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​Author’s Note
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I wish to express my gratitude to every reader who, whether by recommendation or guided by their own intuition, has dared to take this book into their hands. My creation may perhaps provide you with food for thought; it might engender several captivating philosophical discourses with your loved ones, or perhaps, it will simply make you laugh. And whatever may come to pass, it shall be right, for humanity lives a life that must possess the most diverse of facets. In such a case, all things have a right to exist: darkness and light, criticism and praise, understanding and an altogether different perception of the world. It is given to us only to choose; ours is not to judge. 

Special, sincere words of gratitude are owed to someone deeply dear and close to me, who supported me throughout the writing process and subsequently did everything in their power to ensure the world would see this book. 

Enjoy the journey.

​The King of Dead Souls

He writes, for he cannot help but write.

They suffer, for they cannot help but suffer.
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​Part 1
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A single knuckle rapped against the glass of the propped-open window.

“Good afternoon, my friend! May I come in?”

The master of the house jolted at the sudden sound. Recovering himself, he replied, “Ah, yes... yes, of course. Come in.”

A moment later, the door opened with a faint, aged creak. The visitor’s soles dragged against the rug by the entrance.

“You know there’s no need for that. Come in quickly. I’ll brew us some tea.”

“You’re right, of course. Old habits. It will likely take a long time to unlearn wiping my feet. I lived in a snowy town once, on the Svalbard archipelago. A picturesque place. To be honest, the weather was mostly bleak and cold, but the locals painted their houses in shades of orange and red. It brightened even the gloomiest day.”

As he listened to his guest’s story, the host—a man of about seventy-five—opened the refrigerator.

“Oh, we shall treat ourselves to a meringue roulade today. I hope it tastes just like the ones from the pastry shop near my parents’ house...”

“Of course it does. You know it does,” his friend replied with a laugh.

He appeared fifteen to twenty years younger than the host and wore a light, summer suit of greyish-white linen.

“Is this a social call, or do you have business?”

“What business could one possibly have in such wonderful weather?”

“The weather is always like this here,” the host replied distantly.

“And there is always no business to do, haha!” The guest laughed then settled into a more serious tone. “Only you are constantly busy. Still writing?”

“I am,” the old man confirmed. He glanced at his desk, which was buried under sheets of paper. Several crumpled balls of parchment littered the floor.

“But why? Why do you keep writing?”

“If I don’t, the ideas will tear me apart from the inside.”

“The phrase ‘tear me apart from the inside’ alone is enough to mark you as a creative soul,” the guest remarked. He sliced into the meringue roulade, which was oozing strawberry jam. He savored the first bite, washed it down with black bergamot tea, and continued. “You know you don’t have to exhaust yourself like this, confined within these walls. There’s a whole world out there waiting for you!”

“And who created that world?”

“God, presumably. I think everyone here is convinced of that.”

“Exactly,” the old man replied calmly. He walked over to the manuscripts on his desk. “But this world—this one is my creation. And it needs me just as much as I need it. A creator cannot call himself a creator without his creation, just as the created cannot exist without its maker.”

“What kind of world are you building? Is it colorful or black and white?”

“I am not creating right now,” the host said with a touch of nostalgic longing. He refilled his friend’s tea before pouring his own. “Right now, I am recording what I have come to understand.”

“Forgive me, but isn’t that the same thing? If you’ve understood something, then you’ve created a new thought. All that remains is to write it down.”

The writer met his guest’s gaze and nodded. “Perhaps so. Perhaps so...”

“Have you written much yet?”

“Must it be ‘much’? Is quality measured by quantity?”

“No, but quantity measures the time until you finally step out into the fresh air. Will I be able to drag you out to enjoy our world once you’ve written the final word?”

“Oh, my friend,” the recluse said with a kind smile. “I’ll go for a walk with you this very day. I finished the last story a week ago, and I haven’t quite managed to start the next one yet.”

“How wonderful that you decided to write a collection of stories rather than a novel! In that case, let’s go for a stroll. Who knows? We might even run into your muse!”

“Haha, anything is possible. Well then, let’s go.”

The friends stepped out of the small, one-story house—a sturdy, squat building shaped like a mushroom. The host pulled the door shut, and they set off down a well-worn path, passing houses and mansions of all shapes and sizes while chatting about trifles.

Back on the writing desk, amidst the wreckage of a creative storm, sat several dozen sheets of paper, stacked corner-to-corner neatly. A beam of sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating the title of the story on the top page:
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​Envy

​Chapter 1. A Dazzling Opportunity
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Long, slender legs in high-heeled, light-brown suede over-the-knee boots strode down a Parisian street with an easy, graceful gait. A few inches of tanned skin peeked out where the boots ended. A beige knit dress, cinched at the waist with a belt matching her boots, hugged her shapely hips and accentuated her flawless figure. A designer coat hung over her shoulders. A massive, large-faced watch on a leather strap adorned her left wrist, accompanied by a bulky gold bracelet that perfectly matched the watch casing. She carried no handbag. The woman looked no older than thirty. Her expression betrayed neither joy nor sadness.

She walked with her head held high, studying the people passing by—noting their clothes and the emotions they either suppressed or wore on their sleeves. Reaching a small outdoor café, she took a seat in a chair with an ornate metal back. The weather was pleasant. The sun still held its warmth; autumn had not yet won its battle against the heat. The young woman watched the bustling crowds, repeating a single phrase in her mind: What’s the use? We never change. What’s the use? People never change...

A waitress hurried over, breaking the woman’s internal monologue to ask for her order.

“A latte and a strawberry profiterole.”

“It will be ready in five minutes,” the waitress said, before fluttering back inside.

The sound of women’s laughter caught the diner’s attention. A group of young women strolled past, uniformly tall, thin, and without makeup. They lived in a modeling agency dorm nearby and were just returning from a casting call.

A young woman sat across the way, picking at a salad as she watched the beauties pass with a covetous gaze.

“Want to be like them?” asked the woman wearing over-the-knee boots.

The girl smiled awkwardly, lowering her eyes. “Yeah, right,” she replied. “As if I ever could.” She raised her arm, displaying a plump wrist.

Though she tortured herself with both starvation and self-loathing, she wasn’t actually fat. She simply possessed a voluptuous figure: a juicy bottom, an ample chest, and a sweet, rounded face. By all accounts, she had every reason to be happy. But, alas, who cares about happiness when there are so many opportunities to strip oneself of it?

“I can help you,” the woman in boots said, taking the seat across from the girl. “Do you want me to?”

“How exactly can you help?”

“The ‘how’ is my concern. The question is for you: do you want your face on that billboard over there?”

An elegant hand, boasting long French-manicured fingers and an expensive watch, pointed toward the billboard across the street.

“Of course I do! You don’t even need to ask.”

“What’s your name?”

“Vivienne.”

Before Vivienne could ask a question of her own, the stranger spoke. “Two weeks.”

“Two weeks until what?”

“Your face will be up there in two weeks.”

“Ha!” Vivienne laughed. “That’s impossible! I wouldn’t even have time to lose weight.”

“So, do you want it or not?”

“I do, but—”

“That is all that matters. Write down your phone number for me.” The mysterious stranger held out a blank business card, never offering her own name.

Vivienne flagged down a waitress for a pen.

“An agent will call you. You will do exactly as he says.”

“Do you own a modeling agency?”

“I am the one who can grant your wish. The rest is up to you.”

“Of course. I’m ready for anything!” Vivienne replied with resolve, completely forgetting the vile salad on her plate.

The waitress in the cute white apron returned, bringing coffee and a profiterole. Seeing the pastry, Vivienne couldn’t even pretend to be indifferent. She stared at it, unable to tear her eyes away from the source of sugar her body seemed to crave so desperately.

The stranger ate her meal, growing inexplicably more beautiful with every bite. It was subtle, of course. Yet Vivienne noticed that as she swallowed the final morsel, the woman’s skin radiated a sudden, youthful glow and a mysterious spark ignited in her eyes. The enigmatic woman dabbed her lips with a white napkin. She stood up in silence, plucked the business card from the table, and strolled down the street as if nothing had happened.

The “salad aficionado” stared after her until her phone suddenly rang. She hit the answer button and heard a man’s voice.

“Vivienne, the commercial shoot for the new jewelry collection is the day after tomorrow. Arrive at 10:00 a.m. I will text you the address.”

“Okay,” a stunned Vivienne managed to squeeze out. She looked back toward where the stranger had gone, but the street was empty.

“She must have turned the corner,” she thought.

Swept up in a whirlwind of anticipation, Vivienne entirely overlooked one glaring fact: her companion had never once touched a phone to contact anyone. It didn’t matter in the slightest. The intoxicating promise of impending success had swallowed her whole.
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​Chapter 2. Casting Day

[image: ]


For the next two days, Vivienne floated on air. She lost her appetite entirely. The sheer surge of emotions made it impossible to sleep, yet she felt more energized than ever before.

At last, the fateful day of the casting arrived. Vivienne’s nerves were a volatile cocktail. Excitement, anticipation, dread, and desire churned together, spiraling in an endless loop within her.

She arrived at the address early. Opening the door, she stepped into a room buzzing with a dozen crew members, each performing their specific roles. Makeup artists, wardrobe stylists, client representatives, and, of course, the photographer, snapping frame after frame without pause. At the heart of this beautiful commotion stood the model. Every person, every object in the room seemed to orbit around her—or at least, that was how it appeared to the girl who had just walked in.

“Are you Vivienne?” A short, frantic makeup artist rushed up to her.

“Yes,” she answered, bewildered.

“Perfect. I’m doing your makeup.” The woman grabbed Vivienne by the arm and dragged her toward a chair. While she prepped her brushes, a colleague stepped in to tackle her hair.

As the styling neared completion, Vivienne asked in confusion, “Could you tell me how long the casting will take?”

“Casting? Oh, honey, the nerves are getting to your head. It happens. This isn’t a casting. It’s the actual shoot. You’ve already been chosen.”

“Chosen?!”

“Obviously. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting in my chair. Now go! Hurry up, he hates waiting.”

Stepping into the glare of the studio lights, she felt like a star. The photographer barked the occasional complaint, but she couldn’t care less. With every click of the shutter, she improved. Vivienne was on cloud nine. The shoot was a resounding success; everyone left satisfied.
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​Chapter 3. Getting What You Wish For

[image: ]


Time dragged on like sticky slime, the kind that is nearly impossible to wash off once you’ve had the misfortune of getting it on yourself. Two whole weeks crawled by. Vivienne waited fifteen days from the date of the photoshoot—giving it an extra day just to be safe. Only on the sixteenth morning did she finally gather the courage to return to the cafe and look at the billboard. She had tried calling the agent, but he had brushed her off, claiming he was too busy and promising to call back. He never did. Doubt slowly crept in, curdling into self-pity, denial, and vicious emotional self-loathing. Eventually, she consoled herself with the thought that it had been a magical experience. She had gotten to feel like a superstar. If they didn’t use her photos, it was no big deal.

Vivienne reached the corner of the building and froze, paralyzed by anxiety. A moment later, she forced herself forward and peeked around the brickwork. The cafe was a fair distance away, the billboard even farther. From this angle, she could only see its very edge. But one thing was certain: the image had changed. The background used to be bright green. Now, it was a soft white and pink.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. Hope flared back to life, breathing fresh color into her withered faith. Walking at a brisk pace, she approached the cafe and, utterly dumbfounded, collapsed into the nearest empty table. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Her face was on the billboard.

A waitress approached.

“What can I get for you?”

“W-what?” Vivienne tore her eyes from the advertisement.

“Are you ready to order?”

“Oh, right. An Americano, please.”

The brisk cafe worker hurried away. Left alone at the table, Vivienne drowned in a tidal wave of emotions she couldn’t seem to quell.

Suddenly, voices drifted over. A group of girls was heading straight toward her. It was the very same models who had passed by this exact spot a little over two weeks ago, laughing about something. One of them glanced at Vivienne, then whipped her head toward the billboard in pure shock. A split second later, hushed whispers rippled through the group. They shot her venomous glares dripping with undiluted envy. A short distance away, standing just behind the subject of their gossip, was the woman who had orchestrated this moment of glory. But Vivienne wouldn’t turn around. She would never see the orange sparks dancing in the woman’s pupils. Nor would she witness the dark, ethereal substance oozing from the eyes of the young models, a shadowy smoke that funneled straight into the nameless, yet familiar person, filling her up and rendering her even more beautiful and attractive. The plump French girl would not hear the phrase the woman murmured under her breath.

“Why feed on the semi-justified envy of a single person when you can savor the sparkling envy born of the imagined injustice of many?”
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​Epilogue
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The woman with the expensive watch climbed the stairwell of an old five-story apartment building. Reaching the top floor, she knocked on a heavy wooden door. It swung open, and she stepped inside.

The first thing to catch the eye was the fireplace. Playful tongues of flame cast a warm glow over the intimate space. She glanced to her left, making out the silhouette of a figure gazing out the window at the sleeping city of Paris.

The guest let out a heavy sigh. “Why me? Everyone feels envy. So why have I been the one to serve you for countless centuries?”

“People envy other people. You, however, had the unique fortune of turning green with envy toward Envy herself!” a booming voice echoed from the shadows.

Footsteps approached. A woman of unparalleled beauty stepped out of the gloom and moved toward the blazing hearth. The guest’s own striking features completely paled in comparison. The mistress approached the fire wearing a floor-length robe of the sheerest black lace, her flawless body clearly visible beneath it. The hem was trimmed with fluff, acting as a weight to ensure the fabric draped perfectly against her sculpted curves. Without looking away from the dancing flames, Envy spoke.

“Besides, you know how much I hate getting my hands dirty.” Raising her right hand above her head, she mimed a grasping motion and asked a provocative question. “Do you really want to be yourself again?”

The servant turned her head toward an antique floor-to-ceiling mirror. With a mere flick of her mistress’s wrist, the woman witnessed her glamorous body begin to crumble as if made of dry sand. Grain by grain, layer by layer, her head, shoulders, chest, and arms dissolved. She stared in absolute horror at her reflection, finally seeing her true form. She was a dwarf, standing barely three feet tall, sporting a sharp hooked nose and a massive mole above her lip sprouting three coarse black hairs. A massive green birthmark covered half her face, creeping down her neck and across her chest.

“I believe you prefer wearing someone else’s skin,” Envy stated dryly. She reversed the motion of her hand. The exquisite body instantly reconstructed itself. The servant rushed to the mirror, patting her face to ensure every piece was back where it belonged.

“That’s something worth giving up a lot for!”

“And so you do,” the mistress murmured in a velvety voice. She settled into a plush armchair, keeping her gaze locked on the fire as she warmed her half-naked body.

Envy bent her knee. The delicate lace of her robe slid down her silky skin like a lover’s caress.

“Where to next?” her servant asked, finally catching her breath.

“The gathering is approaching. They will be expecting us.”
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​Part 2
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The writer didn’t bother much with his wardrobe, a quirk the locals had long grown accustomed to. He currently strolled beside his friend wearing blue pajamas: a soft button-down shirt and loose, straight-legged trousers. Someone had once asked if he planned to change for dinner. The old man just smiled. “Not enough to undo all these tiny buttons.”

The two men walked along the road. A young forest loomed on the horizon, bordered by a flat field sown with some kind of grain. Before reaching it, they veered toward a small footbridge spanning a narrow stream. The water was crystal clear and only about knee-deep.

Just as they stepped off the arched bridge, the writer abruptly turned toward the stream. He kicked off his sandals, grabbed the hems of his trousers, and rolled them up.

“Where are you going?” his companion cried.

A moment later, the old man stood dead center in the steam, the water lapping just below his knees. He paused for a moment, keeping his back turned. 

“Don’t you feel we are doomed to follow the rules?”

“What are you talking about?”

“There is a stream, and there is a bridge. It never even occurs to us that we could simply wade through the water. Our minds mechanically guide us along a path laid out by someone else.”

“Probably because it’s more comfortable to walk on a bridge than to stumble over pebbles while fighting the current.”

“You think so?” the writer asked with a sly grin. He turned to face his friend and waded back to the bank. 

“And how does it feel, my friend? Wouldn’t it have been easier to take the bridge?”

“But I wasn’t the one who put it there. Perhaps my bridge would have been a bit further to the left. And since I didn’t build it here, I must cross through the water.”

“Ha! Aren’t you in a strange mood today!”

“Only today?”

“Always, actually, but much more so today.”

“That is exactly why you come to see me, isn’t it, Carl? Everything around us demands the touch of an unconventional mind.”

“And a writer’s mind is perfectly suited for the job!” his friend agreed cheerfully. He pointed toward the path ahead, gesturing for them to continue.

Carl resumed his pace along the beaten dirt trail, while the writer strolled beside him, barefoot in the grass.

“Have you decided to forge your own path, too?”

“If my bridge is further to the left, then the path must shift as well. And right here, there will be a little turn.” The writer pivoted ninety degrees and took five steps away from his friend on the trail. “And now, back.” He spun around and returned to his confused companion.

“And who exactly needs such a sharp, utterly useless bend in the road, if I may ask?”

“How is it useless?! There will be a lovely, covered gazebo right there, decorated with wrought-iron flowers. It exists so that a passerby might choose to wander over to it, or simply walk on by.” Then the old man continued on his way without a care in the world.

Carl quickened his pace to catch up. “It’s the creative spirit. Artists have always been full of quirks. I must admit, it’s what I like about you.”

“Nonsense. Is it really so strange to choose your own path? Conventions and norms suffocate us, Carl. You’ve lived your entire life without ever noticing.”

“What exactly was I supposed to notice?”

“That you look around and see only the consequences of other people’s decisions. The true tragedy is that you blindly copy them. You walk a path that might have been forged by a genius or perhaps by a fool. How would you know? What if it was utterly perfect for the man who paved it, yet ruinous for you?”

“That is a philosophical question.”

“What matters here is vision.”

“Vision?”

“Of course. You must look at the world and see a multitude of your own potential choices. It is an entirely different approach.”

“You must have been quite the rebel in your youth.”

“In my youth, I was a fool... Wait a moment... Why not this one...”

“Why not this one? What are you talking about?”

“Yes, yes, of course, that’s the one.” The writer stared off into the distance, seemingly talking to himself.

“What is it, my friend?”

“About a story. My next tale. Why not write a story from my life, back when I was an apprentice?.. She was there, after all...”

“Who was there?”

“Let’s hurry to the second gazebo. There’s always a stack of paper and a pen waiting there.”

The two men scurried down the park trail, quickly bypassing the first gazebo and arriving at a second. Sure enough, a neat stack of paper and various writing implements rested on the small table.

“This is my favorite gazebo,” the old man explained.

“I’m not surprised,” Carl replied.

The writer sat down, positioned a sheet of paper in front of him, and armed himself with a pen. He was just about to surrender to the creative flow when his friend stopped him.

“Since you’re so eager to try new things today, perhaps you should dictate, and I will write?”

“You want to be my scribe?”

“I want to hear the story firsthand. They say that only by hearing the author’s voice can one grasp his true intent,” Carl said, plucking the pen from the old man’s hand.

“Very well, have it your way. Write.”

In anticipation, Carl hunched over the blank page. A few minutes later, tired of transcribing pure silence, he looked up at the writer.

“Hold on, I’m searching...”

“What are you searching for?”

“The beginning. Where to start... Ah, yes. Write this down...”
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​Gluttony

​Chapter 1. “Oh, It Even Tastes Good to the Nose!” 
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It was the early years following the end of the Second World War. Grief and grayness reigned supreme. The stench of smoke had yet to fade from the collective consciousness. Signs of moral exhaustion and physical fatigue manifested every evening. Some people collapsed into bed like corpses, while others lay awake for hours, entirely unable to catch a wink of sleep... Yet, despite it all, the people spared no effort in rebuilding what had been destroyed. Even the very young refused to sit idly by.

During those difficult times, one young boy was lucky enough to secure an apprenticeship with a confectioner. He wasn’t even fifteen. While boys his age were already slaving away in factories, he got to breathe in the slightly bitter aroma of chocolate every single day. He wasn’t allowed to cook. The confectioner likely worried the boy might be a bit too zealous in taste-testing the inventory. The lad’s duties consisted of arranging foil-wrapped candies in the display case, carrying trays of untouchable delicacies, and enduring endless hours behind the cash register. Though the temptation was immense, the boy never once pilfered the forbidden goods. His restraint earned the shop owner’s respect. As a reward, once a month, the confectioner gave him a single piece of candy—a different flavor every time.

Day in and day out, the boy manned the till, thrilled by every customer who walked in to save him from the silence and boredom. He had a knack for drawing people out, striving to lift the spirits of every visitor, be it an elderly woman, a small child, or a wealthy gentleman. Everyone who pushed through that glass-and-wood door was equal, and everyone deserved a smile. How could it be otherwise? They were selling happiness wrapped in brightly colored foil, a commodity the people desperately lacked.

One winter morning, the shop was bitterly cold. To make matters worse, there hadn’t been a single customer since the previous day. Few people wanted to linger in such freezing temperatures on their way to or from work. Families stoked their fireplaces, huddled near the hearth, and sank into their dark memories. Except for the children. They either hadn’t lived through the war or were too young to remember it and, in their ignorance, they found joy. And cheerfulness, as everyone knows, is highly contagious; a smile catches just as easily as a yawn. Consequently, these children often became the sole source of comfort for their elders.

Suddenly, the door swung open, letting in a frosty air and a highly anticipated customer. A sweet, slightly blind old woman tapped her way to the corner with her cane and perched on a wooden stool.

“Young man,” she called out in a gentle voice. “I need the most delicious chocolates you have in the shop.”

“Oh, yes, of course!” The boy instantly snapped to attention. “What kind of fillings do you prefer?”

“Well, what can you offer?”

“We have hazelnut, assorted jams, honey... in dark or milk chocolate.”

“Hmm. A difficult choice.”

The customer fell deep into thought.

“Oh, don’t you worry,” the young cashier said, unwilling to let the old lady leave without a treat. “We’ll find something perfect. Would you like something terribly sweet, a little tart, or perhaps with a bitter edge?”

“A sweet is meant to be sweet, young man, not bitter,” the elderly woman noted kindly.

“Very true.” The boy smiled. “Perhaps these?” Grabbing a tray of chocolates, the dedicated cashier hurried over to the customer. “Milk chocolate filled with caramel.”

“That sounds promising. Wrap me up about ten of those.”

“Wonderful!”

The shop boy hurried to package the order, while the woman, as older folks so often do, began to chatter about her own life.

“I’m buying these for my dear granddaughter. She’s such a good girl. Not even ten years old yet. She’s the only joy in my life... I honestly don’t know how I’d go on without her...”

Her enthusiastic tone quickly deflated into a melancholic one, an expression far too common among the city’s residents.

Desperate to stem the rising tide of gloom, the boy pointed to the small paper bag of sweets.

“I am absolutely certain your granddaughter will love these chocolates. I haven’t had the chance to taste one myself yet, but the smell is simply amazing.”

“Well, if they are that good, toss a couple more in and weigh them. I’ll have a taste, too.”

The cashier complied. He called out the total, and coins were exchanged for the paper parcel. The customer opened the parcel and retrieved two shimmering spheres. Tucking the rest into her purse, she offered one of the chocolates to the boy behind the counter.

“Here. Take it.”

“Oh, no, ma’am! I couldn’t possibly accept this.”

“The only thing you cannot do is argue with your elders,” the old woman said with a soft smile and a wink.

She shifted comfortably on her stool, leaned her heavy, worn purse against the counter, and began carefully peeling back the foil. First, she wanted to properly admire the sugary masterpiece before it vanished into her mouth, leaving not a trace behind.

The young boy smiled, stepped closer, and mirrored her movements.

“You know, I watched our confectioner make these. It’s an incredible sight!”

“Well then, try to describe it to me,” she asked with a smile.

She was completely absorbed in the anticipation of tasting the candy. The mere expectation was enough to make her feel good.

“He pours melted chocolate into these little molds, each shaped like half a sphere. Once he makes sure the chocolate coats all the sides, he dumps out the excess...”

The customer interrupted, utterly scandalized.

“What? He just throws the extra chocolate away?” she cried out, her eyes wide with naive horror and childlike disappointment.

“No, of course not! He gathers it in a bowl and uses it for the
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