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Chapter One

Red, as in Ruby
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The sight was gruesome as the blood-soaked snow glistened ominously under the moonlight, emphasising its stark contrast against once pristine white surroundings. Torn clothing and abandoned shoes lay strewn in the snow, as well as a backpack. Blood saturated the ground, forming a puddle that looked like it was sprouting from the earth. The blood spread outwards quickly, covering a larger area with each passing moment. The silence was shattered by a high-pitched scream that pierced through the air and seemed to come from a location nearby. A blue-eyed baby was sitting on the ground, soaked in blood. Despite the circumstances, the baby did not cry; instead, it sat there smiling, catching everyone off guard. The volume of the screams was intensifying with each passing minute. 

As the minutes passed by, the sun set faster and faster until it seemed as if it was being drawn into a massive whirlpool, causing everything to be eventually engulfed in darkness. Even then, despite everything, the screaming continued unabated. The sound of the screams intensified with each passing moment until they were so loud that they seemed to bring everything to a standstill. After the chaos subsided, the only things left were the baby, the snow and blood, and a few seconds of complete darkness. 

As time passed, the cacophony of screams reverberated through the walls, becoming bone-chilling wails that pierced deep into one’s soul. She watched in terror as lawn chairs, tables and children’s toys were violently thrown through the air, as if possessed by an unseen force and the sound of windows shattering around her as if under invisible pressure. She drops to her knees with her hands clamped over her ears and her body trembling uncontrollably from the overwhelming fear that consumed her.

The screaming woke a sixteen-year-old girl sleeping in a bunk bed at a group home for orphaned children. The red-haired girl woke up with a start, her heartbeat racing, her hands trembling, and the overwhelming sense of dread coursing through her veins as she tried to suppress her screams. An acrid sense of fear and doom enveloped her. Eerie shadows dance across walls, and strange whispers echo faintly through the empty corridors, intensifying her dread and anticipation.

She did not even see her bunk-mate, who climbed down from the top bed and knelt beside her. She was in pain. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, as if she screamed silently for help as she recalled the vivid images of the blood-soaked snow from her nightmare; the constant high-pitched scream sent shivers down her spine and made her skin crawl with unease. She didn’t cry immediately. A mixture of shock and horror played across her face. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she reacted to what had just occurred.

“Hush now, Ruby... It’s all okay,” she said in a tired whisper. Her eyelids were heavy from sleep, and her shoulders slumped as she awkwardly patted Ruby’s head. Her hair felt wet, even on that cold December night. She’d been sweating.

It took Ruby a few minutes to realise that she had been dreaming. Once her breathing returned to normal, she turned to look at the girl who knelt, comforting her. Ruby was still in shock, and her voice came out shaky, as if she were still trying to catch her breath.

“I’m sorry I woke you up,” Ruby replied in a shaky voice and closed her eyes tight.

“What did you dream about?” asked Betty.

“Blood... There was blood everywhere.” As Ruby sobbed, tears streamed down her face uncontrollably. Her body shook with each convulsive breath, and her voice quivered as she tried to speak. The sight of blood left her feeling utterly broken and vulnerable, like a fragile porcelain doll on the verge of shattering into a million pieces.

Betty pulled back the covers, and to her astonishment, she saw bloodstains on Ruby’s pyjamas. Time seemed to freeze momentarily as shock washed over her, leaving her speechless and embarrassed. She never knew her mother, nor did she have any female guidance on the changes a girl could expect, which only added to her vulnerability, adding another striking blow of embarrassment to an already wounded spirit. 

‘I don’t understand.’ She thought.

“Oh... You’ve started, period. Better late than never. Most girls start when they turn thirteen, but starting now is perfectly fine. You’re just a late bloomer. Don’t worry. Come with, and we’ll get you cleaned up.”

Ruby slowly got up from her squeaky bed. The room was still dark, even though the early morning sun rose slowly in the sky. The other children who shared the room with them were fast asleep. Her eyes opened wide, and her mouth hung open. She fixated on something in her mind. A figure. A shape. Something. She couldn’t quite make it out. It disappeared into a wisp of smoke. Ruby thought her mind must have been playing tricks on her. She was much more intelligent than most people realised or gave her credit for.

She nearly forgot today was her birthday. This would be her first birthday in the group home for young children, filling her with despair and pain. She still remembered the first day she stepped inside the children’s home. Even though it wasn’t that long ago, it seemed to her like she’d been here for a long time. That day, she cried, screamed, and fought everyone when they took her away from the only life she had ever known. Her eyes filled with tears running down her cheeks, while the rest of her body shivered uncontrollably. She felt the overwhelming loneliness, abandonment, and fear for those taken away from her weighed heavily on her heart, making her feel even more isolated and vulnerable. And now here she is again, waking up on her birthday. She felt different today, as if something had changed within her, and she felt scared, not for herself, but for those who were taken away from her.

The girls walked to the door and out of the room as quietly as possible. They didn’t want to wake any of the other children who were sound asleep in their rooms. The shared bathroom was located down the carpet-lined hallway, and they knew they needed to be extra cautious. As they tiptoed past the other rooms, they held their breaths, trying not to make a sound. Small sidelights illuminated the hallway, sending an array of shadows dancing across the walls and eerie creaking noises from unseen corners, heightening their apprehension as each step felt like they were walking on thin ice. Finally, when they reached the bathroom, Betty slowly closed the door behind them.

The huge shared bathroom lay empty in the early hours of the morning. They had one on each floor of the three-storied building of their group home. Every bathroom housed a few toilet stalls and a separate area for showers. Somebody had decorated the entire floor and walls with small, white, rectangle-shaped tiles.

“Oh, looks like it’s a bloody birthday for you, Ruby,” Betty remarked as she opened the nearest bathroom basin cabinet, bent down and pulled out a white-coloured square packet. “Here you go. But first, we need to get you out of these clothes,” said Betty.

“My clothes are in the room,” Ruby said.

“I’ll go get them for you. Hurry and get in the shower before someone sees you like this,” Betty said as she walked out in a hurry.

Ruby looked at herself in the mirror. She looked at her tear-stricken cheeks and noticed her face looked paler than usual, and her blue eyes had developed more of a greyish hue. 

‘Hmm... Were my eyes always that grey?’ Ruby shook her head, feeling bewildered. ‘It’s not real... My eyes are blue like my father’s. My hair is red like my mother’s, or so I’ve been told. I wouldn’t know if that is true because I can’t remember anything.’

Ruby pulled off her wet clothes and put them in a large open basket in the bathroom’s corner. The group home had all the children’s clothes labelled with their names to avoid mixing them. Even in the flickering fluorescent lights, she read her name on the embroidered name tag on her clothes, ‘Ruby Blacksmith’. Ruby shivered from the cold as she wrapped her arms around herself in an attempt to cover herself from the draft that crept under the bathroom door. She then walked over to the shower area. The girls’ bathroom had a few shower cubicles covered by a flimsy plastic curtain. Entering the first one, she twisted the faucet on. The icy cold water fell sharply on her porcelain skin, making her gasp out loud and shiver uncontrollably as she felt the coldness of the water seep into her bones. The water streamed over her head as she closed her eyes. She felt the many goose bumps piercing out from her cold skin. She held on to the walls for support as she felt an unknown force pulling her to the floor, except the bathroom was empty.

When she opened her eyes, she experienced a sudden crushing pain through her skull that radiated through every fibre of her being, leaving her feeling weak and defenceless. As she stood in the cubicle, the pain in her head intensified, throbbing with a relentless intensity that made her feel as if her skull would split open. Each pulse of agony sent waves of fear crashing through her body, leaving her trembling and paralysed with terror. The sound of the water falling became distorted, morphing into an eerie cacophony that echoed in her ears like a haunting melody from a nightmare. She wanted to scream for help. Her mouth opened, but no sound was audible. Gasping for air, she frantically scratched at her throat as she looked around desperately for someone who might offer comfort or understanding but was met with empty spaces and silence instead.

She felt a hand on her shoulder as she turned around quickly. She tried to fight it off. When she finally regained her voice, she screamed, “No.....”

The pain in her head stopped. As she stood in the cubicle, she heard the last of the shower water falling. She opened her eyes and found herself lying flat on the wet floor, but instead of relief flooding over her, a surge of panic gripped her heart. 

The sight before her only deepened the dread coursing through every fibre of her being. Mrs Walsh’s flustered appearance was unsettling enough, but the pained expression etched across Betty’s face sent shivers down her spine. It was as if they had witnessed something unspeakable that threatened to consume them all.

“Get dressed now.” Mrs Walsh said in her authoritative voice and an underlying tone of disappointment or disapproval. A clear indication this was a serious situation, and that Ruby was in deep trouble, which only added to Ruby’s confusion and despair. 

“Yes, Madam,” Ruby replied in a quiet voice in the chilly silence that hung in the air as she slowly walked towards Betty, who was holding a few clothes. With trembling hands, she took them out of Betty’s hand. A white shirt and a red flared skirt, along with her underwear. 

She looked into Betty’s eyes, but she averted her gaze because of the immense shame she was feeling. She suddenly realised she was standing completely naked in front of two people, adding to her embarrassment. With hunched shoulders and avoiding eye contact with either of them, Ruby hurried to the adjacent dressing area, providing some privacy from the shower area. She could hear her heartbeat pounding in her ears and felt the cold sweat trickle down her back as she dressed. Tears welled in her eyes as she struggled to pull her clothes on with shaking hands. Her face felt hot as if she had a fever.

‘Maybe it’s a fever? But I don’t feel sick.’ Ruby’s mind spun with disbelief as she struggled to comprehend what was happening to her. Doubt crept into every corner of her consciousness.

“Come with me, Ms Blacksmith!” Mrs Walsh’s voice pierced through the chilly silence like an icy blade, commanding obedience without room for negotiation or understanding. Each word carried an undercurrent of authority that crushed Ruby’s already fragile spirit. As she slowly approached Betty, holding out her wet towel with trembling hands, each step felt heavier than before – burdened by the heavy fabric and the weighty expectations placed upon her frail shoulders.

“Yes, Maam,” Ruby mumbled. Her mind raced with questions as she tried to make sense of this unexpected turn of events. Confusion gnawed at her thoughts like a relentless beast, causing her brows to furrow and her lips to tremble.

Ruby followed Mrs Walsh down the corridor to the stairs. It was dawn, and light streamed through the windows. Ruby saw a staircase that went upwards.

‘Hmm... This is strange. How is there a third floor?’ she wondered. 

Both of them walked up the spiral stairs to the third floor, which had a sign displayed stating it was a restricted area. According to the sign, the only people permitted on the third floor were the staff and children by invitation. She wondered where they were going and why Mrs Walsh led her there.

She heard Mrs Walsh mumble something unintelligible under her breath as they slowly climbed up the seemingly never-ending staircase. Finally, they reached the top door, and Mrs Walsh opened it and stepped onto the third floor. This floor looked entirely different from the first two floors of the group home. Ruby thought she had somehow stepped into an 18th-century museum. Hardwood floors echoed their footsteps as they walked forward. Elegant crystal chandeliers that were lit with huge white candles adorned the walls. They stopped in front of a wooden door with an ornate golden handle. Mrs Welsh pushed open the door, and they stepped into her office.

“Have a seat,” said Mrs Welsh, pointing to a single high-rise chair in front of a big wooden desk.

Ruby looked around the small room. It was dimly lit, with walls made of cobblestone. On the right side was a tall white bookcase stacked with old books. Other than that, she couldn’t see any other pieces of furniture except the sizeable black chair that Mrs Welsh sat on at the other end of the office table.

“Ms Blacksmith... I’m sure you have many questions,” Mrs Welsh said as she shuffled papers on her desk and then moved them to the trio of paper trays sitting in the corner. “Don’t be afraid, my dear,” she said kindly. “Now, why don’t we have a talk about everything? Today is a special day for you, isn’t it?”

Ruby stared at her in complete confusion. She was a small-framed woman with a few greying hairs here and there. Every child who lived in the orphanage knew that Mrs Walsh was the manager of the group home. But she never spoke directly to anyone except the caretakers.

“Is this a... secret floor?” asked Ruby.

The entire building sat in a remote area surrounded by fields of nothingness and tall trees. The first two floors looked like any typical group home, comfortable, welcoming and spacious. Ruby saw a shared lounge area, a dining hall, and a smaller recreation room. Children could roam around the premises for a few miles until they reached the electric fences. Clearly, things were not what they seemed to be.

“Well, yes... Ms Blacksmith. We are a secret, after all,” Mrs Welsh said in a deadpan voice. “Now, I’m sure you have a lot of questions.”

“What do you mean by ‘we’?” interrupted a perplexed Ruby.

“We are an ancient society of the mystical arts,” she replied, leaning forward on her desk.

“Do you mean... You mean magic?” Ruby was shocked by this revelation.

“Yes, magic,” Mrs Welsh confirmed. “And you just had your very first magical awakening.”

“My what?”

“Magical awakening happens when you reach the age of maturity, which is usually a lot earlier than sixteen, so your awakening is quite late compared to others. However, some of us aren’t so lucky to have magical abilities,” she explained. “Which is why we kept you in the dark about all of this. You have now reached the right age for your magic to awaken. It’s something we call the ‘Awakening’. Happy birthday, my dear,” she smiled.

“What do you mean? I don’t understand.” A myriad of thoughts whirled around Ruby’s mind as she tried to grasp everything she was being told.

“Well, your father was a warlock. But your mother was an ordinary human,” Mrs Welsh shook her head in despair. “Ruby, dear, honestly, it’s not that difficult to figure out.”

“But... I can’t remember.”

“Yes, it’s truly sad everything that happened to you.” She said, shaking her head before brightening up again. “But we rejoice you are your father’s daughter. After all, his magic blood lives through you.”

“No,” Ruby shook her head in disbelief. “This has got to be a joke. My father was an accountant for the police department. That’s what everyone has told me, including you.”

“And it would have been so much easier for you if he were still alive, Ruby,” she replied. “I empathise with you, Ms Blacksmith, but I’m afraid I can only guide you through this process. The things you have been told in the past were for your own protection.”

Ruby felt as if her world had come crashing down at the last minute. Her curious mind needed more information about this situation that she was in. Neither spoke for over ten minutes. Mrs Welsh silently watched Ruby while Ruby looked anywhere but at her while trying to gain an understanding of the situation.

“Come with me, now.” Mrs Welsh spoke so suddenly that it startled Ruby, who merely nodded hesitantly.

They left the room and turned right to enter another closed room. As Ruby followed Mrs Welsh into the library, her heart pounded in her chest, matching the rapid pace of her thoughts. The ornamental designs and countless bookshelves blurred together, overwhelming her senses. Her eyes stung with unshed tears as she tried to understand everything, feeling like a puzzle with missing pieces. Her eyes burned as they walked towards the end of the library, which held only shelves and books. There was nothing else in the room. A small window in the library opened onto a small balcony. On the balcony was a little room with a table and a chair. The door to this room was open, and standing by it was an old man with white hair who wore a grey suit. He looked at them both and smiled.

“Ruby! You have come back!” he said with great joy. “It is good to see you again.” He smiled.

The old man’s smile sent shivers down Ruby’s spine, his presence adding an eerie layer to the already bewildering situation. She couldn’t help but wonder what secrets he held behind those piercing eyes and snowy white hair. Her mind raced with questions, each more urgent than the last, leaving her feeling like a trapped animal desperate for escape. Ruby was still confused. She didn’t know why she was there, who he was, or what was happening. Her mind became overloaded, like it was about to burst apart from all the information flooding in.

Mrs Welsh turned to Ruby. “Ms Blacksmith, this is the grandmaster of our coven. He will explain everything to you,” she said.

Ruby’s world seemed to tilt on its axis as Mrs Welsh dropped another bombshell. The weight of confusion settled heavily upon her shoulders, threatening to crush her spirit. She struggled to find words amidst the chaos swirling in her mind; every thought collided against one another like crashing waves in a stormy sea. How could everything she believed about herself be so drastically different? And what on earth is a coven?

He nodded at Mrs Welsh and then looked at Ruby and smiled gently. “Hello Ruby, my name is Mr Jones. Pleased to meet you.” He extended his hand, and Ruby took it. She expected him to shake hands, but he cradled her hand. His hand was warm and strong at the same time. “I have been looking forward to meeting you. You are going to be a fine witch. Your father was indeed an immensely powerful warlock.”

Ruby was speechless. She did not know how to respond to Mr Jones or even if she should. Mrs Welsh turned, walked away, and left her alone in the library with this strange-looking man. She stood awkwardly, unsure what to say or the right questions to ask, while Mr Jones stood before her.

“Sit down, please,” he said, gesturing towards the chair closest to her. “Would you like some tea?” She shook her head, tried to blink away her confusion, and sat down. Mr Jones took his seat opposite her and remained calm and relaxed, hoping it might ease her comfort. “You look tired, Ruby. Do you want to rest? Perhaps we should talk later.” Ruby nodded slowly and rested against the wall behind her. Her legs were weak, and she became light-headed. She was numb. Her heart beat faster, and her skin tingled. “I’m sure you have plenty of questions for me, and I will be here waiting to answer as many of those as I can for you.”

“I... I,” she replied softly, unable to form even one word, let alone a sentence.

“Do you remember your parents?” She shook her head. “Yes, you wouldn’t,” he replied, sighing. “It’s a terrible tragedy. Your parents’ accident might be a blessing for you not to remember such a painful and sad time in your life.” He said before smiling suddenly. “Well, what you need to do is read.”

“Books?” Ruby questioned in surprise. 

This man is extraordinary and random, she thought.

“Yes, start reading about our history. They have profound wisdom in them. It’s also important to learn about the history of magic. Study the past to understand the present. History has a way of repeating itself.”

“History? Why is that?”

Mr Jones sighed and looked at her for a moment. “Because, as a young witch, you must know everything you can about your magical heritage, especially now that you’ve turned sixteen. That is your personal coming of age in the magical world.”

Ruby blinked. “This is all too much. It’s too much to take in.”

“You are a powerful witch, Ruby. And you need to know everything you can about yourself. That is the first step.” Ruby looked at Mr Jones momentarily, then sat up straight in her chair. Mr Jones noticed it immediately, and he smiled at her. The balcony was bright and slowly got hotter from the mid-morning sun. “Let’s go back inside before the sun completely burns our skin, dearie.” Mr Jones chuckled. Once they were back inside the enormous library, Mr Jones looked around the many bookshelves surrounding them. “Go ahead. Read anything you like,” he urged.

Ruby stood looking around for a while and wondered where to start. She looked around the room and finally found a book that caught her eye. It was called: The Complete Book of Magic. She picked it up and opened it. It was filled with pictures and illustrations of spells and potions. Ruby flipped through it and quickly realised it was complicated, which she assumed would be because she did not know what most of it meant. Nearby, she discovered a small reading table and took a seat. She continued to flip through the book and understood some words. She sat and read the book intently. Suddenly, her urge to consume knowledge became stronger and unbearable. With a yawn and stretch, she finally turned around to see Mr Jones staring at her across the room.

“How long have I been here?” she asked Mr Jones. “It feels like hours.”

He shrugged. “You don’t remember?” he asked worriedly. “You were quite unconscious the whole time.”

“So, what are you saying?” she asked, confused.

Mr Jones looked at her with a worried face. “You have been here for three days.”

Ruby closed the book and put it down on the table. Suddenly, she was drained and exhausted. She leaned back in her chair.

“Three days? How is that even possible.... wait, this doesn’t look like the library I was in before? Everything is backwards,” she said as she glanced around, flustered and saw everything around her was backwards. The writing on the books was written backwards; the arms of the clock were moving anti-clockwise. “Why am I here? What is this place? Where am I?”

“You’re here because you were brought here.”

“Brought here?”

“Yes, by your father.”

“My father? By my father?” Ruby asked, and Mr Jones nodded. “How did he die?”

“He was murdered.”

Ruby suddenly woke up from her nap. The book had made her sleepy, and she fell asleep while reading it. Despite being in the library, she couldn’t find Mr Jones. It was as if she had been sleeping for hours. She sat for a few minutes, trying to remember why she was in the library.

‘What just happened?’ she wondered. This was her second dream today. Her birthday. 

Suddenly, she opened her eyes wide. She stood up from her chair and took the book off the table.

“Where are you going?” said a voice behind her. She turned around and saw Mr Jones standing watching her. “Don’t you have somewhere to go? Or do you just plan to sleep in the middle of a library?”

She looked at him and smiled. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

Mr Jones smiled back. “No, I’m glad you’re awake. I have something to show you.”

“Something to show me?”

“Yes, you see, you are very powerful, Ruby. And I think you will make a fine addition to our coven.”

Ruby looked at Mr Jones for a moment. ‘Coven? What does he mean by that?’

“What do you mean?”

“Please, come with me.” He reached out his hand, and she took it. He led her to a staircase on the right side of the library.

“How did you know my father?” she asked as they descended the stairs together.

“I have always kept track of you since you were a baby. I wasn’t sure about your powers because you are a half-witch. Your father had magical blood, but your mother didn’t. In exceptional cases like yours, we wait until your age of maturity to find out.” Mr Jones said as they reached the end of the stairs. They walked along the corridor and turned left. “That’s the main entrance to the coven,” said Mr Jones. “We had it built especially for our younger members. So, you can enter and leave whenever you want.” Mr Jones stopped before an enormous set of doors and held them open for Ruby. “Welcome to the coven, Ruby.”

She walked inside and saw a vast space before her eyes. It was an enormous hall with a vaulted ceiling and beautiful stained-glass windows. A long wooden table stood in the middle of the room. At the far-right corner was a fireplace with a marble mantelpiece.

In the centre of the room was an old-fashioned blackboard with chalk lying on top of it. As Ruby entered the room, a sense of foreboding settled upon her shoulders like a heavyweight. The warm gazes directed at her felt suffocating rather than comforting, causing an uneasiness to creep into every fibre of her being. She looked at the other young girls sitting around the table. Some of them were talking. Others were quiet. Ruby noticed that all of them were wearing white robes. Her heart raced with each step towards the table, fearing what secrets this mysterious coven held behind their white robes. Betty was sitting among them, dressed in a blue cardigan and jeans. It was good to see a familiar face around. 

Ruby walked towards the table and sat down next to Betty.

“Hi Ruby!” said Betty cheerfully. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too.”

Betty’s hug enveloped Ruby in an unexpected surge of happiness and warmth. It was as if Betty’s touch had unlocked a floodgate of buried emotions within Ruby - memories she had long tried to forget. Her heart pounded against her chest painfully as she struggled to maintain her composure amidst the cheerful greetings and welcoming atmosphere. 

“So, how did you get here?” Betty looked at Mr Jones, standing at the end of the table, looking warmly at the group.

“Everyone, let’s welcome Ruby Blacksmith.” They all raised their heads and looked at Ruby for a moment. Then bent their heads down in unison, welcoming her. “Thank you, everyone.”

Ruby’s hands trembled as she bowed her head, feeling a wave of overwhelming anxiety wash over her. The kindness and love of the group only intensified her fear, making it difficult for her to catch her breath. She struggled to find words to express her gratitude, feeling a lump forming in her throat.

“Now, I know you all have many questions for Ruby, so let’s begin with the most important one. What is Ruby’s power?” Mr Jones smiled.

“I don’t know. I haven’t learned anything about myself yet,” Ruby answered. Her answer caused a gasp to echo around the room, and she immediately flushed with embarrassment.

“But you’re a witch, aren’t you?” a dark-haired boy asked as he looked at her in utter confusion.

“Yes, but I don’t know what that means,” Ruby replied.

Mr Jones sighed and shook his head. “Ruby is just getting the hang of her magical abilities. So, as her fellow wizards and witches, we all must lend a helping hand.”

Ruby looked at Betty and saw that she was looking at her with concern. “But I don’t know how to do that,” whispered Ruby.

“Oh yes, you do! I will teach you everything you need to know. But first, we need to take care of this,” Mr Jones tapped on his forehead. “These nightmares. They will go away once you use your magic.”

Ruby wondered how Mr Jones was fully aware of her new nightmares. And what exactly was his power? Ruby was not wholly convinced that magic was real. This might be a dream, and she will wake up any second. She kept asking herself these questions in her mind repeatedly.

“You don’t believe in magic?” Mr Jones asked.

“Not really. Is it true?” Ruby looked at the others at the table. “Is this real?”

“Of course, it’s real,” said a girl with long blonde hair.

“Then why can’t I use my powers?” asked Ruby.

“You need to know your powers before you can use them. All of us have different kinds of powers.”

“Then how do you know what kind of power you have?” Ruby asked.

Mr Jones laughed and shook his head. “You won’t be able to see what you’re capable of. Not until you actually learn how to use it. And that might take some time and practice, so patience is the key to success.”

Ruby looked at Mr Jones. She thought about his familiarity with her father, even though she remembered nothing from her past. And then the mystery of her nightmares remained. If those were real, then this world was real, too. Trusting those around her and gaining self-awareness was crucial. She wanted to learn more about magic and how to control it. She needed to learn to control her dreams, too. Betty’s bright smile caught her attention, and she saw it was directed at her.

“Okay, Mr Jones,” Ruby said. “I’ll try. Let’s do this.”

“Great!” said Mr Jones. “Now, let’s get started. We have a lot of work to do.” Everyone was staring at Ruby, expecting her to do some performance of sorts. But she did not know what was expected of her. “Keep breathing, Ruby. You need to focus on your breathing. Close your eyes if that helps,” Mr Jones encouraged. Ruby did as she was instructed. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. “Good. Now imagine a ball of energy floating above your head. Focus on it and keep it in mind. Don’t move from where you are.”

Ruby did as he instructed her. She slowly moved the energy around her body, concentrated on it, and controlled its movements. Suddenly, she could feel the energy moving downwards. She tried to stop it, but it wouldn’t listen. The energy moved down her legs and feet, making her stand up.

“Wow, that’s amazing!” said one kid sitting at the table.

Ruby experienced a feeling of weightlessness. It was as though her feet had slowly lifted off the ground. But the moment she opened her eyes, the energy drained away from her body. She fell to her seat rather abruptly.

“I don’t understand,” said Ruby.

“I’m sorry, Ruby,” Mr Jones apologised. “This should have been explained earlier. Do you have any idea about the possible power you possess?”

“No.”

“There is nothing wrong with that. Magic comes in many shapes and forms. But now you must choose your own form. Once you learn what your power is, it will give you an idea of what you will do. For example, you can shoot fireballs or create spells,” he explained. “So let us now gather around.” Everyone moved away from their seats to the more spacious part of the room. One by one, they conjured magic and whispered incantations under their breath.

Ruby looked around and noticed that all the other kids were also trying to control their energies. One kid levitated above the table, while another created strange patterns on the floor.

“Go ahead, Ruby,” said Mr Jones. “Choose whatever you want to do.”

“Okay. I’ll try,” she said.

She opened her eyes and saw the energy flying around her. She tried to direct it upward and made it swirl around her head. Suddenly, she had a tingling sensation in her stomach. She got dizzy and fell backwards onto her chair. The energy flew around her and disappeared.

“I’m okay,” she said.

Mr Jones helped her up and put his arm around her shoulders. He stared at the kids for a moment and smiled. “Well done.” They all applauded and cheered. Ruby looked at Mr Jones. He smiled and nodded at her. “Time for lunch,” he said gleefully and promptly exited the room.

Ruby tried to run after him, but he was long gone before she could climb up the stairs to the library. She felt she had much more to discover and that he was hiding from her. He must have known a lot more about her past life. And she was determined to know everything.

As the children walked past her, she realised what to do. She needed to finish reading the book she had earlier. It had been lying on her desk all day. She had read only the first few pages; it was so hard to concentrate on it. But now she had to. She had to find out as much as possible about her magical abilities. She had to discover what it meant to be a witch.

Betty came to her a few minutes later, carrying two plates of sandwiches, cookies, and a glass of milk. She placed them on the table and sat next to Ruby.

“Are you feeling better now?” she asked her. Ruby nodded in response. “Good. Now let me show you something.” Betty took out her notebook and pen. “First, I want you to write everything you know about yourself.”

Ruby looked at Betty and saw that she was serious. “What do you mean?” she asked her.

“Just tell me everything you know about yourself.”

“There’s not a lot to say,” Ruby admitted. “Until today, I thought I was a normal human girl, and magic was just a fairytale,” she said. “But now not only do I find out magic is real but that I am also part witch,”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Okay. I don’t know if I can be called a normal person after today, but I don’t remember anything about my childhood. I can barely remember my parents. And I don’t even know if I have been to school before,” she answered. “I am exhausted and would like to go to bed soon.”

Betty smiled. “Don’t worry, you will understand your powers and magical abilities in time, and everything will seem normal from that point onwards. I was the same as you when I came of age, except I accidentally turned the teacher into a frog,” she recalled, followed by Ruby laughing. “I’m beat too, but we have another few lessons and practices with Mr Jones before we finish the day. The first few weeks of using magic are always the most draining because it uses a lot of our energy. Still, my mother told me you get used to it. Eventually, your body produces more energy to counteract the draining effects.”

Ruby nodded as she quickly munched down the food and was grateful for Betty. She would have been lost without her. They moved the dishes aside and went to the secret entrance. Ruby walked through the corridors of the coven, with Betty following behind her.

“Will I ever be able to remember?” she asked her.

“I believe you can,” Betty assured her. “If you keep practising your magic, I’m sure you will, eventually.”

Once everybody had eaten, they all returned to the coven hall and sat in a circle in front of the old-fashioned blackboard. Mr Jones pulled a piece of chalk from the box and wrote ‘Magical Abilities’ on the board. He pointed to each letter.

“Can anyone tell me what these letters mean?”

A tall girl in the back row raised her hand. “The letters are symbols. ‘O’ is for Omen,” she said confidently.

“You’re right,” said Mr Jones. “This is what your power looks like. These are warning signs. You must immediately turn to your power and try to heal yourself when you sense them.”

“Next is ‘M’. This stands for Menace. When you feel threatened, it is usually because your power has become out of control. Your power might be too strong for you to handle. You need to calm down,” another girl added.

“H is for Healing.”

“Right,” said Mr Jones. “When you learn how to use your power, you’ll be able to heal people and protect yourself against harm.”

“W is for Wizardry.”

“That’s correct. It means you have an extraordinary gift that gives you the ability to cast powerful spells.”

Ruby couldn’t help but wonder if she had other traits besides magic. She looked at Mr Jones to ask him for more information, but he looked at her with a curious expression.

“Your turn Ruby,” said Mr Jones. “What do you have?”

“I don’t know. What does it look like?”

Mr Jones picked up a pencil and drew a circle on the board. He wrote ‘N’ in it. “It looks like this. In this case, it means Night Vision.”

“What does that mean?” Ruby asked.

Mr Jones smiled at her. “That means you can see perfectly well in the dark.” Mr Jones turned to the rest of the class and smiled at them. “And now it’s your turn.”

The students exchanged glances and whispered excitedly amongst themselves.

“I thought it was going to be scary,” said a boy with curly blond hair. “But it’s actually really cool. Can I try too?”

“Sure, you can!” said Mr Jones. “Anyone else?”

“I’d like to have the power of Telekinesis,” said another student.

“Very well. Take out your pens and paper. Draw a circle in front of you. Then draw three lines across it. Make sure all the lines cross each other at the middle point.”

“How do I do that?” asked one boy.

“Just follow my instructions,” Mr Jones replied, walking towards him. He took the boy by the shoulder and looked at him sternly. “Listen carefully. First, draw a circle on the board. Next, draw three lines across it. Last, connect the points of the lines with a straight line. Do you understand? Good. Now sit down and draw it.”

The boy hesitated momentarily before finally drawing the circles on his paper. As he connected the lines just as Mr Jones had instructed, an electric surge seemed to fill the room. A gasp escaped from Ruby’s lips as she watched in amazement - right before her eyes. The lines on his paper glowed with vibrant energy. It was as if magic itself had come alive within those simple drawings.

“Why should I have to do this when everyone else gets to choose their powers?” he asked.

“Because it’s important to know what you can and can’t do. That way, you know which kind of magic will suit you best. And now we will begin.”

As Mr Jones chanted the incantation, Ruby’s heart raced in anticipation. The air grew thick with smoke, obscuring her vision and heightening the suspense. Suddenly, Mr Jones threw his hands in the air and shouted with a booming voice that echoed through the classroom. “Transmutatio! Transmutatio!” the sheer power behind his words sent shivers down Ruby’s spine, leaving her breathless with awe.

A huge black cloud appeared over the class. As it grew more prominent, it took shape. It took the form of a giant eagle. Its wings spread wide open, and its massive talons gripped the chalkboard tightly. The eagle released a piercing screech and flapped its enormous wings. The class held their breath and stared at the magnificent creature before them.

Mr Jones turned to Ruby and smiled at her. “Now, you may choose your own form.”

Ruby stood up and looked at the eagle. Her heart started pounding in her chest. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She had never imagined herself being able to conjure such an incredible sight. She hoped to touch it, yet she feared it might break. With trembling fingers, she reached out to it. It was so cold.

“I chose the eagle,” she whispered.

She followed Mr Jones and the students out of the room.

“Oh my God!” exclaimed Betty. “Did you just summon an eagle?”

“Yes,” Ruby answered. “I did.”

“This is amazing. See, I told you so,” chuckled Betty.

“Thank you, Betty,” Ruby replied gratefully.

“Whoa! It was enormous,” said the boy with curly blond hair.

“Yeah,” agreed Betty. “It is. Looks like you have a contender, Baron.”

“Baron?”

“That’s the name of our new friend here. He is a natural-born wizard.”

“Is he really?” asked Ruby.

“Of course. Just wait and see.”

In a matter of seconds, the class had gathered around the giant eagle. They all touched its soft feathers and felt its warm skin. They looked into its bright yellow eyes and saw they were full of kindness and compassion. Suddenly, the eagle opened its mouth and let out a piercing scream. Everyone jumped back in surprise. They all covered their ears and shielded their eyes.

Everyone turned to Mr Jones and saw that he was smiling. “You heard what the eagle said. It says that it has the power of flight.”

“But how?”

“We should ask it,” suggested Mr Jones.

“Let’s do that,” said Ruby.

The eagle opened its enormous wings and took off from the ground. All the children cheered and clapped their hands. They were amazed to see how fast it was moving. It flew up into the sky and disappeared from view.

“This is fantastic!” said Mr Jones. “Congratulations Ruby. You’ve finally found your power.”

“Thank you,” she replied, looking at the empty space where the eagle used to be. “I’m so happy I chose the eagle. It feels so right.”

“Well, if you ever get bored, feel free to bring the eagle back,” Mr Jones answered jokingly. “Just remember not to use it during lessons.”

Ruby giggled before replying. “Thank you.”

“Hey, don’t thank me yet. We haven’t finished our lesson for today.”

“Oh, okay. My turn next,” said a boy standing in the middle of the circle.

“Well, Baron, show us what you can do,” Mr Jones said as he raised his hands and chanted, “Transmutatio! Transmutatio!”

A strange figure appeared before them, standing at least seven feet tall. He looked like a shadow but seemed authentic enough. His skin was covered with tattoos, and his eyes shone red. The shadow wore a purple cape covering his shoulders, and a skull mask hung loosely around his neck.

“Is he a wizard?” asked Ruby.

“No,” Betty replied. “That’s an evil wizard.”

“That’s exactly whom I wanted to conjure,” said the boy with curly blond hair. “No offence or anything.”

“None was taken,” said Mr Jones. “Let this be an educational moment for all.”

He then made a sharp gesture with his left hand, and the skull mask fell to the floor. The students gasped, horrified to see the wizard’s face mutilated. His nose was broken, and several pieces of flesh were missing. One eye was half-closed, and visible deep cuts on his cheeks. The pupils of his remaining eye were dilated and glowed a dark red.

“That is quite disturbing,” Betty whispered.

“I know,” said Mr Jones. “The dark wizard and witches always appear similarly.” The wizard’s shadow disappeared into thin air with a finger flick. “You did very well, Baron,” praised Mr Jones. “Class dismissed.”

Ruby couldn’t help but admire Mr Jones as the students entered the corridor. If only she understood her inner self, how she wished that was possible. How she hoped she would fulfil her potential. The group of children climbed up the stairs and out of the library. Ruby was walking behind them. As they walked forward slowly, Ruby noticed the black smoke rising from the floors. The same shadows she saw in the dark this morning.

“Do you all feel something strange?” she asked them. “There’s a dark presence.”

“No,” said the boy with curly blond hair as they continued walking. “Where did you see it?”

Ruby looked around; the shadows had disappeared by then. “Never mind. I must have been imagining it.”

As the children passed the door to the library, the black smoke again crept in through the cracks. Ruby hurried and rushed down the stairs with them. But the shadows closed in on her, and she shook with fear. She stopped in her tracks. But as she held herself closer to the walls when the ground shook, and it slowly got dark. And then she passed out. The last thing she saw was the blue-eyed baby lying dead in the snow, covered in blood. She looked down at her hands. They, too, were covered in blood.
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Chapter Two

Light of Fire
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Ruby awoke to the sound of someone screaming. She opened her eyes and saw a woman running out of the room in tears.

“Help!” she cried. “Please help me!”

Ruby tried to open her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Where was she? What had happened? She surveyed the area and observed the black smoke drifting from the floor. She raised her eyes to the ceiling and saw it was cracking. The footsteps drew near, and she felt like she was being lifted from the ground.

“Let me go!” she screamed. “Don’t hurt me!” The voice sounded familiar. “Stop it!” she yelled louder, trying to get the person’s attention.

Suddenly, the door flew open, and the woman who had run out of the room stood before her. The woman ran her finger over Ruby’s forehead.

“You are a witch. A real witch,” she smiled.

Before Ruby could say anything, the woman’s fingers moved away, and she was gone.

“No!” shouted Ruby. “You can’t do this to me!”

She struggled hard to free herself. She gasped out loud as she jumped up from the bed. Although she was awake, she thought she was dreaming again. This time, she saw everything clearly. The woman with red hair was standing in front of her.

“What do you want with me?” she asked her.

“You are the chosen one,” the woman answered calmly. “You are the one that will save us all.”

The voice sounded familiar.

“Hey, lady... “ Ruby shouted. “Who are you?”

“I am part of you.”

“Part of me?”

The woman turned around and stared at Ruby. “I am you. You are me. We are both witches, and we are both one.”

“I don’t understand,” said Ruby.

“We are one. You are me. I am you. And you are me.” Ruby was confused. “We are two people inside the same body,” the woman explained. “Two souls existing together as one.”

“Then why am I not dead?”

“Because you are still alive. Just like I am. Because we are witches.”

Ruby shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have to because it’s true.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because the magic is already in you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve always known that.”

“Known what?”

“That you were magical. You have a special power that would make you different from others.”

“But why didn’t anyone tell me about this before?”

“They wanted to test you first. To see if you were ready for your powers. They needed to know if you were prepared for what was ahead. And now you are.”

Ruby swallowed hard. “I’m scared.”

“I know you are. But you are also empowered. You won’t be alone anymore.”

“I don’t understand.”

The woman smiled at her. “You will when you meet your destiny.”

“My destiny?”

The red-haired woman had faded.

“Wait....” yelled Ruby. But by then, she was alone. She looked around the strange room. It looked like a hospital room, but not really. Because it looked like a hospital room from the Middle Ages. Her bed comprises a vast carved rock. There were wooden shelves stacked with glass jars that had weird-looking things on them. Her room had an old wooden table, some bookshelves and other stuff that seemed familiar yet weird simultaneously.

She was all alone in that room. She noticed she was wearing a white cotton dress she did not remember wearing. Despite her efforts to concentrate on the dream, she couldn’t recollect much after the woman vanished. So much was happening all at once, and she did not know where to begin. It seemed like the entire world was turning upside down and inside out.

The door opened as she struggled to get up, and Mr Jones walked in. He carried a tray with a breakfast plate and a cup of tea.

“Good morning, Ruby,” he chirped. “Are you feeling better?”

Ruby looked up at him. “Yes,” she answered. “How long have I been here?” she asked Mr Jones.

He shrugged. “You don’t seem to recall. You were quite unconscious during the whole time.”

Chills ran down Ruby’s spine. This was the dream that she had while she was at the library.

“How many days have I been here?” she asked cautiously.

Mr Jones looked at her with a worried face. “You have been here for three days.”

‘Of course,’ Ruby thought. ‘This is exactly what happened in my dream.’

“Mr Jones. Why am I here? What is this place? Who are you really? And where am I?”

“You’re here because you were brought here.”

“Brought here by my father?”

“Yes, by your father,” Mr Jones answered, surprised.

“Tell me how he was murdered?”

Mr Jones looked surprised as he nodded and placed the tray on a table nearby. “Your father was killed by one of us. But we don’t know who it was.”

“So, why did they kill him?”

“Why indeed,” replied Mr Jones sadly. “Your father discovered something important about these dark wizards. “

“And that was?”

“Their secret. Their dark and deadly secrets.”

“Do you think I’m in trouble, too? Like my father was?” she asked.

“You might be,” Mr Jones frowned. “Which is why your father wanted you to be hidden with us.”

Ruby sat quietly. “So, then, what happened to my memory? Why can’t I remember anything at all?”

“You were poisoned,” Mr Jones answered. “You lost most of your memories. Fortunately, your father was smart enough to bring you here.”

“Poisoned?”

“One of those evil wizards tried to cast a spell on your father. Somehow, you got poisoned and lost all of your memories.”

Ruby shuddered. “There must be some way to undo it,” she sighed.

“Unfortunately, there isn’t,” Mr Jones replied, sighing.

“Can I ask you a question?” she whispered.

“Sure.”

“If my father knew about these evil warlocks, why wasn’t he afraid? Why didn’t he try to run away with me?”

Mr Jones paused. “Perhaps because deep down inside, your father was an optimist. He believed that good would win against evil, eventually.”

“But surely, even though they were powerful, the witches wouldn’t dare attack his home?” argued Ruby. “After all, they never dared to come near here before.”

“Not until now. Until your father started researching the history of witchcraft. Now that he was curious to learn more about them, these dark witches became very aggressive towards him. They destroyed him once and for all.”

“Destroy him?” exclaimed Ruby. “Like a dog?”

“Exactly like a dog,” said Mr Jones bitterly, placing a cup of tea into Ruby’s icy hands.

Ruby took a sip of her warm tea, wondering if any of it was real or not. She remembered the book she read yesterday. It talked about a prophecy. Something told her that maybe her dreams were related to it. Perhaps she was supposed to find the answers to its questions. Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of heavy footsteps outside the door. Someone knocked loudly.

“Come in!” called Mr Jones.

A tall man entered the room and stood next to Mr Jones. His skin was pale, and his hair was jet-black. He wore a hooded robe which covered half his face.

“Welcome back, Ms Blackwood,” greeted the man.

Ruby gulped and turned to look at a silent Mr Jones. “Where am I?” she asked. She was on edge and looked around nervously.

“You are safe here,” answered the stranger.

“Here?” echoed Ruby.

“Yes, in our home. Welcome to the Order of Light.”

Ruby’s eyes widened. “Light? I thought this was a children’s group home and a coven,” she whispered.

The cloaked figure stepped closer and pulled off his hood. Ruby gasped as the last thing she expected to see was a young man staring straight back at her. His blue eyes pierced through Ruby instantly. She remembered seeing another pair of blue eyes in her dream. But it was a baby. Ruby shivered at the thought of her nightmares. But this boy was older than that. Much older. And yet, somehow, he reminded her of the baby she’d seen in her dreams.

“Hello,” greeted the young man. “I am William.”

Ruby stared at him. How could she forget that name? William. Will. Lam.

“Will,” repeated Ruby softly. “WIL-LAM! My father used to call you that. Do you remember me?”

For a moment, the boy looked puzzled. Then he suddenly grinned widely.

“Oh, yes!” he laughed happily. “I remember you well, cousin Ruby! And I’m glad our paths have crossed, finally.”

Ruby looked up at Mr Jones with tears in her eyes. “Is he real?”

“It appears so,” replied Mr Jones.

“He looks like me,” Ruby smiled.

“Of course. We are cousins, after all,” said William.

“I have a cousin?” Ruby looked shocked at the revelation.

“So, you still don’t remember anything?” he asked.

“When I saw you just now, I could find you in a memory. I remember you were quite young and my father laughing with you.”

William smiled at Ruby. “Your father was my mentor. He was always my favourite uncle.”

“Would you tell me about him... Some day?” Ruby asked curiously.

“Of course, cousin. We’ll have plenty of time for that,” William replied, smiling.

Ruby experienced a sudden surge of relief washes over her. Finally, someone who had known her before, losing her memory, made her feel lost and vulnerable. He might have the answers that she was looking for. If only she could talk to him freely without being watched. Or else she feared she would lose control of herself and reveal her secrets to him, like her dreams that seemed to be accurate.

She glanced around the room, trying to keep her mind focused. Everything seemed normal, except she was trapped inside this room. She wondered how long it would be possible for her to stay sane and calm under such circumstances. Would she ever regain her sanity?

Suddenly, William looked sad.

“What is it?” asked Ruby. “Did you hear something?”

“No,” replied William slowly. “Well, Mr Jones, we must get Ruby something better than a cup of tea. Why don’t we have a little party of sorts? To welcome our newest witch?”

Mr Jones smiled. “A dinner party is a great idea. That would give Ruby a chance to catch up,” he answered.

“And then,” said William as he looked at Ruby. “After that, maybe we can do some magic?”

“Yes!” exclaimed Mr Jones. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”

Ruby didn’t know what to say. Her heart was pounding with excitement. Magic! Was she really going to do more magic?

“Let’s go ahead and call everyone we know,” Mr Jones suggested.

William gave Ruby a tiny bow and left the room.

“Sadly, I have to leave you here... For now,” said Mr Jones. “But before I go, I should warn you that most people here are not really human. They’re more like animals or spirits. You will need to be careful when you meet them. Just remember that they are all good people. And that is why they were brought here.”

Ruby thought about it for a moment. “I don’t understand. What do you mean by that? Are they some kind of magical creatures?”

Mr Jones nodded. “Yes. Witches and wizards are mostly humans, but sometimes they are born with special abilities that make them different from others. Some of them gain their powers from their familial bloodlines. In rare cases, they are born from the blood of the monsters.”

A chill ran down her spine. “Monsters?”

“Yes. And also vampires and werewolves.”

Ruby shuddered. “Are they dangerous?” she asked.

“Yes, some of them can be. But only when provoked.”

“Then do they wear robes like William?”

“Yes. It’s tradition,” he explained. “Wearing a robe is like a sign of respect. It shows that they are part of the Order of Light.”

“Oh.”

“Well then, Ms Blacksmith, until we meet again.”

Ruby nodded, and Mr Jones left the room in a hurry. She looked around the room, and she felt optimistic about the future. She sat down on her bed and took a sip from the cup. The tea felt warm and delicious. She couldn’t help but smile.

A few hours later, the door opened, and a young boy entered. His face was covered by a black hooded cloak. He carried a sizeable red-coloured box in his hands. He placed it on the floor near Ruby and left, saying nothing to her.

Ruby experienced a tinge of excitement as she opened the box. When Ruby laid eyes on the dress, time seemed to stand still. A rush of adrenaline surged through her body, making every nerve tingle with exhilaration. She couldn’t help but let out an audible gasp at its sheer beauty – it was like nothing she had ever seen before. She took in its elegant silhouette and rich hues that seemed to shimmer under the light. As she ran her fingers over the smooth material, a surge of excitement coursed through her veins, leaving no doubt that this was truly special. She carefully lifted the item from within and gasped in delight as she held up the stunning dress. The intricate design took her breath away. The fabric felt soft against her fingertips, sending shivers of excitement down her spine.

The dress had sleeves that reached her wrists and a skirt that ended mid-calf. It had been made of thick material. The skirt flowed around her legs, and she noticed how voluminous it became when she twirled. She had never been the one to wear her hair up, so she left it. Then she stood up and admired herself. The dress fit perfectly and was a perfect colour for her creamy skin tone. But something else caught her attention. There was a strange symbol on the chest area of the dress. It looked like a star with a small circle at its centre. She stared at it momentarily, trying to figure out what it meant.

Ruby turned around and went to the window. Gazing outside the window, she watched the sunset on the horizon. She thought about the boy who brought her the dress. She wondered if he might be a friend of William’s or someone else entirely. Suddenly, the sound of footsteps rang out in the corridor. A tall and thin man walked into the room. He wore a black robe and a hood over his head, covering his face.

“Follow me,” he ordered. “I’ll show you to the dining hall.”

Ruby followed the man, and they entered a large room. A warm breeze swept through the room, carrying the scent of blooming flowers and laughter. There were other people in the room. All of them were wearing robes of the same colour as hers; lavender. Ruby glanced around the room to see if she recognised anyone, but she didn’t. She had met so many people in a brief space of time that it was hard to keep track. Ruby felt a surge of curiosity bubbling within her as she wondered what adventures awaited her in this magical realm.

Ruby’s worries melted away as soon as she locked eyes with William across the crowded room. His familiar smile reassured her she belonged here among these extraordinary beings. He sat next to two fashionably dressed women. William saw Ruby from across the room and waved her over.

“Hello, Ruby!” he called. “Come over here.” 

Ruby stepped towards him and noticed everyone in the room staring at her. As they embraced each other tightly, time seemed to stand still for a moment - all doubts replaced by pure happiness and anticipation for what lay ahead. The energy in the room buzzed with excitement, mirroring Ruby’s eagerness to dive deeper into this enchanting world. Ruby felt an intense feeling of belonging, as if she had been missing this part of her life and was now complete.

“How are you, cousin?” William asked.

“I’m fine,” replied Ruby. “Thank you for the dress.”

“We’re glad to have you here.”

Ruby nodded and smiled. Then she turned to the two women.

“Good evening,” one woman greeted politely. “My name is Alice, and this is my sister, Rebecca.”

“Hello,” replied Ruby.

Alice and Rebecca both looked at each other and smiled. Alice and Rebecca’s smiles grew wider as they welcomed her into their circle, making Ruby feel at ease.

“Oh. We are twins,” Rebecca said.

“Yes, I can see that,” Ruby replied. “You look very much alike, although there are a few differences.”

“Well, we do,” agreed Rebecca.

Ruby couldn’t help but stare at them. They had smooth porcelain skin. And their eyes twinkled when they smiled. It was a rare sight indeed. Ruby wondered if they were like the ones Mr Jones warned her about. The ones that were born from the blood of monsters. If that were the case, she did not know what monsters looked so beautiful, like Alice and Rebecca. Her thoughts were distracted when a man suddenly came up to them. His robes were a shade of deep purple.
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