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Did You Survive Nocturna?


Dedication

For all those who have ever felt like a crack in a perfect sidewalk: This book is for your scars, for that is how the light gets in.


Epigraph's

"There is a crack in everything. That's how the light gets in." — Leonard Cohen




"The city is not a place; it's a symptom." — Fragment found in the Nocturna archives


Chapter 1 - The City Laughs

Cláudia stopped. At 5:45 AM on just any Tuesday — because Tuesdays are the day of the week that best understands surrender — she was on the third-floor ledge of a nameless building, and she stopped. Not out of exhaustion. Not out of fear. She stopped because there was something in the air that smelled different, and she had enough experience to know that the air rarely lies. It smelled of cold metal and out-of-season flowers. Of broken promises and candle wax. It was the specific scent of a city that is about to crack from the inside out while pretending it isn’t. She knew that smell. Knew it very well. She licked her left paw. Washed her face. She did everything one does when one doesn't want to show that something has been noticed. But she had noticed.

Nocturna wasn’t planned. It happened. I could give you geographic coordinates, tell you it lies at a latitude where winter lasts three months longer than the inhabitants' patience, but that would be irrelevant. Nocturna isn't a place you find on a map. It’s a place you contract. Like a benign virus. Like a habit you don't remember learning. The city is 1,200 years old, though it seems born yesterday and, at the same time, in a state of forever-decay. It’s an old lady dressed in neon who refuses to wear reading glasses, tripping over her own sidewalks and blaming the wrong shoe. Its buildings have architectural styles that curse at each other. The streets don't form a grid; they curve like intestines, as if the city grew by digesting neighborhoods instead of planning them.

And it rains. In Nocturna, it rains the kind of rain that poets try to describe and fail. It isn’t water. It’s just the air getting too dense to support the weight of what went unsaid. A city that bleeds metaphors and calls it rain. Here, you should imagine me making a vague gesture with my hand, like someone trying to shoo away a fly that doesn't exist. There is much of this useless gesturing in this city. The best lies are told with hands in pockets; truths always need a stage.

Nocturna has a heart. I suspect it was swapped for a second-hand mechanism at a junk auction, and no one bothered to lubricate the gears. Every beat sounds like a complaint. A creak. The city creaks when it breathes — and perhaps that explains why no one here sleeps properly. The sound rises through the pipes, crosses the walls, and settles at the bottom of people's sleep like a song you didn't ask for but now can no longer unhear. At 5:45 AM, this creaking was clearer than usual. As if something inside the mechanism were loosening. Cláudia heard it.

I could introduce the inhabitants now. The florist who bleeds through others' thorns and opens her shop at 6:05 AM, before the light even knows the city has awakened. The watchmaker who tries to fix time because his own broke long ago, and every gear he tightens is an excuse for which he hasn't yet found the words to give. The gambler who bets the future to avoid thinking of the past. The man who bought silence at retail and didn't realize the product had an expiration date. The liar who built a labyrinth and forgot the way out — or pretended to forget, which is worse. But I won’t do that. Not yet. A city does not reveal itself at the first encounter; that would be vulgar. First, you must know the rhythm. The irregular tick-tock that pulses beneath the asphalt.

In Mirror Square, between two cobblestones that had always been together, there was a gap. Less than a centimeter. No one would have noticed. Cláudia descended from the rooftops, crossed the empty street, and went to the square. She placed her paw over the crack and stayed there for a moment. The ground was colder than it should have been — not the cold of winter, but the cold of something beginning to give way inside before showing on the outside. She withdrew her paw. She looked North, where a window lit up before the sun. She looked East, where a watchmaker's sign blinked to the rhythm of a song no one else played. She looked South, where a woman had stepped out the side door of a casino and was counting chips on the sidewalk like someone checking if their heart was still beating. None of them had noticed the crack. Cities don't crack suddenly. They crack slowly, from the center outward, and spend years pretending they aren’t. Nocturna had this particular talent — likely inherited from its inhabitants.

The grey light, passing through a veil of dirty parchment, began to rise. Not the sun — the sun seems to avoid Nocturna with excessive politeness, like someone who doesn't want to be rude by showing up at a funeral. It was just the day beginning, with the moderate conviction of someone who isn't sure it will end. Cláudia returned via the rooftops. There was a window ajar at the flower shop on Violet Street — there always was, because the woman inside let the roses breathe, which was a needless kindness, and needless kindnesses were her specialty. Cláudia entered through the gap, found her usual chair, circled the seat twice out of precaution and habit, and settled in. Outside, Nocturna creaked. The roses sang softly. The crack in the square remained as it was — invisible to anyone passing quickly. I saw it. Cláudia saw it. Less than a centimeter. And like any good narrator who knows the ending but feigns surprise, I smile. She is going to break. Finally.


Chapter 2 – Lanah’s Hands

Lanah didn’t sleep. She simply closed her eyes and waited for the world to stop spinning so fast. When the clock struck 5:00 AM, she was already standing, her feet touching the cold wooden floor of the room above the shop. It was a calculated cold, a cold that reminded her she was alive, even if, at that hour, the city seemed determined to prove the opposite.

Her hands were the first part of her to wake up. They had a life of their own. Long, thin fingers, with skin that had long since lost its softness to the constant contact with soil, thorns, and the icy water of the vases. They were hands that knew how to heal what didn't want to be healed.

She went down the spiral staircase, which groaned under her weight like an old man complaining about the gout. In the darkness of the shop, the flowers didn't have colors; they had presence. They breathed. A heavy, humid, slightly sweet breath that settled on the back of the throat. Lanah didn’t turn on the main lights. She didn’t want to startle them. She lit a single candle, and the shadows of the lilies danced on the walls like ghosts invited to a banquet.

At 6:05 AM, the bell above the door chimed.

Nocturna is a city of habits, and "The 6:05 Man" was one of the most punctual. He never said a word. He would enter, bring with him the smell of wet asphalt and exhaustion, and wait. Lanah never asked what he wanted. She knew. People don't go to a flower shop at six in the morning because they want to decorate a table; they go because something inside them has withered and they need to see something that still knows how to bloom.

She chose a "Shadow-Crimson" rose. It was a flower that shouldn't exist—dark as a bruise, yet vibrant as a beating heart. She trimmed the stem with a surgical precision that would have made a doctor jealous. She wrapped it in brown paper, tied it with a hemp string, and handed it over.

The man took the flower. For a second, his fingers touched Lanah's. She felt the vibration. It wasn't heat; it was a frequency. A low, muffled sound, like a bell ringing underwater. The man nodded and left.

Lanah watched him disappear into the grey mist of Violet Street. She knew that rose wouldn't save him. Flowers don't save anyone. But they offer a temporary truce. An unnecessary kindness in a city that only offers non-negotiable demands.

Cláudia, the cat, observed everything from the top of the counter. Her yellow eyes reflected the candle flame. Lanah stroked the animal's head. "The crack is growing, Cláudia," she whispered. The cat didn't purr. She only looked at the door. Lanah looked down at her own hands. They were trembling. Just a little. But in a city made of gears and precision, even a millimeter of tremor is a tectonic shift.

She went back to the roses. There was work to be done. After all, a city that bleeds metaphors needs someone to dress the wounds with petals.


Chapter 3 – The 6:05 Man

The rose felt heavy in his coat pocket. It wasn’t a physical weight—it was the gravity of a promise he had paid not to keep.

Aris walked down Mercurial Street, his right foot striking the cobblestones with the rhythm of a defective metronome. The left side of the world was silent, as always. A cotton curtain permanently drawn between him and reality. On the right side, however, Nocturna screamed.

The sound of a tire screeching on wet asphalt. A woman’s laughter as she stepped out of the bakery. The agonizing hum of a flickering neon sign in an appliance store. Everything entered through his right ear with sharp, almost surgical clarity, while the left compensated for the lack with a dull pressure—the motor of an old refrigerator that never turned off.

He hated the contrast. He hated knowing the world was in stereo but he could only hear in mono.

Twelve years ago, Aris had been a cellist. He played in chamber orchestras, and his ear was a precision instrument—capable of detecting an out-of-tune string in the last violin, three rows back. There was a maestro who used to say that. An old man with crooked glasses and watchmaker’s fingers, who one day placed his hands on young Aris’s shoulders and said: “You have a perfect ear, but an imperfect heart.” Aris had spent decades thinking it was a compliment.

Now, his ear was a worn-out battery radio that only caught one station, and that station was pure noise.

— —

The rose in his pocket pulsed slightly, radiating a cold he could feel through the fabric of his coat. Shadow-Crimson. He didn’t know the name Lanah used internally, but he knew the effect. It ate the sound. It ate the connection.

That was what he bought every week: a forced diet for reality.

He stopped in front of the apartment building. The number on the door was peeling: 42. A number that meant nothing, yet felt like an answer to a question no one had asked.

He climbed the three flights of stairs without haste. The wooden banister was smooth from the use of generations of hands seeking support. Aris didn't use the banister. He kept his hands in his pockets, one of them touching the cold petals of the flower.

He stopped before the door of apartment 4B.

Even with his fractured hearing, he could sense what was coming from inside. The vibration crossed the door like heat through glass—not as sound, but as presence. A woman’s voice humming. She was in the kitchen. A melody he recognized before he wanted to: the lullaby he had played for her in the first years of marriage, back when the cello was still an extension of his body and not a dusty corpse in the corner of the room.

The instrument was still there. Aris passed it every day without looking, with the precision of someone who had mastered the routine of mourning.

He had never thought about the paradox: a man who cannot hear his own cello keeping it instead of selling it. But some corpses we don't bury. We just stop visiting them.

— —

He turned the key. Entered.

The smell of the house was golden onions and brewed coffee. A scent that screamed home, that screamed comfort—but to Aris, it smelled of everything he could no longer deserve.

“You’re home,” the voice from the kitchen said. It wasn’t a question.

“I’m home,” Aris replied. His voice was a scratch.

He didn't call her by name. He hadn't done so for months. Her name—Renata—sat at the back of his throat like something you swallow but that won't go down. Using it would make the loss real. It would turn deafness into a fact to be negotiated between two people instead of a sentence to be served in silence.

He went to the living room. Took off his coat. He hung it on the hook with his hands, without letting go of the flower immediately—just resting his fingers on the coat's fabric for a second, like someone checking if it was still there.

Then she appeared in the kitchen doorway.

Renata had a dish towel thrown over her left shoulder and a turmeric stain on her wrist she hadn't noticed. Aris saw her with his right ear before he saw her with his eyes—the slightly quickened breath, the rhythm of someone who cooks in a hurry while thinking of something else. Her neck moved when she breathed, the cartilage visible under the thin skin.

It was her neck he looked at. Always the neck. The source.

She smiled. He saw the smile from the corner of his eye.

— —

His music had been geometry. Her music was a living body, awkward and painfully human.

He couldn’t stand to hear what he couldn’t fix.

He went to the dining table. Took the rose from his coat pocket.

The Shadow-Crimson looked like a living organ. The petals were too red, the stem dark like oxidized iron. He placed it in the center of the table, in an empty glass vase that previously held dried flowers.

The flower didn't need water. It fed on what Aris wanted to die.

“Dinner is almost ready,” she said.

Aris stood by the table, looking at the rose. His right ear worked without rest: the rattle of the pot, the hiss of the oil, the friction of the knife on the board—each sound entered with the precision of a needle. And beneath it all, constant as a pedal note, her breath.

She hummed.

Not the whole song. Just two bars, while she stirred something in the pot—a gesture as involuntary as blinking.

Aris closed his eyes.

Music had been geometry. Lines that met at exact angles, tension that resolved in consonance, the perfect arc between dissonance and rest. Twelve years of training to hear the space between the notes.

Now he could only hear the imperfect. The tremor in the final note. The gasp of breath. The sound of life being lived in a way he could no longer follow.

“I need silence,” he said. It wasn’t a request. It was a diagnosis.

She appeared at the kitchen door with a wooden spoon in hand. She looked at him. The smile had hesitated, not died—flickered, like a flame in the wind.

“You always need silence, Aris. It’s just eat and sleep for you.”

“I don't understand why you need to sing.”

“I don't sing for you. I sing for myself. I sing because... because if I don't make noise, this house feels like a tomb.”
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