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PURPOSE
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Chapter One
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The fog thickened. The silhouette in the window disappeared.

Everything I had heard required careful consideration.

After standing alone for a while, I realised that nothing prevented me from taking advantage of the situation and slipping through the gate for a walk around the surrounding area.

Or even...

Visiting my former place of residence.

However, after searching through my pockets, I discovered that I had no money whatsoever. As a result, I had to settle for my original idea — simply taking a walk nearby.

For some reason, the gate was not locked. Pushing it open with ease, I stepped into a narrow lane bordered on both sides by high stone walls.

The thought briefly crossed my mind that the gate ought to be kept closed, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

A cold, unpleasant gust of wind struck me from the right.

I shivered involuntarily.

The lane rapidly filled with dense fog, while a fine, needle-like drizzle began to fall from the sky.

I took another step.

And suddenly realised, with complete clarity, that I had no desire to go anywhere at all.

It occurred to me that the weather was hardly suitable for a long walk and that the house would undoubtedly be far more pleasant.

An unexpectedly strong desire to return to a warm room came over me. To a soft armchair beside the fireplace.

The sudden shift in my mood struck me as curious.

Only recently, the house had filled me with conflicting emotions, and yet now it seemed that the moment I had put even a little distance between myself and it, I immediately wanted to return.

And the reason, most likely, was not the weather alone.

I closed the gate and began making my way back towards the house.

The fog parted once more, but only enough for me to see the path ahead.

No more.

And no less.

The observation came to me naturally, and I found myself smiling faintly.

Perhaps, after all the conversations of the past few days, I had begun seeing patterns where none existed.

Then again, everyone around me — including the gardener — spoke of the house as though it possessed a will of its own.

I lifted my gaze.

Through the grey veil, a familiar silhouette gradually emerged.

A high roof.

Dark windows.

Stone walls.

At that moment, it seemed almost welcoming.

Oddly enough, that was what unsettled me most.

Only a few days ago... or rather, a few months ago, I would have described the house as gloomy without the slightest hesitation.

Now, however, I wanted nothing more than to be inside.

Away from the wind and dampness.

Away from this lane.

Away from this world.

I slowed my pace.

Then stopped.

There was not a soul in sight. Only the fog and the wind, which would fall silent for a moment before beginning once again to whisper somewhere beyond the walls.

"Rubbish," I muttered aloud.

The sound of my own voice felt strangely unfamiliar.

I looked back at the gate once more.

It stood only a few paces behind me. Very close.

Close enough that I could simply open it again and leave.

Just leave.

Walk further down the lane. See the town. See people. See ordinary life.

Yet instead, I turned and headed towards the house.

Quickly.

Only when the porch was almost within reach did I notice that I could barely feel the cold any longer.

What I could feel, however, was a strange sense of relief, as though I were returning not from a short walk, but from a long and exhausting journey.

I climbed the steps and reached for the door handle.

At that very moment, the heavy front door opened by itself.

Marta stood on the threshold.

As though she had known all along that I would return at that exact moment.

"It is unpleasant outside," she said calmly.

For several seconds, I simply looked at her.

"Yes," I replied at last. "I suppose it is."

She stepped slightly aside, allowing me to enter.

The warm air of the house brushed against my face.

And with it came that same feeling of calm once again.
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I removed my coat and instinctively glanced back over my shoulder.

The fog still swirled beyond the doorway.

Marta followed my gaze.

"Has something happened?" she asked.

"No," I replied after a brief pause. "It simply struck me as strange that the gate was unlocked."

For the first time since I had met her, Marta did not answer immediately.

"Sometimes it is open," she said at last.

"And sometimes?"

"Sometimes it is closed."

The reply was so reminiscent of Miss Grimness's manner of speaking that I could not help but smile.

Marta noticed and offered a faint smile in return.

But it disappeared almost at once.

"You spoke with the gardener?"

I became alert.

The question was unexpected. And, if I were honest, I was not accustomed to hearing her speak so much.

"Yes," I answered after a moment.

"I see."

"Why do you ask?"

She lowered her eyes, as though deciding whether she ought to answer.

Then she said quietly:

"Because he very rarely speaks to people."

And without adding another word, she quickly made her way towards the dining room.
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Chapter Two
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As I had intended, I took my place in the armchair before the fireplace.

The logs had long since burned down and now only smouldered faintly, yet they still retained enough warmth to feel perfectly comfortable after the cold outside.

Miss Grimness was nowhere to be seen in the dining room, which was entirely predictable.

I knew where she was.

The window in which I had noticed her silhouette belonged to the part of the house she occupied.

That suited me perfectly well, as I had no desire whatsoever to explain my conversation with the gardener to her.

At least not yet.
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Marta entered the dining room once again.

Reminding me that I had never properly eaten breakfast, she began laying the table.

I did not argue.

The fresh air had indeed reminded my body of the existence of an empty stomach.

Even after taking my seat at the table, I found myself unable to stop thinking about the old man's words, uncertain how much faith I ought to place in them.

"You said the gardener hardly ever speaks to anyone," I remarked casually to Marta. "Do you know why?"

"Because he long ago chose the company of his flowers over the company of people," she replied as she arranged the plates and cutlery before me. "He's strange."

It occurred to me that the word strange carried a certain irony within the walls of this house.

I kept that thought to myself.

Once it was clear that I required nothing further from her, Marta left me alone in the dining room.

My thoughts chased one another in rapid succession, never quite forming a coherent picture.

It had long since become obvious that nothing taking place here could be called ordinary or normal.

Nor was there any doubt that, since moving here, my life had changed in the most dramatic way imaginable.

Should I abandon all of this and return to my former home? To my former life?

I did not know.

Nor did I understand why I should.

To resume my miserable existence there, clinging to the hope of some miracle?

The miracle had already happened.

Perhaps not without certain complications.

But it had happened nonetheless.

And now what?

Simply cross it all out and walk away?

No.

That would be foolish.

As for the fact that I did not fully understand what was happening here...

So what?

Perhaps understanding simply required more time.

And I had time.

At least, I hoped I did.

In the end, I was forced to admit that not fully understanding the events and peculiarities of this place was hardly a serious problem, and certainly no reason to panic.

Having finished what was either a late breakfast or an early lunch, I rose from the table and walked over to the fireplace.

Using the poker, I broke apart the remains of the smouldering logs.

For a few seconds, flames sprang to life inside.

Then they died away again.

I considered adding more firewood but discovered
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