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Sometimes it feels like everything went wrong.
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That the story should’ve been different.
The world — kinder.
People — closer.
And I — stronger.
But we’re just human. We fall. We hold on. We try again.
This book was born from three stories.

The first — about losing a home.
Each of us wants to keep what we love for as long as possible. I was one of those people. Used to be. I held on to what was mine until there was nothing left to hold on to.
At first, life whispers, “Maybe we should try something else?”
And when it sees you’re not moving — it stops whispering. It acts.
It tears everything down to the foundations so you finally shift from where you’re stuck.
That’s how a path appeared — one I had never planned.
I left a city that had become ruins.
When you lose everything, it feels like the worst that could happen.
Only years later did I understand: it wasn’t collapse, and it wasn’t escape.
It was a beginning.
Like pressing “start over” in a game. With empty hands. Without a map. But with a chance.
And if life gives you a second chance — take it.
The second story — about the people who leave a mark.
We’ve all met those who turn our world upside down.
And sometimes the ones who, instead, put chaos back in its place.
I was lucky enough to meet both.
An echo of each of them lives in the characters of this book.
And though they’re fictional, their voices, doubts, and thoughts are real.
I gathered them from those I listened to, those I lost, those I loved, and those I never had time to say goodbye to.
My sincere thanks to all of you.
To those who stayed.
To those who left.
To those who changed something inside me.
Because of you, this book came to life.
The third story — about strength.
Since childhood, we hear: “Be strong, brave, fearless...”
But strength isn’t about carrying everything alone through pain.
To me, real strength is staying true to yourself, even when silence would be easier.
No standard can fit everyone.
And from this comes true strength — not living by someone else’s script, but having the courage to live the life you want.
The life you longed for, the dreams that warmed you on cold nights, and the aspirations your heart burns for.
...Because in the end, we’re all just trying to cope.
Some quietly, some with humor, some with hope for better days.
This book is one of those attempts.
Not all stories begin when we want them to.
And not all of them are about what we wish for.
Some stories appear only when you find yourself exactly where you’re meant to be.
You’re holding one of those right now.
And I sincerely wish you a good journey.
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​Chapter One: When Adventure Knocked at the Door
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In an instant, the dust—symbolic of life—scattered. A soft gust of wind carried its particles across the world.

“Is this the beginning?” asked a voice. “No. This is the end.”

A gunshot...

One week earlier.

The old wooden doors creaked open, revealing dusty shop windows, weathered by time and now blanketed in sunlight like a layer of snow. Silver bells hanging above the door jingled softly in the bright sunlight, stirring pleasant memories. I stepped inside, ready for a new chapter in my life.

Old Joe, known for his eccentric nature and rare antique finds, had finally hired me. I hoped I’d do better here than I did in school. Every chapter of my school years had left me with the sense that I simply couldn’t manage my own life. I had no luck with girls, didn’t make the local football team, never played baseball, and wasn’t smart enough to be among the school’s top minds. I didn’t even belong to any clubs that might have given me a sense of identity. I was just an average, unremarkable teenager, doing slightly better than the kids who were failing, and constantly haunted by the thought that each school year was just leading me closer to a life of failure.

My thoughts were interrupted by the old man’s voice. “I’m up here!”

I shut the door and hurried toward the stairs, accidentally bumping into an old shelf and nearly knocking over a delicate figurine from a polished side table. My heart skipped a beat, but I caught it just in time. Climbing the narrow staircase, I entered a room flooded with light from a large window.

And there he was.

Sitting in a wheelchair, missing his right leg, the old man caught my eye. His unkempt beard and tired, piercing eyes hinted at a life full of stories, while his thick yet well-groomed hair gave away a unique character. He wore a checkered shirt, ragged denim shorts, and a single purple knitted sock. His voice was raspy but firm—like someone I’d known for years.

“So, you’re the one who came to work for me?” Joe asked.

“Yes. I arrived today. Yesterday, while I was packing, my parents found this job ad in the newspaper. It all happened so fast—I just decided it was time to start a new life, and well... here I am.”

“That ad’s been out for over a month. Why call now?”

“My parents told me to give it a shot. I need a job—I’m looking for a place to live in town, but obviously I need money to pay for it.”

“I see. But you’re not what I’m looking for.” “Why not? You don’t even know me.”

“Your voice lacks confidence. I don’t like that.”

“But you told me yesterday to come, that you’d teach me everything. I’m not leaving. I came all this way, and I’m staying. If you think I came all this way just to be turned down, then you’re wrong.”

“Not bad,” Joe said with a grin. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Maybe there’s hope for you after all. Tell me more about yourself.”

“I just finished school. I tried a few different sports. I’m determined, always ready to help with anything—just ask.”

“Alright, alright, I get it. Another over-eager kid. Good for you.”

He pulled a stack of papers from the table and tossed them in front of me. “Sign these. And what’s your name, anyway?”

“Daniel.”

“Great, Daniel. Sign here at the bottom. Welcome to the antique shop, ‘Venice’.” “Thank you, Joe.”

“No need to thank me, kid. You’ll have plenty of time to change your mind.” “Why? Is something wrong? My parents wouldn’t steer me wrong.”

“Sure, sure. You’ll find out soon enough, boy. Just wait.” “What do you mean?”

“You’ll see. Everything in its time. Just sign.”

I quickly picked up the pen and signed next to the date: June 19, 1974.

A day I’ll never forget.

The contract was signed. A new life had begun. The rest—what I’d do with this life—would have to come later.

“Alright,” Joe said. “Time to start your training. Head downstairs. I’ll show you everything. There’s a light switch up here and another downstairs, so you can control the displays and shop lights.”

We descended together. The beige hallway walls reminded me of the 1950s—the kind you see in old movies. Once we reached the bottom, I grabbed his wheelchair and helped him. We moved past all the shop displays, and the conversation continued.

"Your workstation is over there, by the register," Joe said. "All the display cases should shine, but be careful with the exhibits. They’re very valuable and worth a lot of money. For example, that statuette over there is from China. It’s a traditional house protection symbol."

He gestured deeper into the shop.

"And over there are some garden gnomes. Not just any gnomes — these were brought straight from the Netherlands, made back in the 1700s, and preserved by generations. They survived the Napoleonic wars, both World Wars. To keep them safe from Hitler, they were taken to America. But some old fool sold them to me for next to nothing, not realizing their real worth.

Look — underneath, you’ll see the dates: this one is from 1702, the next from 1703, and the third from 1704. A gnome collection from that era is worth millions. I’m selling them for just a few hundred bucks."

He glanced at me.

"You’ll get a commission from sales, on top of your salary. If people bring in their junk, appraise it as low as possible so we keep costs down. You can live here too — there’s a room upstairs, a kitchen, shower, and toilet. So you won’t need to spend on rent or transport. But let’s be clear: I don’t want to see any of your loser friends here, breaking my vases after a few beers."

"I don’t have any friends," I said quietly. "Don’t worry, Mr. Joe." "Good. Hopefully, we’ll sort the rest out as we go."

"I just don’t really know how to make friends. People usually leave me. I’m always alone." "Why’s that?"

"People don’t care about friendship. They just want to show off."

"You think so?" He raised an eyebrow. "You just haven’t met the right kind of people, kid." "Maybe. But in school, that’s exactly the kind I always met."

Joe looked at me for a moment, then said, "Well then, kid, let’s be friends." "Of course, Mr. Joe."

He muttered, "Why did I even say that..." "What?"

"Nothing. Get to work."

I grabbed some rags from the supply closet and got to cleaning. On my first day, not a single customer came in. I cleaned the floors, polished old items, and watched the world outside through the window. Suddenly, an old man approached and said,

"Den. Don’t go out on the streets at night here. You don’t know what might happen." "What do you mean?"

"Just... don’t go out."

"Okay..." "Goodnight." "Goodnight, Joe."

Joe took the elevator up to his room. I stayed downstairs, reading. About ten minutes before closing, a strange old woman entered. Her slow steps carried her to the register. She stared at me with sharp, searching eyes — then suddenly turned around and rushed out, slamming the door so hard it sounded like an explosion.

Confused, I locked the doors and went upstairs. I opened the window and began writing a letter to my parents. Outside, the city looked eerie, empty, abandoned. The wind moved through the streets like a ghost, and something in the air made me uneasy.

I went downstairs to drop the letter into the mailbox. On the way back, I felt like someone was following me. I hurried inside and locked the door behind me. When I lay down, my mind drifted into a strange, uncontrollable stream of thoughts. I started thinking about how nothing lasts forever. People try to hold onto things, but everything slips away. Life moves past us, full of surprises and change. All we can do is adapt and keep going.

Morning came — the least favorite time of day for most people.

I opened my eyes and looked out the window. Sunlight spilled into the room. The gray tones on the walls lightened slightly, but the place still felt like it hadn’t been lived in for fifty years.

Outside, the city buzzed with life. Car horns blared at the intersection, people rushed in every direction.

Then — a screech of brakes and a loud crash.

Two cars had collided. A crowd quickly gathered. People were pulled from the wrecks. They were alive, judging by the groans that escaped them, though most were unconscious.

Firefighters and an ambulance arrived. No one left. On the contrary, they stared, entranced, as if someone were handing out money.

What is it about other people’s suffering that fascinates you so much? People are animals. Always hungry for bread and circuses.

I stepped away from the window and went to the kitchen. Joe was still asleep, snoring so loudly I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole town heard him.

The kitchen was strange. The fridge was mounted on the wall, with a washing machine underneath. A small table stood beside them, with only one chair. No space for cutting food. One knife, two plates, two forks, two spoons, one mug, and a grimy old coffee maker. In the cupboard — a single pot, a colander, and a tiny frying pan. Below, an electric oven that took forever to heat, and of course, an ancient microwave. The windows had been bricked up long ago. On the wall hung a poster of a nude woman from the 1950s.

Back then, I bet every teenage boy had a crush on women like her.

I hoped I could get used to all this.

I made an omelet using eggs I found in the fridge — which, by the way, was stuffed full of beer

— and brought it down to the shop. I didn’t even turn on the sign, just unlocked the door and went behind the register.

Just as I was about to take my first bite, the door creaked open. A slow-moving silhouette entered — a girl with light-colored hair. The sunlight behind her made it hard to see her face, so I looked down, trying to find a place to set my plate. She wandered the shop, examining every item.

"If you need anything, just let me know," I said.

She glanced at me, smiled softly, then turned to an old typewriter. She began pressing the keys, trying to type something. Watching her long, delicate fingers and graceful movements, I wondered if she was a pianist.

From the moment she entered, I tried to read her.

She turned and slowly walked toward me. I stood up from behind the register, frozen. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

She was... extraordinary.

Light-blonde hair framed a delicate face; blue eyes like a clear sky with a fine nose and high cheekbones. Her chin had that sharp elegance you see in Greek statues. Every move she made felt like a quiet dance. Narrow shoulders, elegant legs like slender blossoms. Her figure was flawless — small chest, thin waist, modest hips. She didn’t look sick or malnourished; just naturally slender, and it suited her. But more than anything, her eyes held something powerful. A strange, deep energy that made my heart race.

I tried not to stare, but it was hard. Her presence felt magnetic.

She stepped closer. Blinking slowly, she spoke to me in a slightly high, gentle voice, "I'm here for the first time," she said. "Can you tell me what you have?"

I wasn’t able to pull myself together. Flustered, I asked her to clarify what exactly she was looking for. When she repeated the question, I stepped out from behind the register and began showing her everything in the shop.

She examined each item with curiosity, but it seemed like she was looking for something else. Hoping to take control of the conversation, I asked abruptly,

"What exactly are you looking for?"

She looked surprised. But after a short breath, she replied, "Probably... you."

Now it was my turn to be stunned. I felt like my confused expression could be seen from other planets and galaxies. I swallowed and asked again,

"Me?"

"Yes, you." "But why me?"

"Well, you’re the first person in this town who hasn’t been rude to me right away. I’m guessing you’re not from around here either?"

"I’m not."

"Where are you from?" "Kromenvale. And you?" "Bornwoods."

"Then we’re neighbors. That’s amazing. What brings you to this hole?" "Probably the same thing as you."

"You ran away from your parents to start a new, adult life, and now you don’t know what to do?"

"Nice joke," she smirked, "but no. I’m traveling, and this is the first place where I decided to stay for a while."

"But why choose Drobail of all places?"

"It’s the closest town from where I last stayed." "Interesting."

At that moment, I realized that if I didn’t ask her out right then, I might never see her again. "Would you like to spend the evening with me?"

"Sure," she replied casually, reaching for a book on the top shelf.

"Let’s say five o’clock, same place. I’ll be closing up by then. There’s a spot nearby with a fun name. We can spend some time there."

"Sounds great," she said, and handed me a book titled Spells of the Old Witches.

I stepped behind the counter, rang up the book, and told her the price. She turned, handed me the bills, and then said the words that made my heart skip a beat:

"Keep the change. Dinner’s on you."

She took the book and walked out quickly, leaving behind a delicate floral scent.

I remained seated, breathing in the fragrance and drifting deep into thoughts about what it all could mean. My heart pounded in my chest, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that this strange encounter was some kind of sign. Being a shy guy, I couldn’t stop thinking about the beautiful girl who had so effortlessly entered my heart.

Suddenly, my thoughts were interrupted by old Joe calling out that I needed to go pick up the newspapers.

I had barely stepped outside when I saw an elderly woman, the same one Joe had told me about. He said she was a regular here, always dropping by to browse the items in our shop. But today, she didn’t even come inside.

I approached her to ask what was wrong, but she turned sharply and grabbed my hand. My heart froze as she said,

"Leave. You don’t belong here. You’re young, your whole life is ahead of you. Go."

I couldn’t understand why she was acting so strange. Before I could say anything, she was already walking away, leaving me without a chance to ask questions.

I stood there, trying to decipher her words. What did she mean? What’s really going on here?

Shaking off the unease, I decided to cross the street quickly to pick up Joe’s newspaper. But my rush nearly cost me — a car almost hit me.

Newspaper in hand, I started heading back, but then I noticed something strange. Our mysterious neighbor had entered the shop through the back door.

I couldn’t make sense of it, but my suspicion began to grow. What was this mysterious woman hiding? And what secrets did our shop hold?

I decided I had to investigate further. I headed toward the back, but a huge man, built like a wardrobe, blocked my path.

"You can’t go in there, kid," he said. "But I work here."

"Not right now. Wait."

I stopped. It was clear that trying anything wouldn’t end well — this guy could crush me with one hand. There was no point in arguing.

So I stood there for what felt like twenty minutes until finally, a woman in a purple hat and carrying a plush handbag walked out.

She looked at me, clearly confused and nervous, and smiled.

"What an interesting young man. I’ll steal you away from Joe," she said. "Sweet boys like you always come in handy."

I simply looked down in fear, and she walked past me. Her bodyguard quickly ran to open the door, and in that moment, I realized—she was someone important.

I was about to head upstairs when old Joe stopped me. "Where do you think you’re going with that paper, kid?" "Oh, you’re here, Mr. Joe?"

"Yeah, I’m here," he replied with a heavy expression. "Who was that lady, and what was she doing in our shop?"

"Our shop?" he scoffed. "Kid, this place isn’t even mine anymore. If we don’t cover the rent this month, it’s getting shut down. We’ll both be out on the street."

A thick tension settled in the room, a heavy sense of unresolved problems. I handed Joe the newspaper, then stepped behind the register to start tallying up everything that had accumulated over the week.

I asked how much exactly we needed to pay for rent.

"It still won’t be enough, Dan," Joe muttered. "We’ve already lost this battle before even starting it."

That’s when I saw it—the fading dreams and hopes in a man’s eyes. Joe’s tired gaze wandered across the shop. Despair, the kind that can destroy entire armies, had overtaken his mind. The panic in his restless eyes only confirmed one thing: life can turn everything upside down in an instant. Contracts, decisions, luck — they’re the bedrock of success in business, but when your business begins to die, you start dying right along with it.

Joe crumpled the newspaper and tossed it in the bin. Then, heading toward the elevator, he muttered, "Don’t bother me today," and went upstairs.

I sank heavily into the chair behind the register, fully aware that I might soon need to find a new job and start all over again. I sat, lost in thought. Life had just thrown me another curveball.

But then I remembered—tonight, I had a date. With a real girl.

That thought warmed me more than the idea that the shop I’d only just started working in was about to close. Still, a strange question crept into my mind: Maybe I’m bad luck?

Trying to shake that thought as quickly as possible, I got up and started cleaning the shop. That’s when I found some old coins that had fallen behind the counter. I dusted places customers rarely noticed, arranged items in alphabetical order, and cleaned the glass so well it felt like the sunlight had found a new way in, even with the doors still closed.

Later, I went upstairs to tell Joe that I’d managed to ask out a beautiful girl. My words brought a faint smile to his face.

"Well, I’m happy for you, kid," he said. "But be careful." "Why? What’s wrong?"

"Girls can be downright devious." "I just asked her out for a date."

"Then be more confident, boy. I’m just messing with you. Have a great time." "Old joker. Thanks."

Time passed, and the moment for the date crept up on me. Joe came downstairs, handed me a box, and said:

"Don’t open it until you’re both sitting at the table in the bar. And until then, don’t even think about peeking."

I took the box, threw on my jacket, and stepped outside. I started wondering if maybe she’d been joking when she agreed to the date. Maybe it wasn’t serious, I thought. I lit a cigarette, leaned against the wall, lowered my head, and waited. Maybe she’ll still come.

Ten minutes passed. She still hadn’t shown up.

She’s not coming. Of course not. Just like always, it wasn’t serious. But then—why did she leave a tip?

I reached into my pocket, pulled out the bill, and saw a message written on it. "Meet me at 5:30 in the central park. I hope you can guess what to look for on this day, because I love riddles."

I jumped to my feet, dashed across the street without caring about traffic laws or the fact I could’ve been hit by a car, and hopped on the first tram.

As the tram moved, I looked around and wondered, Where are all these people headed?

A woman in a long brown coat over a blouse and grey skirt, with long curly hair and narrow eyes. Her nose was long and thin, lips small and neat—she looked like a schoolteacher. She seemed to be heading home, carrying four heavy bags, two in each hand.

Two men in dark gray suits and hats argued, gesturing wildly like real Italians. Kids ran away screaming from a police officer. Other men in suits smoked in restaurant armchairs, discussing business. One of them was so big, I thought if he didn’t get his meal soon, he’d bite the waiter’s hand off.

Chaos was everywhere. It was oddly exciting. My town had never been like this. Everything there was always calm. No wild situations. Everyone knew everyone. No one rushed.

This city felt different. Intriguing.

I think I’ll stay here a while.

Opening the window and looking out, I felt a cool breeze on my face. My hair blew back, my eyes watered from the wind, and I felt something strange—freedom.

What a lovely feeling, I thought.

A pleasant evening breeze through a window always brings that sense of ease, that lightness. It makes you feel like you can always find a place that feels better than where you are.

My thoughts were interrupted by the tram speaker announcing the next stop. My stop.

I got off near the park and saw her waiting. She smiled.

I froze. Maybe she’s smiling at someone else?

She waved.

I looked around to make sure the signal was really meant for me. It was.

Weird. That had never happened to me before.

I walked up and greeted her. We began walking together toward our destination. "Where are we going?" she asked.

"I’ll show you. Old Joe told me about the place. He gave me this box and said I should only open it when we’re both sitting there."

"Then let’s hurry!" she said, excited. "I can’t wait to see what’s inside."

We walked and talked about all sorts of things. Each of us shared pieces of our lives. Looking at her, I started to see something familiar in her—something that felt like mine.

At that moment, I felt a light, dizzying kind of happiness. We arrived.

It was a bar with an unusual name: "The Carriage to Nowhere."

As we entered, the bartender behind the counter greeted us and immediately asked what we’d like to drink. We ordered two glasses of semi-sweet red wine. From his disapproving look, we guessed that wasn’t the usual order here.

We found a free table and sat down. I placed the box in front of us. We agreed to open it after the first sip.

But the bartender was in no rush. The wine still hadn’t arrived.

Ten minutes passed.

We kept talking, but eventually, I got up and walked over to the bar. "Excuse me, sir," I asked. "Where’s our wine?"

“Look up, kid,” the bartender said.

I raised my head and saw a huge sign that read: “Either drink whiskey, or get out!” “Got it,” I said. “Two whiskeys on the rocks, please.”

He smiled sincerely, pulled out two glasses from under the counter, dropped in some ice cubes, and poured the strong drink. Setting the glasses down gently, he said, “Have a good evening, sir.”

I smiled, nodded, picked up the glasses, and walked back to the table. “Your wine looks... interesting,” she said with a grin.

“Yeah, I know. Take a look at the sign above the bar.”

She followed my gaze, then laughed. She saw the bartender smiling too — he gave her a wink and went back to polishing glasses until they shone.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “I still don’t know it.”

“My parents didn’t spend much time choosing. My mom dreamt of it. My name is Angela.” “Nice to meet you. I’m Dan — well, Daniel — but all my friends just call me Dan.” “Alright,” she said, smiling. “I’ll remember that. Daniel, who all his friends call Dan.”

We laughed and clinked our whiskey glasses. “To a lovely meeting,” I said.

“To it,” she replied. “Now come on, open the box already. I’m dying to see what’s inside.”

I tore off the tape and opened it. Inside was something strange — it looked like a gun, but not quite. I pulled it out. We leaned in together, studying it, still not understanding why old Joe would give me something like this.

While we were inspecting it, we didn’t notice the bar slowly emptying out. About ten minutes had passed, and now it was completely deserted.

The bartender called over to us. “You two heading out soon? We’re closing up.”

We ordered another round of whiskey and promised to leave as soon as we finished. The bartender raised an eyebrow, shrugged, and said, “Alright. Good luck.”

We weren’t quite sure what he meant by that, but we didn’t ask. He went back behind the counter and began quietly packing up.

We continued our conversation — the kind of deep chats you have when you’re just getting to know someone. The second glass of whiskey started to cloud my head a little, making me more relaxed. We laughed, told funny stories from our lives, and raised our glasses in a few

well-timed toasts.

I joked I’d someday invent a portable music player you could hold in your hands and take anywhere. She laughed—‘That’s what the radio’s for’—and we kept tossing ideas back and forth

Then the bartender called to us and pointed at the clock. I checked the time. It was ten minutes to seven.

We quickly finished our drinks and got ready to leave.

But as we stepped outside, everything changed. There wasn’t a single soul around. The streets were eerily empty — as if something had happened while we were inside. The city felt abandoned.

A dark gray haze hung over everything. Occasionally, wind whistled between the buildings. Neon signs that had once lit up the alleys were now dark. Most windows showed no signs of life.

Something felt wrong in the air. Strange, distant sounds. Flickering shadows. A faint blue glow from a few scattered windows. The eerie feeling of being watched made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

And then we realized: there weren’t any cars on the streets. None at all. It was like we’d slipped into another world, one ruled by silence.

“Are trams not running anymore or what?” I joked, trying to hide the tension.

We had no idea what was happening. Behind us, the bartender locked the door and walked deeper into the bar. Maybe he lived there. Or somewhere close.

We headed toward the park, still chatting about life plans. Angela told me she wanted to finish university and go on a trip around the world. I shared my own dream — to invent something the world had never seen before. A portable music player. One you could carry and listen to anywhere.

We laughed. After all, radios already existed — and I had no idea how I’d shrink a record enough to make it play in your hands.

Then we saw something. A shadow.

It stood motionless in the middle of the street. Under the glow of nearby streetlights — except for one broken lamp, right where it was standing.

My heart started racing. I felt a coldness bloom inside me, like I was freezing from within. A chill sweat formed along my spine. My breath came out in a visible puff, like it carried the last bit of warmth from my body.

I felt a hostile gaze, invisible but powerful, weighing me down.

We froze. I stepped in front of Angela to shield her. She didn’t move.

We stood there, silently staring at the shadow. I felt the soft brush of her breath on my back. Her hand came to rest on my shoulder. She leaned closer, her voice tight with fear.

“What do we do?” she whispered. “It’s scaring me.” “I don’t know. Get that not-quite-gun from the box.”

She pulled it out and handed it to me. I gripped it tightly with one hand and cocked it with the other — but didn’t put my finger on the trigger. I still didn’t know who or what this was. Maybe it was just some drunk — lost, confused, unaware.

That happened a lot in my hometown. Sometimes someone would just stand in the middle of the street and fall asleep on their feet.

We began slowly walking toward the silhouette. It didn’t move.

My pulse pounded. A dozen emotions warred inside me. Maybe this wasn’t just some drunk. I didn’t know who stood before us — or what they wanted.

Maybe they wanted to rob me? Take the keys to the shop? I hesitated. I had no idea what to do.

“Angela,” I said. “Is there anything else in the box?” “There’s a flashlight. And a note.”

“What does it say?”

“Don’t lose the light. If there’s no light — shine and shoot. Don’t let it touch you.” “What the hell does that mean?”

“I have no idea,” I muttered. “But something’s definitely wrong. Shine the light on it.”

Angela turned on the flashlight and aimed it at the figure. It suddenly began to move — fast. It hissed and screeched in a horrible, grating way.

I put my finger on the trigger and fired. The shadow dissolved in a flash of blinding light. The recoil knocked me down. I hit the ground hard.

Angela rushed to help me up. We looked at each other. We knew something was seriously wrong.

I grabbed the box from her arms and threw it away as hard as I could. Then I took her hand, and we ran.

Just one more block. Just don’t stop.

As we ran, the streetlights behind us began shutting off one by one. And behind them... we started to see more of those same shadows appearing.

We sprinted toward the shop. From a distance, I saw it — the glowing sign: “Venice.”

Thank God you always forget to turn off the lights, Joe.

Just one last intersection, and we’d be inside.

There were no streetlights left behind us now. We realized they were about to go out above us too. The cigarette in my chest tightened my breathing, but I knew — we only needed thirty more seconds to reach safety.

The lights went out. We stopped.

“What do we do?” Angela whispered. “We move,” I said.

I felt a horrible chill across my body. Goosebumps danced like a carnival on my skin. My breathing slowed, and weakness settled into my limbs.

We were moving slowly, carefully weaving through the shadows that reacted to noise and light, inching our way closer to the shop. Angela spotted something terrifying, and I realized we were trapped.

We crept toward the door. Angela scanned every shadow, studying their movements. Suddenly, she let go of my hand. When I turned, I saw her standing frozen, both hands clamped tightly over her mouth, trying not to make a sound.

I swallowed hard, a knot tightening in my throat. It made breathing difficult. I felt like I was about to cough and ruin everything. I reached slowly for her hand. She found mine, and gently began moving toward me again.

There was no warmth left in our palms. We were freezing. The shadows started inching toward us, and we picked up our pace toward the shop.

The door burst open. Old Joe motioned for us to run.

We dashed inside, and just before I crossed the threshold, I glanced back to see the shadows lunging after us. Joe slammed the door shut with a thunderous thud.

We collapsed on the floor, breathless. Just seconds earlier, life had felt ordinary. Now it was a waking nightmare.

A side latch fell, and the door shook from the pounding of shadows trying to break in. We looked around. All the curtains were shut tight. Metal grates were pulled down over the windows. Joe turned the key on the final lock.

“Did it not occur to you two idiots that maybe it was time to go home when everyone else left the bar?” Joe shouted.

“We thought it was just closing. So we finished our drinks and left. But who were those people? Ghosts? What the hell were they?” I asked.

“Dammit. You didn’t read the note, did you? You weren’t curious about the lightshot I gave you? Or the flashlight? There are plenty of streetlights in the city, so why would old Joe — the town nut — hand you a flashlight? You thought it was funny, didn’t you?” Joe said.

“We had no idea we’d run into something like that. Honestly, Joe, you don’t seem crazy to us anymore. Will you tell us what’s going on?” I asked.

“Welcome to Drobail, kid. A town that lives two lives at the same time.” He paused, then continued.

“If the old legend is true, back in the Wild West days, a cocky idiot rode into town. Said he’d beat anyone in a duel. Claimed that whoever beat him would get a check for a million dollars, cashable at any bank.

An old lady came out to meet him. She asked him to leave. He laughed in her face and told her to get lost.

Without a second thought, she spat right at him, turned, and walked away.

Everyone started laughing. His smile vanished. Public humiliation, especially in front of women, was unforgivable to someone like him.

He pulled a revolver from his holster, aimed it at the old woman’s back, and fired.

She managed to whisper a few words before falling. A thick, black smoke poured out of her like from a dying fire.

A crowd formed. No one knew what to do. Someone called for a doctor, but it was too late.

She died with a smile on her face. In her clenched hand, the sheriff found a scroll. He opened it. There was just one sentence.

‘You will all stay here forever.’

He tucked it into his bag and called over his deputies. They arrested the shooter and sent him to the station.

Then a boy burst through the crowd, tears running down his cheeks. He ran to the old woman’s body, lifted her head, and begged her to wake up.

The deputies tried pulling him away, but he fought like mad to stay with her.

No one realized then just what kind of curse Billy Deekles had brought upon us.

From that moment on, anyone who stayed in the town longer than a day couldn’t leave. Anyone who crossed that line was bound to this place for life.

So congratulations. That includes you now.” Joe sighed and kept going.

“Now we need to recharge the lightshot. Thanks to your stupidity tonight, we’ll have to take shifts standing guard. If they break a window, they’ll be in here within seconds. Do not turn off the lights. If you sleep, make sure someone’s awake. I have no desire to be shadow food while I’m taking a nap.”

“But who are those shadows?” Angela asked.

“They used to be people,” Joe said. “Now they’re only twisted, distorted versions of who they once were. They wander the streets, hunting for new victims. If they touch you, you become one of them. You lose your humanity.

But at sunrise, they disappear, as if they never existed. Then at nightfall, when the last light fades, they return — ready to hunt again, ready to steal your soul. Who knows how many of us they’ve already taken. Those people will never return to the real world.”

“Where did you get the lightshot?” I asked.

“I built it myself,” Joe replied. “Took apart an old gun and added a special light emitter. It shoots out a concentrated beam that can destroy a shadow with one trigger pull. But it only has seven shots before it needs to recharge. And building it wasn’t cheap, not with the kind of money I’ve got.”

“And Billy Deekles?” I asked. “What happened to him?”

“He was buried in the local cemetery a long time ago. His grave’s been desecrated hundreds of times. People blame him for starting the curse.”

“Didn’t anyone try to lift the curse?” I asked.

“Oh, they tried. Many came with their books of spells and holy words. One of them even died here. Spent his last days repeating new incantations over and over, trying to free us. He died without realizing it was all pointless.”

“So... we really can’t leave?” Angela’s voice was trembling. Tears slid down her cheeks.

“But I wanted to travel the world. I saved up, passed every exam, left my parents behind. I did everything I could so I wouldn’t get stuck in one place...”

“Honey,” Joe said, “you’re in a claustrophobe’s personal hell. This town ain’t New York. Blink, and you’re already at the edge of it. Why’d you even come here?”

“It was just a stop on the way from Bornwoods to Boston.”

“Our town doesn’t even show up on maps anymore. How’d you end up here? Why come through Ohio when it’s easier to go through West Virginia?”

“What do you mean it’s not on the map? Look for yourself.”

She pulled out an old map from her bag. The same kind I had used to get here. Strange that she brought it on a date.

“Let me see,” Joe said, taking the map.

His eyes scanned the page, but after a moment, he realized the truth. The map was so old it still listed towns that no longer existed — including Drobail.

“Are you kidding me? Nobody ever taught you to update your stuff?

A truck driver gave me a modern map once. He was surprised this town wasn’t on it. The road was marked, but not the town.

That’s when I realized we’d been erased. We’re not in the news, not in any directories. No mention at all. Just a few companies that have worked with us for years still know we exist.

That’s why our police chief organized a survival plan. Built a big farm to grow food in case we were completely forgotten. We dug a huge well. Built our own power station. Just in case.

I’ve talked to a lot of locals. Everyone’s hoping the government will step in, but it seems like they filed our case away and forgot about us. If they open that file in fifty years, it’ll be a miracle.”

Joe showed us updated maps. There was no mention of Drobail.

Angela and I were stunned. If fate didn’t bring us here, what did?

We slumped back in our chairs, exhausted. There was nothing else to do. We had to figure out a plan. Find a way to escape.

We stayed like that until deep into the night. Angela fell asleep eventually. Joe was already snoring, drooling on a shirt that stank of old cigarettes.

But I couldn’t close my eyes. Not tonight.

I’d have to ask Joe for the day off tomorrow, just to recover. Maybe get some sleep.

Joe’s pessimism haunted us all evening. He kept repeating it over and over — there’s no way out.

But something inside me refused to believe it.

I kept replaying the story Joe told us, and one detail stuck with me: the boy who ran to the old woman. Her grandson. He had to know something.

That was the only thread my exhausted mind could hold onto.

As the first rays of sunlight hit the window, I finally closed my eyes. My muscles went slack. I slid deeper into the chair, took a deep breath, and drifted off to sleep.

I woke up to someone shaking my shoulder hard—so hard that I actually fell off the bed. I opened my eyes and saw Angela smiling down at me. She was wearing an orange checkered apron slung over one shoulder and said,

“You’ve been asleep for almost a full day. Want some dinner?” “Yes, of course. I’m starving,” I replied.

“Good. Joe’s not coming out of his room anymore. He just takes the plates from the door and doesn’t say a word. I don’t like it. What do you think? Is he okay?” she asked.

“Wait, what do you mean I’ve been asleep for nearly a day?! Why didn’t you wake me? And what about work?” I said, jumping up.

“Relax. Joe worked the counter the whole day. I helped him. The day went well—we even made enough money to cover the rent,” she smiled.

“Wow. What did you sell to make that much?”

“We ran things as usual. But Joe took a lot of customers into the back room, and afterward, he’d come out with bundles of cash.”

“Huh... what’s that old man hiding? I need to find out,” I muttered, taking a bite of the fried potatoes with mushroom sauce. “This is really good,” I added.

“Thanks,” Angela beamed. “My mom taught me the recipe.” “Well, it turned out great.”

After finishing my dinner, I dragged myself upstairs, barely lifting my feet. I reached Joe’s door and knocked, but got no reply. I knocked harder. Eventually, I started banging with my hands, feet, even my shoulder. Finally, the door gave way, crashing off its frame.

Inside, I found Joe curled up in bed. I rushed to him and grabbed his hand—and he suddenly clutched mine and sat up abruptly. The stench of booze hit me like a wall. It was so strong, I almost got drunk from the smell alone.

“I thought you were dead, you old fool!” I shouted. “You wish! I’ll outlive all of you!” Joe snapped back.

“Then why didn’t you leave a note saying you were just sleeping?”

“How was I supposed to know you’d break down
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