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        Shocking News: The Police Have Released a Missing Person Press Release About Dakota Oliver.

        Tuesday morning the Police Department of Ferguson County confirmed that Dakota Oliver (31), a famous singer, style icon, and influencer, went missing in an official press release.

        Everyone noticed when Dakota suddenly disappeared after her dazzling world tour ended. She went silent on social media, no news about her life or music. It was as though she vanished into thin air. Sources close to the singer’s agent say that she retreated deep in the country for a break, to gather new ideas and relax after the tour.

        But is that really so?

        After a sudden break with her sweetheart, Adrian Riley (33), her fans were speechless. When the hugely famous Dakota started dating the unknown Adrian, the world held its breath. The couple was shining, beautiful, and elegant. They went everywhere together. The lovebirds were spotted at New York Fashion Week, their hands entwined. We waited for the proposal! But they shook the world with a breakup.

        Later, Adrian, now an actor in a successful franchise, One Speed, announced that he was marrying Jennifer Larson (28), a model.

        Did this news find Dakota in the place she was “resting”? Did it bring her to an edge?

        A leaked photo of a blurry note is flooding social media with the hashtag #RIPDakota. It reads: “Goodbye, sad world.” Another photo circulating online is of a heap of crumpled clothes left on the water bunk, an open pill bottle on the side. It’s empty but for a few pills spilled on the sand.

        Police refuse to comment regarding the authenticity of the photos.

        Her fans are in despair. People have come from around the world to Gullsworth, the town where Dakota was last seen to help search for her. But as days go by, numerous shrines have been constructed around the world to celebrate Dakota’s life.

        When Adrian was approached about this, his words were: “I’m so traumatized to hear the news. My condolences to her family in this trying time. I hope they will find her soon. But honestly, Dakota was always unstable. If I think about our time together, there were always signs …” Adrian was asked more questions about Dakota, but refused to comment, saying, “That chapter of my life ended.” His fiancée, Jennifer, stood by his side. Her visibly pregnant belly was highlighted by the tight-fitting dress.

        We are all hoping that the rumors aren’t true and Dakota is found soon. Share in the comments below how your life was influenced by Dakota Oliver’s voice!
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      He recognized me.

      That thought had turned inside my head for the last fifteen minutes. I tried to hide under my hood, but every time I looked up from my stale, burnt coffee, I found his eyes on me. I fought the feeling. He couldn’t know who I was. Or could he?

      I took a sip and tried to relax. The coffee was cold and tasted like mud in my mouth, but I was grateful for being here. Here was an extremely shabby diner in the middle of nowhere. The black and white tiles on the floor were cracked in a few places, in others worn down by many boots of passersby.

      No one stayed in Gullsworth for long. People who drove to the mountains for holidays never looked twice at the sign that said, Gullsworth, Pop. 703. It was as though it never even existed, and it suited me perfectly.

      With just a few people inside the diner, I was sure I was safe. I passed through it a couple of times last week, driving a borrowed rusty Ford. No one looked twice at the car, or at me.

      Just a few weeks ago, I couldn’t imagine that I could be invisible. And now I was.

      But it was before this man came in and settled in the booth next to mine. I tugged at the sleeves of my oversized black hoodie, trying to hide in it, folding my hands inside, so only my fingertips showed. I briefly looked at my nails. The skin around them was bitten raw, the nails jagged and short.

      The next time I looked up, my heart was beating so fast it dizzied me, the man was looking at his fries, chewing bacon. I could see the grease on his fat lips. But he wasn’t looking at me anymore, and I could take a shaky breath again.

      The walls of the diner used to be painted red and white. Now the white had turned to yellowish gray, and the red had faded to dirty pink. The stagnant smell of old frying oil mixed with cheap coffee. Sixties music played quietly from a music box in the corner.

      No one from my previous life would have ever stepped into this place. Too cheap, too dirty, too everything they despised. There was no way one of the Ferraris would roll into the parking lot, and one of those celebrities—groomed, shining, rich, and inexplicably shallow would step into this diner.

      I smiled to myself imagining it.

      There were just a couple of people besides me and the man in the diner. Old friends were chatting quietly on the other side of the room. Their caps were a faded orange, and the clothes looked as though they hadn't changed for the last twenty years. They drove here in a sputtering old truck, one of those machines that killed our ecology faster than plastic pollution.

      Another was a woman with her toddler who could not make any noise between chewing the fries she stuck in his mouth one by one. He couldn’t even dangle his little feet under the table, the woman made him busy, quiet, and from the look of it, dangerously overweight.

      “Your scramble,” the waitress said and placed a chipped plate in front of me.

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      She grunted, looked me up and down, and retreated behind the counter.

      Her eyes didn’t find anything when she looked at me. I was just a usual lost soul who sometimes wandered into Gullsworth. I was not the first and far from the last.

      My black hoodie looked well worn, strewn in pellets, with no visible logo. What made it remarkable and absolutely useless was that it cost half of the yearly salary of this waitress. If she knew, she would have laughed her head off. And when I looked at the sleeve I wanted to laugh too, or cry. This was one of the things that were important in my previous life, carefully selected by my stylist. The sum of money my agent spent on my clothes, and my stylist, on my hair, on my skin, on my nails was enough to feed this town for a year. Okay, it wasn’t funny. It was really, really, sad.

      The most surprising thing was that my designer clothes fit Gullsworth, and not because the citizens of this Godforsaken place knew how to dress fashionably. But because the current fashion was so unremarkable, my jeans looked as though I was a tractor driver from one of the numerous fields that enclosed the town from one side. It was bordered by a forest on the other.

      The problem was with the sneakers. Mine looked odd, bloated, as though a unicorn vomited on them, and terribly out of place. But after rummaging through the house I occupied now, I found that my feet were the same size as the previous owner’s. I hope she didn’t mind that I wore her shoes. She couldn’t, she was dead.

      I looked up again when I heard the rustle from the neighboring booth—the man was leaving. He placed an oily banknote on the table, waved lazily to the waiter, and disappeared outside without giving me any glance.

      I breathed out. My hand instinctively went to my hair, which was hidden under the hood, tied tightly with a band. It was shorter than before, just inches above my shoulders. But as my fingers lost in coiled curls, I could feel my heart beating slower. It was a bizarre habit of mine, as though my hair was my shield, and touching it reminded me that I was protected. I loved wearing it down, wearing it long. My hair was my signature feature, the one thing I never allowed the stylist to play with. Only to trim the ends, making it grow long.

      Now I was in hiding, my hair would sell me out without anyone even looking at my face. So I had to cut it, too short for my liking, and hide it under the hood. But it was still there. My body and my hair were all that was left from my previous life.

      I looked down at my scramble and dug in. Finally, I could bask in the invisibility, known by no one here.
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      When I was back in the two-tone truck from the late 80’s: cherry red on the hood, and yellowish white circling the body, I looked at my fingers. They were shaking. They were always shaking these days.

      As I lowered the hood and tugged on the hair band, I took a deep breath. The air in the old Ford was stale, so I cracked open the window. The dark leather upholstery of the seats was ruined by years and dampness of this place. The Blare Lake which was located on the edge of Gullsworth soaked everything and everyone with moisture and darkness.

      When my hand moved to the seat belt, I snorted, as usual. There was no seat belt in this Ford. Nothing would save me from a collision if it happened. Maybe the flying foam from the massive bench seat, which poured from under the shredded upholstery, could cushion the hit. But who was I kidding? Even though the Ford was old, I assumed in case of collision, another car would be smashed to pieces, and the Ford would get maybe a scratch. Maybe.

      I patted the wheel, as if petting an animal, and started the engine. It didn’t purr—it roared. It made complete sense that there was no radio in the car, you wouldn’t hear anything over the blasting sound.

      It seemed the Ford accepted its new driver because, from the looks of it and every possible logical statement, it should have been rested in peace ten years ago. But as long as I fed it a million gallons of gas, it seemed to tolerate me. I nicknamed it the Beast.

      Even though it was just five in the evening, the thick twilight was coating the buildings, seemingly seeping in from the woods. Many businesses were abandoned, walls sagging in on themselves, left by the owners in search of a better life. And it made sense. There was nothing in this town but harrowing, emptying silence.

      The closest Walmart was a two-hour drive away. No shopping mall, no cinema, no school, nothing. The lonely diner, a grocery store from the sixties, and a gas pump. That’s all.

      I tried to peer inside the windows that had any light in them, to see if there was any life. But everything was hidden behind the yellowish curtains or gray blinds.

      It was as though the citizens of Gullsworth gave up on life. They didn’t care. As I watched these streets it was as though I stopped existing too, fading away with this town. Give it twenty years, and there would be no light in the windows, no life. Only ghosts.
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      He recognized me.

      I looked up at the man and our eyes met. I could see the grease on his lips, and how these lips started curling. That curl made my heart freeze. The man moved his hand and picked up something from the seat.

      My limbs didn’t move as I saw him pointing a huge camera at me. The flash blinded my retinas.

      I screamed.

      When I opened my eyes to the trickle of light from the window, I was gasping. There was no air; my lungs refused to take a breath. A nauseating wave of panic made my eyes water, and I stumbled from the bed. My body shook so hard I had to grip the poster of the bed to stay upright. I ran outside, my feet thumping on the wooden surface of the stairs, matching my heart. My thin shirt didn’t cover me from the blinding morning cold. As soon as I stepped outside, I fell to my knees, trying to take a breath. My hands gripped the grass, I pressed my cheek to the ground, my eyes wide open. I still could not breathe. I rocked. Back and forth, back and forth.

      My mind screamed, as panic from the dream still gripped me. There was no man, there was no camera.

      My mouth was open in a comical ‘O’, and I felt as if a fish dropped out on the shore, counting seconds. I gagged, my throat constricting in spasms. I choked until I could take a breath.

      A slow trickle of air went down my lungs, more with the next breath. I collapsed on my back. Panting.

      I clutched the grass. My knees were covered in mud. The cold sipped in my body but with it the air.

      That was my life now. Short times of silent peace between the suffocating panic attacks. The first time I had it, it almost killed me. The air just stopped flowing.

      I felt sorry for myself as I lay shuddering on the freezing soil. The devastating loneliness of this place mirrored me. I wanted to cry, to pity myself. Whom could I beg to feel even the glimpse of happiness I felt before?

      I turned to the side and looked at the house I had run out of. It was an old Victorian. A faded wooden sign was attached to the left of the crooked main door. It said Czas in loopy black letters. A weird name to give to the house.

      Czas looked like a perfect set for a horror movie—frankly, everything in the Gullsworth was. It was elegantly narrow, its wooden boards used to be painted white, but now the paint was peeling from it. Each thin window was adorned with wooden ornaments of local flora, the branches hugged the windowpanes. A small porch with a lonely armchair located right below the tower. There was a murky window on top of the tower, and if I looked close enough, I saw moving colors. Moments later, the colors were gone, showing an empty darkness.

      We were alone here. Me, Czas, the Beast that stood by its side, and the breathing forest. And one thing that started calling me, was the lake, its dark murky waters inviting me in.
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      After I cleaned myself in the shower, hiding my tears in the rivulets of water, the pipes singing the songs along with a stream of hot water, I dressed into my usual outfit of black hoodie and jeans and walked outside. The grass still had an imprint of my body, as I lay there shaking just an hour ago.

      I walked by the Beast, slowly tracing its hood. The cherry red paint crusted with age had a hue that reminded me of dry blood. I brushed my fingertips together, expecting the blood to stain my skin. But it was only the paint. The car purred faintly in reply to the touch, barely noticeable.

      It didn’t make sense, this place. But nothing made sense anymore; my mind was too fragile to ask questions. To ponder the story of the house, of the previous owner who I knew nothing about, other than that she was dead.

      And I envied her. I envied her numbness. Because I hurt. My chest ached every moment of my waking hours, my lungs refused to inhale the air, and my mind clouded. It rejected my new reality. I wanted to scream. The scream would take away the pain, even if for a short second I would be free. Would I?

      The woods around me were not silent. The birds chirped, hiding on the branches, the wind rustled through the leaves, and dead pines crunched under my soles. Tall trees rose so high they wanted to touch the sky, to hide it from me, sending only flickering shadows on the path. A wet fog lay on the grass, clinging to my shoes. The day slowly made its way, light tuning in. The sky was the usual color of gray. But the forest was alive. It breathed by my side, and as I walked it helped me breathe too. It hummed with insects; it pulsed with living creatures hiding in the tree trunks. I almost forgot how untamed nature looked like as I had always been confined to the big cities, to the sterile modern houses, planes, and buses. Always on the move, not having a home. Not having a place to rest. Not taking a breath.

      Slowly suffocating.

      A frantic rustle made me pause. I stood there, listening. The noise was soft, almost tired, coming from shadows on the left.

      Silence.

      And again, the sound of something … trapped, fighting.

      The branch scratched my cheek, the twigs caught my hoodie as I tried to get closer to the sound.

      Two black eyes stared at me, not blinking. I made an involuntary step back, hitting a tree trunk, the thump making me twitch.

      A bird was trapped in a silvery fishing net that was attached to the tree. It struggled to free itself, but it was exhausted, its movements lethargic.

      “Hey.” I stepped closer. “Have you been here long?”

      The bird stilled and watched me. A crooked beak, rich brown feathers on its back, a dark tail, its chest spotted, yellow claws. A falcon.

      The net was woven over its right foot, holding it solidly, and as the bird tried to free itself, its body got tangled too, wrapping tightly with each move.

      I lifted my hands and looked at the bird. “I’ll help you, don’t be scared.”

      The falcon tilted its head, but when I stepped closer it jerked violently.

      “Hey, hey, don’t hurt yourself,” I cooed, stepping even closer.

      Each time I spoke to the bird it stopped thrusting as if listening. So, I continued talking, “I don’t have a knife with me, so let’s try without it. If it’s not working, I’ll run to the house and get it. Don’t worry, little guy.”

      There was fear in the bird's eyes, as it watched my fingers getting closer. “Please don’t peck at me.”

      I started to unfold the net, clockwise, and slowly, inch by inch it released the grip. When its wings were free, the falcon made a move to fly, but its foot was still clutched in the net.

      It screeched in pain.

      “Hold on. How did this net even get here?”

      I kept talking, distracting the bird, while easing the string. The sharp powerful claws tugged, trying to get free, making it worse.

      “Please stay still,” I whispered.

      It struggled even more.

      “Yeah, right.”

      When I could free its hind toe, the falcon jolted up, finally releasing the rest of the foot.

      I stumbled back, as its wing rustled over my forehead on its way up. The bird gave a shrill cry, looked down at me for a moment, and with the powerful sweep of its wings, disappeared behind the trees.

      “Bye, little guy,” I said and started viciously tugging on the net.

      It tore under my fingertips, but finally, I managed to scoop it up and push it into the pocket of my hoodie. It wouldn’t be able to trap anyone anymore.

      I waded back to the path and looked up again. At least someone was free.

      In a few steps, I stopped by a massive spider web. It glistened with millions of silvery beads. There was no spider in sight, only his victims, trapped forever. They reminded me of myself. Just recently I was one of them, cocooned in lies, caught in the spider web of deception. But I was oblivious to the betrayal. And it was so sweet not knowing, living a lie.

      I knew I was at my lowest then because I wanted back into the spiderweb. It was so much simpler, just to hang there, slowly decaying, the poison of artificial love making me happy. I turned around and continued walking, my heart pierced with a million needles.

      With each step, the smell of the lake became stronger. It might have been strange, these whispers I heard from it—distant voices mixing. Intangible. But as I stopped by the water's edge, the whispers turned into a splash of small waves that tried to lick my feet. I took off my shoes and gasped when the freezing water touched my toes.

      These waves should not be here. It was a lake, not a river, nothing disturbed it as far as I could see. Dead tree trunks stuck out of the water like fingers that waited to grab someone and pull into the watery depths, algae pushing its way into the victim's mouth, silencing it.

      I looked down, the dim waters were tinged in green as I stared at my reflection.

      The woman who looked back at me had dark circles under her eyes. She stood hunched. Bushy, curly, dark hair was a mess on her head. The nose was upturned, full lips not smiling. Brown eyes stared at the constellation of freckles on her cheeks. She was pale and tired.

      A shiver ran down my arms, and she moved to run her hands up her body, as though embracing herself.

      I came to Gullsworth only a week ago, just barely ten days since I collapsed after my tour, and now that life felt so far away. I stood there and looked beyond my reflection, then to the movement of water plants just below the water line; they rocked lightly along with the waves. I imagined myself there, in the water, not needing to take a breath anymore, not hunting for the air that eluded my lungs. Free from the pain.

      It was difficult to live with two stab wounds: one in the heart, one in the back. The betrayal of people who were supposed to love me back was slowly eating at me. Each one of us had a knife. And the people I cared about wielded their knives inside me.
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      The days were almost bearable; my fractured mind and dark heart wandered between the dead logs of the trees, between the broken branches. But the nights brought back the memories. Each evening, I dreaded the moment I’d need to go upstairs to the lace-trimmed bed, delaying the inevitable dreams.

      They hunted me with the softness of his lips, the silkiness of his touch. Silkiness which turned into sickness, the dream of him being close, holding me tightly turning into a nightmare as I opened my eyes to a life without him.

      I was disgusted with myself, hating my thoughts, but still craving the memories, hoping to carve them under my skin, hoping to remember the shine and happiness I was given for such a short time.

      It’s unfair.

      This thought went round and round in my head as I lay on the floor in the living room. The cold seeped through my clothes from the gaps between the wooden floorboards.

      The previous owner didn’t do much in terms of renovation—the walls, the floors, the sparse furniture were left from the previous era. A dark wooden paneling ran around the whole house. In the living room, it gave way to the wide bookshelves that stood half empty. A massive fireplace gaped from the corner of the room.

      The house was plunged into the darkness, resembling the state of my mind. Darkness everywhere: in my heart, in my soul, in my future, and in my present. The past tauntingly reminded me of light that turned into the deepest shade of black.

      I never imagined that there were numerous shades of darkness.

      Loneliness. Such a familiar feeling, like a close friend I temporarily lost contact with just to get back together with a new intensity.

      And like with a true friend after a few glasses of alcohol, it asked me philosophical questions about my existence. I didn’t drink anymore. I knew better than to slowly kill myself here in the middle of nowhere. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop as soon as my lips touched the bottle again. But it felt like loneliness and I had our own little bar in my head.

      I argued that at least my music brought people some kind of solace. But loneliness told me that I was a fraud, that my fans made me into a false idol, that they assigned some sort of meaning to the hollow lyrics I wrote.

      I disputed that my music was the one thing I could be proud of. Loneliness just laughed at my face and downed another shot of tequila.
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      The carved wooden staircase that led upstairs was embellished with a creeper of flowers, but if you looked closely at it, the flower buds had a striking resemblance to the solemn faces. A myriad of empty eyes watched my every breath, my every move. The rain trapped me inside the house. It dribbled loudly, slashing the walls, beating at the windows, making it impossible to get outside without soaking in seconds.

      I was sitting on the sofa in the living room, the worn-out velvet cold against my spine. I stared back at them, those eyes on the flower faces on the stairwell, and imagined each of them alive. A crowd of ghosts, living silently with me.

      The pale patches on the walls showed that the room used to hold many paintings, each of them spaced evenly against each other on the faded, emerald walls. This room copied the colors of the outside, trying to give you a sense of sitting in the shadows of the trees.

      Golden candlesticks hung between the patches that used to hold paintings. They were empty now, with no candles. The stains of soot left on the golden rectangles that protected the wall against the flame. The ornament on those plates looked as though someone’s petite fingers tried to create shapes of flowers, and leaves in gold, but ended up messing around. Golden rectangles of faded creativity.

      A soft breeze brushed my cheek, and I turned to the old fireplace in the corner, its rough stone blackened with years of use. Now it stood covered in a fine layer of dust. The fireplace mantel was empty, but it still showed the slightly lighter patches from when it was littered with frames. Where were those frames? Who was pictured in the photos they held?

      The musty rugs covered the hardwood floor, the colors faded, the fabric worn out from the years of shuffling feet. This room used to be grand. If I closed my eyes I could imagine it—emerald walls, photos on the mantel, flickering candles, beautiful watercolor paintings, built-in shelves brimming with books, kicked-off slippers by the sofa, a plush blanket folded on the armchair, a cup of steaming tea on the side table, the room washed in gold color from the fireplace, a whiff of rich perfume. It looked so real in my imagination, like I could take a step to the past and see how it used to be when someone was happy in this house.

      I stood up and walked to the half-empty bookshelves. There was a shelf dedicated to war literature, the memoirs of soldiers, the pages yellow, the font so small I had to squint. Someone was obsessed with learning the tactics, combat rules, and stories of battles. When my thoughts returned to the time this room was lived in, to the imaginable past, I could not imagine a warfare-obsessed man sitting here under the warm candlelight, reading about the horrors of bloodshed.

      On the right, the shelf held old hardcovers of the classics, from Emily Bronte to the Greek Myths. When I picked up a collection of stories by Edgar Allan Poe in a dark leather cover and opened it, the cloud of dust made me sneeze.

      Stepping back, I saw that familiar titles were scattered on each shelf. The Great Gatsby, Brave New World, Persuasion, To the Lighthouse…

      And I was ashamed to confess that I read only a few of them. Performing, singing, dancing, smiling at the cameras ate my life away, consuming my energy, sucking it away. But now…

      Now I had all the time in the world.

      Suddenly, a glint to the right caught my attention. The shelf was tucked in the far lower corner. When I dropped to my knees to investigate, it was as though someone punched me lightly, making me exhale rapidly. I felt the skin on my arms rising in goosebumps under the hoodie as I heard it again. A rustling whisper. A sigh.

      I pressed my shaking fingers to my eyes because I couldn’t trust them. I held my breath, listening.

      Silence. Only a tap, tap, tap of the rain on the glass.

      Finally, I took a breath in and crouched to the shelf. A stump of a yellowish candle, an old rose quartz crystal, a few corked bottles with dark herbs, and books. Thick books all in black covers, some of them had no title. I picked up one in a rough leather binding, my breath quickening. When I opened it unfamiliar symbols stared back at me, they looked like symbols carved in old stones in Denmark, all hard lines and edges. But each page was covered on the sides with small loopy sentences, all written in black splotchy ink. Comments. I tilted the page closer to the dim light from the window and squinted.

      Two days until the full moon is up the line between our world and theirs is paper thin…

      I leafed through.

      … the pinch of dried lavender, the rock on which your home stands, the droplet of rose oil, crumbs of silver, the drop of loyal friend’s blood...

      “What the hell?” I whispered, turning page after page which held translations of weird rituals. Most of them were incomplete, arrows pointing to the runes, as though the person who translated it didn’t want to give full information but wanted a reader to do the rest of the translations himself. I leafed through to the title page and saw a small bird drawn in the right upper corner in the same black ink. I ran my fingertip over the drawing, a silhouette of a falcon smooth under my skin.

      I pulled another book from the shelf. This one held beautiful illustrations of flowers, herbs, and leaves; it was written in French. I tugged on the next book, and the next, the warm leathery covers soft to the touch. More runes, the hard lines staring blankly at me with no translations. I was crouching on my knees and elbows, as the pile of books by my side rose. Finally, the shelf was empty, but still, my hands roamed blindly in the dark corner of it, searching for something.

      My fingertips brushed something silky, and I wrenched my hand back, my heart thundering in my rib cage. Dead mouse? In a second, I dove in again and pulled out a black pouch. Making sure the shelf was empty, I sat up straight.

      The dark silk was so thin, almost erotic, a black rope holding it together caressed my fingertips as I untied it. It was a Tarot card deck. Each card was intricately painted and looked hand-crafted. The bold lines of black ink showed the images of kings, thrones, swords, and suns, filled in with delicate watercolors.

      Suddenly, I felt dizzy. Was it the dust that filled the air as I dug deep into the shelf, each page of each book soaked in it? I tried to take a breath, and it wasn’t like my usual panic attack. I was breathing, but the air that entered my lungs was empty.

      I blinked and the room swayed dangerously. I felt like I was somewhere very high, on top of Everest. My brain needed the air, but the air was so thin it didn’t …

      With a thud, the cards from my hand fanned around the floor around me. I slipped with them, lowering on the floor, slowly.

      I closed my eyes, ready for oblivion, almost begging for it to take me. Oblivion meant no pain. I even smiled, the prospect of being free looming on the dark horizon.

      Something sharp was jamming the skin of my palm, as my hands were bent in front of me. I wanted to push it away, to give in to the fog that clouded my brain. As soon as my fingertips closed around the thing that was slicing my skin, I was wrenched back to reality.

      “No,” I groaned. “No, no, no …”

      I wanted to fade, I craved nothingness.

      But as I opened my eyes and looked at the thing clutched in my palm; it was a crystal from the shelf. My hand was squeezing it so hard it left prints on my skin, and I was not even aware of it. I lifted from the floor and groaned quietly.

      The wounds from betrayal were so rough on the surface of my heart, cut deep into the muscle, that I was ready to end it any way. Just please take away the pain.

      I shoved the books back onto the shelf and crawled around the floor to collect the cards that were scattered around me. I pushed them roughly in the pouch, and when I looked around to check if I found each one, two of them stared back at me.

      Two cards lay evenly on the floor, side by side. The Moon and The Lovers.

      The Lovers mocked me as it pictured a couple bent in a feverish kiss. With shaking fingers, I picked up the cards and thrust them inside. I threw the deck back into the dark shelf and stood up, dusting my pants.

      The crystal was warm in my pocket.
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      That was how my days were. Aching body, bleeding heart, fractured thoughts, suffocating memories. I reminded myself more of a living corpse than a person.

      It was just too much sometimes.

      Too much laying on the floor, too many tears drying on my cheeks, too much staring into space, too much pain, too many dangerous thoughts, too much of everything that hurt me.

      Every day, I walked to Blare Lake. It called me, inviting me into its cloudy waters, promising oblivion in exchange for my last breath.

      Until one day it all changed.
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      As I made my way back through the forest, dead branches crunching under my feet, an almost forgotten feeling of hunger squeezed my gut. I was suddenly starving. It was a good sign. I lost my appetite a month ago, my weight slowly dropping, making my cheekbones sharper, my wrists thinner, my hips dangerously jutting. The tabloids screamed as they speculated about my health, saying that I was ill, anorexic, bulimic, depressed after the breakup. But I was just tired, tired of that world, of my broken world.

      As I walked down the path leading to the house, my stomach rumbled, and my mind rushed to the carton of eggs in the fridge, making my mouth water. It was ages since I cooked anything more than eggs, never having time, never really having a need anymore.

      When I opened the front door, a curious fragrance hit my nose. It was fresh grass. And I smelled it before. It took a few moments to place the flavor. The small bedroom upstairs was coated in it. The room held a modest wooden bed that was pushed into a corner, and there was a wardrobe I hadn’t got around to investigating. The walls were painted in the softest blue, and a faint smell of freshly cut grass lingered. There was a door in the farthest wall. When I had tried to open it before, it hadn’t budged. The room was void of any personal belongings, but it felt as though someone
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