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            "Cities are alive. The nostalgia we feel is only a fragment of their nostalgia for their younger selves…"
— A wanderer's spell-chant
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Writer’s Note
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These stories can be read in any order. Some pieces echo or overlap each other by design. If you prefer a linear experience, read them as they appear; if not, follow whatever thread pulls you. The book is meant to be assembled in the reader’s mind.
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ANDREW
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Andrew had never been away from our town. Ever since I first met him, when he was twelve, he sought to remain in this bleak city that ill fate had dealt us. He never went to his grandparents’ village during the summer, nor did he care for vacations once he grew older. Nothing. It was as if some invisible rope kept him bound to the sunrise and sunset of this city.

We had just finished our second year of high school. It was early June, and the national entrance exams were still ahead of us. Andrew and I usually met early in the evening, when the heat began to subside, and walked around for a couple of hours before I returned home to start my late-night studying. By contrast, he was indifferent to the exams, which made him seem like a maverick to those who knew him or thought they did. During those walks, I would watch my friend smile at people who looked at him with disapproval and bad-mouthed him as soon as he walked past. That situation, obvious as it was, and infuriating even to me, back when my feelings were still raw, didn’t bother him at all. A few steps later, he would look at me calmly and ask with genuine interest how I was doing in history or math. In moments like these, I truly could not understand him.

What I didn’t grasp back then was that only a rare person can behave like that: someone fully aware of their role in the world. Every beat of their heart carries meaning. Every decision follows a pattern unexplored by the rest of us. Deep down, however, I had sensed it since the very first moment. At first only vaguely, but with time I learned to discern it, the way birds discern an approaching storm in a sudden shift of the wind. There was something tangible within the city, something that unsettled Andrew. I became aware of it at a specific point, one terrifying instant that changed everything.

Anyone who started smoking young learns the ritual of hunting for hiding places to keep the secret. Andrew and I had been smoking for a few months by then. He had no reason to conceal the habit, but for me, given my parents, it felt like a matter of life and death.

So one evening, as we walked, I began to feel different. Something kept me silent, hard to name: a nostalgia mixed with a deep impatience, the kind that makes the skin on your back tingle. Every neighborhood we passed echoed with children’s laughter and adults’ conversations drifting from their balconies, yet the city looked abandoned to me, as if those sounds were nothing more than a distant memory. Naturally, I hesitated to share these impressions with my friend, out of fear he might make fun of me. We kept walking in silence, climbing the tallest hill in the area of the old mint, until we reached a small, abandoned structure.

It was the first time I had ever laid eyes on it, and I admit I felt uneasy at the sight. It could have been a hundred years old, I thought. We looked at each other for a few seconds, and I silently hoped he’d be the first to suggest we leave. But Andrew lit a cigarette and then began to walk around the house, examining it with interest. I followed him. Smoking was out of the question.

All the windows were shattered. A single glance was enough to tell. The walls on the northern side were thoroughly ruined as well. What truly struck me, however, was the sight of the dark—almost black, climbing plants that seemed to be choking the wooden beams of the roof and slowly stirring, rustling in the evening breeze where the structure had collapsed.

We went inside. A vaguely unpleasant smell lingered throughout the place, and in both rooms there were piles of broken glass that shattered into smaller fragments with every step we took. There was nothing of note in the front room, except perhaps a crudely painted eye that looked like a hieroglyph, formed by deep crimson lines merging on the wall. In the other room, however, the larger one, there was a couch, positioned so as to offer a captivating view of the city below, which stood at the foot of the hill, wrapped from end to end in an amber glow. The beauty of that image was so arresting that it immediately erased any hesitation I felt. We had surely found the place we were looking for. We sat there and lit our cigarettes. Two small embers cut through the darkness between us. The house had life in it once more.

My friend gazed at the city with his beautiful eyes and began to speak with passion about how much he loved it. As for me, I found myself unable to understand the nature of what he felt. How could I, after all? He spoke of the city as if it were a person, as if it were alive. I began to grow uneasy. I interrupted him a few times. In the end, I could not hold back and asked him how it felt to harbor so much affection for a place whose inhabitants treated him almost like an outsider.

Then came his laughter. It was spontaneous, mocking my supposed ignorance, though I could not understand the source of it. What I had just told him was true. I knew that Andrew neither ignored it nor dismissed it as a fact.

“Those people you mentioned sleep, wake up, and then sleep again... go about their lives without ever truly knowing. But I do. I know the hidden words. Words of power. They are not abstract sounds without meaning. No. Nor are they some sinister, demonic invocations. On the contrary, you would be surprised if you knew how ordinary these words are. With one difference, though...”

He looked straight into my eyes, stifling any protest ready to escape my lips. For a few moments, his face did not seem familiar at all. Then, like a sleight-of-hand artist, he dissolved those distorted impressions, gently shifting the tone of his voice. I felt as though he was playing with me. I grew uneasy.

“It is not enough merely to utter these words. That happens on a daily basis, for most of us. They must also be fed. That is, strengthened by your will so that they may be used for a specific purpose. Only then do they attain the required crystalline structure to fleetingly reflect, in the mind of your target, the terrors hidden there. What happens next lies solely with the mage’s will: will he unlock those terrors and draw them up to the surface, or not? Unfortunately, Ismail, I cannot say more. Only this: every choice has its price. A mage is bound to respect this law and live in accordance with it.”

Hearing these things, I froze. All I could manage was to ask how it could be possible for one person to know the exact word capable of acting so powerfully on another. His next response was what finally broke me.

“Penetrating into a person’s dreams allows you many things,” he said, “especially if you move along the unfolding of images that takes place before dawn. You can, for instance, search for and gather those hidden words. Some stand out because of their shape, others because of their smell and taste. It requires persistence. All of them, however, are the vessels from which nightmares spring...”

Those words stirred an unfamiliar anger. I do not know where I drew the strength to answer him back, but I sprang to my feet.

“How can you say such nonsense to me? Have you lost your mind?” He looked at me without reacting. I, mistaking his silence for weakness, pressed on. The flame of self-confidence flared within me, grew restless. I was experiencing an unprecedented tension that made my ears ring.

“You can’t penetrate dreams, Andrew! No one can! Dreams take place inside each person’s head! They are completely personal, and anyone who claims otherwise is insane. I understand that you often have strange thoughts, but this goes too far...” In a calm voice, he asked me if I had finished, but I did not answer him. How can he remain so composed? I thought. At this moment it feels as if we are at war. Then he spoke.

“Know this, Ismail: on certain nights, sleeping inside this ruin allows me to penetrate the dreams of the city’s residents below. I discovered it purely by chance, years ago, when after an argument with my father I ran away from home and spent the night here. Later on, however, my perception helped me interpret what I was seeing in the city and on its map. No, the open eye could only bear its pupil here! After all...” The way he smiled reminded me of a carnivore, a breath away from its prey. “...if I cannot, as you claimed, penetrate another person’s dream, then how is it that right now I am doing so in yours?”

He stood up and grabbed my wrists. His hands were strong, slowly tightening around mine. I went numb. I was in pain. At that moment, I was completely paralyzed. In the end, his magic shattered every trace of my self-confidence. Once again I became the obedient, whimpering Ismail.

“Let me go, Andrew,” I begged him. “Please, let me wake up.”

He loosened his grip slightly and brought his head close to my ear. Then he whispered in a different voice. It was dreadful. The words were perfectly clear, yet his voice resembled an uncanny mewl.

“I don’t want you to be afraid of me, Ismail. You are my friend. I am not going to harm you.”

His lips were now touching my ear. The words he whispered ran through me like electricity. What were they? And why did I shiver at the sound of them? I wasn’t sure.

“For your father, who humiliates you in public, try shouting at him the first word as a command. For your mother, who constantly seeks to make you feel guilty, use the second. Finally, the third word is for me. Use it if you ever feel threatened.”

He released my hands. The first light of day softened his features again.

“One last thing!” he said. “If you ever choose to invoke the words I revealed to you, then you too will no longer be able to leave this city.”

I stared at him, stunned. He started walking down the hill on his own. Before he got too far, he turned and spoke to me one last time.

“But don’t be afraid. I’m sure you will love it, once you see it through the eyes of the mage.”
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Thunder rolls through the dull air. We are walking along one of the city’s main streets. Hands in my pockets, I stop and smile at her. The long summer has worn us down, and we’ve been waiting for the rain. Moments later, the gray-black clouds grant our wish. The rain comes down hard. Most people around us, visibly unsettled, quicken their pace. Cars slow to a crawl, forming a procession that gradually thickens. Horns and thunder clash. We, however, keep walking side by side, getting soaked. Just as we had planned.

At first, I enjoy the mixed sensation of pleasure and discomfort as the wet clothes cling to my skin. Soon, though, I notice the first signs of congestion. My daydreaming breaks. I reach for her hand, trying to weave away from the crowd that begins to trap us on the sidewalk. There are so many of them. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of a small arcade. “This way!” I shout, gripping her hand. My gaze locks onto the entrance. Just two steps away. One more. Now! Without a second thought, we push through the crowd and break past the human barrier separating us from the arcade. We burst inside. It is dark and dry. For a moment, I wonder why no one has followed us. The place would be perfect for taking shelter from the downpour. Beyond the entrance, the crowd keeps moving, like frightened animals in flight. We move forward. At the far end, a different scene takes shape. We step out onto a cobblestone street. The rain has stopped.

Water runs along the gutters, carrying a soft, rippling sound. Birds chirp above unseen. What gives the place its irresistible pull is the complete absence of people. I walk on, curious. I realize she has fallen behind, gazing upward, God knows at what. I turn back to her and ask what’s wrong. She raises her slender hand and points across the street, toward the rooftop of a building. Then she whispers that Death lives up there. For a moment, I consider laughing. But her gaze fixes on me, stern, so I don’t.

“Death lives on that rooftop,” she says again, her hand still raised. A few drops slide down her face and trace their way along her neck. At the same time, I sense the sky darkening once more. Sudden gusts of wind give the place an air of danger. It is as if the words she has just spoken have unlocked this ominous atmosphere, though I wonder if words can truly do such a thing. I lift my head and look at where she points. At first, I see only the front edge of a rooftop, an unremarkable display of ugliness. Still, I keep looking, more out of a need not to disappoint her than anything else.

The decorative tiles along the facade appear grimy and worn. Metal antennas rise above them, useless, eaten away by rust. Near
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