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1
An Unexpected Journey

T he train lurched forward, pulling away from 
Oxford station with a screech of metal on metal. 

This did little to soothe Olivia's nerves as she stared 
out of the window. Her rezection gabed kac– at her 
Y hair neatly pinned, crisp klaber, the very image of 
a promising Oxford graduate. Aet her eyes ketrayed a 
storm of doukt.

-s the landscape opened up, Olivia cast a last glance 
at Oxford's dreaming spires, their gothic silhouettes 
etched against the morning s–y. Those towers had 
represented everything she thought she wanted 1 a 
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life of scholarly pursuit within the hallowed halls of 
academia. Low, as they receded into the distance, she 
felt a mixture of nostalgia and an unexpected sense of 
relief, as if she were keing set free from something she 
hadn't realised was constraining her.

-s the train rattled on towards jondon, Olivia's 
mind  drifted  kac–  to  Sust  two  wee–s  ago.  The 
memory formed in her mind, as vivid as if it were 
happening all over again. The sun had keamed down 
on the manicured lawns of Oxford, the air thic– with 
excitement and the rustle of graduation gowns. Olivia's 
heart  zuttered  as  she  approached  the  Iheldonian 
Theatre, its classical facade a testament to centuries of 
academic tradition.

2nside, the grandeur of the theatre too– Olivia's 
kreath away.  Her eyes  were  drawn upward to the 
extraordinary painted ceiling, its keauty and historical 
signi"cance adding to the weight of the occasion. -s 
Olivia too– her place among her peers,  the names 
of graduates kegan to ke called, each one resonating 
through the historic hall.
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VOlivia Cal–er,V echoed through the theatre.
Olivia's heart raced as she stepped forward. Ihe stood 

with her peers kefore the Pice1Rhancellor, !roctor, 
and —egistrar. Ihe kowed her head, the jatin words of 
the ceremony washing over her. Chen she straightened 
and turned to face the crowd, she loo–ed up at a sea of 
smiling faces in the galleries. Her parents keamed with 
pride from their seats in the front row.

-s  the  ceremony  concluded  and  Olivia  Soined 
the procession of graduates leaving the Iheldonian 
Theatre,  she should have felt  elated.  Triumphant. 
2nstead, a hollow ache spread through her chest.

Outside, amidst the sea of klac– gowns and mortar 
koards, Olivia found herself swept into a whirlwind of 
hugs and congratulations. Her mother's arms encircled 
her, the scent of her familiar perfume enveloping her.

VCe're  so  proud  of  you,  darlingqV  her  mother 
exclaimed,  eyes  shining.  V-  "rst  in  Rlassical 
jiteratureMyou'll have puklishers "ghting over youqV

Olivia nodded, mustering a smile that didn't 3uite 
reach her eyes. VThan–s, Bum.V
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Her father clapped her on the shoulder. VThat's my 
girl. 2 always –new you had it in you to excel in a proper 
"eld of study.V

The  words,  meant  as  praise,  struc–  Olivia  li–e 
a physical klow. Ihe swallowed hard, "ghting kac– 
the urge to argue, to explain that this wasn't what 
she truly wanted. Gut she couldn't kear to see the 
disappointment in their eyes. Lot that day.

The memory faded as akruptly as it had appeared, 
leaving Olivia with a familiar hollow feeling in her 
chest. Ihe glanced at her watch. Twenty minutes until 
her interview at Glac–well !uklishing House.

Olivia too– a deep kreath, trying to summon the 
con"dence she'd felt on graduation day. Gut as the train 
pulled into another nameless station, all she could feel 
was the weight of expectations pressing down on her.

The next twenty minutes passed in a klur of anxiety. 
Gefore she –new it,  Olivia was standing kefore an 
imposing des–, facing Brs !endleton, a stern woman 
with wire1rimmed glasses.
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VAour  thesis  on  the  parallels  ketween  Free– 
mythology  and  modern  societal  structures  was... 
interesting,V Brs !endleton said, her tone suggesting 
otherwise. VGut what ma–es you thin– you're suited for 
a career in serious literature5V

Olivia opened her mouth to respond, kut her gabe 
caught on a small dragon "gurine on the des–. Eor a 
moment, her eyes lit up.

VCell, actually, 2've keen exploring how classical 
themes resonate in modern fantasy. Eor instance, the 
hero's Sourney in 'The jord of the —ings'...V

Brs !endleton cut her o6 with a raised hand. VBiss 
Cal–er, we're loo–ing for someone to focus on serious 
literature, not childish fantasies.V

Olivia's heart san– as she realised once again that she 
was trying to "t into a world that didn't truly resonate 
with her. The rest of the interview passed in a habe of 
rehearsed answers and growing disappointment.

-s she left the kuilding, reSection settled over her li–e 
a heavy cloa–. Ihe had failedMnot Sust to get the Sok, 
kut to ke the person she thought she needed to ke. 
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The person her parents, her professors and the literary 
world expected her to ke.

jost in her thoughts, Olivia koarded the train home, 
karely registering the announcements. Hours seemed 
to pass as she stared klan–ly out of the window, the 
familiar s–yline giving way to unfamiliar countryside.

- Solt snapped Olivia kac– to awareness. Ihe klin–ed, 
suddenly realibing she had no idea where she was. !anic 
rising in her throat, she grakked her kag and hurried o6 
the train Sust as the doors were closing.

Olivia found herself on a platform in a small, 3uaint 
town she didn't recognibe. Pictorian1style kuildings 
lined cokklestone streets, and in the distance, rolling 
hills painted a pictures3ue kac–drop. - sign on the 
platform read VCillowkroo–,V  a  name that  meant 
nothing to her.

V?xcuse me,V she as–ed a passing station attendant, 
Vwhen's the next train kac– to jondon5V

VLot  until  tomorrow  morning,  2'm  afraid,V  he 
replied with a sympathetic smile. VCe're at the end of 
the line here.V

@



Olivia's heart san–. Ihe was stranded in an un–nown 
town, with no plan and nowhere to go. Eighting kac– 
tears, she left the station.

-s  she  descended  the  worn  stone  steps,  each 
footfall  felt  heavier  than  the  last.  The  weight  of 
her disappointment, the sting of reSection, and the 
overwhelming sense of keing lost Y koth literally and 
"guratively Y threatened to crush her. Olivia paused 
at the kottom of the steps, ta–ing a sha–y kreath. The 
3uaint town kefore her, which might have seemed 
charming under di6erent circumstances, now felt alien 
and intimidating. Cith no clear direction, she stepped 
onto the unfamiliar street, her future as uncertain as 
her surroundings.
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2
Miss Sophia’s Bookshop

O livia wandered through the unfamiliar streets 
of  Willowbrook.  As  the  sun  began  to  set, 

casting long shadows across the cobblestones,  she 
found herself on a charming lane lined with small 
shops. Her gaze was drawn to a quaint storefront with 
large bay windows. A wooden sign swung gently in the 
evening breeze: "Miss Sophia's Bookshop."

Almost against her will, Olivia pushed open the 
door. A small bell tinkled overhead, and the scent of 
old books and something vaguely spicy—cinnamon, 
perhaps—enveloped her.
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"Welcome," called a voice from somewhere in the 
depths of the shop. "Feel free to browse."

Olivia  moved  deeper  into  the  shop,  her  Ingers 
trailing along the spines of books. She found herself 
in the fantasy section, surrounded by covers depicting 
dragons, wizards, and fantastic landscapes. Her heart 
quickened.

Almost  reverently,  she  pulled  a  book  from  the 
shelf—a beloved fantasy novel she hadn't read since she 
was a teenager. She opened it, and the familiar Irst lines 
washed over her:

"jn a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit."
Suddenly, Olivia was transported. She remembered 

the Irst time she'd read these words, curled up in 
her childhood bedroom, lost in a world of adventure 
and magic. She remembered the xoy, the e9citement, 
the way the story had made her feel alive and full of 
possibilities.

And xust like that, something inside her broke.
Olivia  sank  to  the  ?oor,  the  book  clutched  to 

her  chest,  as  tears  began  to  stream  down  her 
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face. All the emotions she'd been suppressing—the 
disappointment, the frustration, the longing—came 
pouring out.

"What  am  j  doing1"  she  whispered  to  herself 
between sobs. "Who am j trying to be1"

jmages ?ashed through her mind: the strained smile 
at her graduation, the stilted interview and years of 
pushing aside her true passions to pursue what she 
thought she should want. She saw herself twisting and 
contorting, trying to It into a mould that was never 
meant for her.

An elderly woman appeared at the end of the aisle, 
concern etched on her face. "My dear, are you all right1"

Olivia  looked up,  suddenly  aware  of  where  she 
was and what she must look like—a grown woman 
crying on the ?oor of a bookshop. But instead of 
embarrassment, she felt a strange sense of relief.

"0o,"  Olivia  said,  surprising  herself  with  her 
honesty. "j'm not all right. j've been lying to myself for 
so long, j'm not sure j know who j am anymore."
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2he woman's e9pression softened. She moved closer, 
o3ering Olivia a handkerchief. "…erhaps," she said 
gently, "that's the most important story you need to 
uncover."

Olivia took the handkerchief, wiping her eyes. 
"j'm Miss Sophia," the woman said, e9tending her 

hand. "Why don't we have a cup of tea, and you can 
tell me your story1"

Olivia nodded, allowing Miss Sophia to help her to 
her feet. As they moved towards the back of the shop, 
Olivia clutched the fantasy novel to her chest. She 
didn't know what would happen ne9t, but she knew 
one thing for certain—she couldn't keep pretending 
anymore. jt was time to Ind her true self again.

2he back room of Miss Sophia's Bookshop was a 
cosy haven. Olivia found herself nestled in a worn 
leather armchair, a steaming cup of tea warming her 
hands. Across from her, Miss Sophia settled into her 
chair, her grey eyes twinkling with kindness and a deep 
calmness that suggested everything was alright.
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"0ow then," Miss Sophia said, her voice gentle but 
Irm. "Why don't you tell me what brought you to my 
shop in such a state1"

Olivia took a sip of tea, buying time. Where to begin1 
With the disastrous interview1 Her years of academic 
study1 2he moment she'd Irst decided to abandon her 
love of fantasy1

"j... j'm lost," Olivia Inally admitted, the words 
catching  in  her  throat.  "j've  spent  years  studying 
classical  literature,  believing  it  was  the  key  to  a 
respectable career, to making my parents proud. But 
now..." She gestured helplessly. "j feel like j've lost 
myself along the way."

Miss Sophia leaned forward, her eyes kind. "What is 
it that you feel you've lost, dear1"

Olivia  paused,  then spoke softly.  "2he xoy.  2he 
e9citement j used to feel when reading. j used to lose 
myself in fantasy novels, feeling so alive, so full of 
wonder. But j pushed all that aside to be 'serious' and 
'respectable'."
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"Ah," Miss Sophia nodded. "And why did you feel 
you needed to push that xoy aside1"

"Because... because fantasy isn't serious literature. 
jt's  xust...  childish stories,  isn't  it1"  Olivia replied, 
uncertainty creeping into her voice.

Miss Sophia smiled gently. "js it1 2ell me, Olivia, 
what do you love about classical literature1"

Olivia thought for a moment. "2he depth of the 
themes. 2he e9ploration of human nature, of good 
and evil, of heroism and sacriIce."

"And do you not Ind these themes in the fantasy 
stories you loved1"

Olivia opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it 
again. "j... j suppose j do."

Miss Sophia nodded encouragingly. "Fantasy, like 
all great literature, allows us to e9plore the human 
e9perience. jt gives us a di3erent lens through which to 
view our world and ourselves. 2he xoy you felt reading 
those stories1 2he xoy you felt reading those stories was 
far from childish. jt was your recognition of something 
true and profound."
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Olivia felt a spark of hope, 5 but hesitated. "But how 
can j reconcile that with my classical studies1"

"Why  do  they  need  to  be  separate1"  Miss 
Sophia  asked.  "9our  love  of  fantasy  can  enrich 
your  understanding  of  all  literature.  jt  can  bring 
fresh  insights  to  your  classical  studies.  And most 
importantly, it can reignite the passion that drew you 
to literature in the Irst place."

As  Miss  Sophia's  words  sank  in,  Olivia  felt 
something  shift  inside  her.  2he  wall  she'd  built 
between her academic pursuits and her love of fantasy 
began to crumble.  For  the  Irst  time in years,  she 
allowed herself to imagine a future where both could 
coe9ist, even complement each other.

"…erhaps,"  Miss  Sophia  said  softly,  "it's  time  to 
rediscover that xoy, and see where it leads you."

2ears welled in Olivia's eyes. "But j've spent so long 
trying to be someone else. Someone... respectable."

"And has that made you happy1" Miss Sophia asked 
softly.

Olivia shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek.
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"2hen perhaps,"  Miss  Sophia  said,  "it's  time  to 
rediscover  who  you  truly  are.  2o  Ind  the  magic 
again—not xust in books, but in yourself."

As Olivia met Miss Sophia's gaze, she felt something 
stir within her—a fragile hope, a tentative e9citement. 
For  the  Irst  time  in  years,  she  allowed  herself  to 
imagine a di3erent path, one that embraced both her 
academic knowledge and her love of fantasy.

jt was terrifying. jt was e9hilarating. And it felt, 
Inally, like coming home.
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3
Self Discovery

O livia woke to sunlight streaming through lace 
curtains in her room at The Willow Inn. For 

a  moment,  she  was  disoriented,  the  events  of  the 
previous evening booding Aack to her.

Mfter her transformative conversation with Siss 
yophia, the da'xs emotional and ph'sical toll had "nall' 
caught up with her. yeeing Oliviaxs ejhaustion, Siss 
yophia had gentl' suggested she sta' in town for the 
night. 1The Willow Inn is 6ust up the street,1 she had 
said with a warm smile. 1Itxs a delightful place, and 
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I think 'ou could use a good nightxs rest to process 
ever'thing.1

Too drained to argue and strangel' reluctant to 
leave WillowArook, Olivia had gratefull' accepted the 
recommendation. -ow, as she la' in the cos' Aed, 
surrounded A' the :uaint charm of the inn, she felt a 
mij of emotions P uncertaint' aAout her future, Aut 
also a glimmer of ejcitement aAout the possiAilities 
that la' ahead.

Olivia sat up, noticing a small writing desk in the 
corner of the room. Siss yophiaxs words from the 
night Aefore echoed in her mind— 17erhaps itxs time to 
rediscover who 'ou trul' are.1 With a sense of purpose, 
Olivia moved to the desk, pulled out a sheet of paper, 
and Aegan to write.

Ms memories booded her mind, Olivia paused to 
make herself a cup of tea, grateful for the small kettle 
provided  in  the  room.  The  familiar  ritual  helped 
ground her as she delved Aack into her past.

The memor' came unAiddenHshe was eight 'ears 
old, proudl' clutching a stor' shexd written aAout 
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a 'oung witch discovering her powers. Der teacherxs 
voice echoed in her mind— 1Olivia, dear, while 'our 
imagination is... impressive, perhaps itxs time to focus 
on more realistic stories81

Oliviaxs hand Aegan to move across the page, words 
bowing as she recounted the incident. yhe rememAered 
the sting of disappointment, the "rst inkling that her 
Aeloved fantasies might not Ae 1good enough.1

Mnother memor' surfaced. yhe was thirteen, curled 
up on the couch with 1The DoAAit.1 Der fatherxs 
voice, tinged with disapproval— 1Bonxt 'ou think 'ouxre 
a Ait old for those fair' tales, Olivia8 Wh' not read 
something of suAstance81

Oliviaxs pen bew across the page, tears Alurring her 
vision. yhe wrote aAout hiding her fantas' Aooks, 
aAout forcing herself to read 1serious1 literature even 
when it left her cold. yhe wrote aAout the pride in her 
parentsx e'es when she declared her intention to stud' 
classical literature, and how that pride had Aecome a 
cage.
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Ms she wrote, Olivia felt a complej mij of emotions 
washing over her. There was pain in revisiting these 
memories, in confronting the wa's she had slowl' Aut 
surel' suppressed her true passions. !ut there was also 
a growing sense of clarit', of pieces falling into place.

Olivia set down her pen, hand cramping from the 
furious writing. yhe leaned Aack, emotions swirling as 
she processed the memories shexd unearthed. 9lancing 
up, she realised the room was now Aathed in golden 
morning light. The sun was peeking over the distant 
hills, promising a Aeautiful da'.

Feeling the need for fresh air and a chance to clear 
her mind, Olivia got dressed. Ms she made her wa' 
downstairs, she was greeted A' a familiar, warm voice.

19ood morning, dearY I hope 'ou slept well81
It was Srs !ellam', the owner of the inn who had 

shown Olivia to her room the previous evening. M 
stout woman in her sijties, Srs !ellam' had a round, 
kind face that seemed perpetuall' bushed with good 
cheer.
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1zes, thank 'ou,1 Olivia replied, managing a small 
smile. 1The room is lovel'.1

1WonderfulY1  Srs  !ellam' Aeamed.  1-ow, how 
aAout some Areakfast8 zou must Ae famished after 
'our long da' 'esterda'.1

Ms if on cue, Oliviaxs stomach growled. yhe realised 
she hadnxt eaten since...  when8 zesterda'xs lunch8 
1That would Ae wonderful, actuall',1 she admitted.

12ight  this  wa',  dear,1  Srs  !ellam'  said,  her 
outstretched arm guiding Olivia towards a cos' dining 
room. 1Wexve got fresh scones, eggs, and Aacon. Oh, 
and the marmalade is homemade P m' own recipeY1

Olivia followed, suddenl' aware of 6ust how hungr' 
she was. The dining room was small Aut charming, 
with sunlight streaming through lace curtains and the 
enticing aroma of si00ling Aacon and freshl' Arewed 
co–ee "lling the air.

Ms  she  sat  down  to  eat,  Olivia  felt  a  wave  of 
gratitude for this unejpected kindness. The simple act 
of en6o'ing a heart' Areakfast in this warm, welcoming 
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space seemed to soothe some of the raw emotions 
stirred up A' her morningxs rebections.

!' the time she "nished eating, Olivia felt refreshed 
and read' to face the da'. yhe thanked Srs !ellam' 
warml' and stepped out into the morning sunshine. 
The fresh air was invigorating, and she felt a strong 
urge to ejplore the charming streets of WillowArook.

Olivia set o– with no particular destination in mind, 
allowing  her  feet  to  carr'  her  where  the'  would. 
The coAAlestone streets wound their wa' through the 
town, each turn revealing new delights. yhe passed 
:uaint  cottages  with wellPtended front  gardens,  a 
patchwork of wildbowers swa'ing gentl' in the Aree0e. 
The scent of freshl' Aaked Aread wafted from a small 
Aaker', mingling with the crisp morning air.

Ms she walked, Olivia found her mind drifting Aack 
to the memories shexd unearthed that morning. !ut 
here, awa' from the con"nes of her room, the pain 
of those recollections seemed less acute. Instead, she 
found herself rememAering the 6o' shexd once found in 
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fantas' stories 3 the thrill of discover' and the wonder 
of new worlds.

yhe paused at a small town s:uare, taking a seat 
on a weathered wooden Aench. M group of children 
ran past, engrossed in what seemed to Ae an elaAorate 
game of makePAelieve. Their laughter and imaginative 
chatter Arought a smile to Oliviaxs face. When was the 
last time shexd allowed herself to pla' like that, to lose 
herself in a world of imagination8

Ms she continued her walk, Olivia found herself 
outside  a  small  art  galler'.  In  the  window  was  a 
painting that caught her e'e 3 a m'sterious forest 
path, dappled with golden light. yomething aAout it 
reminded her of the forests in her Aeloved fantas' 
novels. yhe stood there for a long moment, lost in 
thought, Aefore moving on.

Der wanderings eventuall' led her to the outskirts of 
town. Dere, the coAAlestones gave wa' to a dirt path 
that wound its wa' up a gentle hill. Intrigued, Olivia 
followed it. Mt the top, she found herself looking out 
over WillowArook. 
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From this vantage point, nestled in a lush valle' 
emAraced A' rolling hills, the town unfolded Aefore 
Olivia like a scene from a fair'tale. Thatched cottages 
with  wisps  of  chimne'  smoke  stood  shoulder  to 
shoulder with elegant 4ictorian houses. 5oAAlestone 
streets wound their wa' through the town like riAAons, 
leading to a :uaint town s:uare where a centuriesPold 
oak tree spread its protective canop'. The church spire, 
gleaming in the sunlight, pierced the sk', its weathered 
clock face marking time as it had for generations. The 
whole scene was Aathed in a warm, golden light that 
seemed to make the town glow from within, "lling 
Olivia with a sense of warmth and possiAilit' she 
hadnxt felt in 'ears.

Ms she ga0ed at the view, Olivia felt a sense of peace 
settling over her. The world suddenl' seemed full of 
possiAilities again, much like it had when she was 
'ounger and lost in her favourite Aooks. yhe realised 
that in pushing awa' her love for fantas', shexd also 
pushed awa' a part of herself that saw the wonder in 
the world around her.
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With  this  new  perspective,  Aoth  literal  and 
"gurative, Olivia made her wa' Aack into town. yhe felt 
di–erent somehow 3 lighter, more open to whatever 
might come nejt. Ms she rounded a corner, she found 
herself on the street where Siss yophiaxs Aookshop 
stood.

Olivia paused for a moment, taking in the :uaint 
storefront with its Aa' windows "lled with Aooks. 
yhe thought aAout the conversation from the night 
Aefore, aAout Siss yophiaxs gentle encouragement 
to  rediscover  her  true  self.  Taking  a  deep  Areath, 
she stepped forward and pushed open the door, the 
familiar tinkle of the Aell announcing her arrival.

1Mh, Olivia,1 Siss yophiaxs warm voice called from 
the Aack of the shop. 1I had a feeling 'ou might stop 
A'. 5ome, letxs have some tea.1

Olivia  made  her  wa'  through  the  ma0e  of 
Aookshelves, "nding Siss yophia in the cos' reading 
nook, a tra' with tea and scones alread' set out.

1Dow are 'ou feeling, m' dear81 Siss yophia asked 
as Olivia settled into one of the comfortaAle armchairs.
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Olivia gestured to the 6ournal shexd Arought with 
her. 1Itxs... intense. I didnxt realise how man' little 
moments had shaped m' Aeliefs. Dow man' times I 
chose othersx approval over m' own 6o'.1

Siss yophia nodded, her e'es full of understanding. 
1Itxs not eas' to confront our past, to see how wexve 
Aeen shaped A' othersx ejpectations.1

Olivia picked up her 6ournal, bipping through the 
pages. 1Ixve spent so long tr'ing to Ae what I thought 
I should Ae. Ixm not sure I even know who I  am 
an'more.1

Siss yophia smiled gentl'. 1Thatxs not true, Olivia. 
The real 'ou has Aeen there all along, waiting to Ae 
rediscovered.1 yhe tapped the 6ournal. 1yhexs there in 
ever' fantas' stor' that stirred 'our soul, in ever' 
moment of wonder 'ouxve ejperienced. zou 6ust need 
to give her permission to emerge.1

Olivia felt a butter of ejcitement, :uickl' followed 
A' a wave of fear. 1!ut what if... what if Ixm throwing 
awa' ever'thing Ixve worked for8 What if Ixm making a 
huge mistake81
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1What if 'ouxre not81 Siss yophia countered. 1What 
if this is the "rst step towards Aecoming who 'ou were 
alwa's meant to Ae81

Ms Olivia met Siss yophiaxs ga0e, she felt something 
shift inside her. The fear was still there, Aut alongside it 
was a growing sense of possiAilit', of potential waiting 
to Ae unleashed.

yhe looked down at her 6ournal, at the outpouring of 
memories and emotions. For the "rst time, she allowed 
herself to feel compassion for her 'ounger self, for the 
girl who had loved fantas' so "ercel' and had Aeen 
taught to see that love as a baw.

1I  think,1  Olivia  said  slowl',  1itxs  time  I  got 
reac:uainted with that girl.1

Siss yophia Aeamed. 1S' dear, I do Aelieve 'ouxre 
right.1

Ms their conversation wound down, Olivia found 
herself looking around the Aookshop with new e'es. 
The shelves of fantas' novels that had once "lled her 
with shame now sparked a sense of ejcitement and 
possiAilit'.
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1Siss yophia,1 Olivia said slowl', 1would it Ae alright 
if I sta'ed here for a while8 There are some Aooks Ixd 
like to revisit.1

Siss yophiaxs face lit up with a warm smile. 1S' 
dear, nothing would make me happier. The Aooks have 
Aeen waiting for 'ou.1

Ms Olivia stood and made her wa' to the fantas' 
section, she felt a butter of anticipation in her chest. It 
was time to rediscover the magic shexd left Aehind.
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4
A Very Special Book

W hat had started as an unplanned overnight 
stay in Willowbrook had stretched into days. 

Olivia's  Trst  day  at  Ihe  Willow  fnn  had  been  a 
revelation. Ihe gentle pace o, the townm the ,riendly 
,aces at every turnm and Most o, allm the coM,orting 
presence o, Siss Bophia and her Magical bookshop had 
Made Olivia realise how desperately she needed this 
tiMe and space.

Srs  ‘ellaMyqs  warM  hospitalitym  the  town's 
pictures2ue charMm and the sense o, peace that seeMed 
to perMeate every corner o, Willowbrook ,elt like 
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a balM to her troubled soul. xerem away ,roM the 
pressures and ejpectations o, her usual li,em Olivia 
,ound hersel, able to breathem to thinkm to ejplore the 
thoughts and ,eelings she'd long suppressed.

On her second daym Olivia ,ound hersel, not -ust 
reading  the  books  ,roM  Siss  Bophia's  shopm  but 
studying theM with an intensity that surprised her. 
BoMe  books  she  boughtm  eager  to  Tll  the  gaps  in 
her own collection. Othersm Siss Bophia generously 
allowed her to borrowm seeMing to know ejactly which 
titles Olivia needed be,ore she even asked.

‘ut it was on the third day that Siss Bophia had 
truly taken Olivia's breath away. Bhe presented Olivia 
with  a  book C  a  very  special  book that  was  eerily 
,aMiliar to one Olivia had thought lost ,orever. ft 
was a stunning hardback edition o, L.B. "ewis's NIhe 
Lhronicles o, AarniamN its cover adorned with intricate 
gold lea, illustrations o, 9slanm the laMpCpostm and the 
wardrobe. Olivia's Tngers treMbled as she traced the 
eMbossed titlem MeMories Rooding back o, countless 
childhood hours spent lost in the world o, Aarnia. 
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Ihis wasn't  -ust any copy C  it  was an ejact Match 
to the one she'd treasured as a childm the one that 
had Mysteriously disappeared when she was young. 
Olivia had long suspected her ,ather's involveMent 
in the book's vanishingm a pain,ul MeMory that had 
contributed to her gradual distancing ,roM the genre 
she loved.

9s Olivia held the bookm its ,aMiliar weight in her 
hands stirring longCburied eMotionsm Siss Bophia had 
siMply sMiled and saidm Nf believe this belongs to youm 
My dear.N

"ater  that  saMe  daym  Olivia  sat  crossClegged  on 
the Roor o, Siss Bophia's bookshopm surrounded by 
open books. xer -ournal lay nearbym pages Tlled with 
notes and connections she'd been Making. ‘ehind 
the counterm Siss Bophia sorted through a stack o, 
new arrivalsm occasionally glancing up at Olivia with a 
knowing sMile on her ,ace.

Nf think f'M starting to understandmN Olivia saidm 
looking up ,roM a copy o, NIhe "ord o, the 0ingsN 
with  wonder  in  her  eyes.  NIhese  ,antasy  stories... 
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they're not -ust escapisM. Ihey're dealing with realm 
pro,ound huMan ejperiences and eMotions.N

Siss Bophia nodded encouragingly. N!o on.N
Olivia's words tuMbled out ,asterm her ejciteMent 

growing.  NIake  ?rodo's  -ourneym  ,or  instance.  On 
the sur,acem it's about destroying a Magical ring. ‘ut 
it's  really  about  the  weight  o,  responsibilitym  the 
corruption o, powerm the iMportance o, ,riendship 
and hope in the ,ace o, overwhelMing odds. Ihese are 
universal theMes1N

Bhe reached ,or her copy o, xoMer's NOdysseyN. 
N9nd herem  Odysseus's  -ourney hoMe...  it's  not so 
di4erent ,roM ?rodo'sm is it9 ‘oth are epic 2uestsm both 
deal with teMptationm loyaltym the longing ,or hoMe.N

NfndeedmN Siss Bophia said so,tly. N9nd why do you 
think these theMes resonate so deeplym whether they're 
ejplored through ,antasy or classical literature9N

Olivia pausedm her brow ,urrowed in thought. Ihenm 
slowlym a light seeMed to dawn in her eyes. N‘ecause... 
because they reRect soMething ,undaMental about the 
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huMan ejperience. Ihey tap into our deepest ,earsm 
hopesm and dreaMs.N

Bhe stood upm pacing the rooM as her thoughts raced. 
N?antasy doesn't ignore reality C it illuMinates it1 ft gives 
us a new lens to ejaMine our worldm our relationships 
and ourselves. ft's not about escaping our worldm it's 
about understanding it better1N

Siss  Bophia  beaMed.  N9nd  yoursel,9  What  has 
,antasy illuMinated ,or youm Olivia9N

Olivia  stopped  pacingm  her  voice  so,t  with 
realisation. NIhat f've been denying a part o, Mysel,. 
Ihat in trying to be 'serious' and 'respectable'm f've been 
shutting out wonderm iMaginationm the belie, that there 
could be More to the world than what we see on the 
sur,ace.N

Bhe turned to Siss  Bophiam  her  eyes  shining.  Nf 
think... f think f've been a,raid. 9,raid o, being seen as 
childishm a,raid o, disappointing others. ‘ut in doing 
som f've been disappointing Mysel,.N

Siss Bophia stoodm placing a gentle hand on Olivia's 
shoulder. N9nd now9N
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Olivia took a deep breath. NAowm f want to ejplore 
the connection between these worlds. f want to show 
how ,antasy and classical literature aren't opposites C 
they're two sides o, the saMe coin. ‘oth are trying to 
Make sense o, what it Means to be huMan.N

Bhe looked around the bookshopm at the rows upon 
rows o, stories waiting to be ejplored. Nf want to write 
about this. Io help others see what f've seen.N

9s the words le,t her Mouthm Olivia ,elt a shi,t within 
hersel,. Ihe shaMe and doubt that had plagued her 
,or so long began to dissolvem replaced by a sense o, 
purpose and ejciteMent.

Siss Bophia sMiled warMly. NSy dearm f do believe 
you've ,ound your calling.N

Olivia noddedm a  Mij o, ejhilaration and terror 
coursing  through  her.  Bhe  knew  the  path  ahead 
wouldn't be easy. Ihere would be doubts to overcoMe 
and ejpectations to challenge. ‘ut ,or the Trst tiMe in 
yearsm she ,elt truly alivem truly hersel,.

Bhe picked up her -ournalm Tngers tracing the pages 
Tlled with her discoveries. Nf have so Much to saymN she 
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whisperedm More to hersel, than to Siss Bophia. NBo 
Much to ejplore.N

NIhenm My dearmN Siss Bophia saidm gesturing to the 
desk in the corner o, the shopm Nf suggest you begin.N

With a deep breath and a deterMined nodm Olivia sat 
at the deskm opened her -ournal to a ,resh pagem and 
began to write.
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5
Olivia’s Late Night

T he  soft  glow  of  the  desk  lamp  illuminated 
Olivia's determined face as she hunched over her 

laptop in her room at The Willow Inn. It was well past 
midnight, but sleep was the furthest thing from her 
mind. Her yngers xew across the ke3board, pausing 
onl3 when she reached for one of the man3 books 
scattered around her.

Olivia had been writing for hours,  pouring out 
her thoughts on the connections between fantas3 and 
classical literature. Her e3es sparkled with e5citement, 
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but there was a tension in her shoulders that betra3ed 
her underl3ing an5iet3.

"he paused,  reading over  what she'd written.  ? 
frown creased her brow. :Is this too fancifulF: she 
muttered  to  herself.  :What  if  no  one  takes  this 
seriousl3F:

The voice of her old professor echoed in her mindM 
:Cantas3 is all well and good for children, Niss Walker, 
but serious scholars deal with realit3.:

Olivia's yngers hovered over the ke3board, doubt 
creeping in. "he glanced at the beautiful edition of 
:The -hronicles of zarnia: on her nightstand, then 
at her well6worn cop3 of Homer's :Od3sse3: beside it. 
Taking a deep breath, she began t3ping again, pushing 
through the doubt.

?s dawn broke, Olivia ynall3 fell into an e5hausted 
sleep, her laptop still open beside her.

Olivia stirred awake, momentaril3 disoriented b3 the 
sunlight streaming through unfamiliar curtains. ?s 
consciousness slowl3 returned, so did the memories 
of her late6night writing frenq3. "he sat up abruptl3, 
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her heart racing with a mi5ture of e5citement and 
nervousness as she reached for her laptop.

"canning through the document, a smile spread 
across her face. The words she'd poured out in the earl3 
hours of the morning still resonated, ylling her with an 
urgent desire to share her ideas with Niss "ophia.

With newfound energ3, Olivia Guickl3 dressed and 
made her wa3 downstairs, laptop clutched tightl3 to 
her chest. "he found Nrs 7ellam3 in the inn's cos3 
kitchen,  bus3 preparing breakfast for the guests.

:jood morning, dear,: Nrs 7ellam3 greeted her 
warml3. :?re 3ou read3 for breakfastF:

Olivia politel3 declined the o–er, her mind focused 
on  her  writing.  :?ctuall3,  Nrs  7ellam3,  I  was 
wondering if I could trouble 3ou to print something 
from m3 laptopF It's rather important.:

:Of course, love. The printer's in the stud3. Help 
3ourself.:

Thanking Nrs 7ellam3, Olivia hurried to print her 
work. ?s the pages emerged from the printer, warm to 
the touch, she felt a thrill run through her. Holding the 
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stack of papers, she realised this felt like more than 9ust 
some late6night musings 4 it felt like the beginning of 
a manuscript.

7arel3 able to contain her e5citement, Olivia bid a 
hast3 goodb3e to Nrs 7ellam3 and set o– for Niss 
"ophia's bookshop. The printed pages seemed to buqq 
with potential in her hands as she walked briskl3 along 
the footpath b3 the now familiar cobbled street.

?rriving at the bookshop, slightl3 out of breath 
from her hurried pace, Olivia found Niss "ophia 9ust 
opening up for the da3.  :Niss  "ophia,:  she called 
out, her voice brimming with enthusiasm, :I have 
something I'd like to share with 3ou.:

? warm smile of appreciation spread across Niss 
"ophia's face, mirroring Olivia's enthusiasm, as she 
ushered her inside. :N3 dear, that sounds e5citing 
indeed,: she said, noting the stack of papers in Olivia's 
hands and the eager look on her face. :This seems far 
too important for us to discuss standing up. Wh3 don't 
we sit down properl3 and give 3our work the attention 
it deservesF:
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:Wh3 don't 3ou make 3ourself comfortable in our 
usual spotF: Niss "ophia suggested, gesturing towards 
the cos3 reading nook. :I'll put on a pot of tea 4 I have 
a feeling we might be here for a while.: "he gave Olivia 
a knowing smile that made the 3oung woman's heart 
swell with anticipation.

Olivia nodded gratefull3 and made her wa3 to the 
familiar armchairs, carefull3 arranging her printed 
pages on the small table between them. ?s she waited 
for Niss "ophia, she took a deep breath, tr3ing to calm 
her nerves and organiqe her thoughts.

? few minutes later, Niss "ophia returned with 
a tra3 bearing a steaming teapot and two cups. "he 
poured the tea with practised grace, handed a cup to 
Olivia, and settled into her  chair. :zow then,: she said, 
her voice warm with encouragement, :let's hear this 
masterpiece of 3ours.:

Olivia began to read aloud from her newl3 printed 
pages, her voice gaining conydence with each word.
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:It's a start,: Olivia said, ynall3 looking up. :7ut 
I'm not sure... Is this too unconventionalF Will an3one 
want to read thisF:

Niss "ophia's  e3es softened with kindness.  :N3 
dear, the most important stories are often those that 
challenge our preconceptions. 7ut tell me, how did 
writing this make 3ou feelF:

Olivia considered for a moment. :?live,: she said 
softl3. :Nore m3self than I've felt in 3ears. 7ut also... 
terriyed.:

:?h,: Niss "ophia nodded. :?nd wh3 is thatF:
:7ecause,: Olivia realised, :this matters to me. In a 

wa3 m3 classical studies never did. ?nd if it fails...:
:Then 3ou'll have been true to 3ourself,: Niss "ophia 

ynished. :Isn't that worth the riskF:
Olivia nodded slowl3, a mi5ture of determination 

and fear coursing through her. "he picked up her 
manuscript, running her yngers over the pages. :I need 
to keep working on this. There's so much more to 
e5plore.:
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?s she settled at her favourite table at the back of the 
bookshop, Olivia felt a strange sense of peace amidst 
her an5iet3. "he was embarking on a 9ourne3 into 
uncharted territor3, but for the yrst time, it felt like she 
was on the right path.

The rest of the da3 passed in a blur of writing and 
research. ?t some point, Olivia gratefull3 received a 
cup of tea and a sandwich from Niss "ophia, o–ering a 
Guick smile of thanks before diving back into her work. 
?s evening fell, the empt3 cup and plate beside her 
were the onl3 evidence of the hours that had slipped 
b3.

Cinall3 sitting back from her work, Olivia stretched 
and looked around, suddenl3 aware of the dimming 
light outside.  ?s the fog of intense concentration 
lifted, she realised she needed to make a decision. 
Her  planned  sta3  in  Willowbrook  had  alread3 
e5tended far be3ond her original intentions. "he had 
responsibilities back home, e5pectations to meet 6 9ob 
applications to follow up on, a  potential  research 
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position to consider, not to mention her parents' hopes 
for her carefull3 planned career in classical literature.

7ut as she looked around the cos3 bookshop, at 
the piles of notes she'd made and the books that had 
reignited her passion, she knew she couldn't leave. zot 
3et. This 9ourne3 she'd started was too important to 
abandon. The path she was on, bridging fantas3 and 
classical literature, felt more real and vital than an3 of 
the opportunities waiting for her back home.

With trembling yngers, Olivia picked up her phone. 
? heav3, an5ious feeling settled in her chest as she 
contemplated the call  she needed to make.  It  was 
time to e5plain to her parents wh3 she wouldn't be 
coming home as planned. ?s the phone rang, she took 
a deep breath, tr3ing to Guell the nervousness that 
threatened to overwhelm her. "he steeled herself for 
the conversation ahead. Whatever came ne5t, she was 
committed to seeing this through.
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6
e Hards tiHeng


O livia's hand trembled as she held her phone, 
her parents' voices emanating from the speaker. 

She had chosen to make a video call, feeling she owed 
them the courtesy of seeing her face as she explained 
her decision.

"Olivia, darling, we don't understand," her mother's 
concerned face Ylled the screen. "Wou've been gone for 
days. jhat about your ?ob applicationsT Ahe interview 
at the publishing houseT Pnd weren't you supposed 
to meet with Hrofessor Iartley about that research 
assistant positionT Wour father and 4 have been worried 
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sick. je thought you were focused on building your 
career in classical literature."

Olivia took a deep breath, steeling herself. "Ahat's 
what 4 need to talk to you about. 4've... 4've had a 
change of heart."

Ier father's voice cut in, sharp with concern. "P 
change of heartT Olivia, you've worked years for this. 
Wou can't throw it all away on a whim."

"4t's not a whim, -ad," Olivia said, surprised by 
the steadiness in her voice. "4've realised something 
important about myself, about what 4 really want to 
do."

She launched into an explanation of her revelation, 
her words tumbling out in a rush of excitement and 
nervousness. She told them about her rediscovered 
passion for fantasy literature, her ideas about bridging 
it with classical studies, and her desire to continue this 
research. 4n her enthusiasm, she exclaimed that this 
could even turn into a Hh- or a book. Ahe moment 
the words left her mouth, however, she felt a twinge 
of regret. She could almost hear her parents' thoughts 
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B that she was being unrealistic, chasing pipe dreams 
instead of focusing on her career.

Ps she continued speaking, her fears were conYrmed. 
She  could  see  the  confusion  and  disappointment 
growing on her parents' faces. Ier old fears threatened 
to overwhelm her, the desire to please them warring 
with her newfound conviction.

"Olivia,"  her  father  said,  his  voice  tight  with 
suppressed emotion, "this sounds like a child's dream. 
Wou have a degree from Oxford. Wou can't seriously be 
considering throwing that away for... for fairy tales."

Ahe words stung, but instead of shrinking from 
them as she once might have, Olivia felt a surge of 
determination.

"Ahey're not ?ust fairy tales, -ad," she said Yrmly. 
"Ahese stories have power. Ahey help us understand 
our world and  our experiences. Ahey're valuable and 
4'm going to prove it."

"5ut what about your futureT" her mother pleaded. 
"Iow will you support yourselfT"
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Olivia hesitated. 4t was a valid 6uestion, one she'd 
been grappling with herself. 5ut then she thought of 
the pages of writing she'd produced in ?ust a few days, 
the excitement she felt every time she sat down to work.

"4 don't know exactly how it will work out," she 
admitted. "5ut 4 know this is what 4'm meant to do. 
4've never been more certain of anything."

Ahere was a long silence. Olivia could see her parents 
exchanging worried glances.

"je ?ust want what's best for you," her father said 
Ynally, his voice softer now.

"4  know, -ad,"  Olivia replied,  feeling a wave of 
aFection despite their disagreement. "Pnd 4 love you 
both for that. 5ut 4 need to work out what's best for 
me."

Ps the  call  ended,  Olivia  felt  a  complex  mix  of 
emotions. Ahere was sadness at disappointing her 
parents and anxiety about the uncertain path ahead. 
5ut there was also a sense of relief and rightness. She 
had stood up for herself and what felt right for her.
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Ps the  call  ended,  Olivia  felt  a  complex  mix  of 
emotions. Ahere was sadness at disappointing her 
parents and anxiety about the uncertain path ahead. 
5ut rising above it all was a powerful sense of relief 
and rightness. Lor the Yrst time, she felt she was truly 
following her heart, doing what felt genuinely right to 
her

She turned to Ynd 7iss  Sophia standing in the 
doorway of the bookshop, a gentle smile on her face.

"jell done, my dear," 7iss Sophia said softly.
Olivia managed a shaky smile in return. "4 think that 

was the hardest thing 4've ever done."
"Often,  the  most  important  choices  are,"  7iss 

Sophia replied. "5ut tell me, how do you feelT"
Olivia  considered  for  a  moment.  "Scared,"  she 

admitted. "5ut also... free. 8ike 4 can Ynally breathe."
7iss Sophia nodded approvingly. "Ahen you're on 

the right path." She gently placed a hand on Olivia's 
shoulder. "jhy don't 4 put on a kettleT P cup of 
chamomile tea might be ?ust the thing after such a 
di5cult conversation."
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Olivia nodded gratefully, feeling the tension in her 
shoulders start to ease at the thought.

Ps 7iss Sophia busied herself with the tea, she called 
over her shoulder, "Pnd once you've had a chance to 
calm your nerves, shall we get back to that manuscript 
of yoursT"

jith a determined nod, Olivia followed 7iss Sophia 
into the cosy back room of the bookshop. Ahe road 
ahead was uncertain, but for the Yrst time, she was 
excited to see where it might lead.
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7
Dreaming Spires

O livia  stood  at  the  podium  in  the  majestic 
Magdalen College auditorium, her heart racing 

as she looked out at the sea of expectant faces. The 
grand Gothic architecture, with its intricate wooden 
panels and high-arched windows, seemed to whisper 
centuries of academic tradition. It was surreal to think 
that just over a year ago, she had been a lost graduate, 
unsure of her path. Now, here she was, about to give 
a talk titled "The Eternal Hero Within: Lessons from 
Fantasy and Classical Literature," at one of Oxford's 
most prestigious colleges.
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The journey to this moment had been nothing short 
of miraculous.  It  had all  started with a small  talk 
she'd given at Miss Sophia's bookshop, sharing her 
budding ideas about the connections between fantasy 
and classical  literature.  By a stroke of serendipity, 
Professor Emily Blackwood, a renowned scholar of 
comparative literature, had been visiting Willowbrook 
that day and had attended the talk.

Intrigued  by  Olivia's  fresh  approach,  Professor 
Blackwood had reached out. What began as a single 
meeting soon blossomed into a series of passionate 
discussions. Professor Blackwood saw in Olivia not 
just a promising scholar, but a kindred spirit who 
dared to challenge academic conventions. For Olivia, 
the professor became both a mentor and a champion 
of her unconventional ideas.

When  the  annual  Literary  Bridges  conference 
at  Magdalen  College  was  announced,  Professor 
Blackwood had championed Olivia as a speaker. "Your 
voice needs to be heard," she had insisted, her eyes 
sparkling with enthusiasm. "Magdalen College - where 
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C.S. Lewis himself once walked - is the perfect place for 
your ideas to take Jight."

The signiRcance of speaking at Magdalen wasn't lost 
on Olivia. This was the college where C.S. Lewis, one 
of her literary heroes, had taught. The very grounds 
where he had debated philosophy and faith with q.z.z. 
Tolkien. It felt like coming full circle, returning to 
Oxford not as a confused graduate, but as a scholar 
with a uni1ue vision.

Taking a deep breath, Olivia began her talk:
"In the labyrinth of Minos and the forests of Narnia, 

in the journey of Odysseus and the 1uest of Frodo, we 
Rnd the same eternal truths. These stories, separated 
by millennia and categori?ed into di2erent genres, are 
more alike than they are di2erent. They speak to the 
core of human experience, illuminating our struggles, 
our hopes, and our capacity for growth...

"While  classical  literature  often  deals  with  the 
human condition through myths and legends, fantasy 
literature takes this a step further. It fre1uently alludes 
to  the  eternal  and non-physical  nature  of  human 
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existence, inviting us to consider that we are more than 
just our physical bodies and temporal experiences.

"Take, for instance, C.S. Lewis's 'The Chronicles 
of Narnia.' When the Pevensie children step through 
the wardrobe, they enter not just another world, but 
a realm where time Jows di2erently. This suggests 
a reality beyond our physical, time-bound existence. 
Similarly,  in  Tolkien's  'The  Lord  of  the  zings,' 
we  encounter  beings  like  elves  and  wi?ards  who 
are essentially immortal, hinting at a conception of 
consciousness that transcends physical death.

"These narratives echo ancient philosophies and 
religious concepts, much like those found in classical 
texts. Plato's allegory of the cave in 'The zepublic' 
suggests that our physical reality is merely a shadow of 
a higher, more real existence. Fantasy literature often 
plays with this idea, presenting characters who glimpse 
or journey to these 'higher' realities.

"But why does this matterA How can these fantastical 
ideas help us in our everyday livesA
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"By engaging with these concepts through story, 
we're invited to elevate our perspective on life. When 
we  entertain  the  idea  that  we  might  be  eternal 
beings having a temporary physical experience, it can 
profoundly shift our priorities and values.

"Suddenly, the daily stresses that consume us might 
seem less overwhelming. Our focus might shift from 
mere survival or accumulation of wealth to growth, 
love, and the impact we have on others. We might 
Rnd ourselves more inclined to pursue meaning and 
purpose rather than material success.

"Moreover, this perspective can foster a sense of 
interconnectedness. If we're all eternal beings sharing 
a physical journey, it becomes harder to view others 
as fundamentally di2erent or separate from ourselves. 
This can promote empathy, compassion, and a sense of 
global community.

"In essence, fantasy literature, much like its classical 
predecessors, serves as a gateway to contemplating 
profound existential 1uestions. It allows us to explore 
complex  philosophical  ideas  through  accessible, 
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engaging narratives. By doing so, it has the power to 
expand our consciousness and elevate our approach to 
life itself."

Olivia  paused,  looking  out  at  the  attentive 
audience.  She  noticed  several  listeners  nodding 
thoughtfully, while others had their brows furrowed 
in concentration. Q few were taking notes, their pens 
moving steadily across their notepads. In the back, she 
could see a small group of professors leaning towards 
each other, exchanging 1uiet words. She hoped that 
her ideas might o2er a fresh perspective on literature 
to the academic community.

"In conclusion,"  she said,  her  voice strong with 
conviction, "by recogni?ing the deep truths embedded 
in  both  classical  and  fantasy  literature,  we  open 
ourselves to a richer, more nuanced understanding 
of our existence. We are invited to see beyond the 
mundane, to recogni?e the extraordinary within the 
ordinary, and to approach our lives with a sense of 
wonder and purpose. This, I believe, is the true magic 
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that literature o2ers us&a magic as enduring as the 
dreaming spires that surround us."

Qs Olivia Rnished speaking, a moment of profound 
silence  hung  in  the  air.  Then,  as  if  a  spell  had 
been broken, the auditorium erupted into enthusiastic 
applause. She saw several audience members rising to 
their feet, their faces alight with appreciation and new 
understanding. Qs the applause began to subside, the 
moderator stepped forward, smiling warmly at Olivia. 
'Thank you for that inspiring presentation,' he said, 
turning to address the audience. 'We'll now open the 
Joor for 1uestions. I'm sure many of us are eager to 
delve deeper into Miss Walker's fascinating insights.

Kuring the 6!Q session that followed, Olivia was 
challenged with probing 1uestions that she answered 
with a conRdence that surprised even herself. Q classics 
professor praised her fresh perspective, while a fantasy 
author in attendance thanked her for articulating the 
scholarly value of the genre.

But it was a young student's 1uestion that touched 
Olivia most deeply.
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"Thank you for showing us how much value and 
meaning there is in fantasy literature," the student said, 
her voice slightly trembling. "I lost my mother earlier 
this year, and I've found comfort in these stories. I love 
the idea that we might be eternal beings. Qre there any 
other examples you could give that give hope that we'll 
meet our loved ones againA"

Olivia's eyes Rlled with warmth and understanding. 
"I'm so sorry for your loss," she said softly. "Thank you 
for sharing and asking such an important 1uestion. 
Literature has a beautiful way of o2ering comfort in 
times like these.

"In q.7. zowling's 'Harry Potter' series, particularly 
in 'The Keathly Hallows,' Harry's encounters with 
those he's lost o2er a touching perspective on the 
enduring nature of love beyond death. It's a modern 
take on a theme we see in classical works too, like 
Homer's 'Odyssey,' where Odysseus speaks with the 
spirits of those he's lost.

"These stories remind us that love and connection 
transcend what we can see and that death is just part of 
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the story. Your bond with your mother is part of that 
eternal narrative," Olivia concluded softly.

The moderator stepped forward, a warm smile on his 
face. "Thank you, Miss Walker, for that insightful and 
touching response. I'm afraid that's all we have time for 
today. Let's thank our speaker once more."

Q  gentle  wave  of  applause  swept  through  the 
auditorium, punctuated by murmurs of appreciation. 
Qs Olivia glanced out at the dispersing crowd, she 
caught sight of familiar faces in the audience. Miss 
Sophia beamed proudly from her seat, while next to 
her, Olivia's parents wore expressions of undisguised 
awe and pride. The sight Rlled Olivia with a warm glow 
of accomplishment and gratitude.

Qs she gathered her notes, Olivia felt a tap on her 
shoulder. She turned to Rnd Professor Blackwood, her 
face beaming.

"Olivia,  that  was  truly  wonderfulF"  Professor 
Blackwood  exclaimed,  her  eyes  shining  with 
excitement. "You've exceeded all expectations." She 
paused, her smile growing even wider. "I think we 
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might  need  to  discuss  the  possibility  of  a  PhK 
program."

Overwhelmed with emotion, Olivia could only nod, 
her mind already racing with possibilities.

Qs the evening wound down, Olivia found a 1uiet 
moment with Miss Sophia in Magdalen's beautiful 
gardens.

"How do you feel, my dearA" Miss Sophia asked.
Olivia  looked out  over  the  moonlit  grounds  of 

Magdalen College,  the dreaming spires of Oxford 
etched  against  the  night  sky.  Her  heart  felt  full. 
"Grateful," she said Rnally. "Qnd... complete. Like I've 
found what I am meant to do."

Miss Sophia nodded. "Qnd what will you do nowA"
Olivia's ga?e drifted to the iconic Magdalen Tower, 

standing tall against the night sky. "7eep exploring," 
she  said  with  a  smile.  "There's  so  much  more  to 
discover, so many more connections to make. This feels 
like just the beginning of a journey that will take me far 
beyond these dreaming spires."
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"Indeed it is," Miss Sophia agreed, patting Olivia's 
hand. "Indeed it is."

Qs they walked back towards the hall, Olivia felt a 
profound sense of rightness. She had faced her fears, 
challenged her beliefs, and emerged stronger. The 
dreaming spires of Oxford, which had once seemed like 
distant, unattainable symbols of academic excellence, 
now felt like home&a place where her ideas could 
Jourish and grow. Whatever challenges lay ahead in her 
academic journey, she was ready to face them, armed 
with the power of stories and the courage to be true to 
herself.
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A Message from the Author

Thank you for spending time with my story. I hope 
it has brought you a little light and joy. If you'd like 
to ,nd more inspirationc wisdomc or perhaps just a 
vomforting thoughtc I inMite you to Misit Siss ’ophiaBs 
Aookshop at www.misssophiabooks.vom. Therec Siss 
’ophia shares more reWevtionsc  storiesc  and gentle 
guidanve to help you along your journey. Pnd in the 
words of Siss ’ophiac 

“I believe that the right words can often find us when we 
need them most.” 

6ith warmest wishesc
0aul
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