
		
		
			Let Blood Turn Into Gold



			How can perfection be both reassuring and fearsome at the same time? And how can imperfection be an act of rebellious freedom?

			That is what Oliver thought when he met them for the first time. The stranger entered the workshop with a quiet, hesitant reverence on a spring day that still carried the sharp bite of winter. He stared as they closed the white oak door gently, sealing the howling wind outside.

			Instinctively, Oliver rushed to cover his cracked hands in delicate, skin-coloured gloves. People were usually disgusted by them, hesitant to treat him even as human. A broken person didn’t deserve kindness or appreciation around here. Because of this, his services were in great demand: he made magical masks, able to bend reality and blur the imperfections of the soul that tended to emerge in the eyes and small expressions.

			His domain was perfection. The masks were symmetrical, colourless, flawless: the peak of centuries of art’s search for absolute perfection. They were not meant to transform the soul, but to shield its inherent insecurities—a seamless blending into an ideal of humanity.

			The stranger was now floating among the exposed masks, their eyes holding a peculiar, unreadable coldness.

			With time, clients requested different extra shades to add to their masks. Oliver was able to implement their requests with surgical precision, so as not to mar the perfection of the main outlines. His regular clients browsed the samples with bubbling, almost frantic excitement, trying them on like life-altering dresses: Which one makes me look more empathetic? Which one will make them respect me? Which one would make people fall in love with me?

			Oliver’s own mask was the first ever created. He didn’t remember how; he was just a lost child at the time. Abandoned, barely alive, and then sold, like a second-hand toy, to the only ones willing to collect any stray puppy for a contorted sense of self-worth. A toy they hoped to manipulate and shape into their precious desire of perfection, by proxy. Yet, sometimes, something just does not come to life as expected.

			Oliver’s first mask, therefore, was himself. His mask was perfectly blank, designed to reflect others’ expectations of perfection in him. To work, however, the mask needed particular and constant care: the surface had to be deeply cleaned. No fingerprint, no scrape, no stain, no dust, no trace of bacteria could remain. The ritual was exhausting, but he couldn’t help himself. Too afraid to reveal a single flaw, too deeply convinced he was the broken, disgusting, shameful creature everyone had always branded him as.

			Oliver tried to identify the stranger through the frames of his own mask. Anxiety clenched his heart, its claws ready to tear him open at the first trace of judgement and let humiliation flood in. He knew his hands would soon grow sweaty and slick, and his voice would crack, making him embarrassed. Focusing on the new client was just one way to deal with the cold, death-like feeling creeping into his core.

			They kept walking around, with the same inexpressive attitude, looking at every single mask and yet avoiding touching any. If there was any perfection in that person, it was certainly not visible. A wild crown of dark curls framed their features. Each lock was unique, defying any imposed ideal. And yet, to Oliver’s eyes, those very imperfections formed a strange paradox: a harmony that shouldn’t exist but somehow did. Even the clothes broke any fashion standard, as if three different people had chosen the outfit. Under the square-cut leather jacket, Oliver caught a glimpse of the bright red waves of a dress. To complete the strange combination, rainbow-painted sneakers adorned their feet.

			When the stranger finally approached him, Oliver barely managed to stifle a gasp as he gained a clear view of their mask: it was broken into three irregular pieces, as if struck by a small hammer precisely on the tip of the nose. What was even more bizarre was the magic struggling beneath the damage: the mask material was frantically trying to blur and harmonize the flaws of three different personalities. It wasn’t even clear to Oliver whether the client was female or male. He had to lean closer to see the dark, shining fill flowing through the fractures. Had they tried to repair it with gold?

			“Good morning. I have an issue with these masks,” they said in a straight tone of voice, which made Oliver feel uncomfortable. He couldn’t decide if the stranger was seeking understanding or, instead, accusing him. “Every time I buy a new one,” they added, “it keeps breaking down.”

			He made a mistake. The thought struck his mind like a thunderbolt. He had to (he made a mistake, he made a mistake) apologize first, to avoid any shouting at him. “I am sorry. It’s the first time I’ve heard of anything like this happening,” he replied in tight and clipped words, as he struggled for air. He should (he made a mistake, he made a mistake, he made a mistake) have immediately focused on how (he made a mistake, he made a mistake) to repair the fault (he made a mistake, he made a mistake) and clean it (he made a mistake, he made a mistake). Why was the stranger (he made a mistake, HE MADE A MISTAKE, HE MADE A MISTAKE) still staring at his face? Was the (HE MADE A MISTAKE, HE MADE A MISTAKE) mask even working?

			“Can you help me, please? To be honest, you’re the only hope I have left. I really need a mask that can make me look…” Their voice cracked. Their gaze dropped to their hands, which started fidgeting frantically, the fingers clawing at each other as if trying to lock themselves in a grip.

			For the first time, the familiar feeling of guilt was pushed aside by that unexpected reaction. He couldn’t tell if the stranger was truly overwhelmed or if they were only pretending to be helpless to manipulate him and get what they wanted. Nothing was going the way he was used to, which made him feel deeply uneasy.

			“I usually buy everything online, but…” continued the stranger. It seemed they had regained control, hiding their hands back in the pockets of the leather jacket. “I think I need something personalized. Is that possible?”

			“Yes, indeed,” said Oliver, feeling the sudden, intense need to scratch the skin of his neck.

			The stranger’s gaze never rose to meet his eyes, remaining fixed instead on his chin. For a moment, he wondered if they had some kind of issue with their vision or if there was something wrong with his own appearance. The insistent, cold stare was burning his skin.

			He cleared his throat, clenching his fists and making the glove material creak. “May I have your mask to analyse it?” he asked in a firm voice. “And may I know your name? I need it to search in the shop’s records.”

			The stranger hesitated. “Sometimes, I don’t know exactly who I am. But… I believe you will find my purchases under the name of Delta.”

			Delta. What a weird name. Names usually tell a lot about a person. Nomen omen, so the saying goes. Everything about them defied any comforting sense of normalcy. And still… even that odd name fit them like a glove, in an unpredictable game of balance. Just like their face: three shades of personality that could belong to different people and yet made a kind of sense together.

			Even if reluctant, Delta drew their hands out of the pockets and slowly unzipped the leather jacket, revealing a deeper golden gleam beneath the shadow.

			Oliver’s throat tightened the moment he recognized the gold filling of linear scars running across their neck. The marks looked like old ligature marks, almost cutting through the skin. A sudden heat surged across his shoulders and down his arms, igniting the scars he had once carved into himself on days when no chemical soap felt strong enough to cleanse him. How could someone be willing to fill those marks with gold, like a precious memory or a celebration of weakness? How could someone be proud of their failings?

			Oliver felt his mind grow dizzy, completely unable to take it in as Delta slowly began to take off the shattered mask. The face underneath was something truly inexplicable, defying every dogma of aesthetics. The three personalities hadn’t been erased; instead, their subtle shades had melted together into a complex, unreadable constellation of features and imperfections. It was a visual map of flaws yet somehow achieving that bizarre balance he had first sensed in the wildness of their external appearance.

			An embarrassed smile slipped onto Delta’s true face as they handed him the mask, their hands slightly shaking. Oliver caught sight of their wrists: long, pale scars traced with gold.

			What the hell was happening?

			He took the mask, touching it only with his fingertips. The violent shatters now seemed to lose their strange aura, shrinking into nothing more than inert fragments only meant to be fixed. Even the gold filling was simply a cold glue. The mysterious equilibrium was now lost.

			“Thank you,” Delta said softly. “I really appreciate your help. Please, contact me as soon as you have any update.”

			Before he could reply, Delta had already turned away and walked quickly to the white oak door. Oliver watched the weird apparition slip out of the immaculate workshop, leaving behind the stale silence he had grown used to.

			« »

			The mask was simply perfect, except for the cracks. Even so, Oliver felt the pressure to understand why the material had failed on Delta’s face. He spent days and nights obsessed with what had happened in the workshop, with the unsolved mystery of that new person. He was able to list all their flaws with surgical precision, and yet he couldn’t tell how to fix them. It was as if any correction would transform Delta into something they weren’t at all, instead of enhancing them. Like polishing a rose would just make it look fake, something completely artificial. It was a game of contrasts doomed to be lost.

			Oliver picked up the shattered mask again, examining the inside. For hours, he studied the dark, shining fill running through the cracks. He couldn’t believe at first that it was actual gold, so he scraped it with a scalpel and examined it under the electronic microscope. There was glue, indeed, but mixed with gold powder and… some kind of natural magic. Otherwise, the mask shouldn’t work at all. Usually, once a mask was modelled and refined and then broken, which happens only rarely, it would cease to function immediately.

			His thoughts crawled back to Delta’s scars. The same peculiar magic had likely been used to apply the gold and seal those wounds. Magic, in this world, was incredibly rare, and just as with Oliver, it stemmed from dark, traumatic inner lands. One part of him wished to know more about Delta and how they had seized that power, but a deeper part of him was absolutely convinced he was unworthy of any kind of connection. Every time he had tried to get close to someone else, it had ended only in stripping away a piece of his sanity and faith. No good person, he believed, would ever be interested in someone like him, either as a friend or a partner.

			He was too badly damaged. His gaze fell on his own hands, the skin burned raw and cracked from the relentless washing. Even moving his fingers was painful, and yet he couldn’t stop or ignore the feeling of being dirty. Of being disgusting. Pain, with time, began to offer a twisted sort of relief. If it hurts, he still can feel after all. If it hurts, it’s purifying. Oliver wondered what would happen if he covered his hands with gold instead of hiding them in gloves. What would people say?

			You did this to yourself, aren’t you ashamed? What would people say about your family? Cover them, I don’t want to see this. It makes me sick; it makes everyone sick.

			He was revolting, like vomit, like the smell of rotten things and body fluids, like the viscid and the filth, and the scraping noises… Oliver’s stomach suddenly flipped upside down, and his throat knotted. (He was disgusting) If he touched something gross, he washed it away. (He was disgusting, he was disgusting) But how could he wash his own self away? (He was disgusting, he was disgusting, he was disgusting, he was disgusting) The skin on his hands was a constellation of red scabs, an infinite map of imperfections. (he was disgusting, he was disgusting) He had to scratch them, bring the fresh flesh to light, to let it grow better scabs. (HE WAS DISGUSTING) But he knew that it wouldn’t be perfect, it’s just an illusion. (HE WAS DISGUSTING, HE WAS DISGUSTING, HE WAS DISGUSTING, HE WAS DISGUSTING) But at least he would stop feeling it. (HE WAS DISGUSTING) Oliver let the mask fall. Slowly, he began to dig his nails into the wounds. The pain struck him like a shiver. (HE WAS DISGUSTING, HE WAS DISGUSTING) The blood started to flow in tears every time a scab was ripped away. He didn’t care because it was fading. (HE WAS DISGUSTING, he was disgusting, he was disgusting) The more scars he reopened, the more the awful feeling vanished into the back of his mind. (he was disgusting, he was disgusting) Suddenly, he felt himself again. Disoriented, in pain, his hands covered in blood. He was ripping breaths from the air as if he’d been underwater for too long.

			He’d done it again; he couldn’t stop himself, couldn’t protect himself.

			Numbed by the shame, he could only stare at his shaking hands. It was the same as ever. A thought was enough to send him into that self-destructive spiral, leaving him with the harsh, inevitable consequences. Now, he had to wash away what he had just done, even though he knew it would worsen the condition of his raw skin. He hated that skin, he hated those thoughts, he hated himself for falling for it every single time. How much a simple thought could cost...Warm tears pricked at his eyes, and he clenched his fists.

			And then he noticed the drops on the mask. At first, he gasped, horrified by the gross contamination of the precious magical material, which was fine and clear like frost. The purity of perfection was stained by his wicked blood. The drops collected into the shape of Delta’s eyes, on their lips. He looked at the irregular slipstreams they left behind, which made the flaws even more evident. In
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