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      Once, someone told me that “a life lived just for the sake of living isn’t really a life worth living.” When I first heard that, I didn’t understand what it meant—but I do now. It means you have to make every second count. Live to be loved, to love, to feel everything, to be everything. And that wasn’t what I was doing. I was miserable with my own life. And it was only just beginning—I couldn’t start it off on the wrong foot. That’s why I ended my relationship. She wasn’t exactly happy about it, but I needed to figure out who I was before meeting the love of my life. I quit the soccer team and dropped out of law school.

      All these changes started a few weeks ago, during Pag’s graduation speech—she was our class valedictorian. I wasn’t really paying attention; Tiara, once again that week, was trying to convince me to come over, saying it would be “the perfect night of my life.” But deep down, something in me screamed not to lose my virginity to Tiara. What mattered most was that when Pag started talking about going to college, discovering the world, discovering ourselves… I sort of blacked out for a moment. That was when my insane existential crisis began.

      Suddenly, every decision around me felt overwhelmingly important. My best friend, Melane, suggested a kind of self-help trick: sit in front of the mirror and say who you are. Well, I’m sorry, Melane, but that’s not really working.

      “My name is Lexie Carlyle and I… I… I don’t know anything anymore.”

      “Lexie, sweetheart. Dinner’s ready—come wash your hands.”

      That’s Igor, my “legal guardian,” who still thinks I’m ten years old.

      Why legal guardian?

      Igor is a seminarian who runs a home for kids and teenagers who, for one reason or another, can’t live with their parents. It’s not exactly an orphanage—more like a boarding school, since rich parents are always sending their spoiled, out-of-control kids there.

      And no, I haven’t lived there my whole life. When I was a baby—according to Igor—my birth mother left me at Lady Penelope’s Home, that boarding school-slash-orphanage. Less than a year later, I was adopted by Jarvis Dawson, an architect who had lost his wife in an accident and swore he’d never marry again, but still wanted a successor—and that was supposed to be me. If he hadn’t died when I was about fifteen, I might never have been sent back to Lady Penelope’s.

      Strange as it all sounds, I was loved. I dedicated myself to following in my father’s footsteps—because yes, he’ll always be my dad. At least, that was my plan until recently.

      “I’m coming,” I said, dragging my feet downstairs. Igor had already set the table for two—it was always like that on Wednesdays. The kids went to theater practice, rehearsing for some grand play. Lady Penelope was a retired actress…

      Igor was amazing—kind, patient, almost like an older brother, or maybe even a second father.

      “Have you talked to Tiara?” he asked. “She was pretty upset that day.”

      “She was angry. But it’ll pass… I hope, anyway.” I honestly wished her nothing but the best.

      “Okay.”

      “How’s that article on Saint Mary going?” Igor was also an investigative journalist for the local paper. At the moment, he was working on a piece about a school in town that, according to some students, was haunted by its founder’s ghost. He hated those kinds of stories—he always wanted to write about something real.

      “Terribly!” he sighed. “Every student’s got their own version, each dumber than the last. I even asked David to reassign me, but he’s another idiot who thinks ghost and vampire stories sell better.”

      “But they do,” I said. It was true.

      “They’re lies,” he countered.

      “Okay, you’re right.”

      “I always am,” he said, with that smug grin of his.

      A few seconds of silence passed—just long enough for him to bring up the one subject I really didn’t want to touch.

      “And architecture school? That’s really over?” He tossed the words into the air.

      “I think so.” He hated my half-answers. “I mean, I never really thought it through. It just felt like I was living my dad’s dream.”

      “I get it.” No, he really didn’t. “If you want, you could come to work with me sometime. Just to see how things go… no pressure.” He was one of those guys who tried to adapt to everything, even the way he talked.

      “Igor…” I was about to give a whole speech about how tired I was of living in someone else’s shadow, but then a voice in my head screamed, Go. And so I said, “Okay.”

      Damn it. I hate how impulsive I am.

      His first expression was surprise, his second disbelief—as if he hadn’t heard me right—and the third, pure joy. All that in a matter of seconds.

      There was no turning back now.

      “Great! How about tomorrow?” He was way too excited.

      “Uh, tomorrow’s not good. I promised Melane we’d go on our ‘final carefree teenage shopping spree,’ in her words.”

      “All right. Then Monday it is?”

      “Monday works.” I forced a smile.

      “Perfect.” His grin stretched even wider. God, he’s going to talk about this all weekend.

      “Hey, what do you say to a movie night? It’s been a while since you’ve run from romantic comedies…” I suggested, desperately trying to dodge the whole Lexie’s-going-to-work-with-me topic.

      “Sounds good. And I don’t run from romantic comedies!”

      “True. They’re the ones running from your horrible reviews.”

      He burst out laughing—and I couldn’t hold mine back either.

      And just like that, the rest of the night slipped quietly through the moon’s fingers.
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      I was still deciding which blouse would look best with my blue jeans when a bouncy Melanie burst into my room.

      “You’re going to make us late, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Cal’s taking me to dinner at that fancy French restaurant…”

      “Hmm! Maybe he’s planning to pop THE QUESTION?!”

      “Ugh! Gross, Lexie! I’m way too young to get married. So is he. And I wouldn’t give up law school for any guy in this world.”

      “Okay then. But still—be prepared.”

      “Great advice, Lexie Carlyle,” she teased, tossing a pillow at me. “The blue blouse looks better. Can we please go now?”

      I burst out laughing.

      The morning flew by in the blink of an eye—but that’s just how time works when you’re with people you love.

      Lunch was a blast. Mel couldn’t stop talking about guys; she’s convinced the love of my life is out there somewhere and I’m just letting him slip away. Mel was never Tiara’s biggest fan.

      “Seriously, Lexie! You have to travel, see new places, meet new people—and never forget that I’m IRREPLACEABLE!”

      “I’ll never forget, promise!”

      My best friend was a dreamer—independent and fearless—and me… well, I was just a girl trying to find her place in the world. The problem was, I didn’t even know where to start.

      “And this whole travel idea sounds tempting, but…”

      “No buts. You have every right to go. Uncle Igor won’t drop dead if you take a little trip to India or Genoa…”

      “Amsterdam!” I shouted.

      “Italy!” she yelled back.

      We both laughed, earning a few disapproving looks from nearby tables.

      “Yeah. Italy’s definitely a good place to start…” I said, drifting into thought.

      “Hmm, Italian girls beware: Lexie Carlyle is coming!”

      I cracked up at the look on her face.

      When I got home, Igor and some of the guys were watching soccer. Not that I dislike sports—I actually love soccer—but I had to turn down my friends’ invitation to join them. My talk with Mel had left me mentally exhausted.

      I headed up to my room. I tried reading, going online, drawing—but no matter what I did, the feeling of being lost in myself wouldn’t go away. So I just lay on my bed and closed my eyes.

      I’ll never know if that was the beginning of everything or just mental fatigue, but that afternoon I had my first dream about that hidden world that surrounds us in secret.

      In the dream, I seemed to be searching for something. I was in the middle of a forest, thick with moss and full of huge, ancient trees. The ground was slippery and roots twisted everywhere—but that didn’t bother me when I started to run. There were other beings—people, or maybe things—running beside me. They were fast, but I was faster. A sweet scent lingered in the air: jasmine.

      A golden blur was chasing me. The scent came from it.

      Then everything stopped. The golden shadow, the things moving around me, even the leaves caught by the wind—all frozen. I froze too. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t turn around to look at the fragrant presence behind me.

      All I could do was take a step forward, toward a giant moss-covered rock. I glanced around, still unable to turn back. Red eyes, glowing like blood, watched me from between the trees. Then, as if my hands moved on their own, I brushed the moss away. There were inscriptions carved into the stone—in a language I couldn’t recognize—but one symbol in particular drew me in. It looked like a flower, its spiral-shaped bud surrounded by petals set at strange angles. The symbol lit up—and then everything around me turned brilliant white.

      When I woke up, my room felt smaller. My head was spinning.

      My phone said it was already six o’clock.

      My God. How long had I been asleep? Was I still dreaming? It had all felt so real—and so strange.

      Those questions drifted from my mind when Igor knocked on my door.

      “Sweetheart?” he said.

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart.

      “Hey… uh, I’m coming,” I muttered, slowly getting up to open the door.

      “I think you’ve been cooped up in here long enough, dear.” My guardian always worried about me shutting myself away—it’s what I did after my dad passed.

      “How about we go out to dinner? What do you say?”

      Going out sounded like a good idea. I just needed a minute to pull myself together.

      “Sure. I’ll just fix my hair and find something to wear.”

      He frowned playfully. I laughed.

      “It’ll be quick, promise.”

      “Okay.”

      And with that, I went to get ready to go out.
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      The weekend flew by. Mel, Igor, and I went to watch the last game of the school’s season. We won.

      Monday came heavy and gray. Igor isn’t a big fan of getting wet and almost gave up on driving me to work. Almost. We had a car, of course—an old, beat-up Volvo. The problem was that my tutor hated driving. That’s why I was behind the wheel that rainy Monday morning, on our way to work.

      Sometimes I catch myself wondering what would’ve happened if I had stayed home that day, if I had convinced Igor not to go. It would’ve been incredibly hard—and painful—to leave my life untouched. But that’s something neither you nor I will ever know.

      When we arrived, the building stood tall, with a modern design and a simple, elegant façade. A gentleman greeted us, and we hurried into the elevator to the fifth floor.

      Igor had to meet with his boss. When he came back, he said they had called an urgent meeting for that morning.

      “It won’t take long,” he said.

      “All right, Igor,” I replied, trying to hide my disappointment at the long hours of boredom ahead.

      “If you want, you can go see Bran. You remember him, don’t you?”

      “Of course. Bran,” I said, pretending I had any idea who Bran was.

      When Igor left, I sat in his chair. The desk was cluttered with folders, flash drives, and a computer. I tried to picture myself working in a place like that someday. The thought felt absurd almost immediately.

      I got up and started walking around the office. It was small. Besides the desk, there was a single bookcase filled with boxes that probably held old papers. I was about to criticize Igor’s taste in furniture when I noticed the large glass window to my left. The view was stunning—you could see a park, a small lake, and dozens of people passing by.

      I was absorbed by the scenery when something caught my eye in the window’s reflection: a box. With a name. My mother’s name: Celeste.

      My adoptive father might have known nothing about my real mother, but Igor did. He knew who she was. They had been friends. She had lived at the orphanage during the last months of her pregnancy. The reasons she was alone, or why she left me, were never revealed, yet Mrs. Penelope took her in.

      I slowly walked toward the shelf and pulled the box out. It was heavy. I sat back down at the desk.

      It’s funny how curiosity can blind you. I didn’t even stop to wonder why Igor and Mrs. Penelope had that box and never told me about it.

      I opened it, and my heart skipped a beat as I pulled out the photos. There were many. In some, she was holding me as a baby; in others, she was with Igor. A few were just of her. In every single one, she had that same beautiful, sincere smile. She looked so much like me.

      I kept digging. There was a necklace—a rough blue stone, unpolished, raw but stunning—hanging from a metal chain. There were books, drawings, brooches, small things she must have loved.

      At the very bottom, hidden from any human eye for years, I found an envelope. My name was written on it in an elegant, slanted hand.

      The pink paper screamed for me to open it—but just as I decided to, the door burst open.

      “Oh! Sorry, I’m looking for Igor…” said a tall, dark-skinned man. I immediately recognized his face. He was the Bran Igor had mentioned earlier.

      Overwhelmed by the wave of nostalgia, I blinked several times to keep my tears from falling.

      “Ah… hi, Bran,” I said. “He’s in a meeting, but he won’t be long. I’m Lexie, his… friend.”

      “Oh, my God!” He stepped closer. “You’re little Lexie! It’s been so long!”

      “Yeah,” I said, smiling awkwardly.

      “Gloria would be thrilled to see you,” he said. The mention of her name instantly brought back the memory of her cookies—the ones she used to bake for us when I was a kid.

      “Gloria, yes! I remember her,” I said with a genuine smile.

      “We should all have lunch together sometime. What do you think?” Igor’s voice interrupted us as he walked in.

      I suddenly remembered the box and realized he probably wouldn’t want me knowing about it—not after all these years. I quickly slid it back onto the shelf and covered the other items with scattered papers while Igor chatted with his friend. I kept only the envelope and the necklace.

      “Hey! How about you two show me around this place?” I cut in.

      “Sure!” Igor said cheerfully.

      As we left the room, I couldn’t help glancing one last time in the direction of my mother’s photos.
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      We got home around half past three in the afternoon. I managed to stall Igor just enough that he wouldn’t notice I had been going through his stuff. I had always thought he and my dad had been honest with me—when Igor said my mom didn’t like photos or wasn’t very attached to family.

      Only now could I grasp how much of my life had been a lie.

      The photos, the letter, the necklace, and all the other things inside the box showed me a side of my mother I had never even imagined.

      I felt happy to finally have something concrete about my mom and sad that my adoptive father had hidden it from me for so many years.

      It was bingo Monday with the community ladies, so Igor left me responsible for dinner. When he came to say goodbye, I couldn’t help but pull away from his kiss. I was hurt enough to reject his tenderness. But I wasn’t going to confront him before reading the letter.

      After he left, I sat on my bed and just stared at the envelope. There had to be a reason he had hidden it from me. Maybe I wouldn’t like what I was about to read. I picked it up and noticed it was still sealed.

      “No risk, no reward, right?”

      I opened the letter, and a completely new emotion swept over me.

      My mother’s long, slanted handwriting resembled mine. It might seem silly to some, but for me, it was wonderful to know my handwriting was like hers.

      I began to read.

      Is it cliché to start a letter with “Dear Lexie”?

      I hope you don’t think so, my love. I think it’s beautiful.

      Even the way you express yourself is like mine.

      One day you will understand the love I feel for you. One day you’ll have to say goodbye to your children and understand the pain I feel in leaving you. But, Lexie, my love, I only did this for your own good. In most cases, it’s safer for a baby to have her mother nearby, but we are an exception.

      It’s complicated, dear. But you have to believe me. I love you so much.

      Now you must be old enough to make your own choices, your own path. That’s why I asked Igor and Mrs. Penelope to keep this letter until you became independent, because what I have to tell you isn’t easy. It’s actually something people try to avoid: your legacy, your true self. I also made them promise that, if possible, you would be adopted by a good family. I don’t want you to miss out on the experience of being part of a loving group. If you stayed in the orphanage, I’m sure you were well cared for and loved.

      I’m looking at you now—you’re so tiny, so fragile. I’m so sorry I couldn’t stay with you. I hope you forgive me. You are everything to me now.

      There was a scratched-out part I couldn’t read, and some stains that looked like drops were spread across the paper, probably tears. I could no longer hold back the ones running down my face either. I paused for a few seconds until my vision cleared and my heart slowed, then continued where I could still decipher her now shaky handwriting.

      This is something too complicated to tell you in a letter. It’s in your hands, dear. I’m giving you the chance I never had: the chance to choose your destiny. You can move on and have a quiet life, or you can learn about our family. Know that with them, you’ll be safe, but life won’t be exactly normal.

      They’re hiding in southern England. Look for Ania Lokaster; she will have all the answers to your questions.

      Above all choices, seek to be happy, Lexie.

      With all the love in the world,

      Mom.

      Now I was full of questions.

      What was so complicated about my family that it couldn’t be put in a letter? Why was it safer for a baby to live away from her mother?

      One thing was certain: I had to make a very important choice now.
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      The night had been rough. I barely slept, dreaming of strange things.

      I was in a very old house. I walked through the hallways—no, it was more like I floated past the old portraits. They all showed the same woman: my mother. There was a room with a huge mirror. I didn’t pay much attention to it at first; the grand chandeliers above me shimmered softly. But then I finally looked at the mirror. My reflection wasn’t exactly mine. Instead of my tall, thin body and thick brown hair, there stood a huge, furious gray wolf. His amber eyes, full of rage, stared into me as if he could see my soul.

      All I could do was stare back. Gradually, I felt his anger pouring into me, a violent fury growing stronger and stronger. It was as if the wolf could read my thoughts—like he knew me completely. A growl tore through the silence, and my throat burned. Had I growled? Or was it him? Suddenly, the mirror shattered into a thousand pieces.

      Panicking, drenched in sweat, and with a throbbing head, I woke up.

      Once again, my room felt unfamiliar.

      It was only five in the morning. My heart pounded wildly in my chest. I decided to get up, though my legs trembled as I walked to the bathroom. I splashed some water on my face and—childish as it sounds—didn’t look in the mirror. Maybe the wolf was still watching me.

      I didn’t go back to bed. The fear of slipping back into that nightmare kept me wide awake.

      I opened my bedroom window, the view of the flower-filled backyard calming me a little. Built into the big, sturdy old tree was my childhood treehouse. A wave of nostalgia hit me—I thought of Mel and me playing up there when we were little. Through the tiny window of that treehouse, I caught a glimpse of something—two large red eyes staring straight at me. I yanked the curtains shut and stepped away from the window.

      My God. How can a dream shake someone this much?

      I looked around. The room felt like it was closing in on me—I must be getting claustrophobic. I grabbed one of my mother’s photos, thinking I might need it, and decided to go out for a walk. At that hour, there would probably be a few early risers out jogging.

      When I reached the kitchen, I froze. Igor and Mrs. Penelope were sitting at the dining table, looking exhausted. He was whispering something to her, and they hadn’t noticed me standing there. On the table was a box—a familiar one.

      I sat down, and only then did they realize I was there.

      “Sweetheart… what are you doing up at this hour?” the gray‑haired woman asked, startled.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I said, glancing meaningfully at the box. Igor quickly moved it out of sight.

      I took a deep breath.

      “You should be sleeping, taking advantage of the time you still—” he began.

      “There’s no point hiding it from me,” I interrupted, gesturing toward the box.

      “I’m not hiding it… I just⁠—”

      “Yes, you are. And I know why.” I pulled the photo of my mother from my hoodie pocket. “I’ve already seen it.”

      “Where did you—? You went through my things?!”

      “Actually, they’re mine. She left them for me when she passed away—the photos, the letter…”

      “Lexie, calm down…” Penelope said, stepping closer and placing a hand on my shoulder.

      “You read it? Lexie! You shouldn’t have gone through my stuff. I trusted you!” he shouted.

      “And I trusted you. Both of you,” I shot back, shrugging off Penelope’s hand. “My whole life. And you hid this from me—parts of my life. You could’ve given me that letter a long time ago. But I guess I’m still not mature enough for you, right?”

      “That’s not true…” Penelope said, moving toward me.

      “Yes, it is!” I yelled. “You have no right—it’s my right to decide how much I want to know about my mother.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s my duty to protect you from certain things. Your mother… her family… they⁠—”

      “They what, Igor? You know something, don’t you? What is it?”

      “No, we don’t know anything for sure. Just that they’re dangerous. Your mother… she didn’t just leave. She ran away!” Penelope said, now standing right in front of me.

      “Ran away from what?” I asked, stunned.

      “I don’t know! All these years, I could never figure it out. I just… stayed here and lost the love of my life.” Igor’s voice cracked, heavy with pain, his head bowed. He looked utterly drained and broken. He slumped into the chair, defeated. Guilt washed over me. So that was it—Igor had been in love with my mother.

      Penelope took a deep breath. Anger and confusion tangled inside me, choking out words that wouldn’t come.

      “Igor… I… I’m sorry,” I whispered, stepping closer.

      “It’s all right…”

      “No, I was selfish…”

      “It’s okay, sweetheart.” He gently cupped my face, a tired, joyless smile tugging at his lips. “Just promise me you’ll stay away from all this—for your own good.” His eyes, glistening with tears, pleaded with me. I looked at Penelope, and she had that same desperate look. There was only one answer I could give.

      “Okay.”
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      It had been a week since classes began. The university was an intimidating place—especially when you were as unprepared as I was.

      I decided to follow my tutor’s advice and chose journalism.

      The strange dreams hadn’t stopped. Each one was different, yet always held the same elements: wolves, dark forests with red eyes watching me, and a golden specter. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep at all and would read my mother’s letter a thousand times.

      It wasn’t easy keeping the promise I’d made to Igor and Penelope. Every day I grew more curious, more intrigued—and above all, more afraid.

      I was in Mr. Jones’s class—one of the best professors here—when I heard a whisper.

      My name. Just my name.

      I ignored it. Weird things like that had been happening to me for a while. But the voice kept calling. Louder now, clearer. Whispering, calling me:

      “Lexie… you have to listen… Lexie… you have to find the truth… You have to free him… or he’ll destroy you…”

      “What?” I said out loud, thinking for a moment that someone real was speaking to me.

      Everyone turned to look my way.

      “Miss Carlyle, is there a problem? Did you not understand what I said?” Professor Jones asked.

      “Oh, no, sir. I understood. Um… please go on. I’m sorry.”

      He nodded and continued.

      I swear I tried to focus, but it was impossible. The woman’s voice in my head kept talking, repeating the same words.

      Then I interrupted the class again. I’d stood up abruptly, and everyone stared like I’d just fallen from another planet. I rushed out of the room.

      “Lexie… listen to me…”

      “Leave me alone!” I shouted as I reached the empty hallway.

      “You have to come… It’s your destiny…” she insisted.

      “Stop!” I kept walking, nearly frantic, the hallway stretching endlessly ahead of me.

      “Understand, it’s already written… It’s your future!”

      Suddenly I felt dizzy. My head was spinning a thousand times over—and then I was somewhere else. My vision blurred, distorted voices surrounded me, a piercing hum filling my ears.

      I was startled to hear my own voice:

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Two other people were in the room—a bright, well-lit space. One of them, whose face I couldn’t see, spoke up.

      “I’ll leave you two alone…” It was a woman, judging by her soft, melodic voice. And she was smiling.

      The other person was a woman too. I could clearly see her hands and the beautiful white dress she wore.

      “It’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding,” I said nervously.

      “No…”

      Then everything spun again. The sun was shining brightly between the trees, the wind rushing fast, intoxicating me with the scent of grass.

      Someone stepped out from behind the trees.

      “So, who won this time?” I asked.

      A tall girl, black-haired, with eyes so blue and cold they’d chill anyone else. But I felt only affection for her. My heart swelled just seeing her smile.

      “Me, of course. Though I think Mom went easy this time, just to let me win!”

      “Of course not…” said the woman walking behind her. I didn’t have time to see her face before everything blurred again—and I was back in the bright room from before.

      This time, I was alone. Staring at myself in the mirror. I looked stunning—radiant. Feeling a joy beyond measure, I stepped back to take in the full view. I was wearing a white dress. A wedding dress.

      The images twisted again, and I was back at the university. I realized I was sitting on the floor, trembling and sweating. My head throbbed.

      “What the hell was that?”

      And then I “woke up,” sitting on the floor. That’s me now, recounting my hallucination to the psychologist Mel recommended. When I was a child, I used to see a psychiatrist—it really helped at the time, so I decided to start therapy again. Maybe the dreams will finally go away.

      “I think maybe you’re afraid of growing up and ending up like your mother, Lexie. People have always told you how much you resemble her, haven’t they?”

      I nodded. It made sense.

      “And the wolf you see in your dreams might symbolize that fear…”

      “Yeah. I think you’re right,” I said.

      “Alright then… you know what I think you should do? Take the letter and get rid of it. Free yourself from this fear. Tell your mother you love her—but that you’re not her.”

      “Yes. I… I’ll do that!” I said firmly. “Thank you so much, Margot.”

      I said goodbye and went home as fast as I could.

      Maybe this will change everything.

      “Hey, sweetheart!” Penelope greeted me as soon as I walked in. “How did it go with Margot?”

      “Great. I think I’m finally going to get rid of these dreams once and for all.”

      “What are you planning?” she asked, not sounding particularly worried.

      “I’m going to burn the letter,” I said simply.

      I was so determined, blinded by the chance to finally be free of fear. Climbing the stairs, my mind filled with all the dreams—the wolf, the girl, the wedding dress, and that woman who sometimes appeared as a golden specter with the scent of jasmine. The smell felt almost real as I picked up the letter.

      “It’s all in your head,” I whispered, trying to convince myself.

      I passed through the kitchen. Igor had joined Penelope and was watching me carefully.

      “Are you sure you’re going to do that?” he asked.

      I stopped and looked him in the eye. Wasn’t this what he wanted? For me to let go of all this? My body wouldn’t move. Frozen. It was as if I could read his thoughts. He knew. I had to do it—but I couldn’t.

      Suddenly, I found myself walking into the backyard. Alcohol, matches, and the letter in hand. Igor followed close behind.

      “Sweetheart…”

      “I’m confused! Isn’t this what you wanted me to do?”

      “I don’t know either. I just think…” He sounded uncertain.

      “What?” I shot back, staring at Penelope.

      “Just listen, Lexie,” she said.

      None of it made sense—I wanted to burn the letter but also didn’t. Igor approved but also didn’t. What the hell was going on?

      “I’ve had dreams about your mother too…”

      “What…?”

      “I know what I said… but… I think you have to go.”

      “How…?” I was stunned. My mother had appeared to Igor in a dream. This was insane.

      “Igor…”

      “I know… it’s crazy—but I think it’s the right thing to do…”
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      “What do you think?”

      “You already know…”

      “But it’s crazy!”

      “Your life’s never been exactly normal. And besides, you’ve already made up your mind. You’re just pretending to hesitate because you’re scared.”

      Sometimes it feels like Mel knows me better than I know myself.

      We were lying on the hood of her car, staring out at the sea. The sky shimmered in mystical shades of blue, pink, and purple.

      “But what if it’s nothing? What if they’re, like, part of the mafia?”

      “English mafia? Oh, totally.”

      I laughed at the face my best friend made.

      “Okay…”

      “Okay what?” she asked.

      “I’ll go.”

      She shot up instantly.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, sitting up too.

      “Where are we going, you mean? We’re buying your ticket to Lavenham right now,” she said with conviction as she climbed into the car.

      “I shouldn’t have shown you the box.”

      In the box with my mom’s old things, we had found a handful of photos. One had an address written on the back, along with a note for me:

      “A house belonging to a dear friend, my little Lexie. A great place to start.”

      “Yeah, you really shouldn’t. Come on, let’s go.”

      We drove for hours before heading back home.

      “So?” Igor asked, looking more at Mel than at me. The two of them had clearly plotted everything together.

      “This is a conspiracy, huh?” I asked, pretending to be offended.

      “It is,” they answered in unison.

      “Alright. Igor, we’re buying the ticket right now,” Mel said, running upstairs.

      My dad smiled at me—one of those smiles only fathers can pull off, warm and grounding.

      “Okay, I got it,” I said as I passed him, and he kissed the top of my head.

      “Good luck,” he said.

      Mel and I spent the whole night searching for the right place. Lavenham looked so cozy, full of charming corners. There was a beautiful, massive church, and the town itself was nestled among gentle hills.

      “I think I’m going to like it there,” I said, scrolling through pictures.

      “Are you kidding? You’re gonna love it, look at this!” she said, pointing at the inviting, fairytale-like houses. “Hey, did you know they used it as a filming set for the last Harry Potter movies?”

      “Seriously?” I asked, peering at her phone.

      “Totally. Wikipedia doesn’t lie to me.”

      We both burst out laughing.

      “I’m gonna miss you,” I said, hugging her from the side.

      “Ouch, say it like that and it sounds like you’re never coming back,” she said, pulling a face that made me laugh again. “And if you even think about not coming back… I swear I’ll go there and drag you home by your hair. I don’t care if British girls are gorgeous and romantic and… oh my God, you have to find one of those!”

      I couldn’t stop laughing.

      “I’m serious!” she said, with that conviction only Mel can pull off.

      “I can’t promise anything.”

      Honestly? I didn’t expect to fall in love anytime soon. Maybe it was better to keep that part of me locked away for now.

      Ticket bought. Inn booked. Reservation confirmed.

      In five days, I’d be flying to England—to trace my mother’s past, and maybe my own.

      Would I regret it? Would I like what I found? Would I discover the part of me that always felt missing? Those questions kept me awake that night.

      It must have been around three in the morning. I was sitting by my bedroom window.

      The moon was full—and maybe it sounds crazy, but I’ve always felt like my mood is tied to it. When it’s big and bright like that, I feel alive, unbreakable. I know, it’s weird. But as Mel says, my life’s never exactly been normal.

      The wind gently rustled the leaves of the old tree that stretched over the roof of my childhood home. Everything outside seemed calm, but inside me, everything was chaos.

      I sat down at my desk and began flipping through my latest sketches. Drawing had always been my escape. When the dreams started happening more often, I began sketching what I saw in them.

      Some were of wolves—some huge, others just tall enough to look me in the eye if they stood upright. Others were of a woman in a long, blood-red gown. And some… were of my mother.

      I was mentally drained. Before I knew it, I had fallen asleep right there.
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