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    PART 1.




    1. Happy birthday Susanna!




    Susanna was on her way back from school in a heavy downpour. It was as if the weather itself was either a warning or a blessing today.




    She ran down the uneven path stepping in puddles and the discomfort of wet socks and sneakers only increased. A strong breeze seemed to penetrate all the way to her soul. The girl was angry with herself and couldn’t figure out if the weather was getting worse or vice versa.




    Susanna was a complicated teenager. She rarely socialised with her peers, more often opting for older company. In primary school she shunned socialising with her classmates. She thought the pink tops and bow-tie headbands on the girls’ heads made them look silly, and glamorous Barbies. After all, it was the outward image that highlighted a person’s inner world.




    She thought that if she wore white sandals, she would lose herself and her personality. She would begin to listen to snotty songs, run after smarmy boys and her dream would be to become a prom queen.




    The girl had always considered herself unattractive and was not in the habit of long makeup in front of the mirror. She preferred to hide her red hair under baseball caps she’d been collecting for years. Every time she went to a thrift shop she had to spend a lot of time looking for an exclusive.




    Her figure was different from that of her peers and despite her young age Susanna was very harmonious.




    In the changing room the girls were paying attention to her, discussing something among themselves and were probably jealous and puzzled. Why was she hiding such a treasure under her oversized clothes? But that was not the only detail that attracted everyone.




    Ocean-coloured eyes everyone tried to see but the girl did not communicate with anyone, so it was difficult to enjoy direct eye-to-eye contact. She had inherited this unique colour from her father. Her mother spoke of it often with nostalgia in her voice.




    Soaked to the skin, she finally made it home. She wanted to take a hot shower and enjoy the solitude. But fate had decided otherwise …




    Slamming the door, she heard her mother’s voice and her footsteps approaching:




    “Darling, are you home already?”




    “Yes, Mum! Today they let us go earlier than usual but I had to run fast!” She answered, taking off her wet sneakers.




    “Oh, my God! You’re soaking wet! You need to change right away!” Gently smiling as she helped her take off her wet clothes she added: “Run upstairs, there on the bed you will find a gift!”




    “A present? Mum, I told you no presents! Today is an ordinary day!” The girl objected, so as not to offend her mother.




    “Not for you and not for me. A birthday is not every day!” And with a kiss on her cheek she added, “You only turn sixteen once!”




    “I hope you won’t try to use the opportunity to change my wardrobe?” Susanna asked, smiling slyly.




    Despite the ripped jeans and dirty sneakers, she didn’t want to change them for anything. Her mother had her own fashion boutique which she had run for over twenty years and every time she sent her off to school, she persuaded her to change her image.




    Marilyn liked her job, though her daughter found it terribly boring but to her the boutique was a second home. She put her heart and soul into her shop and every corner told her that she was a very creative person.




    Marilyn had the simple yet refined appearance of a fragile woman with a big heart. Her brown hair curled slightly and her green eyes reflected naivety and kindness.




    “Sweetheart, I really thought about it but I know you won’t like the surprise …” She replied with a note of disappointment.




    “You intrigue me!” And Susanna squinted mischievously and asked “What could I: possibly like?”




    “Run up to your room and find out!” Mama smiled enigmatically.




    She lazily got up to her room and tossing her red backpack into the corner of the room, she headed straight for the shower.




    The hot water washed away her tiredness and made her think:




    “What goals could I have? What kind of future could I have if I was interested in nothing more than drawing stuff? All the girls have already decided what they are going to become, imagining their future! Journalists, managers, fashion designers, architects, lawyers … And what am I among all these fashionistas? Maybe a waitress with a sad expression on her face? Somehow, that’s the end of my ideas … I’ll live my whole life and end up as a grumpy granny who never understood what she was young for … but who cares! I don’t care what happens! A granny is a granny, what’s wrong with grannies? Because they stink? So what? Even now, after the gym, I smell worse than a granny.”




    The thoughts faded as soon as soap foam accidentally splashed into her eyes. “How could this happen? I washed it all off a long time ago!” she thought, turning off the shower and wrapping herself in a towel, she left the bathroom.




    There was a blue gift box on the bed, tied with a red ribbon. Curiosity got the better of her and she carefully unwrapped the gift, trying to figure out what it was. “A vintage album?” wondered Susanna. “Strange … I never thought my mother would give me a sketchbook. She seems to have forgotten that I’m not into that kind of stuff anymore.” Looking at the leather-bound album with the beautiful silver clasp, she opened the first page, and exclaimed: “O… My God! It’s my father’s diary!”




    In the upper left-hand corner, it was signed, “George Foster.”


  




  

    “It’s important to pay attention to the signs the universe is showing us. But there is something more important – you have to be able to spot them in time.”




    2. The realisation comes when it is not expected




    Susanna had never seen her father’s letters. Looking at each letter with interest, she unconsciously tried to find a resemblance to her own handwriting. With trembling fingers flipping through the pages of the diary, her eyes locked on a familiar name. Reading the entries, she tried to absorb every word.




    May 12, 1999.




    “… Back from the island, I sat in a cafe, thinking that my birthday would pass over a lonely eating of vanilla-glazed donuts and a hot cappuccino. But fate had decided otherwise! Today I met her … I think it was my destiny! The stranger was coming out of the institute in a light white dress and her brown, wavy hair was blowing in the wind … how was she not cold? She noticed that I was looking at her and smiled. This girl turned out to be so brave! I lost track of time as she approached me smiling radiantly …”




    August 3, 2000.




    “… I want to tell my secret! But I’m so afraid of losing her … I think she’d ask a lot of questions … and maybe my story could delight … but things are not as rosy as they may seem at first sight …”




    October 22, 2001.




    “We’ve been together for so long. I’m going to propose to her today. I’m so excited …”




    19 December 2001.




    “I have been called back to the institute and will have to leave the mainland. Something unforeseen and possibly dangerous is coming. I have to take care of the students and find out what’s wrong …”




    February 16, 2002.




    “I want to make Marilyn happy. She’s been so keen to open her shop! But what can I do except buy it? We see each other so rarely … She notices my mood changes but unfortunately I can’t tell her anything …”




    July 8, 200




    “A change has already begun at the institute. The stars are changing their position. It is an unusual phenomenon that I have yet to explore … I am plagued by nightmares and I am sure that my dreams carry some kind of message. I’d like to believe it’s for the good but I’m afraid it isn’t … I think I’m going mad …”




    27 September 2005.




    “Marilyn gave me the long-awaited news. She expected me to rejoice … but I fear and pray that my first-born will not be born on this day … If it happens, my child’s fate will be very difficult … Little has been revealed … but even this is enough to know – our world will change very much …”




    Following that were the drawings. Looking at them, Susanna felt a sense of excitement and her intuition told her that her father’s death was not an accident. He was tormented by some kind of fear for the future. And this institute? The island? What was he writing about, anyway?




    Mother had told her that father worked in a bank, was a good employee who was loved by the whole staff. She told stories of how they were invited together to fun corporate parties at his workplace. Had her mother deceived her all her life?




    The realisation that this was the case made her face flush with the colour of resentment and self-pity. The resentment was overwhelming and the girl burst into tears. Leafing through the pages of her diary, yellowed by time and trying in vain to make sense of these strange drawings, poring over the fragile sheets faster and faster, a torn page from the book Alice in Wonderland fell into her lap. Lewis Carroll.” On the back was a letter:




    “Dear Susanna!




    Happy birthday to you! I think you have achieved a lot at school. I am sure you have good grades and you are truly happy! After all, a mother like Marilyn could only raise the kindest and smartest child.




    I wish you the greatest success! I want you to live every day with a smile and a ringing laugh! Let nothing stop you to go only forward to your goals and dreams with your head held high! I have no doubt – your mother is proud of you!




    I’m sorry I couldn’t stay with you. I had to leave you because I had no choice … I asked your mother to keep this diary until your sixteenth birthday. She asked me for a long time what this notebook was and why you needed it. I managed to convince her that it was only for my beloved daughter’s eyes.




    I really hope that one day you will forgive me, and perhaps understand …




    Love, your daddy.”




    Susanna clutched the letter to her chest as desperately as if it were the most precious artefact in the world.




    Suddenly there was a feeling of guilt … What would her father be proud of if he were alive?




    Her peers had turned away from her … no friends … her teachers weren’t exactly praising her … no art classes … no sports achievements, not even her own future! What can her parents be proud of!?




    The guilt turned into despair … an emptiness was rapidly forming in her heart at the unfair concealment of the truth by her mother.




    Outside the window the weather had deteriorated completely, the clouds were no longer grey, they had turned black. Lightning struck so close that the sounds of thunder rang out menacingly almost instantly. Large drops struck the glass frequently and rhythmically, like intrusive, uninvited guests.




    “Susanna! Darling! Come down! I’ve made your favorite stew!” Mum shouted from the kitchen.




    The girl glanced at the door with red, weeping eyes full of despair. Quickly she jumped up from the bed and ran down the stairs. Each step resembled a peal of thunder that sounded more terrifying than ever. The ‘inner hurricane’ seemed ready to tear down everything in its path and frighten even the most terrifying demons.


  




  

    “Before you jump to conclusions and chop off your shoulder, make sure you don’t chop off the head of someone you love.”




    3. Name your most unrealistic reality




    An enraged Susanna shouted furiously:




    “You! How could you keep the truth from me! Why didn’t you tell me about my father? What island? What institute? What the hell bank? You lied to me all my life!” She sobbed desperately.




    Marilyn froze with the tray in her hands and began to make hasty excuses:




    “My little girl … calm down … please! I only wanted to protect you …”




    “Protect? You think cheating is the best way to protect me? From whom? The distraught Suzanne screamed.




    “If I’d only known, I…” The bewildered Marilyn muttered, gently setting the tray of food on the table.




    “So you mean to tell me you didn’t even know who you were protecting me from, or why?” Before she could finish her sentence Susanna shouted.




    “Daughter! It’s not that simple! Please, let’s sit down and talk calmly …” Marilyn pleaded.




    “So you can start shoving nonsense at me again? What the hell, mother?” The girl wouldn’t let up, trying to get a coherent answer to her questions.




    “Please! Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you everything I know!”




    Susanna sat down silently in her chair, letting her know that she was ready to listen. Marilyn cautiously sat down opposite her daughter and began her story:




    “Every time your father went somewhere. All my questions were always answered the same way “It’s too dangerous”. I could see that something was troubling him and I tried to find out … I begged him to tell me what it was but all was to no avail …”




    Catching the gaze of her attentive daughter, Marilyn continued.




    “Once, I followed him … He always walked toward Mundus Bridge. The fog is thick there, even during the day! But once I got to the bridge, I couldn’t see him anymore. I called out to him but he seemed to evaporate …”




    “So he evaporated …” Susanna shook her head incredulously and quipped wryly. “I think you should work not in the store but as an actress in the theatre! I’ve never met a better storyteller!”




    When she heard her mother’s version that her father was vaporizing like magic, she no longer wanted to listen to her. She was determined that she could no longer be in the same house as her mother. It was urgent to go somewhere or she would snap and be sure to break something.




    Jumping up off the couch, Susanna headed for the exit. A pleading voice was heard behind her. “Darling, please! Where are you going now?”




    The girl froze on the threshold, turned around and clawed through her teeth. “You know … if you want to protect me, then do me a favor, protect me from yourself!”




    The front door rattled shut.




    The rain did not want to stop but on the contrary, it was gaining strength as if it were trying to flood the whole world. There was nowhere else to go, though … Perhaps there was only one place where she could get some privacy …




    The girl walked confidently across the wet grass towards the garden house.




    When she was just a child, she believed that this house had been built by real fairy elves. The unusual structure attracted her with its low doors and round windows. It was her own personal cabin, where she felt like a grown-up and responsible girl.




    The hut was covered with a thatched roof and the walls were painted pale green. Somewhere there were still her childhood drawings. As a child, she liked to paint the cabin in bright colours.




    Once, when she drew a daisy, it seemed to her as if it had come to life and the beautiful little flower asked to breathe in its fragrance. But even as a child, Susanna was a serious realist and as soon as she realised the unreality of her thoughts, the feeling of a lively drawing immediately disappeared.




    The girl entered the hut, lit the lamp and the warm light immediately illuminated the small space.




    Frames of herbarium hung on the rough walls, slightly frayed by time and a dusty, homemade garland of coloured paper rested along the low ceiling. The faded, dull colours of the children’s creations were a reminder of the fleetingness of time. The atmosphere of this place was special. It seemed that when you were here, time became beyond the grasp of reality.




    Susanna put the only source of light on the stool that replaced the coffee table here. Approaching the old bookshelf, she ran her fingers over the spines of the books and then, tiredly, collapsed on the small sofa, which looked more like a shapeless cloud. Pulling a red plaid over herself, the girl closed her eyes. All the accumulated mental gravity as if a huge weight went into that old couch. The pouring rain outside the window was soothing and sleep took her somewhere far away in the subconscious …




    “The walls are so alive, what’s going on here? Where do I go?” The thoughts echoed through her head.




    Susanna saw a long corridor in front of her and a floor covered with wooden parquet.




    “Doors! There are so many doors!”




    “Hello! Is anyone here?”




    The girl stopped hearing her own breathing and the only sound that seemed to sound in her very stomach was the ticking.




    Every second sounded so low and rumbling that it seemed as if you were in the heart of a giant clock.




    Lots of doors and empty walls … should one of them be opened? She stepped cautiously through the first door.




    A huge number the size of the Eiffel Tower stood before her. The one was entirely covered in golden scales. The giant glowed like the sun in the dark room and the heat was eerily hot. But what was it? The walls of the room are iron and rusty. Was she trapped in a huge metal box?




    Terrified, she ran out of the frightening space and with trembling hands began to open each door, of which there were twelve in all …




    The picture of each room was the same and the only thing that distinguished them was that the numbers behind each door changed.




    All the doors led to just one of the devil’s numbers!




    Susanna could feel her heart pounding frantically somewhere in her throat.




    ‘’Where am I? Why am I here? I must get help!’’




    But she could not make a sound! The louder she wanted to scream, the quieter her whispers sounded …




    Suddenly, the space came alive.




    The parquet began to fold up like a construction set in the air. It was as if an invisible giant was assembling parts that more and more transformed into a staircase leading upward.




    Out of the remnants of the floor, another door suddenly appeared in the weightlessness. It wasn’t like the other twelve doors but it had a carved handle.




    Susanna slowly climbed the stairs and when she opened the strange door, she felt a slight chill …




    The figure was no longer so huge, and no longer covered in scales. It was the number “13.”




    Silver and smooth as glass the walls in this room were not rusty but white stone. The girl felt a keen desire to touch the number.




    She reached out her hand and the moment she touched it, her eyes opened …


  




  

    “Don’t be afraid of your dreams, they will tell you. Be afraid of reality, it can destroy, because the dream is yours, and reality belongs to everyone.”




    4. Honey, the stew is already cold




    “What was that?” Susanna looked at her hand, which had just touched a number and felt a slight tingling sensation in her fingertips. Immersed in her thoughts, it was hard to believe that dreams could seem so real.




    Raindrops were no longer heard outside the window and the yawning girl stretched like a lazy cat.




    Suddenly her gaze fell on the bookshelf, where neatly among the other keepers of improbable stories, stood the book Alice in Wonderland




    “This is crazy …” She whispered, rising from the “cloud” and taking the book in her hands.




    When she opened it, she immediately noticed that the first page was missing. “Ah yes! Father had left a letter. After all, it was written exactly on the torn page. But why did he have to do that?” The questions in her head kept her wondering.




    Turning over and slightly shaking the book, an envelope fell out on the floor. On it was already familiar handwriting:




    “Only when you fully feel the true desires of your heart do you know the meaning of your existence. But we do not always get there. The hour of the moon and the sun will come – go to the world, crossing which you will discover a new universe!




    Ostium ad novum mundum!”




    Susanna reread each word over and over again, confused by her own conjectures. She tried desperately to unravel the meaning of the message but there was not even an inkling. The mind searched for order and logic in this complex riddle …




    “So, the first part of the message is probably some silly reference to philosophy … And the hour of the moon and the sun? What is it about? Why didn’t Dad just write the exact time? For example, 10:00 p.m. or 10:00 a.m. … yeah … that’s something to think about …” Susanna reasoned.




    With a furrowed brow and a lock of hair twisted on her finger, the girl moved slowly around the room and thought intently.




    Anyone who could see her now would immediately guess that she was somewhere far away in her thoughts. Even if a thief were to break into the cabin now, she would hardly notice him.




    Automatically taking leisurely steps, the girl deftly manouevred between the stool and the couch and the flow of her thoughts only increased. “That last phrase sounds like Latin but I don’t know that language! I learn French at school and even then, not entirely successfully.” Susanna said aloud unexpectedly.




    Suddenly an interesting thought occurred to her. “The word Mundum written in Latin is similar to the name of our bridge Mundus!”




    My mother said that every time she followed my father, that’s where he went! That’s where he disappeared without a trace. Maybe we should talk to her. I hope it’s not a coincidence and she hasn’t lied to me once again, even if the whole disappearing act is nonsense.”




    Susanna opened the door of the cabin. It creaked open like an indignant old lady who has been disturbed too often.




    The smell of ozone after the rain was soothing and she suddenly wanted to linger and just breathe … after enjoying the fresh air, the girl headed home.




    Freezing near the front door, she hesitated to enter. She suddenly felt ashamed of her behaviour.




    Aggression towards her mother that she didn’t deserve. She ran out without even giving her mother a chance to talk. What if she was right? And there was something she couldn’t know until today?




    She mentally struggled with the guilt that consumed her and she desperately wanted to be right and not guilty.




    And what if her mother’s version, which at first glance seemed silly, turns out to be true? In that case, she would not be able to forgive herself for the hurtful words she had used to hurt her own family. Though, on the other hand, she felt disappointment and resentment.




    Why had she been lied to all her life? Her mother could have just kept quiet. It would have been so much better that way. Why make up a story of a nonexistent image of her father? And on top of that, give him the qualities of a loving family man and a good bank clerk.




    Still, right now, she wasn’t ready to forgive her mother.




    Glancing at the doorknob and backing up one step at a time, Susanna sprang from her seat and dashed toward the mysterious bridge.




    The path passed through a dense forest. The well-trodden path had turned into a thick slurry after the rain. It was not the most pleasant thing to watch as white sneakers, with each step drowned in brown mud.




    But the forest lived its reality. It was as if it was breathing, enjoying the scent of freshness and freedom. The green crowns of trees seemed even greener and the singing of birds of prey was like a joyful choir.




    It was evening and the sun was rapidly approaching the horizon. Even her warm sweater could not protect her from the dampness and the falling air temperature.




    She was anxious and breathed frequently with the anticipation of some serious change. Her intuition was working at full force and her inner voice was telling her that her life was going to change drastically very soon. And this change was somehow related to this mysterious place.




    At last Susanna reached the place and slowly swallowing a lump in her throat, she approached the Mundus Bridge. The thick fog and chill made the place not only picturesque but frightening.




    The wooden bridge didn’t look trustworthy. The slippery planks, the ropes mucked out over the years, were older than Susanna and perhaps even her mother.




    Suddenly there was the creak of boards and someone’s leisurely footsteps. Peering into the misty haze, she tried to make out a silhouette.




    “Girl, it’s nearly dark and you’re wandering around like this! Are you expecting someone?” A squeaky man’s voice sounded.




    Only now was it possible to see the old man.




    The wrinkled face and good-natured smile reassured her. She still could not understand the reason for her anxiety. Who was she trying to see? Why was she preparing herself for something terrible? Susanna looked at the old man carefully and choosing her words, she said embarrassedly.




    “Uh … yes, actually, I had arranged to meet a guy here.”




    “Not the best place to meet! Especially at this hour!” He scolded her.




    “Why is that?” the girl asked excitedly, wanting to finish the conversation quickly and not waste time on a stranger.




    “In my time … We used to ask girls out on dates to the cinema.” With nostalgia in his voice the old man replied.




    “And in my time, guys ask out where no one will interfere.” Susanna snidely retorted, making it clear that she didn’t want to hear the man’s stories.




    The old man squinted and with sincere curiosity looked at her and asked:




    “What is your name, daughter?”




    “Susanna … Susanna Foster!” Unexpectedly, she introduced herself. “And what is your name?”




    The stranger shuddered, looked around and looking into her eyes, answered so quietly, as if he wanted to reveal a great secret:




    “Go home, Susanna Foster. Today is not your day. The day of the night light is tomorrow.”




    The old man, slightly bumping her shoulder, hurriedly strode off in the opposite direction.




    She was discouraged by his answer and in utter bewilderment, turned around to clarify. What did he mean by that? What was the night light? But alas, there was no sign of the stranger.




    Peering into the fog, she couldn’t understand how this was possible? Where was such a slow graybeard, able to escape in a couple of seconds?




    A familiar voice brought her back from her deep shock.




    “Susanna, where are you?” Marilyn called excitedly.




    “Mama!”




    Marilyn ran to meet her daughter and closing her arms tightly, began to beg for forgiveness.




    “Forgive me dear! I love you so much! I… should have told you everything as it is! Making up stories about your father was the stupidiest mistake I ever made …”




    “Mum, I’m sorry too, I yelled at you.” Clutching tightly to her mother, through her tears, the girl babbled.




    “When I checked the garden house and did not find you there, I was very frightened … I thought maybe I could find you here.” Hugging her little girl, Marilyn wailed.




    “It’s okay, Mum! I just wanted to be alone for a while and think things over …”




    Now she was ashamed that she hadn’t had the courage to talk to her mother before she went to that bridge.




    “Let’s go home, honey. I’ll make you some hot herbal tea and you and I can talk it over.”




    And holding her baby close to heart, she added:




    “I promise to answer all your questions honestly. I’ll tell you everything I remember.”




    “Yes. I have a lot to tell you, too. You’ll be interested.”




    And as they headed towards the house, holding hands, Susanna jokingly asked:




    “Is the stew still hot?”
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