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Prologue
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Everyone has goals and dreams. Surely, we’ve all heard of legendary creatures that, if we wish for something, will grant it. Some demand a deal, others ask for nothing in return... but is that really true? Are there wishes that cost us nothing?

Let me point out the obvious truth: in the end, it’s not the goal itself that matters most, but the experience of the journey toward it. The most valuable part lies in our choices and actions, because without them, when we finally achieve our wish, it might lose its worth. Without the path to it, we cannot truly appreciate its cost.

But let’s set aside this simple truth and explore something more unusual. Imagine a creature that grants wishes but imposes a small condition: we must wish for something that benefits everyone—or at least the majority. For example, why not wish for what nearly every Miss World finalist declares—“World peace”? Sounds wonderful! What would happen if we asked the wish-granting spirit, or whatever it may be, to make it happen?

Now picture the consequences. Most likely, the global economy would collapse, inflation would soar, many would lose their jobs, and hunger and homelessness would rise. Even if stability were possible, it would take years. I’m not saying war is good, but we can’t ignore that much of the world depends on it.

Let’s try again. This time, we wish for a world without aggression. Voilà, perhaps we’ve succeeded! Or... not quite. Take sports, for instance—whether we admit it or not, aggression drives us during every game. I’ll let you think of more examples.

Of course, you might eventually craft a wish that truly benefits everyone. But it would require serious thought to get there. Whether the creature would give you the time to ponder—that, I don’t know. Still, I’ve made my point: it’s not that there’s no idea that could be good for everyone, but achieving it is neither easy nor intuitive.

And here I’ll end with a familiar quote: “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” Or, more simply—be careful what you wish for, because you might regret it in the end.
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She sat on the bed, clutching a small black cube—old, worn, cold in her hands. Her fingers traced the symbols until she heard a faint click. The tiny lines twisted into jagged text, unfamiliar and strange. “Xar... then... ildris?” she read, her voice trembling.

The room plunged into darkness—thick, almost alive, swirling like a funnel at its center. Red lights flickered, forming eyes that burned in the gloom. A screeching sound—like a nail on glass—filled the air, then fell silent. Before her stood a figure—tall, in a dark red jacket, with yellow-blonde hair and red pupils fixed on her.

“You summoned me,” he said, his voice suddenly clear, normal, but with a rasping edge.
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Chapter 1
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My first day in the new city passed so quickly. Maybe it only felt that way because I spent most of it unpacking suitcases and trying to arrange my things in the new apartment. Now, standing in the middle of the living room, I stared at the unfamiliar surroundings and wondered if I’d made a mistake choosing not to live in the dormitory. Yes, there I would have had more people around, but the memory of my tour a week earlier—the damp smell, the peeling walls, and the suspicious stains on the floor—still made me shudder. At least this apartment was clean. Too clean, actually. Sterile, almost like the office of some young entrepreneur, furnished with minimalist pieces straight out of an expensive catalog. The white walls were bare, lifeless, and the steel cabinets in the kitchen gleamed under the cold glare of the LED lights. Nothing here reminded me of home—of that cozy chaos of old wooden tables, faded rugs, and the scent of freshly baked bread my grandmother used to let drift through the rooms.

Barely a few hours had passed, and I already missed everything from my hometown—the quiet streets, the familiar faces, even the sound of the wind whistling through the trees behind our house. Here, everything was new, unfamiliar, and a little frightening. The only familiar thing was Beatrice—Bea, as I’d called her since childhood. She was almost enough to keep me from feeling completely lost. After that last year of school, when most of my friendships had quietly dissolved without any drama, she remained the only one I could still talk to about everything. Or almost everything.

It was only eight in the evening, but my eyelids already felt heavy. The day had worn me out—the journey, hauling luggage, and the effort of trying to turn this impersonal place into something I could call home. Maybe it was best to go to bed. Tomorrow morning, I’d be going with Bea to the local open-air market—her passion, one I never quite understood. She loved digging through dusty piles of books and bargaining for old editions, while I usually just stood by and wondered how she found it charming. But this time, I decided the walk might help me get to know the city. And who knows—maybe I’d even find something to bring life into this empty apartment.
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I woke to the sharp ringing of my phone. I glanced at the screen—5:00 a.m. Bea was calling. My heart jumped as I tried to remember if something was wrong, but then I recalled her excitement about the market.

“Hello? The sun isn’t even up yet. Why are you calling me?” I mumbled, my voice hoarse and groggy.

“Get up! We have to leave early, or we’ll miss the best finds!” she answered, sounding so cheerful that for a moment I wondered if she’d been drinking coffee all night.

“Give me twenty minutes...” I muttered, fighting the urge to fall back asleep.

“Fine, I’m outside your building. I won’t come up so I don’t slow you down. Hurry! I can’t wait to see what I’ll discover in this city!” she said, and hung up with a quick click.

I groaned and rolled out of bed. Why had I agreed to this? But I didn’t like breaking promises—especially not to Bea. I splashed my face with icy water to wake myself up and pulled on the first clothes I could find: a black sweater and jeans, still slightly wrinkled from the suitcase. Most of my things were still in boxes, and some hadn’t even arrived yet. I made it downstairs three minutes ahead of the time we’d agreed on, which was a pleasant surprise.

“Good morning...” I yawned, lifting my head toward her.

“Good morning!” Bea replied, grinning ear to ear as if she’d just won a prize. Her hair, tied in a messy ponytail, bounced with her energy.

“How do we get to the market?”

“It’s pretty far—we’ll take the bus.”

Luckily, the bus arrived almost immediately—old and creaky, but at least warm in the chilly morning air.

The ride passed in silence. Bea was scrolling on her phone, probably through a list of rare books she hoped to find, while I tried to memorize the city through the fogged-up window. The streets were wide and straight, lined with tall buildings whose facades mixed glass and concrete. Here and there stood old street lamps, remnants of some more romantic past. Everything was so different from my hometown, where there weren’t many tall buildings, and the streets were quiet enough to hear birdsong even on weekdays. Here, the air smelled of gasoline and street food, and the blare of car horns kept me on edge. 

By the time we arrived, the market was already in full swing despite the early hour. Stalls stretched out in chaotic rows, covered with colorful awnings, and the air was thick with the smell of old wood, leather, and fried dough from a nearby snack stand. Vendors shouted loudly, praising their goods—everything from rusty lamps to piles of yellowed magazines. Bea immediately dove into the crowd, and I followed more slowly, trying not to get lost. Within an hour she was already clutching two worn books with faded covers, bought for a laughably low price after fierce bargaining. I was still empty-handed and secretly hoped we’d leave soon.

“Come on, you have to get something!” she insisted, tugging at my sleeve. “It’s like you haven’t even been here if you don’t buy at least a trinket!”

“Fine, I’ll take a look around...” I replied reluctantly.

We split up to cover more ground.

As I passed a stall piled with tangled metal knickknacks, something on the ground caught my eye—a small cube, no bigger than my palm. It was made of a dark, almost black material I couldn’t quite place—was it metal, or some kind of stone? Each of its sides bore an engraved symbol, strange and unfamiliar, like letters from a forgotten language. I bent down to pick it up, feeling its cold surface against my fingers. I looked around—no one seemed to notice. I asked the nearest vendor, a man with a graying beard, if the cube had fallen from his stall.

“No, girl, never seen it before,” he answered without even glancing up from his newspaper.

The others around me shook their heads as well. I decided to keep it. It wasn’t a purchase, but at least it was something.

Bea appeared a few minutes later, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“Oh! You bought something?” she asked, nodding toward the cube in my hand.

I decided to lie, just to avoid further questions.

“Yeah, it was cheap. I liked the color and the shape.”

She gave me a skeptical look, then laughed.

“Well, neither the color nor the shape are anything special... but fine, your choice!”

I rolled my eyes but said nothing. We headed back toward the apartment, my legs already heavy from all the walking. On the way, we started talking about the university’s freshman day.

“Aren’t most of the activities the same every year?” I asked as we walked toward the bus stop.

“There’s a little variety, but it’s better if we make a plan so we don’t wander aimlessly,” Bea replied. “I’ve already marked a few things. I know what you like—I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

“I haven’t even looked at the schedule yet, but I was counting on you,” I admitted.

She laughed. 

“I expected that. But I asked anyway—there was a chance you’d surprise me with an exact list and schedule.”

“We know each other too well,” I smiled.

“That’s why we’re friends,” she replied with a wide grin.

The rest of the day passed quietly. We stopped at a few clothing stores—I picked out a dark blue top with a high collar, perfect for warming up cold mornings. Then we looked for a nearby tennis court. We had both played since we were children, and the memories of dusty courts back in our hometown were the kind that never fade. We joked that we’d sooner stop breathing than give up tennis, though here we’d probably train less often.

We parted ways in the afternoon—Bea went to try selling her books online, and I headed back. I sank onto the stiff sofa in the apartment and browsed the university schedule. There was surprisingly much going on—workshops, sports games, even a theater performance. The after-party at the end made me wrinkle my nose—I wasn’t a fan of noisy crowds and loud music. If I were going to stay out late, I preferred it with a cup of tea in hand and an old movie on the screen, rather than drinking something that burned my throat.

As I set my phone down, my eyes fell on the cube I had placed on the table. Its symbols seemed to be staring back at me. What did they mean? And why had no one at the market recognized it? A shiver ran through me, but I decided not to think about it. After all, it was only my first day here—there would be time for answers. Or at least, I hoped so.
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We were on our way to the event, which was being held in the university building. We already knew the route, so we arrived easily.

At the entrance, registration awaited us. After signing in, we were each given a T-shirt with our name and major. The girls received pink ones, and the boys got blue. Bea, of course, couldn’t resist commenting on the banal choice of colors.

The activities were divided into two parts—one taking place in the courtyard, the other inside the building. Each room was set up for a different game.

“Bea, what’s the plan?” I asked her.

She laughed, recalling our joke from yesterday that she had supposedly studied the schedule.

“My idea is to go with randomness.”

“I didn’t see that coming.”

“New place, new me!” Bea joked.

We decided to simply go through the rooms in order, starting with the first one.

We came across a room with a dartboard and darts. The rules were simple: if you hit a specific number, you won a small prize—like a candy—and had to share something about yourself. Bea threw twice, and on the second throw she nearly hit one of our fellow students. That was reason enough for us to leave the room quickly.

After a few uninteresting rooms, we started to get bored, so we agreed that we’d stay longer in the next room, whatever it was, and really try to get to know someone.

“This is the one!” I said.

Inside, there were ten people. As soon as we joined, the group had exactly the right number to start the game.

We were asked to line up. Bea stood next to me. Then we were divided into two teams—those in even-numbered positions on one team, odd-numbered on the other.

Our task was as follows: we had to dig in a tub of water, at the bottom of which were small boxes containing puzzle pieces. The catch? Our eyes were blindfolded, and we could only move according to our teammates’ instructions. If we went the wrong way, the blindfolds were immediately removed, and we had to give our place to the next person. The goal was to retrieve all the pieces and then assemble the puzzle.

We quickly said our names—though they were printed on our T-shirts—and began.

The first few participants from my team annoyed me. They moved too slowly and then made mistakes, while Bea’s side seemed to progress much faster.

Oh, someone from our team finally succeeded! Wait... now that I think about it, his T-shirt is blue with writing on it. But there’s no name or major anywhere. I’m not good at remembering names, and honestly, I hadn’t really listened to anyone, figuring I could always read it later.

It was my turn. The boy who had retrieved the piece had to tie my blindfold. He stood up and, with wet hands, removed the strip from my eyes. For some reason, I immediately made an unusual association. His eyes were like two bottomless lakes, drawing you in with a mysterious sparkle, leaving you lost in their depth. He stepped closer.

“Is it my turn to hand you the baton?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, nervous.

I can’t understand why I started acting like this—nothing had happened. The closer he got, the more I stared. He wasn’t conventionally handsome, but there was something in his features that made it impossible to look away. His hair was tousled, but just enough to look good.

He leaned over me and began tying the strip. When he was done, he started giving me instructions. He spoke in a smooth, even tone that somehow eased the tension and created a sense of security. I don’t know why I kept riding that wave. After all, this was just a simple game. Why did I feel the need to overthink everything about him?

I managed to grab a box. Quickly, I covered the eyes of the next person. He turned out to be a friend of the nameless boy. After his turn in the tub and following my directions, we already had three pieces collected. But the other team was almost done, and after a few more turns, they had started assembling their puzzle.

I went through one more round, but I tried to stay as focused as possible. I didn’t want to fall so far behind. Sure enough, the opponents cheered in victory.

“Emily, we really beat you guys,” Bea said.

“In the next room, let’s be on different teams again, and see if luck smiles on you this time,” I replied.

Still, I didn’t want to leave this game at all. I wanted to see if the two friends from my team would stick together or where they would go. I needed to at least try to figure out his name. In the end, we left before them. Luckily, right by the exit, there was a dance challenge. Bea wanted to participate, but I declined. I told her I’d try something else instead. At that moment, he appeared and headed toward a place where you had to recognize famous people. Naturally, I followed.

“Oh, hello again,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied.

“Are you good with famous people?” he asked.

“Depends on the field,” I said.

“Same here.”

“Do you want to try? My friend doesn’t feel like it, and it looks interesting.”

“Sure. By the way, what’s your name?”

“Abel Green. I was going to ask yours, but it’s written there.”

“To make it less awkward, I’ll say it anyway. Emily Gate.”

“Nice name.”

“Yours is good too,” I replied cheerfully. 

Now that I thought about it, if he doesn’t have a university T-shirt, does he even study here? It wouldn’t hurt to just ask what his major is. After all, that’s exactly what today is about—figuring out in advance who we’ll be spending the next four years with. But even so, I didn’t know why I couldn’t bring up the topic.

“Here’s an upperclassman, let’s ask him about the rules,” I said.

“You play like this,” he explained. “Write the name of a famous person on a piece of paper, and the other person starts asking yes-or-no questions. You’re allowed twenty questions.”

“I already have someone in mind. Can I go first?”

“I was going to suggest you anyway—ladies first,” Abel replied.

“Let’s start.”

“Is the person alive?”

“No, they passed away long ago.”

“Did they live in Europe?”

“Yes, definitely.”

“Were they a scientist?”

“Absolutely.”

“Were they Italian?”

“No.”

“German?”

“No.”

“Did they work in physics?”

“Yes, seriously.”

“Did they live in England?”

“Getting warmer... yes.”

“That must bring me pretty close, but I have to be careful—it could still be quite a few people.”

“I think you’re really close,” he said.

“Did they live before the 18th century?”

“Yes.”

“Isaac Newton?”

“You got it! Well done!”

“Shall we continue?”

“Of course! I want to challenge you with a famous person too.”

“Go ahead, you can start.”

“Hm, are they alive?”

“No, not possible.”

“Male?”

“Yes.”

“Scientist?”

“No, not this time.”

“Did they live more than 100 years ago?”

“Yes, a long time ago.”

“In Europe?”

“Yes.”

“Ruler?”

“No, not at all.”

“Were they involved in some kind of art?”

“Yes, art—definitely.”

“Writer?”

“Mmm, yes, but not only that.”

“Leonardo da Vinci?”

“No, not him.”

“Artist?”

“You should have asked that first. But no—he wasn’t an artist.”

“Composer?”

“Yes!”

“German?”

“No.”

“Austrian?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart?”

“You got it, well done!” Abel said with a slight smile. 

At that moment, a familiar voice called my name.

“Oh, Emi, have you been here?” Bea approached, slightly out of breath. “I was looking for you! I got knocked out of the dance competition pretty quickly.”

“Seriously?” I laughed. “I can’t imagine you giving up so fast.”

“Believe me, it was tough,” she said, making a dramatic gesture with her hand. “And lunch is coming up soon, so I found you just in time—we don’t want to miss it. But am I interrupting something?”

“We were just finishing up,” I said, glancing at Abel. “I just guessed the famous person you had in mind.”

“Aha, right!” Bea nodded. “There was something about a human association game written on the door.”

“Since lunch is approaching, I should head off too,” Abel said. “I’ll go find the guy I came with.”

Bea squinted slightly and looked at him.

“Wait...” she blinked thoughtfully. “You were in the puzzle game with us, weren’t you? I was so focused I barely looked at the other team’s participants!”

There was a brief silence, and then we all laughed awkwardly.

“See you later, maybe,” Abel said, nodding with a small smile.

“Maybe,” I replied.

A little while later, Bea and I were already in the courtyard.

Lunch was being served at three different restaurants near the university, and when we were handed our T-shirts, we were told which one we should go to.

“When did you get to know that boy?” Bea asked, curiosity in her eyes as we walked. “Actually... do you even know his name? I noticed his T-shirt didn’t have what it was supposed to.”

“I ran into him completely by chance...” I murmured, feeling my cheeks warm. “After you left me to dance.”

“Ahhh...” Bea grinned. “And?”

“And yes, he told me his name.”

“The way you were looking at him didn’t seem very accidental,” she teased, nudging me playfully.

“Abel,” I muttered, avoiding her gaze. “And why, for heaven’s sake, was I staring at him like that?”

“I’m joking, don’t get so worked up!” she laughed. “But you can’t deny he’s cute.”

“Is this some continuation of your joke, or are you literally testing me?”

“Maybe both,” she said, giving me a meaningful look.

“Come on, Bea!”

“I just want to know if the mysterious boy managed to steal the icy heart of my best friend,” her voice was theatrically dramatic. “I call him ‘the mysterious boy’ because, to seem interesting, he grabbed a T-shirt without a name.”

“Of course he didn’t,” I shook my head. “And maybe he just isn’t from this university, and he’s here to accompany the other guy.”

“‘Which didn’t happen?’—he’s not mysterious or he didn’t steal your heart?”

“You know it’s hard for me to like anyone just for appearances—absurd.”

“Yeah, yeah...” she sighed dramatically. “But you know I know that you know that I know that you know...”

That was our childhood joke—we often tried to predict each other’s thoughts several steps ahead.

“Anyway, I figured he might not even study here,” Bea added. “But as I said, I just wanted to tease you a little.”

“Let’s change the subject,” I sighed. “Anyway, there’s a chance we won’t see him again.”

“Isn’t this the restaurant?” we said in unison, and it made us laugh.

“Wow, it looks really nice for students,” Bea commented.

“Let’s go in—I’m starving, and we don’t know how the seating will be. We don’t want to end up separated again,” Bea said, showing a hint of impatience.

We entered. The hall was huge, with a second floor and a balcony. The tables weren’t full yet.

“That’s pretty convenient for us. They said there are usually pre-assigned seats, but since there are many open spots, it’s easier for us to sit next to each other,” I noted, scanning the room with a smile.

“Let’s sit on the terrace. I have a feeling it’ll have a nice view of the university,” I suggested as we walked toward the door, leading her to the chosen spot.

They handed us menus, and we quickly picked our food. For drinks, we grabbed a glass of wine, even though it was still lunchtime. But we wanted to make the most of the free meal.

“Emmy, you know there’s an after-party, right? Are we going?” Bea asked, peeking at me over the rim of her glass.

“I didn’t tell you, but I have a job interview early tomorrow,” I replied, raising my eyebrows, trying to make it sound casual.

“Wait, why didn’t you tell me?!” She looked surprised, even slightly offended. “That’s a big decision—you should’ve shared it.”

“Because you would’ve tried to talk me out of it, and I really thought a lot about it and decided it would be good for me,” I said with a bit more firmness.

“My dad could easily cover my rent and even send me a good allowance, but most people my age have worked, and I figured I should try too,” I added with a small smile to ease the tension.

“Yes, but is now the right time? Classes start in two days... will you be able to manage both? And what exactly will you be doing?” She wasn’t fully convinced, still worried.

“Thanks for asking in the end. I’ll be painting backgrounds and secondary elements in an art studio,” I replied, shrugging and trying to sound confident.

“That actually sounds great, and you could even say it fits your major. I guess your dad, like my earlier version of him, doesn’t know either,” Bea smiled.

“Yeah, I haven’t told him, and I don’t know if I should. Realistically, there’s no way he’d find out, but he probably wouldn’t like the idea,” I said with a hint of regret, looking at her and feeling the slight tension that still lingered. 

“You probably know what I think about this, but... seriously, why are you taking such a big step already? We haven’t even started yet, and you’re already looking for a job. Most students wait until after their first year, and then only during summer break,” Bea sighed, crossing her arms.

“First, you don’t even know what my work schedule will be. Second, I think some practice, even related to my potential future career, won’t hurt,” I replied calmly.

“You want to be an architect, not a painter. And anyway, you can already do a great background, even more if you wanted. One of your entrance exams involved painting, and it was one of the best!” she insisted.

“You’re partly right,” I admitted. “But the truth is, at university we’ll mostly study math and drafting. We won’t have a subject where we can create freely. Honestly, this job isn’t so much about career development as it is about enjoyment. I just want to practice my hobby... and maybe get paid for it.”

Bea raised an eyebrow, thinking.

“Try painting commissioned pieces, and less often. It’s almost the same, and it teaches you more responsibility.”

I smiled and looked at her triumphantly.

“Now’s the time to hit you with my schedule. If they hire me, I’ll go only three times a week, two hours a day. The pay is better than doing commissioned pieces on my own, and I won’t have material costs.”

Bea was silent for a second, then suddenly let out a dramatic groan.

“Wow, that really sounds good. You’re so mean! All this time you’ve been teasing me just to make me frustrated, and in the end, you serve me the good news!”

I laughed.

“I’m returning the favor from earlier.”

“I bet he was hoping to end up on our team!” Bea suddenly changed the topic, a mischievous smile spreading across her face. 

“Who was hoping to end up on our team?” I looked at her, confused.

“What do you mean, who? The boy from earlier. Mysterious Abel!”

I sighed, annoyed.

“Stop calling him that! Just because of the T-shirt...”

“Then stop getting all flustered when I do it, and maybe I’ll stop,” she laughed.

“You haven’t been in a relationship for a long time,” she added, feigning casualness. “I’m basically supporting this budding adventure.”

I rolled my eyes, as if seeking help from above.

“Can we change the subject? This is getting really annoying.”

“You haven’t had a close relationship with a boy in a while either!” I countered with a smile.

She gave me a mock-outraged look, and then we both laughed.

We were interrupted by the waiter, who approached with a smile and asked,

“Would you like anything else? Once the hall fills up, it will be harder to serve everyone on time.”

Bea glanced at her nearly empty glass, then at me with a questioning look.

“Another glass of wine?” she whispered conspiratorially.

I chuckled lightly and shook my head.

“Better not.”

She let out a mock-dramatic sigh.

“Fine, then just water for me.”

I nodded to the waiter.

“And for me too, thank you.”

“Hi, is this seat free?” two girls asked, who had just come in. Since the hall was now full, one of the few free spots was right next to us.

“Of course, please sit,” Bea replied with a smile.

The girls turned out to be from Bea’s major—Software Engineering. The next thirty minutes passed in conversations about programming, during which they occasionally tried to involve me, asking math-related questions. I felt like I was in completely foreign territory.
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After they had discussed enough about codes and algorithms, the four of us got up and headed back to the event together.

“Since there are more of us now, we could try the board games,” Bea suggested.

She suddenly leaned toward me and whispered,

“Hey, isn’t that Abel’s friend?”

“Yes, he is,” I replied quietly, nodding.

“Look at his T-shirt, he’s apparently from your major,” she added with a smile.

“Oh, hi again!” Bea called out to the boy.

“Hello again!” he smiled. “Which game are you heading to?”

“Maybe the board game room—have you been there?” Bea asked.

“No, I had plans to go there with the other guy I came with, but he had to leave,” he explained.

“If you want, come with us,” Bea invited him.

“Sounds good. By the way, let’s introduce ourselves, because we’ve been seeing our names the whole time, but no one has actually said them—it feels weird,” he said.

“I’m Raphael, nice to meet you,” he extended his hand.

“Beatrice, nice to meet you,” she replied, shaking his hand.

After he greeted me and the others, Raphael asked,

“Emily, we’re in the same major—what group are you in?”

“Third, and you?” I asked with interest.

“Third as well. I heard we’re the strongest group. Mostly people who did the best on the entrance exams,” he said.

“It’s ironic that we’re third, when we’re actually first,” I said, laughing.

“Hahaha, true,” Raphael agreed.

After a bit more walking and casual conversation, we reached the board game room.

“What do you suggest we play?” I asked, looking at the games on the table.

There was a wide variety of board games, and there were five of us. If we needed more players, we could ask others to join. 

“Do you want to warm up with something shorter, maybe something related to reflexes?” Raphael suggested, leaning slightly over the table to look at the different options.

“That’s what I was thinking too,” Bea said, her gaze stopping on a game that looked like a challenge for concentration and quick reactions.

“Maybe we could try this one,” I proposed, pointing to the game. Raphael looked intrigued, and Bea, as always, was ready for any new challenge.

At that moment, the other two girls decided to split off.

“We’ll try something different. This game seems more suitable for us,” one of them said, and the other nodded in agreement.

Now it was just the three of us, ready to start a game that promised to be a lot of fun. Raphael placed the cards on the table and explained the rules.

“This is a fast association game. You’ll need to match objects with words as quickly as possible. Of course, not everything will be that easy,” he added with a slightly mysterious smile, his eyes lingering briefly on Bea, who had noticed.

I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t help sensing something in the way they looked at each other. Bea seemed more focused on Raphael than usual. Maybe it was because the game required quick reactions, but there was more to it—there was a subtle tension between them, even if it wasn’t obvious on the surface.

“I’ll start,” Bea said, picking up the first task card and moving toward her first answer.

Raphael followed immediately. Not only were their reactions synchronized, but the way they enjoyed themselves seemed effortless. Raphael was fully immersed in the game, yet there was still something in the way he looked at Bea that I couldn’t quite identify.

“Wow, that was really fast,” he praised her when she managed to give the correct answer within seconds.

Bea smiled slightly and got ready for her next turn. If it weren’t for the game, I might not have noticed the small details—seemingly insignificant, yet creating a peculiar sense of closeness between them. Their eyes kept meeting, as if there was some unspoken chemistry between them that I hadn’t anticipated.

“You’re going to beat him!” I said, trying to inject a little humor into the situation to ease the tension I felt.

Raphael laughed, but his glance toward Bea was slightly surprising, yet so natural at the same time.

“It won’t be that easy, we’ll see,” he replied, leaning slightly over the table. His eyes sparkled, but it wasn’t clear if it was just the game or something more.

We continued playing, gradually relaxing into the rhythm of the game and our conversation. But it was hard not to notice that something subtle was smoldering between Bea and Raphael. It wasn’t obvious, but it was there, and I could feel it. Their exchanges became more casual, and their gazes started lingering a little longer.

After a few rounds, I decided it was time to switch games and take a short break, yet the chemistry between Bea and Raphael still lingered in the air.

As I pulled some tissues out of my bag, I noticed something strange next to them. The cube I had found at the open market was still with me. I was sure I had left it at home when I got back. Even stranger, I hadn’t even had this bag yesterday. There was no reason for it to have moved from one bag to another.

Perhaps it was fatigue or just that my mind was too preoccupied with everything new around me. I remembered reading that when you’re in a new place, your consciousness focuses so much on your surroundings that small, everyday actions can slip by unnoticed. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and decided to head back. Maybe they were already looking for me.

When I arrived, Bea and Raphael had switched from the game to something more casual—they were playing cards, occasionally tossing playful remarks at each other. Suddenly, Raphael remembered something.

“Oh, I almost forgot! In a bit, I have a table tennis tournament,” he said, tossing the cards onto the table. “If you don’t have other plans, you could come watch. Most students are heading that way anyway.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Bea said, crossing her arms. “I haven’t met many classmates yet, and our major is one of the largest.”

“Besides, you’ll get to see me dominate in sports,” Raphael added with a wide grin.

“Oh really?” Bea raised an eyebrow, her eyes glinting challengingly. “What if you lose?”

“I don’t lose,” he leaned back, self-satisfied. “But, if you want to make things interesting, we could make a bet.”

“Hm... alright,” she said, thoughtfully tapping her fingers on the table. “If you lose, you’ll have to buy me coffee for a whole week.”

Raphael laughed.

“Fine, but if I win, you’ll grant me one wish.”

Bea pretended to be shocked.

“That’s a serious bet! But... I agree.”

“Then it’s a deal.” He extended his hand, and she shook it briefly, without taking her eyes off him.

We headed toward the tournament hall. Inside, it was lively—several tables were already hosting matches, and the spectators were cheering and commenting animatedly. The air was thick with energy and tension. Raphael headed to his table, and Bea and I settled into the front row. 

“Ready to watch yourself lose your bet?” he called to her with a wink as he warmed up.

“I’m ready to see how you’ll figure out where to find enough money for all that coffee,” Bea shot back.

I laughed, watching them. Their strange little flirtation was becoming more and more endearing.

The tournament began, and Raphael faced his first opponent. He hit the ball with precision and confidence, moving quickly and agilely. With every point he scored, his face lit up, while Bea, despite pretending to be indifferent, occasionally tilted her head in tense moments without realizing it.

“Maybe he really is good,” I whispered, following the ball as it zipped over the net.

“It’s still too early to tell,” Bea murmured, but her gaze stayed fixed on the match.

The tournament continued, and the tension in the hall rose. Would Raphael win the bet? And more importantly—what would he wish for if he did?

The hall buzzed with energy—people were cheering, taking videos on their phones, and laughter and jokes filled the air. Raphael was standing across from a law major with glasses, who seemed a little dull but played as if his life depended on it. The first game was intensely close—the ball flying fast, and Raphael hitting with such focus that it was obvious he wanted to impress Bea after his confident “I don’t lose.”

“Oh my gosh, look at him go!” I said, slightly leaning forward as Raphael scored a point with one of those fancy spins that looked effortlessly cool.

“Emmy, calm down, it’s just the beginning,” Bea replied in a slightly elevated tone, but it was clear she was on edge. She sat with her arms lightly crossed, trying to look completely unfazed, yet her eyes followed every movement of the ball.

Raphael took the first game 11-8. The people around us clapped, and he shot us a quick wink—clearly feeling in his element. I smiled slightly, while Bea just raised an eyebrow with her trademark “seriously?” expression.

“I told you I’d crush them,” he called out, wiping his forehead with his sleeve as if he were in some movie.

“Please, one game isn’t everything,” Bea replied with a teasing note. “You’ve still got work to do—don’t celebrate too early.”

The second game began, and this time his opponent clearly decided to show some backbone. The bespectacled guy started hitting harder, as if determined to take back control, and quickly led 5-2.

Raphael, however, remained calm—he even allowed himself a small smile before leveling the score at 6-6 with a few rapid returns and one of those shots that made you stare in disbelief.

“Seriously, how does he do that?” I asked, pushing my hair back while watching him with slightly widened eyes.

“I don’t know, but if he loses, I’ll be reminding him about this bet for at least a month,” Bea replied with a small smile, though she nervously bit her lip—a sure sign she wasn’t as confident as she pretended to be.
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The game ended 11-9 in Raphael’s favor after an incredibly long rally that had us all holding our breath. When the ball finally landed on the opponent’s side, the crowd erupted into applause, and I couldn’t help but say:

“Bravo, Raf, that was amazing!”

He turned toward us with that slight, confident smile and grabbed his water bottle while his opponent muttered something and adjusted his glasses.

“Two out of three, Bea. How does that sound?” he said, taking a big sip and glancing at her from the corner of his eye.

“We’ll see how you handle the last one,” she replied, tilting her head slightly and giving him a sharp look. “Don’t think you’ve already won.”

The third game was decisive, and the tension in the hall was almost tangible. His opponent switched tactics—playing more defensively, returning everything, clearly waiting for Raphael to slip up. And Raf did make a couple of mistakes—the ball hit the net once, and another went off the table. The score was 7-4 in favor of the opponent, and Bea immediately perked up.

“See? I told you—you’re not unbeatable!” she said with a lightly triumphant tone, nudging me with her elbow.

“Oh wow, this is getting interesting,” I laughed, covering my mouth with my hand to stop myself from shouting again.

Raphael, however, didn’t give up. He focused, scored three points in a row, and tied it at 7-7 with an incredible combination of speed and precision. Then came the climax—a long rally, a dance of back-and-forth shots. Finally, Raf finished with such a precise strike that his opponent froze. The score jumped to 10-8, and the last point was a mere formality—the ball barely slipped from the loser’s hands, and Raphael won 11-8.

“Well, that’s that,” he said, turning toward us with slightly messy hair and a victorious grin. “Bea, think of a wish, because I just won.”

She looked at him with slightly narrowed eyes, but then smiled—a smile that clearly showed she was impressed, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

The hall continued to buzz with energy as the table tennis tournament picked up speed. After Raphael’s first victory, the next two matches flew by in a whirlwind. His first opponent, a boy with slightly messy hair from the Chemistry Faculty, didn’t stand a chance—Raphael swept him aside 11-3 in mere minutes, as if the ball were an extension of his hand. The second, a tall girl with a high ponytail, tried to surprise him with quick shots, but he outsmarted her 11-6, showing not a hint of fatigue. The audience, scattered across the spacious hall with its tall glass windows letting in the afternoon light of the modern campus, applauded every winning game.

“Wow, he’s a machine!” Bea said, leaning slightly toward me. “Is he really going to win everything?”

“I don’t know, but if he keeps this up, you’re going to have to come up with a wish,” I replied with a smile, watching Raphael bow lightly to his opponent.

The final, however, was on another level. Standing across from Raphael was a tall guy with dark, slightly wavy hair and a sharp gaze—apparently from the Engineering Faculty, judging by the university-logoed T-shirt. The first game started evenly—the ball zipped back and forth with furious speed, and their shots were exchanged with a precision that made the crowd hold its breath. Raphael led 7-5, but his opponent equalized to 9-9 with a cunning side spin.

“Oh, this is getting intense!” I whispered, clutching my hands in my lap.

“Hope he messes up, or else I’m doomed with this bet,” Bea muttered, her voice a mix of teasing and anxiety. 
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While I watched the match, my hand automatically slid into the pocket of my jacket and brushed against something cold and strange. My heart skipped a beat—the cube from the market. But I had put it in my bag after that quick trip to the bathroom earlier; I was certain I’d returned it there. How had it ended up in my pocket now? The sensation was almost ghostly, but I quickly told myself I must have transferred it unconsciously while digging for something else—my mind was just playing tricks with so many new things around me.

The match continued to hold my attention captive. Raphael won the first game 11-9 after a long rally that made everyone erupt into applause. The second game, however, was fiercely contested—the engineer led 8-6, but Raphael caught up to 10-10 with a series of lightning-fast returns. The final point came with a precise shot that left his opponent staring blankly at the table—12-10 for Raphael.

The final game was the climax: they battled point by point until the score reached 9-9. The crowd fell silent, and I could feel my palms growing sweaty. Raphael finished with two flawless shots—11-9—and the hall erupted.

“Well, that’s that,” he said, turning toward us, hair damp with sweat, a triumphant grin on his face. “Bea, is the wish ready?”
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Just as Raphael was about to say what he wanted Beatrice to do, my phone rang, and I slipped out of the buzzing hall, looking for a quieter spot. I glanced at the screen—my dad. We hadn’t spoken since I left three days ago, and I knew I had to pick up.

I stepped into the corridor, where the glass walls of the university reflected the sunset, and the noise of the tournament faded behind me.

“Hello, Emi,” he said, his voice steady and businesslike.

“Hi, Dad,” I replied, gripping the phone tightly. “How are you?”

“Fine. I just finished surgery an hour ago—neurosurgery,” he answered briefly. “And you? Is the apartment alright?”

“Yeah, it’s nice,” I said, leaning against the wall. “Except my luggage still hasn’t arrived.”

“Yes, I should’ve sent it myself, but I’m busy. It’s been taken care of—it left this morning,” he added with a hint of irritation.

“Alright. You’re always busy,” I murmured softly, with a touch of reproach, but didn’t push further.

“How’s the university?” he asked, ignoring my comment.

“Big, modern, all the faculties are here,” I said. “Dad, I wanted to ask you something. I’m thinking of asking my landlord if I can paint murals on the walls, and then repaint them when I move out. Will you help me negotiate with him?”

“The walls? Isn’t that unnecessary?” he replied, his tone slightly disapproving.

“Please, it’ll only be temporary,” I insisted.

“Fine, I’ll talk to him,” he agreed after a short pause. “I’ve got surgery soon, I need to go.”

“Okay. Take care,” I said, and he hung up with a click.

I headed back into the hall, where the award ceremony for the tournaments was just starting. There was a prize for everyone—from little pins to certificates—and the crowd was thick and noisy. I had to hurry to find Bea in this sea of people. The winners were being announced as I pushed my way toward the table tennis section.

“Ah, there you are! I was just telling Bea—” she puffed when she saw me, her red hair gleaming under the lights.

Next to her stood a boy and a girl, their T-shirts revealing they were from her major—Software Engineering. The boy had short, messy hair, and the girl wore thin-framed glasses.

“Meet them,” Bea said, nodding lightly toward them. “While you were gone, the foosball tournament just finished here. They were the finalists.”

“Hi, I’m Emily,” I said with a smile, extending my hand.

“Nia,” the girl replied, shaking my hand. “And this is Tomi.”

“Nice to meet you,” Tomi said with a slight nod. “Almost beat her in the final, but she’s a beast at foosball.”

“Of course I am,” Nia laughed, and Bea nudged her playfully.

As the crowd applauded the medal ceremony, I turned to Bea.

“By the way, did Raphael tell you what he wants from you?” I asked, glancing at her from the corner of my eye.

“Not yet,” she shrugged. “He said he’d think about it, and I told him to hurry, or it’s off.”

To tease her, I asked,

“And if you were in his place, what would you ask for?”

She looked at me with a slightly puzzled expression.

“Answer in which sense—you as yourself and him owing you a wish, or you as him and trying to guess what he wants?”

She tactfully dodged the question, but that was exactly what I wanted.

“Answer both,” I insisted with a smile.

“Hmm, he seems like a smart guy. If he owed me a wish, I’d have him do my homework so I’d have more time to hang out with you,” she said, her colorful eyes twinkling playfully.

“And if I had to guess what he’s planning, he’d probably just want me to smile at him,” she added with a touch of self-satisfaction.

“You’re overestimating yourself,” I joked. “What if he turns out to be some weird guy and asks you... you know...”

“Emily, I’m not like you—I can read people,” she replied quickly. “And keep your twisted fantasies to yourself.”

“I didn’t say anything! You’re the one connecting dots,” I laughed. “By ‘weird guy’ I just meant someone telling you to drink more water because it’s healthy, and to avoid sugar, haha.”

She narrowed her eyes at me but then laughed, and Nia and Tomi joined in. Behind us, Raphael stepped down from the podium with his medal, and the crowd around him began to disperse.

“Well, what do you think?” he asked, stopping in front of us, hands in his pockets. “Not bad, right?”

“Not bad,” Bea replied, arms crossed with a faint smile she couldn’t quite hide. “But don’t expect me to start a fan club for you.”

“Too bad, I would’ve given you an honorary spot,” he laughed and turned to me. “Emily, at least you’ll acknowledge my achievement, right?”

“Yeah, bravo,” I said, nodding. “But now what? The awards are done, what’s next?”

Raphael perked up, as if he’d been waiting for this exact moment. He stepped closer and lowered his voice, as though sharing a secret.

“I heard from the organizers that they’ve prepared something special before the after-party,” he said. “Some kind of game, but not just a quest. We’ll be solving a crime.”

“Seriously?” Bea raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like something freshmen would come up with after three beers.”

“Don’t be so skeptical,” he replied with a slight tease. “We’ll get clues, search for evidence, and figure out ‘who did it.’ Could be fun, even.”

Before long, they gathered us into a small group—just the three of us—and handed us a yellowed sheet of paper, hastily scrawled in ink. On it were three clues that sounded like they’d come straight out of an old detective novel:

“a hidden notebook under the floor,”

“footsteps in the dust,”

“a window open to nowhere.”

The place where we were supposed to solve the mystery was in the old part of the campus. As we walked there, the scenery shifted. The modern buildings with shiny glass and air conditioners gave way to dilapidated structures with narrow windows, their frames warped by time. Cracks ran along the walls, and moss clung stubbornly to the bricks, a silent witness to decades of student stories.

Inside, the air was stifling, heavy with the smell of dampness and old books that hadn’t been opened in years. The corridor lamps flickered weakly, casting quivering shadows that danced across the floor. Bea stopped abruptly, scanning the hallway, her brow furrowing slightly.

“This is getting kind of creepy,” she said, her voice quieter than usual.

“Well, that’s the point,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant, even as my pulse quickened. “To get us in the mood.”

We began examining the clues. “A hidden notebook under the floor” led us to a room at the end of the corridor—a former office, judging by the plaque on the door reading “Prof. Dimitrov,” faded almost to illegibility with age. The wooden floor creaked under our steps, wide gaps splitting the boards. Raphael knelt down, running his fingers along the floor until he finally pulled out a small, dusty notebook bound in worn leather. He opened it carefully, and we leaned over his shoulder.

The pages were filled with handwritten text—hasty notes, as if written under pressure. One sentence stood out: “He knew too much, I had to stop him.” Following it were dates and times, some crossed out, others underlined with thick lines. On the last page was a rough sketch of a window marked “3rd floor.”

“This is pretty detailed for a game,” Bea murmured, studying the sketch. “Who even went to all this trouble?”

“Maybe someone from the criminology club,” I guessed. “They love playing Sherlock.”

Raphael closed the notebook and stood up.

“The next clue—‘footsteps in the dust.’ Let’s check the corridor.”

We stepped back into the dark hallway, where dust had settled in a thick layer on the floor. And sure enough, there they were—shoe prints leading toward the staircase at the end. They were crisp, as if someone had just walked by, which was strange since the organizers had told us we were the first group here. We followed them, our own footsteps echoing in the silence, until we reached the stairs. They were narrow and steep, the rusty railing wobbling with every touch.

We climbed to the third floor, guided by the final clue—“a window open to nothing.” The corridor here was even darker, with a single lamp barely illuminating our path. At the end, a window stood wide open, curtains fluttering lightly in the breeze. Beneath it, on the floor, lay a broken pen and several scattered sheets of paper. One was crumpled, marked in red ink: “Don’t tell anyone.”

“This is getting creepy,” Bea said, turning to us. “What if it’s not a game? What if it’s... real?”

“Relax,” Raphael replied, though his voice lacked the confidence it had before. “The organizers probably set it up to feel authentic.”

Just then, we heard a sound—soft but distinct, a creak coming from the room next to the window. We froze and exchanged glances. Raphael raised a hand, as if to calm us, but his eyes betrayed tension. The creak came again, louder this time, followed by a thud, as if something heavy had fallen to the floor. My heart leapt into my throat, and Bea stepped back, clutching my hand.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





