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        This series is dedicated to my daughter Z. Kirko. Inspired by her remarkable stories and my own dreams, I found the courage to share with my readers what had long gone unspoken.
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      Shards is the first book in the series “Being Human”, with nine more to follow. Each one is conceived as a sustained conversation with the reader. A long, honest, sometimes uncomfortable conversation about the fact that humanity is not a given, but a choice; one that must be confirmed again and again.

      Seven stories different in genre and tone, ranging from psychological horror to philosophical parable, are bound together by a single, insistent question: what within us stays unchanged when everything around us presses, frightens, distorts, or tries to lead us astray? When the meaning of life slips away, where is it to be found?

      Shards is exactly what it appears to be: fragments of something that was once whole, once vital. Not a complete story with a beginning and a resolution, but sharp fragments, uncomfortable, sometimes dangerous to the touch and yet a pattern remains on them, an imprint of passions lived and endured, of sorrows, of happiness, of discoveries. That was always the intention. Our entire lives are made of moments like these, and it is precisely these moments we return to at the very end.

      These stories came to me in different ways. Some arrived from dreams in which I lived lives that did not belong to me in this world. Others emerged from personal experience filtered through the lens of fiction, because unadorned truth can sometimes be too loud. Some surfaced from nowhere like memories of places I had never been and people I had never met. Or had I? I don't always know where they come from. I simply write them down.

      I am convinced that this is precisely what we need to understand right now. Not in the abstract, not in theory but through story, through another person's experience that suddenly turns out to be achingly our own. For me, this series is also a thrilling adventure, and I enter it in earnest and with an open heart.
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        “Recovery (which includes return and renewal of health) is a regaining, regaining of a clear view. 

        I do not say “seeing things as they are” and involve myself with philosophers, though I might venture to say “seeing things as we are (or were) meant to see them”, as things apart from ourselves. 

        We need, in any case, to clean our windows; so that the things seen clearly may be freed from the drab blur of triteness or familiarity.” 

        Tolkien
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      "I'm here, I'm here" - pulsed in his temples, merging with his heartbeat. The phrase flowed, mutated: "I am, I am."

      Matt clung to these words like a drowning man to ship debris. All his attention focused only on them - otherwise he might lose the thread, and the dream would carry him to a place of no return.

      Repetition gave a sense of significance to what was happening, granted deceptive peace, the illusion of stability. But there was no stability - it was swept away like an autumn leaf by wind. He had to hold on for some time, and everything would change. Then he could wake up.

      A wiry man of small stature, easily called an old man, trudged along the road, stubbornly looking at his feet, only briefly glancing at his surroundings. His lips moved, silently forming familiar words: "I'm here, I'm here..."

      Panic gradually retreated, releasing icy fingers from his throat. He could breathe out.

      The old man stopped and finally truly looked around.

      Emptiness stretched all around, dressed in dry grass - fields on both sides of a dusty road. A low leaden sky, overcast with clouds the colour of old iron. And sound - the all-penetrating rustle of dry grass. Only that. No birdsong, no distant rumble of cars, no voices. His hearing caught nothing but this almost living whisper. Gusts of wind ran in waves across the field, here and there, reminiscent of the sea and its games with waves.

      "Beautiful," the wanderer's mind set about its usual business, commenting on everything.

      The old man tried to fly. In lucid dreams it always worked. He habitually pushed off, jumped.

      Nothing. His body remained on the ground, heavy and obedient only to gravity.

      "Strange."

      He ran his palm over his face, counted his fingers - five, as it should be. In dreams there are usually more or fewer, a reality check. He remembered his name - Matt. Everything was correct with that.

      "Too correct."

      The old man stepped off the road, walked a bit on the grass. It rustled under his feet, each blade felt separately. Too many details. In his dreams the world was usually softer, blurrier at the edges.

      "Maybe tired? Too many transitions in a row?"

      He lay down on the hard earth, closed his eyes and tried to imagine a door - the usual way to change location in a dream. He imagined a white door with a copper handle, behind which was his apartment, bed, window with a view of the park.

      Opened his eyes.

      The same grass. The same sky.

      The door didn't appear.

      "Okay. So through sleep. I'll fall asleep here - wake up at home."

      Matt closed his eyes again and plunged into darkness.

      The grass immediately hid his presence. Only the wind continued to whisper, barely audible and indistinct: "You're here, you're here..."

      Matt woke abruptly, with the feeling that something was wrong.

      He didn't open his eyes. Lay motionless, listening.

      At home one usually hears various sounds: the hum of the refrigerator, noise of cars outside the window, neighbours’ voices. Here there was silence. Absolute.

      "Am I still asleep? Or is this already another dream?"

      Usually he controlled the depth, could choose - wake in reality or dive into the next layer of dreaming. Now he wasn't sure.

      He sat up and looked around.

      A room. Oval, without corners, with a low ceiling. The walls rough, resembling wood, but warm to the touch, as if alive. No door, no windows. Bright, but unclear where the light seeped in from. Probably through the walls themselves, like through a shell.

      He ran his hand over the wall. Warm. Pulsing.

      And the body. The body had changed.

      Matt looked at his hands - young, strong, with muscles rippling under the skin. Not at all the sinewy hands that had been there a minute ago. He stood - the body obedient, sturdy. Thirty-five years old, no more.

      "Good. So I control at least this."

      But the joy was short-lived. He hadn't chosen this body. It simply found itself here. In his dreams he always consciously decided who to be, how to look. Here the decision had been made for him.

      "Maybe I dove too deep? Lost awareness?"
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