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Chapter I




  They say there exists a city somewhere where a man does not see his face, but his inner self. They say that in that city, mirrors are not glass, but eyes that look straight into the soul. Whoever stands before them never returns the same. Of that city, people speak in whispers, in taverns and shadowy courtyards, like a fairy tale for those who long ago stopped hoping for fairy tales. Most laugh when they hear it, especially those who have much gold and even more years ahead of them. Only the occasional man, when life breaks his spine and leaves him empty, recognizes in that whisper a calling.




  Sergei first heard these words from an old man sitting on a rickety bench, staring at the ground. He didn't know if it was truth or madness, but they remained ringing in his head. It was the City of Mirrors. As he looked at the world around him—a world falling apart, not from lack of bread or law, but from lack of truth—he felt there was something deeper in that whisper.




  Sergei knew how to be silent, but even when he was silent, people listened to him. He didn't push to the front rows, but the rows turned toward him. He spoke simply; his sentences were remembered longer than the speeches of those who wished to rule. His presence stirred unease: he attracted people, yet simultaneously something they couldn't name weighed upon them. They loved him and hated him in the same breath.




  Often they would gather around him, laughing, drinking. And then in a moment of silence, their gazes would become sharp, as if asking what he saw that they didn't see. Then envy would be born. Sergei didn't care. He knew that within him existed a light they could not extinguish. It wasn't a weapon or merit—it was his nature. And precisely for that reason, all the world's darkness broke against him.




  People knew how to cry over loss, but their tears had no roots. Through the crack of pain, truth would briefly flash, then everything would close again like a wound beneath a dirty bandage. Sorrow would transform into custom, into a ritual performed before others and forgotten. Rarely did anyone recognize their own reflection in misfortune.




  Sergei knew: misfortune itself does not change a man. What changes him is a reflection he can no longer bear—and such a reflection is not granted by chance, but by truth.




  People still made cakes for saint days, carried candles, went to churches and spoke prayers. And as soon as they stepped onto the streets, they did the same as yesterday: lied, stole, betrayed one another for petty gain. Words about faith were empty, rituals yet another mask.




  They thought it was enough to raise a glass, light a candle and smile for all to be forgiven. In their deeds there was no change, in their eyes there was no repentance.




  Sergei observed that world and despised it. He was as honest as a man could be in a world where honor no longer meant anything. He was not without sin; sometimes he had to nod when his soul screamed "no," to do some small thing that wasn't clean—just to survive. But he never stopped feeling the weight of those moments, nor distinguishing right from wrong. That distinction was his punishment and his strength.




  The world around him was full of people who no longer distinguished mask from face. The wealthy believed that deeds were sealed with gold. Small merchants and workers justified greed with another's, greater greed. Those who preached morality lived off others' weakness. They considered themselves righteous because they had observed ritual and had witnesses to their piety. Their hearts were like wax that never touches flame—closed and cold.




  Neither tragedy, nor loss, nor punishment changed them. Their tears were drops of rain on stone. Only perhaps—the myth, that whisper about the City of Mirrors. If it truly exists. As he walked through their everyday life, observing faces illuminated by ritual but extinguished in reality, he thought: perhaps one day they will have to stand before a mirror that does not forgive.
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