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Prologue
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Venus Sparks had never believed in magic.

At eighteen years old, she had spent her entire life in Brooklyn, where the only magic was finding a parking spot on street-cleaning day. Witches, vampires, demons—they belonged in the fantasy novels she devoured during slow shifts at her mother's flower shop, not in the real world of subway delays and overpriced bodega coffee.

The apartment above Sparks & Stems was small, just two bedrooms connected by a narrow hallway that always smelled faintly of roses and eucalyptus, her mother's favourite scents. The scent seeped up through the floorboards along with everything else: the constant chime of the door, the murmur of customers and the continuous rhythmic beep of the register. Venus had lived with the same soundtrack for thirteen years, ever since her mother, Dahlia, had moved them here from some tiny town upstate that Venus barely remembered.

"Why did we leave?" Venus had asked once, maybe when she was around ten or eleven.

Her mother had been arranging white lilies in a vase, her dark hair pulled back in its usual messy bun. "Small towns can be... quite limiting," she'd said, not looking up. "I wanted more for us. More opportunities to grow and expand."

It was the same non-answer she had given about everything important.

Venus had never known her father. He'd died before she was born, in a tragic accident, that's all her mother would say whenever she asked. There were no details, no stories and no photographs. Just a name on Venus's birth certificate that her mother refused to discuss: Father: Unknown.

She'd stopped asking by the time she turned twelve, fed up with the same reply.

The flower shop itself was a complete mystery Venus had never bothered to solve. Sparks & Stems was tiny, wedged between a pizza place and a laundromat, with barely enough room for the coolers and a small counter. Yet somehow it was always busy. 

A steady stream of customers, day after day, even after three other florists on the same block had closed their doors.

Venus never paid attention to who came and went. Why would she? They were just customers buying flowers—birthdays, anniversaries, apologies. She'd learned to tune out the noise the way city kids learn to sleep through sirens.

She should have paid attention.

Because some of those customers weren't buying flowers at all. Some came for the small bundles of dried herbs Dahlia kept behind the counter. Others whispered requests that made her mother disappear into the back room, only to return with unmarked packages wrapped in brown paper.

And every single one of them looked at Venus the same way—with a flicker of recognition, they quickly hid.

Venus never noticed. She was too busy feeling invisible while watching her classmates live their lives on Instagram, while she spent her evenings doing homework to the soundtrack of the cash register. She felt stuck, trapped in amber, while the world spun on without her.

She had no idea that her mother had worked hard to keep her invisible.

And that protection was about to shatter.

On a cold Tuesday in October, three days after her eighteenth birthday, Venus would come home to find her mother bleeding on the kitchen floor and a stranger standing over her with glowing hands. She would learn that witches were real, that her mother was one of them, and that the unremarkable life she'd been living was a carefully constructed lie.

But that was still three days away.

For now, Venus sat cross-legged on her bedroom floor, with her chemistry textbook open in her lap, utterly unaware that her ordinary world was about to end.

This is the story of Venus.
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Chapter One
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I collapsed onto my bed, letting myself sink into the familiar comfort of my comforter as I replayed the moment for the hundredth time. Marcel Smith had asked me out. Marcel—the gorgeous, impossibly perfect specimen of a male who lived next door—had actually asked me on a date.

Even now, my heart stuttered at the thought of him.

I'd had a crush on Marcel since the day he moved into the apartment above the shop next door with his father. We were both fifteen then, awkward and full of raging hormones. I still remember watching from my bedroom window as the moving truck pulled up and seeing this skinny, frizzy-haired boy climbing out, looking as uncomfortable in his own skin as I felt in mine.

My first impression had not been great. He'd seemed arrogant, the way he'd strutted around the hallway connecting our apartments like he owned the place. An annoying nuisance—that's what I'd thought.

But three years had changed everything.

Marcel had transformed from that gangly, awkward boy into something else entirely. He'd grown tall—easily six feet—and filled out in all the right ways. His shoulders broadened, his jawline sharpened, and that ridiculous frizzy hair had been tamed into an artfully looking, messy punk style that somehow made him look even more attractive. Those hazel eyes, though—they'd always been beautiful, even when the rest of him was still catching up. Tender and expressive, hiding beneath dark lashes that any girl would kill for.

Not that I'd ever thought I had a chance with him. Not in a million years.

He wanted to take me to The Hallween Club. It was the place to be—the most popular club in Brooklyn, where everyone from our high school and the nearby colleges came to be seen. For weeks, it had been all anyone could talk about. The decorations, the DJ they'd hired and the costume contest with the ridiculous cash prize.

I'd waited impatiently for Marcel to ask me, refreshing my phone every five minutes like a pathetic stalker, hoping he'd text. I'd nearly given up, convinced I'd read all the signs wrong, that his lingering glances in the hallway and the way he always seemed to time his exits to coincide with mine meant nothing.

Then, three days ago, he'd cornered me in the narrow hallway that connected our apartments.

"Hey, Venus, wait up," he'd called, jogging to catch up with me.

I'd turned, keys jangling in my suddenly sweaty palm. "Yeah?"

He'd run a hand through his hair—a nervous gesture I'd noticed before—and launched into this rambling speech about the Halloween club and how it was supposed to be amazing this year and how he had an extra ticket because his friend bailed, and did I maybe want to go, but totally no pressure if I had other plans or whatever.

I hadn't heard half of it. I'd been too busy trying to remember how to breathe, watching his lips move, noticing the slight flush creeping up his neck.

"—so would you want to be my date?" he'd finally asked, the words coming out in a rush.

My heart had nearly exploded. "Yes," I'd managed, my voice coming out softer and shyer than I'd intended. "I'd love to."

The smile that had broken across his face made my knees weak.

I'd somehow managed to unlock my door with trembling fingers, stepped inside, closed it behind me with as much dignity as I could muster, and then sprinted to my bedroom. I'd literally jumped onto my bed and squealed like a twelve-year-old at a boy band concert.

A dream come true didn't even begin to cover it.

Now, I rolled off my bed and padded over to my full-length mirror, studying my reflection with critical eyes.

The transformation from the girl I'd been at fifteen to the woman I was now felt almost surreal. Back then, I'd worn my hair in a practical bob, always getting it tangled in branches during my tomboy adventures in Prospect Park. I'd been grubby more often than not, with scraped knees and dirt under my fingernails. And the braces—God, those awful metal braces that had made me lisp and refuse to smile in photos.

That girl was gone.

I'd been a late bloomer compared to my friends. While they'd developed curves in middle school, I'd stayed stubbornly flat-chested and straight-hipped until I was nearly seventeen. But when my body finally decided to catch up, it had done so with enthusiasm. Now I had the kind of hourglass figure that made shopping for jeans an exercise in frustration—what fit my waist gaped at my hips, what fit my hips wouldn't button at my waist.

My hair had grown out into long, voluminous ginger curls that cascaded past my shoulders, catching the light like copper wire. My face had slimmed, and my cheekbones had emerged to create what Chasity called a "perfectly diamond-shaped face." My eyes—dark brown, almost black in certain lighting—were probably my best feature, framed by naturally long lashes that didn't need mascara but got it anyway.

Marcel had changed, too. That skinny, uncertain boy had disappeared, replaced by someone confident and magnetic. But my favourite thing about him hadn't changed at all—his eyes. Those hazel eyes shifted between brown and green depending on the light, and they were so expressive. I wasn't sure he realised how easy he was to read. Every emotion flickered across his face like clouds crossing the sun: amusement, frustration, sadness, joy. I could always tell how he felt just by looking at his eyes.

My attraction to him hadn't been instant. It had grown slowly, creeping up on me over the years like ivy climbing a wall. At first, I'd been too proud to admit it, even to myself. Too shy to tell him. But as we'd both matured, spending more time together in the hallway, occasionally running into each other at the bodega on the corner, the pull had become undeniable.

He'd told me later, the day after he'd asked me out, that he'd been terrified I'd say no.

"I almost chickened out like five times," he'd admitted, leaning against the wall between our doors. "But then I figured, what's the worst that could happen? You say no, and things get awkward for a bit, but at least I'd know."

The fact that Marcel Smith—gorgeous, popular, could-have-any-girl-he-wanted Marcel—had been nervous about asking me out still made my stomach flip.

But now I had a more pressing problem: what the hell was I going to wear?

I'd spent the last week in a shopping frenzy, scouring every website I could find. Packages had been arriving daily, much to my mother's irritation. My bedroom floor had become a minefield of discarded outfits, tissue paper, and cardboard boxes. I'd tried everything on at least twice, parading in front of my mirror, trying to see myself through Marcel's eyes.

Nothing felt right.

The problem was that I had no idea what vibe I was going for. Sexy but not too sexy? Casual but not sloppy? Sophisticated but not stuffy? I wanted to look like I'd put in effort without looking like I'd tried. It was an impossible equation.

With only a week left until the date, I was running out of time. I needed reinforcements.

I grabbed my phone from my nightstand and pulled up Chasity's contact. She answered on the second ring, like always.

"Hey, girlie, how you doing?" Her voice was bright and cheerful, exactly what I needed.

I smiled despite my panic. "OMG, you have to come over. I have a week left and I still can't decide which outfit to wear. I need your help urgently." I emphasised the last word, knowing she'd appreciate the drama.

Chasity's laugh rang through the phone, warm and familiar. "Oh yes, lover boy is finally taking you out, isn't he?"

We'd been best friends since we were five years old. We had exactly zero secrets from each other. She'd known about my Marcel crush from the very beginning, had listened to countless hours of me analysing every interaction we'd had, every word he'd said, every glance that might have meant something.

Chasity was my opposite in almost every way. Where I was cautious and overthinking, she was bold and spontaneous. She had no problem walking up to guys she found attractive and making her interest crystal clear. She lived her life out loud, unafraid of rejection or judgment.

"Yes," I said, hearing the panic creeping into my voice. "I have less than a week to decide what to wear, but I can't. I like them all, but I don't want to look over-dressed, or even worse, underdressed. It's an absolute nightmare. Help me."

"Come on, girl. You got this," Chasity said, her tone soothing. "I swear you could wear a paper bag over your head and he'd still want to take you out. Need me to come over?"

I laughed despite myself. She always knew exactly what to say to calm me down. "Yes! Yes! Yes!" I practically shouted into the phone.

"Be there in ten, girl."

We said our goodbyes, and I plugged my phone back into the charger on my nightstand. Then I surveyed the disaster zone that was my bedroom floor and got to work.

By the time I heard the shop bell jingle downstairs, I'd managed to gather all the outfits and hang them neatly on hangers, laying them out across my bed in a neat row for easy viewing. I left my room and headed through our small apartment toward the front door.

Our apartment was modest but comfortable—two bedrooms, a cramped kitchen, a living room barely big enough for a couch and TV. The front door opened directly onto a narrow staircase that led down to the shop. I could hear the familiar sounds drifting up: the murmur of voices, the chime of the register, the rustle of cellophane and paper.

I needed to warn my mother that Chasity was coming over.

My mother was definitely not a fan of Chasity. She thought she was "too forward" and "loud and obnoxious"—criticisms she'd voiced more than once. Never mind that Chasity had been my best friend for thirteen years. Never mind that she was kind, loyal, and had been there for me through every awkward phase of adolescence. My mother had made up her mind, and Dahlia Sparks never changed her mind about anything.

I headed downstairs, the familiar scent of roses and eucalyptus growing stronger with each step. The shop was busy, as always—a small crowd of customers browsing the coolers, examining the elaborate floral arrangements my mother displayed on every available surface.

The atmosphere felt strange today, though I couldn't put my finger on why. There was an undercurrent of something in the air, a tension I couldn't quite name. Small groups of customers stood together, whispering, casting glances at my mother.

Not that I paid much attention to the shop or its customers. I never had. It was just background noise, part of the soundtrack of my life.

What I had noticed, though I'd never really thought about it, was how strange it was that we stayed so busy. We were a tiny shop, crammed between a pizza place and a laundromat, with barely enough room to turn around. Three other florists on this block had closed in the last few years, unable to compete with the big chains and online delivery services. Yet somehow, Sparks & Stems thrived. We never lack for money. We lived comfortably, if modestly. My mother never worried about rent or bills.

It didn't make sense, but I'd never questioned it.

My mother stood near the back of the shop, speaking quietly with a middle-aged couple. She had that warm, welcoming smile she always wore for customers—the one that made people feel like old friends even if they'd never met before. I wove through the small crowd, smiling politely and greeting the regulars I recognised.

My mother looked up, caught sight of me, and waved me over. She excused herself from the couple and met me near the counter.

"Venus, how lovely of you to come down to the shop floor, my child," she said, her voice carrying that slight formal edge it always had when we were around customers.

We stepped a few feet away from the nearest people, and she turned to me with raised eyebrows, waiting.

I took a breath, steeling myself. "Mother, I know you don't like her, but Chasity is coming over to help me choose an outfit for my date. Please be nice." I tried to sound stern but kept my voice polite—the last thing I needed was one of her lectures about respect in front of a shop full of people.

My mother's expression tightened, her lips pressing into a thin line. "Chasity is not a good friend for you, Venus. She's far too forward and promiscuous."

I sighed, feeling the familiar frustration bubbling up. I cracked my neck—a nervous habit I'd picked up from her, ironically—before responding. "Mother, she's been my friend for ages. I don't say anything about your weird friends who come to the shop at all hours, and I hardly ever see Chasity as it is. I'm eighteen—old enough to decide who my friends are." I paused, making sure she understood. "I wasn't asking for your permission."

The bell above the door jingled, announcing a new arrival.

We both turned to see Chasity strolling in, and I immediately groaned inwardly. Of course, she was wearing a skirt that barely covered her ass and a crop top that showed off her toned stomach and considerable cleavage. Her long dark hair was perfectly curled, her makeup flawless, her heeled boots adding three inches to her already impressive height.

She looked like she was heading to a nightclub, not helping her best friend pick an outfit on a Tuesday afternoon.

I could practically feel my mother's disapproval radiating off her in waves.

"Be nice, please," I hissed through clenched teeth.

Chasity spotted us and broke into a wide smile. "Hey, girl!" She hugged me quickly, her perfume—something fruity and expensive—enveloping me for a moment. Then she stepped back and turned to my mother, her expression shifting to polite neutrality. "Hi, Mrs Sparks."

My mother simply glared at her. She didn't speak, didn't smile, just gave a curt nod of acknowledgement that could barely be called civil.

The awkward silence stretched for a beat too long.

"Right, well, we'll be in my room," I said brightly, grabbing Chasity's hand and practically dragging her toward the stairs.

The moment we were in my room with the door firmly closed, Chasity threw herself dramatically into my overstuffed reading chair, the one I'd found at a thrift store and reupholstered myself.

"She still hates me, huh?" she asked, though she was laughing. "One day she's going to love me. I can feel it in the water."

I burst out laughing, relief washing over me. This was one of the things I loved most about Chasity—she never took my mother's hostility personally. She stayed cheerful and polite, no matter how cold my mother was to her. Honestly, I think Chasity's refusal to react annoyed my mother even more.

"I'm sorry," I said, trying to stop giggling. "You know how she is."

Chasity nodded, kicking off her boots and tucking her legs under her. "I do. And I don't care. She's your mom, not mine. I'm here for you, not her approval."

We'd become friends when we were five, in the same kindergarten class. She'd shared her crayons with me on the first day, and we'd been inseparable ever since. Same schools, same friend group, same everything. My mother had liked her well enough back then—had even called her "such a sweet little girl."

But then we'd hit our teenage years, and everything changed.

Chasity became interested in fashion, makeup, and boys—in that order. She'd discovered that she had a body that turned heads and decided she had no problem showing it off. Almost overnight, she'd gone from jeans and t-shirts to crop tops and miniskirts. Her hair had to be styled perfectly, or she wouldn't leave the house. She wore makeup every single day, even when she just ran to the corner store. She looked like she was perpetually on her way to a party.

That's when my mother had started the commentary. "Too grown up for her age." "Inappropriate." "A bad influence."

Never mind that Chasity's grades were excellent. Never mind that she didn't drink or do drugs, that she was respectful to adults, that she'd never been in any kind of trouble. My mother had decided Chasity was a bad girl, and that was that.

"Enough about your mother," Chasity said, pulling me from my thoughts. "Show me what you got, girl."

"Okay, so I have all my outfits laid out on the bed," I explained, gesturing to the neat row of hangers. "I thought I'd try each one on with shoes so you can see the full picture and help me decide. What do you think?"

"Fab idea. Now get to it. Chop chop!" She clapped her hands together, her eyes lighting up with excitement.

This was Chasity's element. She lived for this kind of thing—styling, coordinating, accessorising. It's why she'd landed her dream job right out of high school, working as an assistant stylist at a boutique fashion agency in Manhattan. She'd done a work experience placement there during her junior year. She had impressed them so much that they'd offered her a position the day she graduated.

Every girl I knew was jealous of her job. Every girl except me—I was just proud of her.

As I gathered the first outfit and headed toward my closet to change, Chasity launched into excited chatter about my date, saying it was about damn time Marcel and I finally went out, that she'd been waiting for this moment for literally years, that she wanted all the details afterwards.

The first outfit was a pale pink dress. It's knee-length and figure-hugging, with delicate spaghetti straps. It was sophisticated and graceful, the kind of thing you'd wear to a nice dinner or a gallery opening. I slipped it on in my closet, checking myself in the mirror mounted on the inside of the door, doing a little twirl to see how the fabric moved.

Then I stepped out to face Chasity's judgment.

"What do you think?" I asked, turning in a slow circle so she could see every angle.

Chasity looked up from her phone, her initial smile fading into a thoughtful frown. She tilted her head to the side—her signature thinking pose—and studied me for a long moment.

"Put some shoes on so I can see the full outfit," she said. "And how are you planning to do your hair? Maybe a half-up style? Leave some curls loose to frame your face?"

I hadn't even thought about hair yet. This was precisely why I needed her.

I stepped into the black stilettos I'd left by the bed earlier, wobbling slightly as I found my balance. "I was thinking these shoes because they seem to go with all the outfits I bought."

"I love those shoes on you," Chasity said immediately. "Definitely wear those. But I don't know about the dress." She wrinkled her nose. "It's a bit too formal, you know? Like, you're going to a club, not a wedding. You want to give off 'I'm not easy, keep it in your pants' vibes, but also be irresistible and a teensy bit slutty."

I burst out laughing. Only Chasity could make "teensy bit slutty" sound like legitimate fashion advice.

"Girl, I have to tell you," she continued, grinning, "if I had a figure like yours, I would be flaunting it in as little clothing as possible."

"You already wear as little clothing as possible," I shot back, still laughing. "I've never known you to actually cover your legs, stomach, or cleavage."

We dissolved into giggles, the familiar joke never getting old. This was us—easy, comfortable and laughing until our stomachs hurt.

For the next two hours, we went through every single outfit. Chasity vetoed the pink dress, a white jumpsuit ("too bridal"), and a black mini dress ("trying too hard"). She narrowed it down to two options: a deep burgundy bodycon dress with long sleeves and a tasteful V-neck, or a more casual look—high-waisted black jeans with a sparkly silver halter top.

"The burgundy dress," she finally declared. "It's sexy without being over the top. The colour looks incredible with your hair. And it shows off your curves without making it seem like you're trying to get laid on the first date."

"Even though I wouldn't mind if he wanted—"

"Venus Sparks!" Chasity shrieked, throwing a pillow at me. "I can't believe you were just about to agree with me!"

We collapsed into laughter again, me blushing furiously.

Once we'd settled on the dress, we moved on to hair and makeup. Chasity pulled out her phone and showed me inspiration photos, walking me through exactly how to do my makeup—a smoky eye, nude lip, lots of highlighter—and how to style my hair in loose waves with a few face-framing pieces pinned back.

"You need to write this down," she insisted, watching me nod along. "You're going to forget everything the second I leave."

She was probably right.

We hung the burgundy dress on the outside of my closet door, placing the black stilettos directly beneath it like a shrine to my upcoming date. Chasity made me rehearse the makeup routine twice, quizzing me on which brush to use for what, making sure I understood the order of operations.

By the time she glanced at her phone and swore, three hours had passed.

"Shit, I have to go," she said, jumping up and hunting for her boots. "I promised my mom I'd babysit the terrors."

Chasity had three younger brothers from her mother's second marriage—ages eight, six, and four—along with her five older brothers from her mother's first marriage. Her house was pure chaos, all testosterone and noise and perpetual motion.

"Thank you for this," I said, hugging her tightly. "I seriously don't know what I'd do without you."

"You'd show up to your date in that pink monstrosity looking like you're going to prom," she teased, hugging me back. "Text me after, okay? I want all the details. And I mean all of them."

I walked her downstairs, relieved to find the shop empty except for my mother, who was restocking one of the coolers. She glanced up as we passed but said nothing, which I took as a victory.

"Bye, Mrs Sparks!" Chasity called out cheerfully. "Have a great evening!"

My mother mumbled something that might have been goodbye.

I closed the door behind Chasity and leaned against it for a moment, smiling. Then I headed back upstairs, suddenly exhausted but in the best way.

The apartment was quiet now, my mother still working downstairs. I decided to take advantage of the solitude. I ran myself a bath, dumping in some lavender bath salts and sinking into the hot water with a contented sigh.

After my bath, I wrapped myself in my favourite oversized sweatshirt and fuzzy socks and climbed onto my bed. My phone buzzed; it was a text from Marcel.

Can't wait for Friday. You're going to love this place.

My heart did that annoying fluttery thing again. I typed back: Me too. See you then.

I set my phone aside and looked at the burgundy dress hanging on my closet door, the black heels waiting beneath it like soldiers at attention. In less than a week, I'd be wearing that outfit, standing next to Marcel, walking into the Halloween club on his arm.

For the first time in my eighteen years of a very ordinary, almost dull, existence, something exciting was finally happening to me.

I had no idea that this date would be the last normal thing in my life. That in less than a week, everything I thought I knew about the world—about my mother, about myself—would shatter like glass.

But for now, I was just a girl excited about a date with a boy she'd been crushing on for three years.

And that was enough.
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Chapter Two
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I lay sprawled across my bed, staring at the burgundy dress hanging on my closet door like some kind of beautiful but terrifying challenge. In just a few days, I'd be wearing that thing on my date with Marcel, and just the thought of it made my stomach do nervous flips.

The dress was way out of my comfort zone.

The neckline plunged deeper than anything I'd ever worn before, revealing cleavage I usually kept carefully covered. The material clung to every curve like a second skin, and the hemline stopped halfway down my thighs—at least six inches higher than I was used to. I wasn't a prude, but I'd always preferred covering up. I liked being modest, safe and invisible.

This dress was the opposite of invisible.

And my mother was going to have an absolute fit when she saw it.

I could already picture her face, with that particular expression of tight-lipped disapproval she'd perfected over the years, the one that made me feel like I was five years old again and had tracked mud through the apartment. The lecture would be epic. Something about self-respect, sending the wrong message, and how young women today have no sense of propriety.

I groaned and rolled over, burying my face in my pillow.

Maybe I should have gone with the pink dress after all.



The next morning, I woke to the familiar sounds of the shop opening below—the usual scrape of the door, my mother's footsteps on the wooden floor and the jingle of keys. I checked my phone: 8:47 AM. Four days until my date.

I dragged myself out of bed and pulled on my jeans and an old NYU sweatshirt I'd gotten at a thrift store. My hair was a disaster, a tangled mess of copper curls sticking out in every direction. I twisted it into a messy bun and headed to the kitchen.

My mother was already gone, downstairs in the shop. She was always downstairs in the shop.

I made myself coffee—strong and black, just the way I'd learned to drink it during exam weeks, and stood at the kitchen window, looking down at the street. The pizza place next door was receiving a delivery, the laundromat was already full of people, and a steady stream of pedestrians hurried past on their way to the subway.

Normal. Mundane. The same as every other morning.

Except my mother had spent all of last night lecturing me about the dangers of going out after dark with Marcel. She'd gone on and on until I wanted to scream. She lectured me about how I didn't know the city as well as I thought I did, how terrible things happened to young women who weren't careful and worst of all, how Marcel was still practically a stranger even though we'd been neighbours for three years.

"You barely know him, Venus," she'd said, her voice tight with worry. "You don't know what kind of person he really is."

"We've lived next door to each other for three years, Mother. I think I know him well enough."

"Three years of casual hallway conversations doesn't mean you know someone."

It had gone on like that for an hour, circular and exhausting, until I'd finally excused myself and locked myself in my room.

Now, desperate to escape the apartment before she came upstairs and started round two, I decided to help out in the shop. At least down there, she'd be too busy with customers to continue her campaign of maternal paranoia.

I finished my coffee, grabbed my phone, and headed downstairs.



The shop was already crowded when I pushed through the door at the bottom of the stairs. It was barely nine in the morning, but at least fifteen people were packed into the small space, moving between the flower coolers and display tables.

Except—and this was something I'd noticed before but never really thought about—they didn't seem particularly interested in the flowers.

Small groups clustered together, whispering with their heads bent close. They held cups of coffee from the place down the street, treating the shop like some kind of community gathering space. Some of them weren't even pretending to look at the merchandise. They just... stood there talking and watching my mother.

It was weird.

I'd thought it before, dozens of times, but never really let myself examine the thought too closely. Our shop made no sense. We were tiny and cramped, with limited inventory and no real advertising. Three other florists on this block alone had gone out of business in the last five years, unable to compete with the online delivery services and big chain stores.

Yet Sparks & Stems thrived.

We were never hurting for money. We lived comfortably—not extravagantly, but we never had to worry about bills. My mother always had cash when we needed it, like it appeared out of thin air.

I remembered when the boiler had broken down two winters ago. It was the middle of January, freezing, and we had no heat or hot water for three days while we waited for the repair estimate. Most people would have had to save up, take out a loan, and figure out a payment plan.

Not my mother.

When the engineer had given her the quote—something like seven thousand dollars for a full replacement—she'd simply whipped out her cheque book and written him a cheque. A blank cheque. "Get whatever's needed," she'd told him, like it was nothing.

The final bill had been well into the thousands, and she'd paid it without even flinching. There was no stress, no worry and no second mortgage. She'd acted like it cost a few hundred dollars instead.

Where did that money come from? We sold flowers. They weren't even fancy flowers—mostly roses, lilies and carnations, the standard stuff. The kind you could get at any grocery store for half the price.

It didn't add up.

Maybe we should just convert this place into a coffee shop, I thought, surveying the crowd of people who clearly weren't here to buy flowers. At least then I'd understand where the money came from.

I spotted my mother near the back of the shop, deep in conversation with the same couple she'd been talking to when Chasity had come over. The woman—middle-aged, with sharp features and perfectly styled silver-blonde hair—was speaking intensely, her hands gesturing as she talked. The man beside her—tall, broad-shouldered, with a stern face—stood perfectly still with his arms crossed.

My mother looked furious.

I could tell from across the room. Her posture was rigid, her shoulders pulled back, and her jaw clenched so tight I could see the muscle jumping. There was a vein on her forehead, a tiny one, that was right above her left eyebrow, and it only appeared when she was truly, deeply angry.

That vein looked like it was about to explode.

I weaved through the customers, wondering what could possibly have upset her this much. My mother was usually the picture of composure, especially in front of her customers. She prided herself on her hospitality and on making everyone feel welcome and valued.

But right now, she looked like she wanted to murder someone.

As I approached, she looked up and caught my eye. Her expression shifted instantly—the anger smoothing away and quickly replaced by a bright, false smile.

"Venus, dear, come and meet my friends," she called out, her voice artificially cheerful.

I continued walking toward them, utterly confused. Mother had never introduced me to her friends before. She had plenty of them—people who came to the shop at odd hours, who she'd disappear into the back room with for private conversations—but she'd always kept that part of her life separate from me.

"Hi," I said, offering a polite smile.

"Venus, I would like you to meet my special friends, Zanthus and Zina," my mother said, gesturing to the couple.

I extended my hand, ready for a professional handshake, though my mind was spinning with questions. Special friends? Why had I never met them before? And why did my mother look like she wanted to throttle them?

"Oh wow, she's absolutely gorgeous, Dahlia," the woman—Zina—exclaimed, ignoring my outstretched hand. "You've been hiding her away from us!"

"Nonsense, Zina. You've seen Venus plenty of times," my mother replied, her voice tight.

Before I could react, Zina grabbed my shoulders and pulled me into a hug. I stiffened in surprise with my arms awkwardly hanging at my sides.

"I prefer to hug rather than shake hands," Zina said warmly, her perfume—something floral and expensive—washing over me and nearly choking me. "And I've heard so much about you that it feels like I know you already."

My face flushed hot with embarrassment. This was the first time I'd ever met this woman, and she was hugging me like we were old friends. I patted her back lightly while trying to extricate myself without being rude.

"And this oaf beside me is Zanthus," Zina continued, releasing me and gesturing to the stern-looking man. "Say hello, Zanthus."

Zanthus nodded once—a curt, minimal acknowledgement—and made a grunting noise in the back of his throat. His dark eyes studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable, before he looked away.

He seemed standoffish and deeply uncomfortable, like he wanted to be anywhere else but here.

"Venus, darling," my mother said, her hand landing on my shoulder with slightly too much pressure, "I was just explaining to Zina here that you're applying to join one of the most prestigious colleges in the country."

Zina's perfectly sculpted eyebrows drew together in confusion. Zanthus remained silent, his arms still crossed, but I noticed his attention had sharpened. He was listening intently now.

"Oh," Zina said slowly, glancing between me and my mother. "I thought she would join the family business, Dahlia. Is that not true?"

Family business? We sold flowers. What was there to join?

My mother's grip on my shoulder tightened painfully. I could feel her tension radiating through her fingers, and I could sense her anger building like a thunderstorm about to break.

"Nonsense, Zina," my mother said with a forced laugh that sounded nothing like her real laugh. "Why on earth would my clever daughter want to join the flower business?"

"What do you mean, flower bus—"

A loud, sharp crash cut Zina off mid-sentence.

I jumped, my heart leaping into my throat, and spun around to find the source of the noise. It took me a moment to realise that everyone in the shop had fallen completely silent. Every single person had stopped what they were doing and was staring at us.

They were not just looking in our general direction—staring. At me. At my mother. At Zina and Zanthus.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

"Mother, what's wrong?" I asked, my voice coming out smaller than I intended. "What was that sound?"

My mother made an angry tutting sound through her teeth and turned to face me fully. She waved her hand dismissively at Zina and Zanthus. It was a gesture so rude and abrupt that I almost didn't recognise her. My mother, who prided herself on impeccable manners, who treated every customer like royalty, had just dismissed her 'special friends' as if they were servants being excused.

"Nothing, dear," she said, her smile so tight it looked painful. "Why don't you go up to our apartment and check on everything? I'm sure the noise came from up there."

I tilted my head, studying her face. She wanted me gone—that much was obvious. And honestly? I was happy to escape this bizarre, tense situation.

But I was also curious. What the hell was going on down here?

"Okay," I said slowly. "No problem. I'll see you later, Mother." I turned to Zina and Zanthus, forcing a polite smile. "It was nice to meet you both."

I started walking toward the stairway, acutely aware that every single person in the shop was watching me. The atmosphere felt wrong—eerie and charged, like the air before a lightning strike.

"Close the door on your way up, please, dear," my mother called after me.

I stopped, my hand on the doorknob, and turned back to look at her.

We never closed this door, not even in the winter when we were trying to keep the heat in or the summer when we were trying to get air circulation. This door stayed open 24/7, connecting the shop to our home.

Until now, apparently.

"Sure, no problem," I said, forcing a smile.

Curiosity burned in my chest like acid. Something was definitely wrong.

I stepped into the narrow stairwell and pulled the door shut behind me. Then, instead of going upstairs like I'd been told, I pressed my ear against the wood and held my breath.

My mother's voice came through clearly, sharp with fury.

"I have told you all countless times. All of you have disappointed me today with your behaviour. Venus knows nothing of our world and what we can do. She will never know. And you, Zina—how dare you ask so many impertinent questions and question me in front of my daughter?"

My heart hammered against my ribs. Our world? What we can do?

The silence that followed was so complete I wondered if I'd gone deaf. Then, finally, Zina's voice—small, trembling, nothing like the confident woman who'd hugged me moments before.

"I-I-I'm so sorry, Dahlia. I had no idea you hadn't told her anything. You never told me that until now."

A slamming noise—a hand hitting a counter, maybe—made me flinch away from the door.

"Do not ever question my authority," my mother hissed. "Remember who is in charge here. All of you. The next time any of you fall out of line in front of my daughter, I will not be as lenient as I am today."

I heard the shuffling feet and the nervous coughs. But no one spoke.

Who was my mother in charge of? Was she running some kind of cult? A pyramid scheme? What the hell was happening in our flower shop?

Then came a new sound: a slow, rhythmic thumping. A walking stick striking the floor.

"Dahlia." A man's voice, older and stern, carrying weight and authority. "We all know who is in charge. But you are only in the position of power because of your family's power line. Threatening any of us will be your undoing, and I will not stand by any longer and watch you destroy the power we all bring. We are the strongest and most dominant of our species, and you have no right to make threats."

The walking stick banged against the floor again, punctuating his words.

Species.

The word echoed in my mind, impossible and absurd.

Species. Not community. Not a group. Not an organisation.

Species.

As in... not human?

Then there was more silence. Then my mother's voice dropped to a whisper that somehow sounded more dangerous than her shouting had.

"How dare you defy me."

I knew that whisper. It meant she was beyond furious and beyond rational thought. It meant you should run and hide and wait for the storm to pass.

"Oh, I dare, Dahlia," the old man replied, his voice calm and cold. "I dare. One day, I'm coming for you. And I will bring you down."

The door to the shop slammed so hard the whole frame shook. The sound reverberated through the stairwell, and I jerked backwards in surprise, my shoulder hitting the wall with a soft thump.

Shit.

There was no way my mother hadn't heard that.

I bolted up the stairs as quietly as I could, taking them two at a time, and raced to my bedroom. I made it inside and closed the door just as I heard the stairwell door open below.

My mother's footsteps on the stairs sounded slow and deliberate.

I held my breath, frozen in place.

The footsteps stopped. Then agonising seconds of silence. Until, finally, they retreated back down to the shop.

I let out the breath I'd been holding and collapsed onto my bed, my mind racing.

Muffled conversation started up again downstairs—the normal sounds of the shop resuming, customers talking and the register beeping. Like nothing had happened.

But something had happened.

I stared at my ceiling, replaying the conversation in my mind.

Species. Our world. What we can do. Power line.

The old man had said they were 'the strongest and most dominant of our species.' He'd said my mother was only in power because of her 'family's power line.'

None of it made sense.

They couldn't actually be talking about being non-human. That was insane, not to mention impossible. My mother was weird sometimes—controlling, secretive and overprotective—but she wasn't an alien. She couldn't be.

Could she?

And what about power? What power did my mother have? The woman couldn't even open a jar of pickles without asking for my help. If I wasn't around, she'd just leave it on the counter and wait for me to come home.

But then... There was the money, the mysterious customers, and the way people in the shop looked at her—with deference, almost fear. The whispered conversations. The packages wrapped in brown paper that she handed out from the back room.

I'd ignored it all my life and written it off as quirky or eccentric.

Now I wasn't so sure.

I grabbed my phone and considered texting Chasity, but what would I even say? Hey, I think my mom might be running a cult. Or maybe she's an alien. Hard to say.

No. I needed to think about this rationally.

Maybe I'd misheard. Maybe 'species' was some kind of code word, or slang I didn't understand or perhaps they were talking about a business rivalry, and I was reading way too much into it.

But even as I tried to convince myself, I knew I didn't believe it.
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