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  Scene 1. Running



      [image: ]Iran through the dark forest. My hair fluttered around my shoulders, my breath coming out of my open mouth like the breath of a hunted doe. The trees reached out their branches toward me, trying to grab and hold me. Their leaves, wet from the recent rain, whipped at my cheeks, and I tried unsuccessfully to shield my face with my hands. 
My thin, soaked dress was clinging to my body, making moving difficult. The hem of the dress was torn to shreds. The light leather boots that clung tightly to my feet were soaked with dew, and my footsteps on the mossy forest grounds, where tree roots and boulders were intricately intertwined, were problematic.
I felt like I was no longer breathing but sobbing, choking on tears of pain and despair.
“How did I get here? Where shall I run to? Where could I hide from my pursuer in this Enchanted Forest, where everything seemed to want to stop me?”
I looked around and noticed a beam of light. It was ahead and a little away from the direction I had just run. It gave me strength.
I lifted the hem of my dress with one hand, turned that way, and, careful not to step on tree roots and moss-covered rocks, ran forward, toward the gap between the tree trunks, toward the clearing. I hoped there would be a clearing.
I ran there, toward the light, with all my fading strength, one hand holding the hem of my dress and the other pulling apart the branches of the bushes that were tearing the remains of my dress and leaving bloody scratches on my body.
But the forest behind me was not silent. The intermittent breathing of something vast and incomprehensible, inspiring me with inexpressible terror, still followed me as it had at the beginning of my escape. This heavy breathing behind me was heard nearer and nearer, and the footsteps of my pursuer grew louder and louder. The forest crackled with his movement, and nothing in this forest hindered his advance in the hunt for me.
I turned and sprinted forward toward the light. I ran, stumbling over the mossy bumps, falling, rising, and rushing forward again. But my legs suddenly felt like cotton. I thought I was running as fast as possible, but my pursuer was approaching me quicker and faster. I could hear his footsteps and his breathing so close that he would catch up with me in a few seconds.
As I ran out into the clearing, I stopped and clutched both hands to my chest, trying to keep my breath from whooshing out of my chest. The sound of my pursuer was gone, and there was a faint hope in my soul that I could escape him.
Behind the clearing was the same dark wall of the forest that I could no longer be in. There was no one to be seen at the edge of the woods—only bushes and tall, centuries-old trees - spruces, pines, and shrubs. Suddenly, a thin ray of light penetrated through the trees- the setting sun touching my cheek to say goodbye.
A ray of sunlight illuminated the clearing, and even though my life was in danger, I could not hold back a sigh of delight - or was it a sob of increased hope of getting out of there?
The middle of the clearing was filled with unusually bright blue-purple flowers. They carpeted the entire space, leaving no room for any other color. The green of the forest around the clearing was dark, almost black. But here, there was an unusually bright blue color. It seemed as if someone had lit a blue fire here as this carpet of blue colors blazed in the forest’s darkness.
That picture gave me strength. 
“If I’m to die, let it be in the light. Let it be in the light! I want to see the one who is after me. I deserve to see my murderer. I’m not afraid of him now!”
What made me think that whoever was chasing me would kill me? I did not know. Fear and survival instinct drove me through the woods, taking all the logic out of my mind.
I looked back and stared deep into the dark forest, then turned and stepped carefully through the carpet of blue flowers to the middle of the clearing. I stopped and slowly turned to face the forest-the direction I had come from.
In the forest’s darkness, breaking branches could be heard again, as if some powerful beast were charging through the thicket. Yes, the beast was getting closer to its target. His prey - I was right here, in the middle of this magical clearing. The beast was coming toward me through the thicket of this Enchanted Forest, and there was nothing more I could do to save my life and perhaps the lives of those I loved.
I straightened to my petite stature, proudly shook my red hair mane, and squared my shoulders. What will be will be! You cannot escape your fate, so face it with an open mind and a smile. No one and nothing can break me, especially now that I have this Key to open my Secret Casket.
I touched a small iron key, its handle intricately decorated with filigree. The Key hung from a simple hemp rope, but it was much heavier than it looked and felt like a heavy necklace on my chest.
I clenched my hand with the Key into a fist and, with the back of my other palm, ran the back of my hand over my face as if to brush away the veil of fear and despair.
I knew there was no turning back now. I stepped on this path without realizing what my life would become. 
“So I must go all the way and endure all the trials. I must take them. Either I can handle them, or now my life is over.”
And then the thicket at the edge of the forest parted, and a monster emerged into the clearing I could not bear to see. It was a massive man with muscles that seemed sculpted from twisted tree roots.
I realized what awaited me if I fell into his terrible hands: I would not live!
I took a step back, and he was already at my side. I did not have the strength to run anymore, so I just closed my eyes. I had been so brave just a few seconds ago. Still, now that he was standing before me, my courage evaporated, and I was left with just an animal desire to live.
“I won’t give into his hands, no.”
I touched the Key again and squeezed it in my palm, trying to do it discreetly. After that, I just froze in front of the giant. This monster had won the race.
The tree-molded giant stood before me, his breath blowing a stream of hot air downward through my hair. Oddly, besides that hot breath, he did not smell disgusting, which did not fit how horrible he looked.
I opened my eyes, unsure of what he was waiting for, and I saw his hand-or, what you might call a hand-in front of me. He held out his hand, more like an oak branch, and waited for me to put my hand in his.
“What else is he up to? Does he want to torture me more before he dies?”
I thought frantically, trying to find a way out of this situation. I could not run anymore. I did not have the strength for it. However, I was not willing to surrender to this creature.
“And who does he serve? He’ll probably kill me for breaking my treaty with the magician... Or, at the very least, take me to the Thunder, and I’ll go straight to the dungeon of his castle...”
I did not see any dungeons in the castle. Still, they had to be there; they had some means of punishment other than magically transforming into an undesirable creature like a frog, did not they? The sarcasm was out of place, but it just asked for my reasoning, which seemed to drag on forever. These intense musings did not take more than a few seconds. But even those seconds were seconds of my life or a relatively free part. For now, I was still free from the presence of that abhorrent husband, the supreme fae named Thunder.
Still clutching my Key, I took another step backward, stumbled on a wet, slippery bump, and fell back into a sea of blue flowers.
“That’s it... I’m done!” 
That was the last thought I remembered. The stupefying smell of those flowers came over me. My ears rumbled, and I saw a bright tunnel of light twisting and narrowing before my eyes. My eyes closed, and I fell into darkness as if slowly falling into an abyss.
I woke up and opened my eyes. I was in bed, many stories above the metropolis and its park, in the center of my super-modern city.
I sat on the bed, threw back the blanket, stood up, and walked over to the park window. The yellow lights of the nighttime streetlamps glowed soothingly in the alleys and streets around the garden below. Yellow cabs passed by occasionally, appearing like small boxes from my height. There were hardly any passersby on the streets. That meant it was early morning, and the predawn silence of the vast city was filled with the anticipation of its awakening. At this time, only I was awake. 
Glancing at the clock on the wall, in the light from the streetlamps on the room wall, I could see that it was four o’clock in the morning. No wonder there were no passersby downstairs; all ordinary people were asleep. The tall houses on the opposite side of the park had no glowing windows.
I stepped away from the window and stared thoughtfully at my bed. The memories of my recent love came flooding back, and everything in this world is transitory. Even though many songs talk about eternal love, there is nothing eternal in my world. And so my first husband and my happiness passed. My favorite man, a billionaire and an agent of special services, disappeared from my life. Or rather, I decided that we have no future with him. It was excruciating, but I needed to regain my respect and self-confidence.
Since my husband and I separated and divorced, I have rebuilt my life. But I will talk about that some other time because it was all still painful.
So these strange dreams kept me going, and I did not know the reason for them and wrote it all off to my nerves, upset after my husband and I broke up.







  
  Scene 2. Strange Dreams


Istarted having these weird dreams a couple of weeks ago. In one dream, I was being chased by some horrible satyr. He tried grabbing me with his greedy hands and carrying me into the dark forest. In another dream, I stood in the dark over a mountain precipice. Then I fell into its bottomless abyss, spreading my arms apart like a bird. This falling in the dream was repeated repeatedly, driving me crazy. The feeling of flying was almost as real as when I was a teenager. Back then, doctors attributed these dream flights to the active growth of the body. But now I am an adult! Why such dreams and these strange sensations? 
I did not bother my parents that my sleep had become intermittent and restless. I just tried to get some sleep during the day - without them noticing. My dad and mom visited me regularly, and I saw their house. I do not know if Mom caught anything, but she did not ask me anything, and I could talk to her without fear of giving away my secret-my nightmares.
Two other beings, very close to me, indeed saw my torment. They were my dogs, Mati and Tomi. The little furballs, two Pomeranians, lay on the sofa with me during the day and quietly snoozed, guarding my daytime sleep. I did not have nightmares during the day. However, daytime sleep was no substitute for a good night’s sleep, and dark circles formed under my eyes.
But fortunately, after a few days, my dreams finally became more regular, increasingly lucid, and lucid. The chasing stopped, and soon, I was sleeping better.
But I still had a bad feeling about it. Something was changing in the world or myself, and I did not know what it was.
Thinking about the changes in my life in recent months - the separation from my husband that I started, my apartment in one of the most prestigious neighborhoods of our city, and my new business - I often remembered my grandmother Lily. She was my favorite grandmother and taught me a lot.
Besides her reputation as the fairest grandmother in the world, Grandma Lily had the gift of foreseeing events. It was likely that other relatives said that she was a witch. However, I did not believe in it and considered such conversations fiction. Just Grandmother Lily was by nature an excellent psychologist and understood people well. I thought she had no magic and no special powers. 
Grandma Lily was careful not to touch the subject when discussing this topic.
She told me,
“When you grow up, it will come to you if you have some ability or gift. You don’t have to do anything. Just try to live so that your conscience is always clear. Fortunately, live in full accordance with your beliefs, which in our family are strict.”
I wanted to know if I could become a “good witch” like my grandmother Lily. Some relatives told me these peculiarities were passed on in our family through the female line but only to some women. I noticed nothing like that in my mom. She was terrific - understanding, loving, and caring, but I did not see any witchy qualities in her.
So it was Grandma Lily that I needed right now. It was a pity that she was so far away now; she had left to live in her mansion, far away from here, in a remote suburb of our metropolis. My grandmother did not use a cell phone on principle; who can imagine that nowadays? She said she did not need it. Grandma already knew her relatives and friends so well over the decades that she did not need every second contact through all these modern communication channels. When we needed support or advice, she always appeared as if from the ground and listened to our sorrows and achievements.
Immersed in thoughts of my strange dreams, Grandma Lily, and my ex-husband, I returned to bed. I fell into it, burrowing my face into the pillow before I realized I had fallen asleep.
When I woke up, I thought I would start this new day with a clean slate and that my strange dreams would finally leave me alone. But that very day, an event happened that changed my whole life.






  
  Scene 3. Stranger at the Door


It was a beautiful summer morning. The sun rose above the horizon, and bright yellow-orange light flooded everything around us - the skyscrapers, the park below our balcony, and the beautiful view of the sea bay beyond. 
I was having breakfast on the balcony of my luxury apartment, where my dogs and I lived. The dogs sat beside me at the table, their pink tongues sticking out, watching lustfully as I slowly buttered the hot croissants, then added leaf lettuce, thinly sliced sausage, a slice of cheese, and a piece of paprika to the butter. I prepared all this for breakfast but not for Mati and Tony. But there was never a time when my pets left breakfast without a slice of such a treat. No one could withstand their pleading looks of interest. They knew the sight of them would not deter me and would undoubtedly give them slices of our croissant.
The sun was shining, and there were no clouds in the sky. I thought this was how every day with my ex-husband should start - it should be bright, clear, and sunny, and everything on the table should be delicious - food, drinks, and coffee.
I relaxed, looked at the rising sun, and breathed the fresh morning air, not yet tainted by the exhaust fumes of many cars.
As I thought about the ordeal my ex-husband and I had been through, I remembered what he looked like. I felt like he was sitting right there next to me, watching me tease our dogs with a slice of sausage. Yes, Pomeranians were supposed to be our dogs, not just my dogs.
I saw my “ex” like it was real. He was still just as gorgeous as he was when I first saw him. He was the CEO of a vast corporation and my boss back then. And I was just a girl who came to them looking for a summer job.
That was how it all began. Now, it seemed like a long time ago. But here he was, sitting in front of me, and even now, I could not believe he was not there. In my mind, he was still with me forever.
I mean, my ex-husband was so attractive... Many women would have given a lot to get his attention. And they did not understand what he found in me - such an ordinary-looking, unremarkable young woman. However, that was a long time ago. A dull woman turned into a glamorous businesswoman, and now no one noticed any difference in our social status.
So, as I sat on the vast open terrace as if floating above the metropolis, the intercom at the front door of my apartment rang. I was not expecting anyone, but our porter, Matthew, called me occasionally. I got up from my chair nonchalantly, walked to the intercom in the hallway, and asked,
“Hey Matthew, what’s up?”
Even though I had heard no voice on the intercom yet, I assumed our porter was ringing it. His small office was on the first floor of our house. Matthew usually sat behind a handsome desk in the massive hallway by the elevators during his office hours, from nine to six.
Yes, it has to be said that I have never been a fan of elevator rides. I was not afraid of heights, but riding in a transparent box to the height of the tenth floor was not one of my favorites. Since my apartment was at that height, I was forced to use the elevator because of the dogs. I wanted to choose it after a while. Still, when I walked in and saw the vastness that opened in front of me from its windows and terrace, my prejudice against the high floor evaporated.
And, of course, even if I had chosen an apartment, for example, on the third floor - it would not have helped me to walk the dogs without problems. After all, our little pets could not jump from step to step on many floors up and down, and even several times a day.
I wanted to find out what our porter wanted to report on and continue with my breakfast. But Matthew’s voice, which greeted me cheerfully on the intercom, sounded a little unusual. Something had agitated him. The receptionist asked,
“Dear Mrs. Ella, are you expecting someone to visit? You have a visitor. But I could not make out his name, though I asked twice. This gentleman wishes to speak only to you and immediately. What shall I do, send him away, or will you come down and find out who he is and what he wants?”
When I answered, I sounded an understanding of Matthew’s problems and mild irritation. I was used to the idea that visitors had to give advance notice of their visit. I could not stand people who showed up without agreeing on a time and place to meet, even more so at my house! Of course, my address was not a secret. It could be found out from official sources; after all, I was the founder of a business that had grown from zero to a solid size. And now, I regret not having classified my data when I sold my business. But I could not change my place every time I changed jobs.
I gathered my feelings into a fist and answered more calmly,
“I’m not expecting anyone. But of course, I’ll go downstairs since this gentleman is insistent on seeing me. Wait a little while. I’ll be down in the hall in a moment.”
With those words, I got up and walked to the hallway. I wore decent home clothes: college-type sweatpants and a loose cotton T-shirt. The tank top was my ex-husband’s. I had bought it for him once, but he did not like white clothes, except for business shirts, which he had stopped wearing long ago because he had sold his company and moved on to work for our government’s secret service. 
So I got a white T-shirt and was happy to wear it at home. It was nice to know that I was wearing something that belonged to him-at least his shirt. I could provide everything else - housing, income, and cars. But my husband’s things, which had touched his body and were now mine, were more precious to me than all the other delights of a comfortable and well-off life. So, in a T-shirt and sweatpants, wearing cozy knitted home Japanese flip-flops, I went to the elevator.
The dogs broke from their seats and ran toward me with a little squeal. They were not as excited as they usually were when I left the house, and they stayed. Something about their whining seemed unnecessary to me. They were unusually keen as if they knew I was going for a walk without them. But I dismissed such thoughts, chalking them up to my morning sleepiness and lack of coffee to sharpen my perception of reality. Looking at the dogs, I told them affectionately,
“Now, now, now, don’t you worry so much, I’ll be right back!”
I turned and walked out of the apartment.
Yes, a stranger’s visit messed up my morning plans. 
“But who could it be?” I thought, pressing the button to call the elevator car. I said it to myself, but aloud. I often spoke my thoughts aloud. If someone caught me doing it, many people would be surprised but then blame it on my introversion.
I stepped into the elevator, pressed the first-floor button, and the elevator car slid downward, gently gaining momentum. I felt like I was flying low, like in my recent nightmares.
Yes, I forgot to say that when I used this elevator alone, whose transparent walls and its sliding caused me an unpleasant sensation, I would close my eyes and stand like that in its cabin until I felt it stop. Even dogs in it helped chase away this unpleasant feeling, not to mention people - neighbors, my family, or friends. When I used this transparent elevator alone, for example, when I arrived at my floor, I would linger inside the elevator for a couple of seconds, trying to recover and ensure the doors had opened and I was safe. 
“Yeah, maybe I’m just afraid of heights. I have to admit it after all,” I thought, closing my eyes and listening to the noise of the air in the elevator shaft that flowed around the elevator cabin.
Finally, the elevator stopped, and I opened my eyes. The doors opened, and I saw the stranger who had been so eager to talk to me.
A tall, elderly man stood in the center of my building’s foyer hallway, right in front of the elevator doors. He wore a light gray overcoat with a gray jacket and a steel-colored gray tie tied at the collar of a white shirt.
In one hand, he held an elegant cane with a gilded pommel. He had a wide-brimmed hat, something like a white Stetson, only with a slightly shorter brim, more suited to the city.
The cane stick was made of mahogany, and it was custom-made. Made of metal, the head of the cane was adorned with the head of a monster resembling a fairy dragon. The part of the cane that rested on the floor was made like a crocodile’s paw: its surface was decorated with scales or a pattern like the scales or armor of a crocodile. 
The unexpected visitor looked like a character from a movie screen of the fifties of the last century - the twentieth. His pants were also light gray, and their cut was rather loose, emphasizing his thinness. A massive leather belt supported the pants. Like the Highlanders, a strange metal buckle on the belt was made in the national dress style. Or so it seemed to me. This belt buckle was dissonant with the look of a city dandy. Yes, the man was wearing expensive-looking leather shoes.
The stranger’s hair was long, almost to his shoulders, slightly wavy, and completely white. The man looked relatively thin, almost haggard. Dark shadows beneath his gray eyes were covered by gray eyebrows raised in surprise, showing that he was tired and troubled.
I regarded the guest and became increasingly amazed.
“I don’t know who is standing in front of me. What does he want with me?” I thought, still hesitant to speak to him first.
I used to have one acquaintance who looked a bit like this man, the Chief, but it was not him. That is right. It was not the Chief. Neither I nor, as I remembered, my ex-husband had been in a relationship with the Chief for a long time, though we often reminisced about him.
The Chief was the so-called Gray General of the corporation my husband owned and operated when we met. Nothing and no one escaped the attention of the wise and experienced in corporate games and intrigue Chief, who had worked for this corporation for over thirty years. The Chief was the best advisor to my then-boss. And to me, the Chief became a mentor who wanted to use me to his advantage to influence his boss. The Chief, intelligent and experienced in life, was the first person in my future husband’s entourage to realize that he had fallen in love with me, a simple corporate employee who had just joined their company. According to his philosophy, this information had to be used for his purposes, one of which was to know everything that lives and breathes his boss. Because then the boss could be manipulated a bit to his advantage.
These memories kept me in their nets, even though I should have said hello to my guest long ago - if only out of simple courtesy.
Finally, the man stopped looking at me, his scrutinizing gaze becoming focused. He was the first to break the long silence.
“I’m happy to see you, Ella,” he said in a thick baritone, at the same time taking off his hat and bowing to me as if he were at a reception at some royal court. I had seen such behavior only in movies about the Middle Ages, with the obligatory scenery of fortified castles of noble knights, their retinues, and kings.
The man stared at me expectantly, his eyes seeming to bore into me. I had to wake up from my thoughts and answer him.
“Good afternoon, uh... what’s your name?” I said, looking up at the man in surprise.
“My name is Voldemar,” he said, with absolutely no intention of adding any last name to his name. 
“If that’s the case, I won’t ask his last name. It’s not like he’s here for my past business,” I decided and did not ask him anything further. 
“Let him explain to himself how he knows me and what he wants from me.”
I continued the conversation.
“I don’t recall us meeting before...” I began my tirade to hurry, end this unnecessary meeting, and get home to my dogs.
“You don’t know me, that’s certain, my dear,” replied Voldemar decisively. “And now is your chance to find out who I am.”
I understood nothing from such an answer; I only opened my eyes wide and frowned.
“He’s playing some game with me. What a joke!” Anger boiled up in me. “I don’t need to waste my time on some stranger...”
No sooner had I finished my thought than Voldemar, who had been staring at me, suddenly said, now looking up at the ceiling as if reading the words of a play.
“...my time, and no stranger claiming my time, is useless to me right now.”
I was stunned. He had said out loud exactly what I was thinking, word for word.
“How is that possible? Is he a real magician?” A lightning thought flashed through my head.
“No, he’s some kind of passerby, probably, or more likely just a charlatan...” I continued to think.
“... or just a charlatan who should be kicked out of here,” the man said again, looking me straight in the eye and grinning condescendingly. Then he added,
“Dear Ella, you mustn’t think of me that way. I’m not a charlatan. However, I can read the minds of some interested people.”
“Can you read people’s minds? Who are only the ones you’re interested in?” I replied caustically, still unable to cope with my surprise and disbelief at his ability to read my mind.
“He’s just suggesting I might think of him in advance; that’s the trick. But how could he have known exactly what I would think of him?” I continued to ponder, standing in front of him hesitantly.
I did not know whether to turn and walk away or listen to the stranger. That he had introduced himself as some Voldemar did not make him any nicer or more familiar to me.
“Dear Ella, don’t worry. I will explain everything to you as soon as we get to our urgent business,” said Voldemar, putting his hand on my shoulder in a fatherly way and turning me to face the elevator. 
As he said this, he leaned slightly toward me and added, whispering directly into my ear,
“Now, you will enter the elevator and press the button for your floor. Everything after that will explain why our meeting is important and what the near future holds for you. Soon, you and I will meet. Trust me and fear nothing!”
With these words, the man gently nudged me, completely dumbfounded by this conversation, toward the elevator and pressed its call button. The elevator doors opened, and I slid into the elevator car with unusual relief, trying to hide from the strange man who claimed to know me and to read my mind. I had nowhere to get away from him but back into the elevator.
“Goodbye, Ella. Remember that you must find me and why I wanted to see you. Then you will know the reason for my visit, and we will agree with you that must never be broken,” Voldemar said, waving goodbye.
Hearing such a speech, I quickly and relievedly jabbed my finger at the elevator button for our floor. I turned to the elevator doors to ensure the strange man had left me alone.
“He’s just some kind of crazy person,” I thought as the elevator doors did not wait for me to press my floor button and just closed on their own.
Through the transparent material of the elevator doors, I could see that Voldemar was still standing at the same place in front of the elevator, with both hands on the pommel of his stick, with which he was resting on the floor in front of him. His gaze was directed somewhere in the distance, outside our hallway, and even more so outside of the space of this previously unloved, transparent elevator. The old man named Voldemar reminded me now of a statue, frozen in anticipation of something I could see far away. 
The elevator finally carried me upward, away from that strange type. There, at home, my favorite dogs were waiting for me. 
I sighed with relief and turned away from the elevator doors to admire the view of the sea bay and the skyscrapers on its opposite shore.
And suddenly, in that same instant, the world around me changed. Everything around me blurred and spun, and the view of the bay disappeared. Only the walls of the elevator cabin were around me, and they became completely opaque. A wave of colors of all shades ran from the floor to the ceiling of the elevator cabin. I did not realize what was happening, but my legs trembled treacherously. My fears about high places, which I had been afraid of since childhood, had been discovered.
I looked down at the floor, trying not to notice how far below my feet I could see the streets and the park through the elevator’s transparent floor, but I could see nothing down there. The surrounding landscape became blurry and blended into one solid rainbow.
I instinctively squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed them with the back of both palms, trying to press my eyes so the strange picture would disappear. Then, when I opened them again, the typical view of my reality would return. 
When I opened my eyes, I realized things had only worsened. The transparent walls of the elevator car refracted the view from it as if I were looking at the world through a quartz crystal. Everything around me multiplied. There were many horizons, many gulf coasts, and a myriad of skyscrapers all around me. Everywhere I looked-except because I could see nothing else below it, all swirled and multiplied.
Panic gripped me. 
“I hate this elevator! Why is this happening to me? When is the elevator going to get to our floor?”
Thoughts swirled around in my head.
Then, I suddenly felt my body rise into the air and hover in the middle of the elevator car. My feet did not touch its floor; my relaxed arms rose by themselves, as if in water, to the sides and slightly upward. It felt like I was floating in the water of some lake made of liquid quartz crystals and rainbows.
“What’s happening to me? Am I flying?”
All I could think was, and everything went dark. I was completely unaware of where I was and what was happening around me.






  
  Scene 4. Fae’s World


Sounds came into my world. It seemed as if someone was talking to me, but he was not talking to me, but to someone else. I could not even move my fingers, let alone move or speak. My whole body was restrained by force squeezing me like a press. It was hard to breathe, but still possible. 
The voices were quite close: a low, chesty baritone and a higher but similarly masculine voice. It was impossible to make out what they were saying. Trying not to hold back my labored breathing, I lay there and did not move.
After a while, the voices drifted away and disappeared somewhere in the distance. I was still trying to pretend, without realizing why, that I had not woken up from my forgetfulness. I felt like I could move soon anyway, but I did not want to because it would be dangerous.
I did not know where the feeling came from, that it was dangerous to move and that I should lie low, like a doe in a thicket of bushes hiding from a forest predator. It was just a natural sensation that had arisen inside of me without my will.
Finally, I tried to open my eyes. It was difficult for me to do so. After I opened my eyes, I saw the light. An unusually bright blue light was shining through the glass walls of my sarcophagus.
“What? A sarcophagus? It can’t be! It’s not like I’m sleeping in a museum!” A thought ran through my head. When I pulled myself together, I could turn my head a little and open my eyes fully.
The world around me glowed all shades of blue. This light was coming at me everywhere in the “sarcophagus” where I was, from above, below, in front, and behind.
“Where am I?” my thoughts could not get in order. “I can’t be in a transparent sarcophagus, and it’s like Sleeping Beauty. There’s no such thing!”
I turned slightly and noticed a massive shadow on the room’s wall. Yes, I was in a room with walls emitting that magical blue light.
“What’s that shadow over there? Who is it?” I thought, trying to move at least the fingers of my right hand and then my left. 
Finally, I succeeded and could bring my right hand to my face to touch my lips, parched with thirst.
Suddenly, the light was again obscured by a shadow - as if someone’s huge hand or paw was reaching for me.
Still unable to move in my “sarcophagus,” I shrank inwardly with horror. That shadow in the blue room seemed like a source of evil. I was as scared as I had ever been in my life.
I could not remember when I was scared, though. I could remember nothing. It was such a strange feeling: I knew I was me, a grown young woman, but everything else was somewhere so far away in my memory that I did not even realize what I looked like.
Meanwhile, a shadow moved closer to where I was, and the same thick baritone I had heard a while ago sounded.
I still could not make out the words, but I was sure that this shadow was a flesh and blood creature, and this creature spoke in a language I understood.
A second later, my sarcophagus opened. Or rather, it was opened by the creature talking next to me.
At first, I squeezed my eyes shut from the intolerably bright light, but then I slowly opened my eyes and looked at my surroundings.
The walls, the ceiling, the furniture, and my bed seemed pierced with blue light. I was not in a sarcophagus but on a massive bed with white sheets adorned with delicate lace around the edges. The blue light made the splendor of it all seem very transparent, almost ethereal.
A canopy was placed over my bed, and light lace curtains were attached to the top, wholly drawn so I could see only the narrow strip of unpainted wooden floor in front of the bed.
Gathering my strength, I sat up abruptly on the bed. My head immediately spun, and I fell back onto the pillows, richly decorated with lace. I fell into them as if I were sinking into the foam of the lace and falling into their soft protection from everything around me.
“Where am I, really? Why is everything around here so... Old-fashioned?” I thought, lying on this gorgeous bed and trying to realize what had happened to me.
Meanwhile, the shadow approached the bed again. Its hand touched the curtain and pulled it aside.
I squeezed my eyes shut but then opened them, realizing that I could not keep hiding from the surrounding reality.
A girl in dark clothes looked at me. Her long dress was dark blue, made of a rich fabric decorated with silver embroidery. On the girl’s head was wearing a headdress resembling the cap of beautiful medieval ladies those knights worshipped. This young woman was young and beautiful. I found it strange that her ears were slightly pointed as if they were the ears of a stoat or some other forest animal.
I tried to catch her gaze so I could speak, but the girl stubbornly would not look me in the eye, only scrutinizing me from head to toe like an object.
I cleared my throat, coughing several times, and turned to the stranger, struggling to loosen my lips.
“Good afternoon, my name is...”
“Isabella. Your name is Isabella, I know,” she replied calmly, still not looking me in the eye. The girl stepped away from the bed and gathered some things nearby, rustling a thick cloth.
My surprise knew no edge. 
“But why am I Isabella? I’m just Ella, and that’s what I’ve always been called,” I thought. But who called me that? I could not remember that yet.
When the young woman returned to the bed, she handed me an armful of clothes, speaking in her lengthy, chesty voice,
“My name is Arsenia. I am your maid. Please tell me if you need anything else: clothing, jewelry, or shoes. I live here, next to your bedroom. You can always summon me by ringing this bell.”
She handed me a long-handled bell and shook it. It was a ringing sound that could not be heard a kilometer away.
I smiled faintly and nodded my head, showing that I understood.
“I have a maid... It’s just like a fairy tale about a queen,” I thought.
Meanwhile, Arsenia handed me a few more articles of clothing and spread them out on the edge of the bed.
I pulled myself up on my arms, rested my elbows on the mattress, and sat up.
The clothes handed to me by the girl were strange, too. But as I raked the clothes into a pile, I gestured at Arsenia with an expressive gesture toward the door. I wanted her to leave the room so she would not see me changing clothes. Or rather, how I was dressing because I was completely naked.
When the girl left the room, I looked around more calmly and realized again that I was completely naked in this huge bed. I mean, I was not wearing anything, not even underwear. Even though there was no one in the room now, I instinctively covered my breasts with my arms, crossing them in a gesture of defense, even though I could cover nothing on my body except my nipples. My bottom was still covered by the blanket, and realizing nothing else was around, I hastily pulled the blanket over me. I covered myself up to my chin with it. Then, entirely covered by the blanket, I sat higher in the bed, leaning against a massive mountain of pillows decorated with elaborate lace.
That made me feel calmer, and I looked around my room.
The room I was in looked like the chambers of a medieval castle. The room’s walls were made of huge boulders, the surface not covered with anything like whitewash or paint. They were just bare pieces of rock, somehow miraculously put together as walls. The high ceiling, visible from under the bed’s canopy, led so far upward that I had to tilt my head to see its vault, about four or five feet above the floor. The ceiling looked like the vault of a cave, for it, too, was made of huge boulders. How they could stay above me and not fall, I did not understand, but that did not matter now.
It was important that there was only one way out of this room, and it was opened or closed by a massive door made of one solid plate of a slice of a vast diameter tree trunk. The top of the door was rounded to match the semicircular vault of its opening. The door was richly decorated with carvings and images, the meaning of which I could not understand, so complex were they. However, I thought it depicted something like dragons and some warriors fighting these monsters. The door handle was made of forged metal and complemented by the lock’s opening. 
“Wow, why does such a massive door need to be locked? Who is there to defend against?” I thought. “Although, if it’s a real lock, it should be secure.”
But why did I decide I was in a glass sarcophagus or a castle? I did not know. Perhaps it was the fact that the only window in the room was small and narrow. Its multicolored panes of glass were set in metal frames. The light streaming into the room from this window created bizarre, colorful patterns on the skin of some enormous animal lying on the floor as if I were looking through a kaleidoscope tube, like when I was a child. Most of all, there was blue and blue glass in this window, which created the effect of the all-pervading bright blue light that made me think I was in a sarcophagus. And all I was doing at the time was lying in a four-poster bed.
There was an elegant table by the bed, on which a relatively large mirror was set, and a spread of combs and jewelry. The table contrasted with my surroundings.
But at that moment, the maid came back in. She entered with her eyes downcast, but I could see her expression pleased. She had expected to find something different on her return, not a peaceful picture of a strange stranger as if resigned to her captivity. Perhaps, she thought, I am now running naked through this room, trying to open a door or window to escape my prison.
“But I’m not that stupid. All in good time.”
Arsenia glanced at me and realized I had not thought to move from my seat. There was a sigh of relief in her breath. 
“That’s for sure was written all over her face. She thought I’d put her out the door, intending to escape. But I’m not in a dungeon here at all. I’m in the lap of luxury, so to speak. It’s only in my mind that I’m in a dungeon,” I thought, deciding what to do next.
“Arsenia, please explain to me where I am?” I said, resigning myself to not understanding anything about my surroundings.
The girl replied without stopping folding her clothes.
“You are in the Fae world. I don’t know what else needs explaining.”
I felt as if I had been hit under the breath.
“And what are you saying? You’re some fae?” I stared at her in disbelief.
But the more I looked at Arsenia, the more I realized she was telling the pure truth. Her appearance, those pointy ears, and all those light special effects around my awakening were like waking up in a fairytale but for adults.
I decided not to continue questioning, which this girl thought was unnecessary and fell silent, deep in my thoughts.
“And what is the name of this world of yours?” was all I dared to ask.
“The Kingdom of Etheris,” she replied.
“Etheris, Etheris...” I whispered as if learning a new word.
“If this is your kingdom, Etheris, then you must have a king and queen, right?” I could not resist continuing the logic of my musings aloud. My voice soothed me, and it was even more comforting to know that someone spoke to me in a language I understood.
“Yes, we are blessed to have a wise and brave High Lord, Thunder,” she replied, respectfully saying the lord’s name.
“And why does he have such a strange name, Thunder?” I kept up with the girl’s questioning.
“You’ll understand that as soon as you see him.”
“Me? See your High Lord?” I was genuinely surprised. “Me? But why?”
Before I could finish my sentence, the girl put her finger to her lips and whispered.
“You shouldn’t talk about him when he’s not here. It’s not customary. You’ll talk to him when he calls you. And that will happen soon enough.”
With those words, Arsenia gathered up the last of her rags and left the room without turning around.
I had many more questions about this High Lord of theirs, about this kingdom, but there was no one else to ask. I was alone in the room.
However, soon, Arsenia came back. She brought me a pitcher of water and a glass. These simple objects were beautifully decorated with very delicate engravings on the glass. They reminded me of something familiar, something related to my family. 
I took a pitcher from this tray and poured myself some water while she turned away to fix something on the bed.
Seeing me pouring my water, Arsenia almost shrieked in horror,
“Oh, no, my lady, no!”
Surprised, I spilled the water past the glass and set the pitcher back on the tray.
“What is it? Is the water poisoned?” I asked in horror.
“Oh, no, of course not!” - the maid said in a high-pitched voice, running over to the tray. She grabbed the pitcher and poured water into the glass herself, then handed it to me, bowing.
I understood nothing.
“Then what’s the matter?” I asked her.
Arsenia replied.
“You shouldn’t do anything yourself. I and the other maids are here for all that. It is improper for a High Lady to pour her water dress herself...”
“I’m the ultimate fae lady? What makes you say that?” I laughed, but when I saw the look on her face, I stopped laughing. The girl froze in shock at the way I was talking to her about the high fae.
I did not understand why she called me that, but I played along.
I laughed.
“All right, all right. I’ll try to do as you advise. Even so, will you let me go to the bathroom alone?”
Arsenia realized I was joking and smiled back, answering,
“Of course, my lady. I will soon show you where this place is for women.”
I glanced questioningly at the girl who had flapped around me again and asked her,
“What’s all this for? Where are my clothes?”
She, still not looking me in the eye, replied,
“You won’t need your clothes anymore. Ever. So get used to our clothes. I’ll show you how to put them on properly.”
Before I could say anything, she put another dress in front of me - gray, unadorned, but of an exquisite style - the breasts were emphasized by a bodice with bindings and a sash, like ancient Greek statues.
Carefully putting on the dress, I turned to the woman. She understood my intention and led me to a large mirror on the boardwalk in the room’s corner.
I lifted my head and looked at myself in the mirror.
An unfamiliar young woman was staring at me. Her long, dark brown hair fell in beautiful waves over her shoulders. Her thin black eyebrows flared over her slightly slanted eyes like a seagull’s wings soaring over the sea. The waist, emphasized by the patterned belt of the dress, was unrealistically thin. Naked by the dress’s collar, this beauty’s swan’s neck asked to be adorned with a necklace.
But what struck me most was her eyes were blue-green like a marvelous sea, with a double layer of black lashes. I was sure those eyelashes were not false. How could it be that there would be any makeup left on my body when I was not even wearing my clothes and underwear? It seemed like I had gone through some purgatory and came out of it completely transformed. Or had I just never noticed that I was beautiful?
I did not recognize myself at all. But how did I know what I was supposed to be? Something in my mind whispered that I was different, but I had to trust my eyes for the moment.
I was in the fairytale for adults.






  
  Scene 5. Fire Necklace


Arsenia came up to me again and, running her hand over my shoulder, said, 
“Well, all that’s left to do is put on the jewelry, and you’re ready to go.”
“Ready for what?” I interjected, still scrutinizing myself in the mirror.
“Ready to see our High Lord,” the maid replied respectfully. She tilted her head respectfully at those words as if this unknown High Lord was in this room.
Without responding to my questioning look with an unspoken “Why do I need him, this High Lord?” still wearing gloves, she took a heavy necklace from the table by the bed and put it around my neck.
That’s when I realized what it meant to burn like fire. My skin felt like it was about to be burned by its heat. Like an opal, the necklace was made of stone, with blue fire running through it. 
“What’s wrong with me? Why is this necklace on fire?” I thought and immediately tried to rip the necklace off my neck.
The maid had not expected my reaction. She had already removed her white gloves and placed them on my dressing table. Her face flashed momentarily with an expression of anguish and sacrifice and then with determination.
Arsenia rushed to me and pressed the necklace against my skin with her palms, preventing me from removing it. I felt like I was burning to death-it hurt so much. But Arsenia kept her palms pressed against the necklace, and I could do nothing about it.
My face contorted in pain, but I had to bear it. After a while, I realized that the pain was gone. 
The girl saw I was no longer trying to remove the jewelry and took her hands off my neck. Blood dripped from her palms-they were covered in blistering burns.
I stared in horror at her hands, then into the mirror at the skin on my neck. But there was nothing on my skin-not a burn mark, not even a scratch from the necklace I had pressed against it. I was unharmed.
Arsenia took a couple of steps back from me and bowed obediently before me, hiding her wounded hands under the apron of her dress. She expressed awe and fear on her face.
I did not understand what was going on. Had Arsenia mistaken me for someone else? I did not feel like a queen to be bowed down to like that.
I stepped toward her, but she backed away, still holding her hands under her apron. I felt sorry for her, even though I understood nothing. I had normal human feelings, and compassion was one of them.
The girl shook her head negatively, forbidding me to approach her.
“No, no, don’t come near me now... I’m not allowed to touch you...”
I, still not understanding anything, stepped towards her once more and, gently touching her hand, said,
“I don’t know what you’re allowed or not allowed to do, but I’ll do what I think is right. You need to bandage your hands gently right away. I can help you.”
Arsenia looked at me with her mouth open in surprise and remained silent. I continued.
“You should probably see a doctor. I’m not a medical professional, but I know you could get an infection if the wound isn’t treated immediately.”
All this confidently, I realized I knew something about first aid. Even though I am not a doctor, I am not afraid of blood and wounds. I realized that only by acting could I regain my memory and possibly return home. My memory was not coming back to me as memories but as skills. So, I had to work to find out what else I could do.
I turned around and looked for pieces of cloth I could use as bandages. I saw my bed sheet and, tearing it off the bed, I ripped it into strips. Power appeared in my hands that I had not expected from myself. But I left those thoughts for later; I had to care for poor Arsenia.
I carefully wrapped strips of silk sheets around her hands, careful not to press the cloth directly against the wounds. That way, the girl’s hands had some protection from the dirt.
Arsenia stood with her burned hands folded powerlessly in front of her, watching me take care of her with unending amazement. The girl had expected nothing of me.
“What are they doing here, living like nobles in the Middle Ages of this Etheris? If she mistook me for some important lady, it doesn’t mean I’m going to leave her without first aid,” I thought, sending Arsenia away from the room with orders to find a healer and rest from work for the next few days.






  
  Scene 6. First Encounter


When I, dressed according to Arsenia’s choice, was ready to leave the room, another woman, middle-aged but seemingly as humble as my former maid, came after me. They were all somehow like each other, their hair covered by gray shawls and dresses without patterns, with simple linen aprons whose only decoration was a pattern like a border of lizards or dragons. 
The new maid did not introduce herself, and I did not have the energy to ask her name. It was enough that Arsenia had to be rescued from the burns my strange necklace had inflicted on her.
The maid looked at me silently and, realizing that I was dressed to their specifications, gestured to the door. I picked up the hem of my burning dress and stepped boldly out of the room and into a world I did not know.
The silent woman led me through the long, dark corridors of the castle. I did not doubt that it was a castle. When I finished walking through the castle corridors, the maid finally opened the door to the room from which the noise and clamor of the unrestrained festivities were pouring in.
The maid stood at the open door on the corridor side, and I stepped into the hall.
The voices gradually subsided, and the heads of those present at the feast turned in my direction one by one.
People, mostly men, sat at tables set up in a “T” shape.
I did not have time to look at their faces and clothes as the maid gave me a gentle nudge in the back to go further into the hall, to where a group of men was seated at the head of the table, their outfits much more affluent or more elaborately decorated than those of the others in the room.
I lowered my gaze, embarrassed, avoiding the men’s blatant appraisal of me. Despite the unusual dress, I felt like a perfectly ordinary young woman- except that my pointy ears made me a little uncomfortable.
“Nothing to look at me like a visiting bird,” I thought, strolling among the men whose heads turned to follow me.
“I’m not a doll on the counter for them; I’m just a woman,” I thought.
I looked around as I stepped out into the middle of the hall. I went around the tables and hid somewhere in the corner of this large dark room, despite the day outside the windows being lit by torches.
Going around the tables, I found myself behind the broad back of one man whose figure blocked my path to the corner of the hall. A hooded cloak covered the man’s head and shoulders. 
I was about to go around him and walk further along the table when suddenly the man sprang from his chair and turned to me, stepping away.
The torchlight illuminated his proud profile in the semi-darkness of the hall from beneath his hood, his thick, wavy hair swept back over his high forehead. The top of his hair was held back by a band of thin strips of leather from which hung some jewelry, more like amulets made of colorful beads or glass. Dark eyebrows over deep-set eyes gave his face a menacing yet proud expression. A nose with a hunchback and high, broad cheekbones over a sensual mouth emphasized the proud profile, almost like a satyr. The steep chin was the perfect example of what masculinity should be.
The sharp angles of his broad cheekbones and the black bushy eyebrows that looked like the wings of an eagle in flight gave the man the appearance of an imperious and ruthless ruler. The man’s nose was prominent, hunchbacked, and broken. Its outline was uneven. The man’s face was clean-shaven, like all the surrounding men.
Our gazes met. The man looked at me from under his hood first, as if in passing. The stranger’s eyes were a dark purple, like amethysts shining beneath his black eyebrows, illuminating his entire face with their mysterious light. The man smelled something tart, like perhaps his clothes were soaked in the odors of campfires and battles.
Goosebumps ran up and down my body. I was pierced by a sharp sense of danger and pleasure-the way he was looking at me. I grasped with both hands the high, carved wooden back of the chair from which he had risen and realized that the man was so tall that I had to look up at him from below with my head held high.
But then the torchlight flickered on the breeze entering the hall, and I shuddered in surprise.
When I took my gaze away from the inexpressibly beautiful violet color of the man’s eyes and looked more closely at his face, he turned even more toward me and, with that movement, pushed his hood back a little.
He looked like an excellent warrior. His face was not only crudely sculpted but also scarred, one of which ran from his cheekbone to his mouth, cutting that half of his face in two. This scar gave his face an expression of sarcasm, as the lines of that half of his face where the spot was formed.
I looked up at the stranger’s face, which looked like the fearsome and beautiful mask of the God of War. Everything about him breathed beastly power and cruelty. I could not understand what he wanted from me. 
“What do they all want with me here?”
This man was clearly in charge. There was no one around him. Recognizing his right to exclusive power, his subjects had left him lonely, too. Or maybe there was some other reason, which I could not fathom.
I was still standing before him, now clasping my hands together and trying to keep from shivering.
Finally, the leader of this community uttered in a low, hoarse voice,
“Well, let’s see who you’ve brought me this time.”
He did not address anyone, but everyone froze, expecting his following action. Several fae men rose from their seats and stood behind their ruler.
With those words, the disfigured giant stepped closer, gazing at me.
And I looked at him. I had already realized it was up to him. I was here in this strange world and had to wait for this giant’s decisions for some unknown reason.
Yes, the High Lord of this castle or this world was taller than all the fae men around him by almost a head, and he was taller than me by nearly two heads. When he rose from his seat, I realized how powerful he was. His shoulders were vast; his arms looked like tree trunks. They were almost as thick, and his mighty torso, wearing battle armor made of gilded leather and blackened metal, was elaborately decorated with chased patterns. These designs depicted dragons emitting fire from their jaws, knights who fought these dragons, eagles, or what looked like giant birds, hovering over this picture of the Battle of the Titans.
The leader of this community held out his hand to me. His movement was unusually light and quick, which did not match his powerful appearance. He moved lightly in all this attire, almost like a tiger, which, despite its enormous size, was very light and elegant.
His outstretched hand stayed in the air as I took an instinctive step back, away from him. He furrowed his brow and tilted his head a little sideways like a predator trying out the best way to grab its prey.
The comparison of the leader of this community to a tiger brought me to my senses. It made me take my eyes off the giant and take a quick look at the society of people around us. I searched their faces for any sign of sympathy and understanding. 
“What does this monstrous knight want from me? What do they all want from me? Don’t any of them sympathize with me and can’t explain that I am a stranger in this society of strangers and incomprehensible people?” I thought, still standing in front of him and looking at him.
The men stealthily surrounded my stranger, and I stood in a tight circle. I finally took my eyes off the stranger’s disfigured face and looked around. The men were dressed in the same type of clothing as their leader. Only their decorations were more modest. The metal of the protective armor was plain, occasionally decorated with patterns, and the leather details of the garments were simply a darker color, like well-tanned natural leather. The fabric of their caftans and loose pants was also discreet, mostly natural tones of earth and wood. On the heads of some members of this community were hats made of fine leather and occasionally decorated with the feathers of some birds. The men’s hairstyles resembled their leader’s, but also with more modest adornments.
The faces and hands of many of these men were also scarred, but somehow, they were not as disfigured as their leader’s face was. Perhaps the stark contrast between his regular face and the part the enemy’s sword or claw had struck created this shock effect.
My insides trembled. 
“Where did I go? Is this a bad dream? When will it end?”
Suddenly, the crowd parted, and into the circle of men around me entered a tall man in a long dark blue cloak with an utterly white lining. He stood out sharply from the crowd of warriors and their leader, who were the last to care about their appearance.
This man was simply handsome: a relatively young man with very blond hair, if the leader of this gathering, also tied back in a ponytail at the back of his head, with bands of amulets. But his face was handsome with classic beauty. Straight nose stubbornly compressed, thin lips, and a steep chin, clean-shaven. His clean and expensive clothes and the beauty of his face, unblemished by battle scars, gave him an aristocratic appearance. This stranger was the opposite of the leader of this community, a dark-haired, mighty giant with a disfigured face.
It was clear from the respect with which the warriors stood before the newcomer that he held a prominent position in this society.
The leader of the gathering of warriors raised his massive bison-like head high and greeted the newcomer.
“Ah, there you are, my friend. Welcome, Amos! Look who I got for myself!” 
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