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​Prologue
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The man’s screams filled the air, a shrill symphony of terror that echoed through the night. My fingers dug into his chest, the warmth of his blood coating my skin as I ripped his heart free, pulsing and heavy in my hand. He collapsed before me, his eyes wide with horror, his mouth frozen in a final, silent cry. I stared at the heart, its last beats thrumming against my palm, the taste of copper sharp in the air, mingling with the tang of my rage. It was done. But before I could even catch my breath, the clatter of hooves shattered the silence.  

“Get her!” a voice shouted, rough and commanding. I turned, the surrounding forest a blur of shadows and moonlight. Men on horses burst from the trees, their faces twisted with fury. My heart hammered in my chest, and I bolted, the adrenaline searing through my veins. Branches whipped at my face, tearing at my clothes as I sprinted, the shouts and the thundering hooves chasing me deeper into the forest.  

I could hear the sharp crack of gunfire, bullets whizzing past me, tearing through the leaves. I ran faster, my breath ragged and burning in my lungs. The forest closed in around me, the trees like prison bars blocking every path. There was no way out.  

I skidded to a halt as the man with the scar stepped forward, blocking my path. His eyes were cold, and unfeeling, as he raised his shotgun, the barrel gleaming under the pale moonlight. He aimed straight at me, and before I could react, the deafening roar of the blast filled my ears. I felt the searing pain explode through my chest, and everything went black.

I jolted upright, gasping, my hand clutching at my heart as if the dream had left a real wound there. My body was drenched in sweat, and my sheets twisted around me like they were trying to strangle the terror out of me. The room was dark, but the shadows were no comfort; they felt alive, pulsing with the echoes of the nightmare I couldn’t seem to escape.

“Isabelle!” Sheryl’s voice cut through the darkness, soft but insistent. She was at my side instantly, her hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, swallowing hard, my breath hitching in my throat. But the truth was, I wasn’t okay. Not at all. My skin felt too tight, my heart racing as if it was still trying to claw its way out of my chest. I stared at the window, the moonlight filtering through the thin curtains, and shivered.

“It happened again,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “The same dream. I... I killed someone, Sheryl. I tore his heart out. And then they hunted me down. It’s always the same, every single time.”

Sheryl sat down on the edge of my bed, her presence grounding me, pulling me back from the edge of panic. “It’s just a dream, Belle. We’re okay. You’re safe.”

Safe. The word felt hollow. For as long as I could remember, I had been plagued by these nightmares—dark, violent flashes of a life that didn’t belong to me, but felt far too real to be just dreams. Each time, I woke up feeling like I had blood on my hands like I was still running for my life. It didn’t matter that I was miles away from the forest, trapped inside the old, crumbling walls of Ravenwood Orphanage; the fear followed me everywhere.

I ran my fingers through my tangled hair, wavy and dark as the night sky, trying to shake the feeling. The other girls always said I looked strange. My eyes were too dark, almost black, with flecks of violet that glinted when the light hit them just right. They told me I was ugly, and that no one would ever want me. Maybe they were right. Perhaps that’s why I’d been here for so long, unwanted and abandoned.

“I just... I don’t understand why it keeps happening,” I said, hugging my knees. “I know it’s not real, but it feels real. It’s like... it’s like I can feel his heart in my hands.”

Sheryl looked at me, her blue eyes filled with concern. “It’s just a bad dream, Isabelle. Nothing more. You’re not a monster.”

But I couldn’t help but wonder. What if I was? What if the dreams were trying to tell me something? I had grown up at Ravenwood, the Sisters of the Veiled Mercy my only family. They said they found me as a baby, left on the doorstep one stormy night—a strange, unwanted child. I never fit in, not with my looks, not with my nightmares that set me apart from the others. And it had been ten years, ten long years of waiting, and still no one had come for me.

“You’re not like them,” Sheryl continued, her voice soft but firm, as if she could hear my doubts even if I didn’t voice them. “You’re stronger. Different. And one day, someone will see that.”

I wanted to believe her. But every time I looked in the mirror, I saw someone else staring back at me—someone fierce, dangerous, and filled with a rage I didn’t understand. I glanced over at the clock; it was just past three in the morning. The shadows seemed to stretch longer in the dim light like dark fingers reaching out to pull me back into the nightmare.

“I’m scared, Sheryl,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m scared that... I’ll never get out of here. That I’ll never find out who I am.”

Sheryl squeezed my hand. “We’ll find out together. And until then, I’m here, okay? You don’t have to face this alone.”

I nodded, grateful for her, even though my insides felt like they were twisted in knots. The orphanage was quiet, the creaking of the old wooden floors the only sound as I lay back down, trying to calm the storm inside me. But as I closed my eyes, I could still see the man’s face, hear the thundering hooves, and feel the sting of the bullet that never seemed to miss. 

Sleep didn’t come easily after that. It rarely did. The nightmares clung to me, whispering in my ear that I was something more than just a girl with strange eyes and a shadowy past. They told me that I was dangerous, a ticking time bomb waiting to explode. And every morning, I woke up feeling a little less like Isabelle and a little more like the monster in my dreams.

“Belle,” Sheryl said softly, breaking the silence. “Try to get some rest. Tomorrow’s a new day.”

I watched her go, her silhouette fading into the dark hallway. I wanted to call her back, to ask her to stay, but the words got stuck in my throat. So, I lay there, staring at the ceiling, the faint sound of her footsteps growing fainter, leaving me alone with the ghosts of my past. 

I could still feel the weight of the old man’s heart in my hands, and could still see the way his blood had spilled across the forest floor, soaking into the earth like a stain that would never wash away. 
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As the years passed, another man haunted my dreams. He was different from those nightmares. His image came to me, unbidden, but familiar now. I had seen him before, in fragments, over the years. His presence was always the same—calm, but commanding, watching me from a distance with those piercing gray eyes that seemed to see right through me. He never spoke. Never came closer. He just... watched. 

But God, his eyes. I could never shake the feeling they left behind, the way they seemed to pierce right through the layers I kept hidden from everyone else. There was something ancient in those eyes, something knowing. They terrified me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about them. 

The dreams were always set in the same place. A full moon hung high in the sky, its light casting a soft glow over a serene, still lake. The water shimmered, reflecting the silver light, and the air was thick with a quiet, almost sacred peace. He stood there, at the edge of the lake, motionless, like a statue carved from marble. His dark hair gleamed under the moon’s soft glow, adding to the ethereal aura surrounding him. His physique was like something out of a sculptor’s fantasy—perfectly defined, every muscle honed, as if the gods themselves had chiseled him. The kind of man you couldn’t forget, no matter how hard you tried. 

Tall, imposing, at least six feet. There was confidence in the way he carried himself, like he knew exactly who he was and what he was capable of. He didn’t need to speak or move; his presence made the air vibrate around him. He was, without question, the most beautiful man I had ever seen—though I’d never met him. I didn’t even know if he was real.

In the dream, he didn’t approach me. He never did. He just stood there, watching, his eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that sent a shiver racing down my spine every time. There was something about the way he looked at me like he was waiting. For what, I didn’t know, but that gaze of his held secrets, ancient and deep. 

I could feel my pulse quicken just thinking about it, about him, about those gray eyes boring into my soul. It wasn’t just attraction; it was something else. Something deeper. Darker. It was as if, in that gaze, he saw all the things I tried to hide, all the fear, the confusion, the anger. He saw the monster in me. 

I tossed in bed, trying to shake the image from my mind, but it clung to me like a second skin. Who was he? Why did he keep appearing in my dreams? And why did I feel like he was somehow... connected to me? I had no answers, only the persistent pull of his presence, his silence, and his steady, unyielding watchfulness. 

The lake, the moon, the man—they were all part of some twisted puzzle I couldn’t solve. Every time I woke up, I felt as though I had come so close to understanding, to reaching for something just out of my grasp. And every time, the dream slipped away, leaving me with more questions than answers. 

Maybe I was losing my mind. Perhaps the nightmares were just that—nightmares. The product of a fractured past and a mind that couldn’t quite make sense of the world around it. But deep down, in the pit of my stomach, I knew it was more than that. 

There was something about that man. Something about the way he looked at me that felt too real. Too intense to be the work of my imagination. The dreams felt like memories, like echoes of something long buried. And every time I saw him standing there, bathed in moonlight, it was as if he was waiting for me to remember.

But remember what?

I rolled onto my side, curling into myself as the weight of my thoughts pressed down. My breath hitched as I tried to steady myself, to find some sense of peace in the quiet darkness of my room. But peace was fleeting, and the longer I lay there, the more the dreams bled into my waking thoughts, making it impossible to separate fantasy from reality.

I could still see him. Standing there at the lake’s edge. His posture was so still, almost regal. He was calm in a way that unnerved me like he had all the time in the world to wait for me to figure things out. Like he knew something I didn’t. And those eyes. They were the worst part. 

The nuns said I was lucky to be found, lucky to have a roof over my head and food in my belly. But I didn’t feel lucky. I felt trapped, caged like an animal, haunted by things I couldn’t even remember. And the other girls... they never let me forget how different I was.

“Who would ever want you?” they would taunt, their voices sharp and mocking. “You’re just a freak with those creepy eyes. You’re nothing but trouble.”

I didn’t let them see how much their words stung. I’d learned to keep my pain hidden, burying it deep where no one could reach it. But on nights like this, when the dreams left me breathless and shaking, it was harder to keep it all locked away. I closed my eyes again, squeezing them shut, trying to force the images back into the dark corners of my mind. But they were always there, lurking just beneath the surface, waiting to drag me back into a world I didn’t understand. 

I wanted answers. I wanted to know why these dreams kept coming, and why they felt like memories instead of just nightmares. But most of all, I wanted to know who I was—because deep down, I knew I was more than just an orphan with strange eyes and a haunted past. I was something else entirely. And until I found out what, the dreams would never let me rest.
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The room buzzed with the usual sounds of the orphanage—footsteps echoing in the halls, the murmur of Sister Agnes scolding someone for running, the scrape of chairs on the old wooden floor. I sat on the edge of my bed, my fingers picking at a loose thread in the hem of my dress. The fabric was frayed and worn, much like everything else in this place. 

I could hear the other girls whispering near the door, their voices hushed and excited. “A couple’s here,” one of them hissed, barely containing her glee. “They’re looking to adopt.”  

I felt a small, sharp pang in my chest. I’d heard this before—seen it unfold so many times. A couple would come in, eyes filled with hope, looking for the child who would make their family whole. They’d glance at me, curiosity flickering in their gaze before quickly moving on, always choosing someone else. I was too strange, too different. No one wanted a girl with black eyes flecked with purple, raven hair that seemed to have a life of its own, which set me apart from the others.

But I couldn’t help it. I peeked through the door, catching sight of the couple standing with Sister Agnes at the far end of the hall. They seemed... different. The man, Mr. Alex Smith, had chestnut brown hair that curled slightly at the ends, and hazel eyes that were soft yet determined. He stood with a certain calmness, his hands tucked casually into his pockets as if he were trying not to seem too eager. His wife, Mrs. Alicia Smith, was strikingly beautiful, with long blonde hair that cascaded past her shoulders, fair skin, and eyes the color of a clear summer sky.

They were looking around, eyes scanning the room filled with children who were suddenly on their best behavior. The girls, especially, had lined up as if for a parade, smiles plastered on their faces, trying to catch the couple’s attention. I felt an urge to shrink back, to disappear into the shadows like I always did, but something held me in place.

Mrs. Alicia Smith’s gaze wandered slowly around the room, pausing here and there, until finally, it landed on me. Her eyes widened just a fraction, and she nudged her husband gently. “Alex,” she murmured, her voice carrying over the noise. “Look at her.”

I froze. She was staring at me, really staring, with a kind of intensity I wasn’t used to. I felt my heart stutter in my chest, my breath catching in my throat. I wanted to look away, to hide my face like I always did when people stared too long, but I couldn’t. Her gaze held me there, pinned me in place like a butterfly on a board.

They walked toward me, slowly, as if afraid I might bolt. I sat up straighter, feeling the eyes of the other children on me, sensing their jealousy and curiosity prickling through the air. I swallowed hard, trying to keep my face neutral, trying not to let the flicker of hope bloom into something that could hurt me later.

Mrs. Smith knelt in front of me, her blue eyes searching mine. “Hello,” she said softly. “What’s your name?”

“Isabelle,” I whispered, my voice barely louder than a breath.

Her smile widened, and I saw something warm and genuine in her expression. “Isabelle,” she repeated like she was testing the sound of it on her tongue. “That’s a beautiful name.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. No one had ever called my name beautiful before. I bit my lip, unsure whether to trust this feeling that was beginning to swell in my chest, something like... hope.

She reached out a hand, slowly, giving me time to move away if I wanted to, but I didn’t. Her fingers were soft as they touched my cheek, a light caress. “Your eyes,” she murmured, almost to herself. “They’re so... unusual. Like the sky at twilight.” 

Mr. Smith chuckled softly beside her. “She has a certain look, doesn’t she?” he said, his voice warm and kind. “Like she’s made of stories we haven’t heard yet.”

I blinked, taken aback. Stories? No one had ever spoken to me like that before. I felt my face grow hot under their gaze, unsure how to react.

Mrs. Smith turned back to Sister Agnes, who had been hovering nearby. “We’d like to speak with her,” she said firmly.

I watched as Sister Agnes’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. She nodded quickly, ushering us into a smaller, quieter room. I stood awkwardly by the door as the couple sat down across from me. Mrs. Smith’s gaze never left my face, and I found myself standing a little taller, my shoulders straightening under her scrutiny.

“We’ve been looking to adopt for a while now,” she began gently, her voice soothing and calm. “We’ve seen a lot of children, but... I feel something different with you, Isabelle.”

Different. The word sent a ripple through me. Different had always been a curse, a reason to be left behind. But the way she said it like it was something precious, made me wonder if maybe, just maybe, it could be something else.

“I know this might be overwhelming,” Mr. Smith added, his voice a little softer now. “But we think you might be the one we’ve been waiting for. The one who can make our family complete.”

I stared at them, my mouth suddenly dry. Was this real? I had spent so many nights dreaming of someone saying those words to me, imagining what it would feel like. But now that it was happening, I felt paralyzed, unable to move or speak.

“Would you like that, Isabelle?” Mrs. Smith asked, her blue eyes searching mine. “Would you like to come home with us?”

I swallowed hard, my hands trembling slightly at my sides. Home. The word seemed foreign, almost too good to be true. I didn’t know these people, didn’t know if they were as kind as they seemed if they could love me... But there was something in the way they looked at me like they saw past all the things that made me different and wanted me anyway.

“Yes,” I whispered before I could stop myself. “I... I think I would like that.”

Mrs. Smith’s face broke into a radiant smile, and I felt a warmth spread through my chest. She reached for my hand, squeezing it gently. “Then it’s settled,” she said softly. “You’ll come home with us.”

I nodded, still not quite believing it. I glanced over at Mr. Smith, who gave me a reassuring smile. “We’re going to be a family, Isabelle,” he said. “A real family.”

For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt a small, tentative spark of happiness bloom inside me. I wasn’t sure if this was real or if it would last, but at that moment, I let myself hope. Maybe, just maybe, they were the ones who could see me—not just the strange girl with the purple eyes, but something more.

At fifteen, after so many years of waiting, I was finally being adopted. Mr. Alex and Mrs. Alicia Smith stood beside me, their hands resting lightly on my shoulders, a mix of excitement and nervousness flickering in their eyes. It felt surreal, almost like a dream. I should have been ecstatic, should have felt the kind of joy that comes with the promise of a new life, a new family. But all I could feel was the heavy weight pressing against my chest, a bittersweet ache that made it hard to breathe.

I glanced over at Sheryl, standing a few feet away, her face pale and her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. She was trying to be brave for me, but I could see the fear in the way she clenched her hands together, her knuckles white. She’d been my anchor in this place, my confidante, the sister I never had. The thought of leaving her behind twisted something deep in my gut.

Sheryl took a hesitant step forward, and I broke free from the Smiths’ gentle grasp, rushing to meet her halfway. I threw my arms around her, burying my face in her shoulder, inhaling the familiar scent of lavender soap and the old wool sweater she always wore. Her arms wrapped around me tightly, and I felt her body tremble against mine.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion.  

“I know,” I murmured back, squeezing her tighter. “I don’t want to leave you. Not like this.”

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her eyes filled with determination. “We made a promise, remember?” she said, her voice stronger now. “When I turn eighteen, I’ll come find you in Los Angeles. I’ll get out of here, and we’ll be together again.”

I nodded, trying to blink back the tears that blurred my vision. “You have to promise,” I whispered, my voice catching in my throat. “Promise me, Sheryl.”

She took my hand in hers, squeezing it hard. “I promise, Isabelle. No matter what, I’ll find you.”

The certainty in her voice made my heart ache. I wanted to believe it, needed to believe it. But deep down, I was terrified. What if she couldn’t get out? What if we never saw each other again? The thought was too much to bear, so I pushed it aside, focusing on the feel of her hand in mine, the warmth of her skin, the steadiness of her grip.

I felt Mr. Smith’s gentle hand on my shoulder, a soft pressure urging me to let go. “It’s time, Isabelle,” he said kindly, his voice low, almost apologetic. “We need to leave soon.”

I turned to look at him, his hazel eyes filled with understanding. I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Okay,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. I turned back to Sheryl, our hands still clasped together. “This isn’t goodbye,” I said firmly, needing her to believe it as much as I needed to. “It’s just... see you later.”

Sheryl smiled through her tears, a small, sad smile, but one filled with hope. “See you later,” she echoed, her voice breaking a little on the last word.

I let go of her hand, feeling the loss immediately, like a physical ache in my chest. I stepped back, feeling Mrs. Smith’s hand slip into mine, her grip warm and reassuring. I forced myself to take a deep breath, to turn my back on the orphanage that had been my home for so long, on the only real friend I’d ever known.

As we walked toward the car waiting outside, I felt the tears spill over, hot against my cheeks. I quickly brushed them away, not wanting the Smiths to see. But Mrs. Smith noticed anyway. She squeezed my hand a little tighter. “It’s okay to be sad, Isabelle,” she said softly. “You’re leaving a part of your life behind. But you’re also starting a new chapter.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My heart felt like it was being pulled in two different directions. Part of me wanted to run back to Sheryl, to cling to the familiar comfort of our friendship, to stay in the place where I knew my way around, where I knew the rules, and where I stood. The other part of me, the part that had been waiting for a family for so long, felt a flutter of excitement, a cautious hope that maybe, just maybe, this new life could be something good.

Mr. Smith opened the back door of the car and gestured for me to get in. I slid onto the seat, feeling the leather cool against my skin. Mrs. Smith got in beside me, her presence soothing in a way I hadn’t expected. She smiled at me, her blue eyes kind. “Are you ready?” she asked, her voice gentle.

I glanced out the window, searching for Sheryl one last time. She stood by the doorway of the orphanage, her figure small and fragile against the backdrop of the old, crumbling building. She lifted a hand in a small wave, and I waved back, biting down on my lip to keep from crying again.

“Yes,” I whispered, turning back to face Mrs. Smith. “I’m ready.”

The engine roared to life, and the car began to move. I watched as the orphanage grew smaller in the rearview mirror, as Sheryl’s figure became a tiny dot, and then nothing at all. I felt a tear slip down my cheek, and I wiped it away quickly, glancing over at Mrs. Smith to see if she noticed. If she did, she didn’t say anything. She just smiled, a warm, encouraging smile that made me feel like maybe it was okay to feel all the things I was feeling.  

Mr. Smith glanced back at me from the driver’s seat, his voice light and cheerful. “We’re so happy you’re coming home with us, Isabelle. We’ve been looking forward to this for a long time.”

I nodded, managing a small smile. “I’ve... I’ve been looking forward to it too,” I said, and it wasn’t a lie, not really. I had dreamed of this day, of finding a family, of being wanted. I just hadn’t expected it to hurt this much.

The drive was long, the scenery outside shifting from the familiar gray and brown of the orphanage grounds to the bright, sprawling chaos of the city. I stared out the window, my thoughts drifting between the past and the uncertain future ahead. I thought of Sheryl, of the promise we had made to each other. I thought of the new life waiting for me in Los Angeles, the new family that had chosen me, and I felt that same bittersweet ache settle deep in my chest.

“Isabelle,” Mrs. Smith said softly, pulling me from my thoughts. I turned to look at her, and she reached over, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I know this is a big change, and it’s okay to feel a little lost. But we’re here for you. We’re going to be a family now, and we’ll figure it out together.”

Her words were simple, but they held a weight that made my chest tighten. I nodded, blinking back more tears. “Thank you,” I whispered, not sure if she could even hear me over the hum of the car. “Thank you for choosing me.” Mr. Smith’s voice came from the front, warm and reassuring. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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I could hardly believe it when the day arrived—my eighteenth birthday. Time had a way of slipping through my fingers. It felt like just yesterday I was arriving at the Smiths’, unsure and uncertain, still feeling like a stranger in someone else's life. Now, here I was, surrounded by people who’d become family, who cared about me in ways I never thought possible.

Mom had insisted on hosting a dinner at home. She wanted it to feel personal, intimate. She'd been in the kitchen all afternoon, and the house was filled with the warm, sweet scent of vanilla and sugar. I could hear her humming to herself as she put the finishing touches on the cake, a small smile on her lips.

“Happy birthday, Isabelle!” Natalie, my close friend from school, exclaimed, throwing her arms around me as she came through the front door. Her curly red hair tickled my face, and I laughed, hugging her back tightly. She pulled away, eyes bright with excitement. “Finally eighteen! How does it feel to be a real adult now?”

I grinned. “I don’t know if I feel any different,” I admitted, though there was a lightness in my chest, a thrill of something new.

“Well, you should,” she teased, nudging me playfully. “You’re officially old now.”

“Great,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Just what I needed to hear on my birthday.”

Caleb, my cousin, arrived shortly after, his parents, Uncle Steven and Aunt Betty, trailing behind. Caleb handed me a small, wrapped package with a grin. “Happy birthday, Izzy,” he said, giving me a one-armed hug.

“What’s this?” I asked, eyeing the package suspiciously.

“Open it and find out,” he replied, his grin widening. I could see that mischievous twinkle in his eyes, the one that always made me a little nervous.

I tore the wrapping paper off carefully, revealing a small, hand-carved wooden box. I opened it, and inside was a delicate silver necklace with a tiny crescent moon pendant. I felt a lump form in my throat as I looked up at Caleb.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, my fingers brushing over the cool metal. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said, looking a little embarrassed. “Just thought it might suit you.”

“It does,” I said softly, fastening the clasp around my neck. “I love it.”

Uncle Steven and Aunt Betty smiled warmly, and I felt a surge of gratitude. It was strange, how much these people had come to mean to me, how much they felt like... like a family.

Dad called us all into the dining room, where the table was set with plates of steaming food, every dish I’d mentioned I liked over the past few months. My favorites: spaghetti with marinara sauce, roasted vegetables, and the little garlic knots Mom knew I loved.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Dad said as he pulled out a chair for me at the head of the table. I sat down, feeling everyone’s eyes on me, feeling a little shy but also strangely warm.  

Mom came out of the kitchen, holding a cake with pink frosting, carefully balancing it in her hands. It was small and simple, but beautiful, with swirls of white icing and a ring of strawberries on top. She placed it in front of me, a single pink candle flickering in the middle. “Make a wish, Isabelle,” she said, her smile soft and encouraging.

I stared at the candle, the tiny flame dancing before me. The room felt suddenly quieter, everyone waiting. I took a deep breath, closing my eyes. What did I wish for? What did I really want?

‘To know where I came from.’

The thought sprang to my mind so clearly, it startled me. The question had lingered at the edges of my thoughts for as long as I could remember. I’d tried to ignore it, tried to be content with my life now, with the family I had found. But deep down, that small, nagging curiosity still burned.

Who am I? Where do I come from? Why was I left at that orphanage all those years ago?

I made my wish, letting it settle deep in my heart, and blew out the candle, the flame flickering once before it disappeared.

Everyone clapped and cheered, and I felt a blush creep up my cheeks. “What did you wish for?” Natalie asked, leaning in close.

I laughed. “If I tell you, it won’t come true, right?”

She pouted playfully. “Come on, just a hint?”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

We all laughed, and Mom started cutting the cake, passing slices around. I took a bite, the sweet, creamy frosting melting on my tongue, and for a moment, I let myself just enjoy the moment, the taste, the warmth of the people around me. But that wish, that desire to know, stayed there, simmering just beneath the surface.

As the evening wore on, I found myself drifting to the corner of the living room, away from the chatter and laughter. I stood by the window, looking out into the darkening sky, the moon just beginning to peek through the clouds. I reached up, touching the crescent moon pendant around my neck, feeling its weight, its coolness against my skin.

Caleb came over, standing next to me. “Are you okay, Izzy?” he asked, his voice low, concerned.

I nodded, but I didn’t look at him. “Yeah, just... thinking.”

He was silent for a moment, then he nudged me gently with his elbow. “Thinking about what?”

I sighed, turning to face him. “About... everything. I mean, it’s my eighteenth birthday, right? I’m an adult now. I should feel... I don’t know, different. But I still have all these questions.”

“About your past?” he guessed, his expression softening.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I just wish I knew where I came from, who my real parents were, why they... why they left me.” I hadn’t meant to say that last part, but it slipped out, and I felt my throat tighten, my eyes sting.

Caleb reached out, his hand covering mine where it rested on the windowsill. “Hey,” he said softly. “It’s okay to want answers, Izzy. It’s okay to wonder. But just know that you have a family here too, one that loves you.”

“I know,” I whispered, squeezing his hand. “And I’m grateful. I really am. I just... I just need to know.”

He nodded, understanding. “Then maybe that’s where you start. You’re eighteen now. You can look into things, find out more about your past.”

“Perhaps,” I said, feeling a flicker of determination. “Maybe it’s time.”

He smiled. “Whatever you decide, just know I’ve got your back. Always.”

“Thanks, Caleb,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper. “That means a lot.”

He squeezed my hand one more time before letting go, and we turned back to join the others, the room filled with laughter and warmth. But even as I smiled, even as I felt their love surrounding me, I knew that something had shifted. I knew that wish, that desire to find my roots, wasn’t going away.

And for the first time, I felt ready to find out where it would take me.

That night, after everyone had left and the house was quiet again, I found myself alone in my room. The remnants of the celebration still lingered in the air—the faint scent of the pink-frosted cake, the soft echoes of laughter from earlier. I sat at my desk, the glow from the small lamp casting a pool of light over my notebook. I picked up my pen and tried to write a letter to Sheryl, but my mind was a tangled mess of thoughts and emotions. 

I stared at the blank page, willing the words to come, but they wouldn’t. My fingers tightened around the pen, frustration building in my chest. Then, without warning, a tremor coursed through my body. I froze, my heart skipping a beat. It started as a faint vibration under my skin, like the hum of distant thunder, but quickly grew into something stronger, something... electric.

A strange energy prickled at my skin, tiny sparks dancing along my arms. I glanced down at my hands; my fingers were trembling uncontrollably. The pen slipped from my grip and skittered across the page, leaving a jagged, erratic line in its wake. My breath caught in my throat. The air around me felt thick, heavy with something I couldn’t quite name. It was as if the room itself was holding its breath, waiting.

The atmosphere shifted subtly, but I felt it like a punch in the gut. The lamp flickered, and I heard a faint buzzing sound, like a swarm of angry bees. Books on the shelves began to tremble, their spines vibrating with an unseen force. I stared in disbelief, my gaze darting around the room, searching for some kind of explanation. My heart pounded so hard it felt like it might burst from my chest.

“What... what is this?” I whispered to myself, my voice barely a breath.

The surrounding energy intensified, a low, rumbling hum that seemed to come from everywhere at once. My hand lifted without my consent, fingers twitching as if pulled by invisible strings. I felt a strange pull, like something was reaching deep inside me, tugging at something buried, something I didn’t even know existed.

A vase on the side table began to wobble, rocking back and forth as if caught in an unseen current. My eyes widened as I watched it tip dangerously close to the edge. I reached out instinctively, and with that small movement, the vase steadied itself, settling back into place. I stared at it, my breath coming in sharp, shallow gasps.

“What the hell is happening?” I muttered, my voice hoarse with a mixture of fear and disbelief.

Everything around me seemed to vibrate with a life of its own. I could feel the air crackling with tension, see the shadows flickering like they were alive. It felt like I was at the center of a storm, the eye of something powerful and unpredictable. My pulse raced, matching the chaotic energy that swirled around me.

I squeezed my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms, desperate for some sense of control. My whole body was trembling, vibrating with that strange, unsettling energy. I felt like I was on the edge of something, like I was teetering on the brink of some vast, unknowable precipice.  

“No,” I whispered fiercely, a sudden resolve flaring up inside me. I refused to be afraid. I had spent too much of my life being afraid. I needed to take control of whatever this was, whatever was happening to me.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and concentrated. I imagined drawing all that wild, frantic energy back into myself, like pulling in loose threads. My hands were still shaking, but I focused on my breathing, forcing it to slow, to steady. In, out. In, out. 

Gradually, the tremors subsided, the vibrations in the surrounding air began to calm. The books settled back onto their shelves, the buzzing sound faded into silence, and the lamp’s light stopped flickering. The room felt still again, but there was an odd emptiness in the silence, as if it were holding something back.

I exhaled shakily, my shoulders slumping as I released the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My hands slowly stopped trembling, but the tension remained, coiled tight in my chest. I stood there, feeling the eerie calm settle over me, but my heart was still racing, my mind spinning in a thousand directions.

I opened my eyes, my gaze darting around the room as if expecting something else to happen. But everything was still, quiet, almost too quiet. I swallowed hard, my mouth dry, and tried to make sense of what had just happened. My thoughts were a tangled mess, a whirlwind of confusion and fear.

“What’s happening to me?” I murmured, my voice barely more than a whisper, cracking under the weight of the question.

I looked down at my hands, still feeling the faintest tremor in my fingers. I could feel my pulse in my throat, fast and frantic. The energy that had surged through me was gone now, but I could still sense it lurking somewhere beneath the surface, like a dark current waiting to break free again.  

I took a shaky step back, my legs feeling weak, almost as if they might give out from under me. I leaned against the desk, gripping the edge tightly, trying to steady myself. My breathing was ragged, my chest heaving with each breath. I felt a hot prickle behind my eyes, and before I knew it, tears were streaming down my cheeks. I wiped them away furiously, frustrated by my own fear, by my own helplessness.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered to the empty room. “I don’t understand what’s happening...”

I glanced around, half expecting someone—anyone—to answer me, to tell me that this was normal, that I wasn’t losing my mind. But there was nothing. Just the steady tick of the clock on the wall, the quiet hum of the surrounding house. I was alone with this... this thing, this force that had come alive inside me.

Was this... was this some kind of magic? A curse? Something inside me twisted at the thought. Was it why I’d been left at the orphanage all those years ago? Was this the reason I’d never known where I came from, who I truly was?

I shook my head, trying to clear the thoughts that were spinning wildly in my mind. I couldn’t think about that now. I needed to figure out what was happening to me. I needed answers, and I needed them soon.  

Taking another deep breath, I forced myself to stand up straight, to wipe the tears from my face. I would find out what was going on. I would find out who I was, what I was. I would find a way to control whatever this was.

I looked down at my notebook, the pages smeared with ink from where the pen had slipped from my hand. The letter to Sheryl was half-written, abandoned mid-sentence. I picked up the pen, my hand still trembling slightly, and tried to steady it. I closed the notebook, my resolve hardening. 
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I lay in bed, trying to steady my breathing, to calm the thundering of my heart that still hadn’t settled from the night’s events. Sleep tugged at my heavy eyelids, and eventually, I drifted off, slipping into a restless slumber. 

I don’t know how long I’d been asleep when I realized something was different. The world around me felt less like a dream and more like I had stepped into another reality. The air was thick with mist, swirling around me like a fog that carried secrets. The landscape was strange and ethereal, the ground beneath my feet soft, like moss or some kind of rich, damp earth. I could smell the scent of pine and damp leaves, a freshness that filled my lungs with every breath.

And then, from the mist, a figure began to take shape. I squinted, trying to make it out, but it seemed to glow with an otherworldly light. As the fog thinned, I saw her clearly—a wolf. But not just any wolf. Her fur glistened with an almost metallic sheen, silver streaked with strands of light red-violet that caught the light in a way that made her seem almost unreal. Her amber eyes were sharp, piercing, and filled with ancient wisdom that seemed to bore right through me.

I stumbled back, my breath catching in my throat. “Amethyst?” I whispered, my voice trembling with a mixture of awe and fear. Where did that name come from? How did I know it?

The wolf regarded me with a calm, steady gaze. When she spoke, it wasn’t with words I could hear, but with thoughts that echoed in my mind like a melodic whisper. “Yes, Isabelle. It’s me. I am a part of you, your past, your essence.”

A shiver ran down my spine. I felt a deep recognition that I couldn’t explain, like remembering a song I had heard in a dream. “Why are you here?” I asked, my voice quivering, barely a breath.

Amethyst’s form seemed to shimmer, her fur blending with the mist, the surrounding air charged with a strange, pulsing energy. “I’ve longed to connect with you,” she replied, her voice soft but powerful, echoing through the surrounding space. “To reveal the truth that resides in your soul. You and I were once one—a werewolf of great strength and purpose.”

I could feel my heart pounding harder, my pulse thrumming in my ears. “Me?” I croaked, struggling to comprehend her words. “A werewolf?”

Her amber eyes gleamed with a warmth that both soothed and terrified me. “Yes, dear one. But the link between us is fragile. I can only manifest here, in the recesses of your subconscious, because the wolf within you is still weak, still dormant.”

My mind spun, emotions crashing over me like waves. “What am I supposed to do?” I demanded, the words bursting from me with a desperate urgency. “What does this mean?”

Her form flickered, as if caught between worlds, her voice becoming a soft murmur against the mist. “Your awakening today,” she whispered, “signifies the resurgence of your true nature. Embrace it, nourish it, for your destiny is intertwined with the legacy of our kind.”

A part of me wanted to reject her words, to wake up from this impossible dream, but another part of me, deep inside, felt a strange sense of belonging, a recognition of something I had never understood. “But how?” I cried out, my voice breaking. “I don’t understand...”

Amethyst’s presence began to fade, her form dissolving into the mist. “Patience, dear Isabelle,” she murmured, her voice fading like a distant echo. “Trust in the bond we share. Your journey has just begun. Remember, I will guide you as your strength grows.” And then, like a wisp of smoke, she was gone, leaving me alone in the swirling fog, her words echoing in the silence.

I woke up with a start, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat. The room was dark, the air still. But that sense of connection, of something powerful and ancient, lingered within me, humming just beneath the surface of my skin. I sat up, my breaths coming in short, ragged bursts. “What is happening to me?” I whispered to the empty room, my voice shaking.

Images flashed before my eyes—fragmented memories, like pieces of a puzzle I couldn’t quite put together. I saw myself standing in a moonlit clearing, the scent of damp earth and pine filling the air. I was surrounded by figures with eyes glowing silver in the dark, their bodies tense, waiting. My heart raced with recognition, a feeling of belonging that gripped me like a vise. I was not just standing among them; I was leading them. Their eyes, all turned toward me, reflected an unwavering allegiance.

And then, a surge of power coursed through me, so strong it left me breathless. I felt it in my veins, an echo of authority and dominance. I could see myself—tall, fierce, my eyes burning with an ancient wisdom I had never known in this life. The power was intoxicating, exhilarating. But as quickly as it had come, a cold, creeping fear crawled up my spine.

Beside me stood a man, cloaked in shadows, his presence commanding and intense. His gray eyes were sharp, a fierce mix of loyalty and ruthlessness. I knew him, though I couldn’t remember his name. He was my partner, my equal. We ruled together, our power absolute, our bond unbreakable. But there was something dark beneath the surface, a shadow that tainted the strength we wielded.

The images shifted, and I saw flashes of blood—so much blood. The ground was soaked with it, bodies strewn across the earth, their eyes staring lifelessly at the sky. They lay motionless, a macabre testament to a battle I couldn’t remember, yet felt deep in my bones.

I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth, my chest tightening with a deep, throbbing ache. A wave of nausea swept over me, and I felt tears spring to my eyes. The blood, the screams... it was too much. I could feel the weight of their deaths pressing down on me, a guilt that clawed at my insides.

“Why?” I whispered, my voice breaking. “Why did I do this?”

I could feel Amethyst’s presence, a faint whisper at the edges of my consciousness, but there were no answers. Just the weight of my past, pressing down like a stone. I felt a pang of regret, deep and sharp, like a knife twisting in my gut. The memories were fragmented, disjointed, but the pain was real, the sorrow a deep, unrelenting ache that settled into my bones.

I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms, my breaths coming in quick, shallow gasps. The man's face—his fierce, determined eyes—lingered in my mind, a silent witness to the legacy we had left behind. A legacy of power, yes, but also of pain, of destruction. Tears streamed down my face as I whispered into the darkness, “I’m sorry... I’m so sorry.”

I woke slowly, the soft morning light filtering through my window and casting a pale, golden glow across the room. My eyes blinked open, but I felt like I was still caught somewhere between sleep and waking, that strange in-between place where reality and dreams bleed into each other. The echoes of last night’s strange visions and revelations still lingered in my mind like distant whispers, refusing to fade completely.

I rolled over in bed, staring up at the ceiling, my thoughts tangled in a thick fog. My eighteenth birthday had passed, but it had left behind a weight, an unseen heaviness pressing down on my chest. The dreams, the things I’d seen, the feeling of something awakening inside me—it was all too much to grasp, too much to make sense of. I felt like I was on the edge of understanding something huge, something life-changing, but I didn’t know what.

Eventually, I forced myself to sit up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and rubbing my eyes. I had to get ready for school. It was my senior year, after all. I should have been thinking about graduation, college applications, normal teenage stuff. But all I could think about were the strange dreams, the wolf named Amethyst, and the feeling that something inside me had shifted.

Moving through my morning routine felt like walking through water—everything was slow, heavy, surreal. I picked out a blouse and started buttoning it, my fingers fumbling clumsily with the buttons as my mind replayed the events of last night. My reflection in the mirror looked different somehow. Was it just my imagination, or was there something in my eyes that hadn’t been there before? Something... deeper?

My thoughts were interrupted by a voice that cut through the haze. “Isabelle, dear, breakfast is ready!” Mom’s call echoed up the stairs, a gentle reminder of the real world waiting beyond my door.

I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the fog in my head. I had to pull myself together. I couldn’t let anyone see how rattled I was. Forcing a smile onto my face, I headed down the stairs. The scent of pancakes and coffee wafted through the air, a comforting distraction from the confusion that clouded my mind.

The kitchen was filled with warm morning light, the sun casting soft, golden patterns on the tiled floor. Mom was bustling around, setting the table with plates and silverware, her movements quick and efficient. She looked up as I walked in, a smile spreading across her face. “Good morning, Isabelle,” she said, her voice soft and affectionate. “How did you sleep, dear?”

I forced my lips into a smile. “Good morning, Mom,” I replied, hoping my voice didn’t betray the storm swirling inside me. “I slept... fine,” I added, though the lie tasted bitter on my tongue. The truth was, I didn’t know how I had slept. I didn’t know what I had dreamed or if it had been real. But I didn’t want to worry her. I didn’t want to make her think something was wrong.

She nodded, but I could see the concern flickering in her eyes. “You seemed... distracted last night,” she said gently, setting a cup of coffee in front of me. “Is everything okay?”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, just... a lot on my mind, I guess,” I said, trying to sound casual. “You know, senior year and all.”

She smiled knowingly, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “I understand,” she said softly. “Just remember, you can always talk to me if something’s bothering you.”

I nodded, feeling a small pang of guilt. I wanted to talk to her, to tell her everything that had happened, but how could I explain the things I’d seen, the things I’d felt? It was all too strange, too unbelievable.

Just then, I heard a thundering of footsteps on the stairs, and Caleb came bounding into the kitchen, a playful grin plastered across his face. “Well, well, look who finally decided to emerge from the depths of her thoughts!” he teased, nudging me lightly with his elbow. “Dreaming about prince charming?”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at my lips. “Oh, shut up, Caleb,” I shot back, giving him a playful shove. “If anyone’s dreaming about a princess, it’s probably you.”

He smirked, leaning against the counter. “You’re just jealous I have better dreams.”

“Maybe,” I laughed, glad for the distraction from my thoughts, if only for a moment.  

He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly as he looked at me. “You look different today,” he said, his tone more serious, curious.

My heart skipped a beat. “What?” I asked, my smile faltering. “Is that one of your pranks? Trying to make me self-conscious?”

“No,” he replied, his expression thoughtful, as if he was trying to figure something out. “I mean it. There’s... something. I don’t know, maybe it’s just the light.”

“Enough, Caleb,” Mom interjected, laughing softly. “Stop pestering your cousin.”

Caleb flashed her an innocent grin. “I’m just making observations, Aunt Alicia.”

I chuckled, relieved to see him squirm under Mom’s stern but affectionate gaze. “Well, I’m going now, bye!” he said quickly, grabbing his lunch off the counter and making a break for the door.

“Wait for me!” I called after him, grabbing my bag and rushing to follow. “Bye, Mom!” I gave her a quick hug and hurried out the door after Caleb.

Outside, the cool morning air felt fresh against my skin, a stark contrast to the heaviness that had been sitting on my chest since I woke up. Caleb was already in his car, the engine rumbling to life.

“Hop in,” he called, rolling down the window.

I slid into the passenger seat, throwing my bag in the back. “Thanks for the ride,” I said, buckling my seatbelt. “You know, you don’t have to do this every day.”

He shrugged. “Hey, what else am I going to do? Besides, it gives me more time to annoy you,” he said with a cheeky grin.

I laughed, rolling my eyes. “Lucky me.”

He pulled out of the driveway, the tires crunching over the gravel. For a moment, we were both quiet, the only sound the hum of the car’s engine and the soft music playing from the radio. I stared out the window, watching the familiar streets pass by, but my mind was elsewhere, still tangled in the strange dreams and revelations from the night before.

Caleb glanced over at me, his expression softening. “Seriously, though, Izzy. Are you okay?”

I hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah... I think so. Just... had a weird night.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Weird how?”

I bit my lip, considering how much to tell him. “Just... dreams,” I said finally. “Strange dreams. Vivid ones. It felt... real.”

He nodded, as if that made perfect sense to him. “Yeah, dreams can be weird like that,” he said, his voice light. “I had one the other night where I was a talking squirrel.”

I laughed, feeling some tension ease out of my shoulders. “A squirrel?”

“Yeah,” he grinned. “And I was trying to convince a bunch of pigeons to join my pirate crew.”

I burst out laughing, the sound of it surprising me with its brightness. “Okay, that’s officially the weirdest thing I’ve heard all week.”

He chuckled. “See? Weird dreams happen to the best of us.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, though I knew mine was different. Much different. But it felt good to laugh, to feel normal, even if just for a little while.

As we pulled up to the school, Caleb gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “Whatever it is, Izzy, you’ll figure it out,” he said softly. “And if you need help... I’m here, okay?”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Thanks, Caleb,” I whispered. “I appreciate it.”

He smiled. “Anytime, cuz. Now go have a great day.”

I stepped out of the car, my feet hitting the ground with a newfound determination. I walked quickly down the hallway, my backpack slung over one shoulder, the other hand clutching a textbook against my chest. The bell hadn’t rung yet, but I wanted to be in my classroom before it did. The hallway was alive with chatter, laughter, and the sounds of lockers slamming shut, but I felt like I was moving through it in a haze, my thoughts still tangled in the events of the past few days.
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Senior year. It was hard to believe I’d made it this far. After this year, I’d be done with high school, off to college, and that thought filled me with both excitement and a little bit of fear. I had decided on business management as my major, something that had always seemed to make sense to me. There was a part of me that believed—no, knew—that understanding business and commerce could be a way to help people, to improve their lives, to bring change in ways that mattered. I wanted to be part of a corporation that did just that, one that was more than just profits and balance sheets. But there was so much more to learn, so much I still didn’t know.

I pushed open the door to the classroom and slid into my seat near the back, dropping my bag on the floor beside me. A few of my classmates were already there, chatting among themselves, scrolling on their phones, or scribbling in their notebooks. I pulled out my notebook and tried to focus, but my mind was still swirling with thoughts from last night, from the strange dreams that had felt so real, the feeling of something awakening inside me.

I opened my notebook to a blank page, staring at it for a moment. The lines seemed to blur together, and I blinked, trying to clear my head. I needed to concentrate. I needed to focus on the here and now
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