanctuary couldn't fully quiet the turmoil within me. My gaze drifted to the ill-fitting door, symbolizing the outside world I both craved and feared. This café had been my lifeline for five years, a fragile thread tethering me to society. But the dreams had stirred a longing I thought I'd buried. In that dream world, with Cyprien, I was free. I was loved—a dangerous illusion, perhaps, but one that felt achingly real.

      Cyprien... The name echoed in my mind, ancient and alluring, much like my own. I remembered the day I'd introduced Séverin to my parents, their faint amusement at our shared fondness for archaic names. A wave of nausea twisted in my stomach. How could I even compare them? Séverin was a monster, a predator disguised in charm.

      Why did he still haunt my thoughts? It was like he and the dream intertwined, a cruel reminder of my vulnerability. The truth was, I was terrified of repeating the past, of falling for another illusion and surrendering my heart to someone who would only shatter it. Love felt like a death sentence.

      Unless Séverin found me first. The thought was a chilling whisper in the back of my mind. If he had his revenge, the fear would finally end.

      My hand trembled as I opened my iPad, the screen lighting up with sketches I’d been obsessing over—every one of them was him. Cyprien. That sharp jaw, those kind eyes—I kept trying to capture the way he looked at me in the dream.

      I used to draw rain-soaked New Orleans, streetcars and rooftops swallowed in fog. But now? Everything came out softer. Brighter. Almost like a fairytale—and somehow, Cyprien always ended up in the center of it.

      The thought of bringing him to life on the page sparked a dangerous flicker of excitement. I pushed it down. What was wrong with me? Was I trying to escape my reality, to create a fantasy where I could rewrite my past? A chilling thought slithered into my mind: could these drawings be a subconscious yearning for Séverin, a twisted echo of a love I desperately wanted to forget?

      I couldn't escape him. Séverin's memory clung to me like a shadow, always threatening to resurface. A shiver ran through me as the phantom sensation of his touch, both tender and cruel, washed over me. No. I wouldn't go there. The cost was too high. My art was supposed to be my escape, not a twisted mirror reflecting my fears.

      "Here you go, shug. Milk and espresso." Bev's voice broke through my thoughts. Startled, I nearly dropped my iPad. She placed a steaming mug before me, the familiar scent a bittersweet comfort.

      "It's on me," she mumbled, waving away my hand as I handed her my card. "When are you gonna graduate from this kiddie drink?" Her thick accent wrapped around the words, leaving little room for argument.

      Bev's face twisted in playful disapproval, deepening the lines around her mouth. She slid the mug closer, her movements a bit too dramatic. "It's just strong coffee milk," I muttered, cradling the warm mug. It was a Saturday morning ritual, a ghost of happier times with my parents.

      Their faces flickered in my memory, their voices sharp with disapproval. "Séverin Moreau," my father had said, his brow furrowed. "That name... I don’t like it." My mother had nodded, her gaze troubled. "And he's so much older, Delphine." I'd dismissed their concerns, blinded by Séverin's charm.

      I pressed my forehead into my hands, a wave of nausea washing over me. Bev's voice faded into a distant hum. She was used to my retreats into the past. After I quit school, I'd worked here, and my erratic moods had confined me to the back, away from the customers.

      Bev tutted softly as she moved away. I was so tired of being afraid, of pushing everyone away. My parents wouldn't want this for me, but I felt trapped, frozen in my naive self at sixteen. Our relationship had been a whirlwind, fueled by art and Séverin's intoxicating presence. He was older, worldly, and I was... easy prey. My parents had seen the darkness I'd ignored. And they were right. He changed. Drugs. Blame. I begged him to stay. I was so stupid.

      A tear escaped, tracing a hot line down my cheek. If only I had listened. We would all be together now, sharing coffee-milk, and laughter. I sniffed, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. Maybe it was time for a change. I stared into the milky liquid, seeking answers I knew weren't there.

      A sudden clatter shattered my reverie. Bev was on the phone, her voice low and urgent, her eyes darting towards me. She and Aunt Marie were inseparable. Bev was Marie's eyes and ears, reporting my every move. It used to annoy me, but now,  I barely registered it.

      A sudden chill prickled my skin, raising goosebumps despite the app's cheerful display of seventy degrees. The frosted window seemed to mock the digital reading. New Orleans weather was unpredictable, but this abrupt drop felt... unnatural. A cold whisper of unease coiled around my heart. I forced myself to move, marching to the thermostat. Fifty-three degrees. An icy draft seemed to seep from the walls. I clicked on the heater, and the scent of burning dust reminded me of how rarely it was used. Was it truly that cold, or was it just me?

      A few customers called out their thanks as I headed for the door, needing to confirm what my senses were telling me.

      I pushed the door open, and a wall of thick, humid heat slammed into me, confirming that the inside was unnaturally cold. Confusion warred with a growing sense of dread. Then, a flash of movement across the street caught my eye. A glimpse of familiar blonde hair disappeared into the shadows of the alley by the old news station.

      The air left my lungs in a rush. My back slammed against the café door, the wood hard against my spine. My heart hammered, a frantic drum against the sudden silence, and a film of icy sweat coated my skin. "Séverin?" The name tore from my throat, a strangled gasp of disbelief and terror.

      Panic clawed at me, urging me to flee. I bolted for the bathroom, the click of the lock echoing in the cramped, grimy space. The overhead light buzzed like a dying wasp, and the air smelled faintly of bleach and something worse.

      I slid to the floor, gasping for breath, the metallic tang of fear thick on my tongue. Why did I call out to him? I pressed my hands to my face, trying to stop the trembling.

      Time passed. The tile was cold. The walls were too close.

      A knock rattled the door.

      A woman’s voice, muffled and annoyed, called out, “You almost done in there?”

      “Sorry,” I croaked, forcing myself upright. I had to get a grip. I couldn’t let him control me. The dreams were a warning. He was out.

      I cracked the door, peeking into the café—half hoping, half dreading he’d be waiting.

      But the space had mostly cleared out. Only one woman remained at a corner table, two cups in front of her. Probably waiting for the one I just passed in the hallway.

      Bev hummed as she wiped down tables, seemingly unaware of my inner turmoil.

      I scanned the area, confirming I was safe for the moment. I returned to my table, my eyes drawn to the unfinished drawing on my iPad. Cyprien's face, still incomplete, seemed to mock my fear, and for a horrifying instant, Séverin's features twisted over his. My foot bounced uncontrollably, a frantic rhythm against the floor. I pressed my hand against my knee, trying to still the tremor.

      With a shaky breath, I slammed the iPad shut. I wouldn't let him win. Not again. I wiped the cold sweat from my forehead, a surge of defiance pushing back the fear. I wouldn't be a prisoner anymore.

      Outside, rain began to lash against the window, mirroring the turmoil within me. Aurora would be furious if she knew I'd seen him, if she knew I'd even uttered his name. I needed to calm down before she arrived. She wouldn't understand. She couldn't grasp the depth of my terror, the relentless grip Séverin still had on my soul. But I wouldn't be an easy target. Never again.

      I opened my phone, scrolling through the sparse contacts I'd saved. Besides family, only Goldie remained. She'd hounded Aurora for my new number, bless her persistent heart. Goldie respected my space, offering support without intrusion. I needed that now, a lifeline to the real world.

      I shifted, forcing a casual tone, and picked up my iPad again. I flicked away the image of Séverin, hoping she hadn’t seen it, then showed her an unfinished sketch—one of me.

      "I'm fine. Just... trying to decide on colors for this one."

      Bev’s brow arched, something unreadable flickering behind her eyes before settling into mild skepticism. “Girl, you’re talented,” she said, but her hand hovered near her pocket, fingers twitching like she was resisting some instinct. “You seem... unsettled. Like a tightly wound spring about to snap.”

      Her gaze sharpened for a moment—more than concern. Like she was seeing something I couldn’t.

      "Really, there's no need to worry. I'm just tired. I've been drawing all day and needed coffee." I pasted on a smile, hoping to deflect her scrutiny, but under her gaze, the lie felt flimsy she was there when I practically woke up on the floor after all. I’m honestly surprised this is the first time since then she is nosing around into my business. I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding; the air escaped in a small rush.

      That little puff of breath seemed to resonate with Bev. Her usual sharp focus softened, replaced by a strange kind of knowing. Her brow furrowed, not in suspicion now, but with a hint of… recognition? "Maybe you should go home, Phin," she said, her voice losing its earlier edge, becoming almost… gentle, yet laced with an undercurrent of something I couldn't place. "You need sleep. Sometimes things become clearer in the quiet." Her eyes held mine for a beat too long, a silent communication passing between us that I didn't understand but felt deep in my bones. My throat tightened. I needed to end this conversation, the weight of her gaze suddenly too heavy. I pushed back my chair with unnecessary force, the scraping sound harshly punctuating my unease.

      I stood, ready to flee, but Bev's hand shot out, her touch sparked against my skin, a jolt that felt strangely familiar, like a half-forgotten dream. When her hand brushed mine, a deeper resonance passed through me, a whisper of something ancient and powerful. I shook it off, the sensation clinging to me like static. My body recoiled, a reaction I couldn't control, but this time there was a flicker of something else mixed with the fear – a strange pull, an echo of connection. Heat flooded my face – confusion, a dawning awareness I couldn't articulate, a desperate need to understand.

      "Sorry, shug," Bev said, her smile strained, a hint of sadness in the depths of her eyes. "I forgot… the boundaries."

      My gaze darted to the door, every muscle tense. I wouldn't run. Not again. This was more than isolation; it was a prison of my own making. I had to learn to accept touch, to bridge the gap I'd built around myself. I forced myself to meet Bev's eyes, trying to project a calm I was far from feeling. Bev’s smile lingered a moment longer than usual, her eyes glinting with something I couldn’t place. She tilted her head as though contemplating something far off in the distance. “You’ve got more in you than you know, Phin,” she said almost too softly.

      “Thanks.” My voice was rough but steady. I made myself unclench my fists, a small victory against the panic clawing at my throat.

      Bev's gaze searched mine, her expression unreadable. The silence stretched thick with unspoken anxieties. Finally, she gave a single, hesitant nod. "The scales will tip, Phin. They always do. I’m rooting for you."

      Relief washed over me—she wasn’t going to dig anymore. The interaction with her had always been so intense lately, leaving me weak.

      “You should head home,” she gently suggested, reaching for my mug.

      "No!" The word came out louder than intended. Heads turned. I offered a weak smile of apology.

      "I can get it," I stammered, trying to regain my composure. "You’re busy, and someone might come in."

      "Phin, just..." She paused as the bell on the door chimed.

      A wave of gratitude surged through me as a group of soaked and boisterous tourists streamed into the café. Their arrival was a perfect, well-timed distraction, preventing any more of Bev’s scrutiny and my own unraveling. The group surged towards the counter, their voices a cacophony of an unfamiliar language, and Bev gave me one last lingering look before turning to greet them.
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      The bell above the door jingled, and a gust of wind and rain whooshed into the café as Aurora burst in, wrestling with her umbrella. She shoved it into a corner, muttering under her breath, and hurried past the clusters of tourists towards the back.

      Bev materialized behind her, her voice clipped. “Forty minutes late, Aurora! This is unacceptable.”

      Aurora stood still, then rolled her shoulders, turning to face Bev, her smile strained. "You should come with a warning label,” she retorted, a hint of defiance in her tone.

      They exchanged a look, a silent tension crackling between them. It was clear this wasn't a one-time thing.

      A pang of sympathy twisted in my chest for Aurora. Her mother, Marie, had a very traditional view of a woman's role, a view that often clashed with Aurora's ambitions. Thankfully, Marie knew better than to subject me to her lectures on marriage and settling down.

      Aurora shrugged off Bev's hand, her voice dripping with mock sweetness. "Sorry for the delay, ma'am," she said, the emphasis on the title heavy with sarcasm. The customers were watching, and I braced myself for a scene.

      But just as Aurora turned away, she pivoted, a wicked grin flashing across her face. This was going to escalate.

      "Oh, and while you're on the phone with Maman," she said, her voice deceptively light, "tell her my tardiness was due to my new chemistry partner. The one whose father, coincidentally, just funded the department's new lab. And speaking of coincidences, this same gentleman is the new client Justin raved about—the one with the million-dollar contract for his firm. So, maybe Maman should focus on her own business, because I'm a busy woman, building my independence."

      A young woman clapped, a spark of amusement in her eyes. I offered a grateful smile. Bev’s cheeks, however, burned with fury, and her narrowed eyes made it clear she was holding back words in front of the customers.

      Aurora, usually bubbly and kind, hadn’t had an outburst like that in years. A flicker of concern crossed my mind—were her migraines back? But a quick look at her face showed no sign of pain.

      Bev turned back to the customers, but her hand fidgeted in her apron pocket, a telltale sign she was itching to call Marie.

      As if a switch had flipped, Aurora's megawatt smile returned. She gave a playful curtsy to her cheering supporter, then turned to me, her eyes sparkling.

      "That felt good!" she mouthed, grabbing an apron. The purple Magic Brew logo stood out against her goth attire—a black lace blouse and a flowing pleated skirt. She secured the extra-long apron strings around her waist with a flourish.

      “Stop that sighing,” Aurora swatted playfully, her pale face alight with an inner energy.

      I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t sighing. I was just breathing.”

      "You were sighing, and you know it."

      She glanced at Bev, now occupied with a customer's phone translator. Aurora practically vibrated
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