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​Chapter 1: The Boy Who Talked to Shadows
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Alexis had always known he wasn't like the other children. Not because he was smarter, or stronger, or faster. No. It was because of the shadows.

Ever since he was very small, he had seen them. Not the shadows the sun draws on the ground—those, everyone sees. He saw the others. The ones without bodies to cast them. The ones standing upright all by themselves, walking, sitting on public benches, watching the living with empty, sorrowful eyes.

The first few times, he had been afraid. He had screamed, cried, hidden under the blankets. His grandmother had comforted him, told him it was just his imagination, that there was nothing there, that he should sleep. But she had never told him to stop talking about them. Never. She would simply place her wrinkled hand on his forehead, look at him a little too long, and her lips would form a tiny crease, as if she were holding back words that should not be spoken.

By sixteen, Alexis had grown used to it. The shadows were everywhere, but they weren't malevolent. They were just... there. Blurred, greyish silhouettes drifting through the village streets, across the fields, sometimes even inside the church. People didn't see them, and that was for the best. Alexis had learned not to point at them anymore, not to ask questions, to pretend he was looking somewhere else. It was easier that way.

That day, he was sitting on the steps of his grandmother's little house, his back against the warm stone, his eyes lost in the sky. A gentle breeze swayed the lavender in the garden. It was pleasant. One of those afternoons when time seems to stand still.

A shadow approached.

It was an old woman, stooped, wearing a dress that must once have been flowered. She moved slowly, with a weary gait, and stopped a few steps away from him. Usually, shadows passed through the living as if they didn't exist. This one was staring at him. With an intensity that made his skin crawl.

And with her came a scent. A smell of damp earth, of dead leaves, of something ancient and buried.

"You can see me, can't you, my boy?"

The voice was like a breath of wind over cold ashes, barely audible. Alexis nodded, slowly. He was never supposed to answer. That was what he had promised himself. But something in the old woman's gaze stopped him.

"Then listen to me. It is coming. Soon. And when it comes, you must not be afraid."

"What?" whispered Alexis.

The shadow smiled, a sad and gentle smile at once, a smile that no longer quite belonged to the world of the living.

"The truth, my boy. The truth."

She dissolved like smoke, taking the scent of damp earth with her. Alexis remained still, his heart pounding. The wind dropped all at once, and every lavender stalk in the garden bowed at the same moment, as if saluting an invisible visitor. Then nothing more. Silence. Sunlight. Life resuming.

On the doorstep of the house, his grandmother had just appeared, a dishcloth in her hand. She was looking at the empty bench, exactly where the shadow had stood. Her eyes lingered a second too long. Her brow furrowed.

"Who were you talking to, my heart?"

Alexis hesitated. Then he answered, as always: "No one, Grandma."

But for the first time, it wasn't true. And he felt it with certainty: something was coming. Something great. Something terrible.
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​Chapter 2: The Chest in the Cellar
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The grandmother's house was the only home Alexis had ever known. It was small, squat, with thick stone walls that kept it cool in summer and warm in winter. The red-tiled roof had sagged over the years, giving the building a slightly tilted, slightly tired but welcoming look. The garden was a tangle of lavender, rosemary, and tomatoes that his grandmother tended with an energy that defied her age.

Inside, everything was clean, polished, smelling of beeswax and fresh bread. The furniture was old, some pieces inherited from generations no one ever mentioned. There was a longcase clock in the hallway that ticked away the hours with a slow, solemn rhythm, like the mechanical heart of the house. And there was the cellar.

The cellar was the place Alexis wasn't supposed to go. Not really. He could go down to fetch jars of jam, potatoes, bottles of wine his grandmother set to age. But he wasn't supposed to linger. And above all, above all, he wasn't supposed to touch the chest.

The chest had been there forever. Dark wood, almost black, bound with wrought iron. It was large, massive, and seemed older than everything else in the house. As if it had been there before the walls, before the village, before men. Alexis, as a child, had asked what it contained. His grandmother had stopped dead in her tracks, her face suddenly grave.

"Nothing that should ever be opened."

She had added nothing more. And Alexis, despite the curiosity devouring him, had never dared to disobey.

But that evening, going down to fetch a jar of jam for the next day's cake, he stopped in front of the chest. It was colder in that corner of the cellar. Always. Even in the height of summer. Water was dripping somewhere, a steady plink against stone. A mouse scratching behind a shelf. The wooden beams creaked softly, like an old animal stretching.

His hand brushed the wood. It was cold. Unnaturally cold. And beneath his fingers, a tingling, a numbness that crept up to his wrist. Then the humming. Very faint, like the purr of a sleeping cat. Except no cat was sleeping in this cellar. It was a vibration that traveled through his bones, resonated in his teeth, seemed to rise from the depths of the earth.

He pulled his hand back, his heart a little quicker. A fine dust was dancing above the lid, stirred by an invisible current of air. The truth, the shadow had said. It was coming.

He grabbed the jar and climbed the stairs faster than usual. Behind him, the chest continued to hum softly, the dust swirling above the dark wood, as if drawn by a slow, patient breath. As if it was waiting for something. Or someone.
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​Chapter 3: The Only Guest
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On the day of his sixteenth birthday, the sun rose in a cloudless sky. Alexis opened his eyes in his little attic bedroom, light filtering through the white cotton curtains. For a few seconds, he forgot the shadow, the chest, the humming. He was just a boy who was sixteen today.

The scent of apple cake was already filling the house. A warm, sweet scent that slipped under the door and came to find him in his bed. His grandmother had been up since dawn, as always. She was humming in the kitchen, an old song whose words he didn't understand, a soft melody that might have been about love, might have been about regret, might have been about both.

Alexis dressed and went downstairs. His bare feet on the worn floorboards. Each plank had its familiar creak, a sound-map of the house he knew by heart.

The table was set. A clean white cloth, with little embroideries at the corners. Two porcelain plates. Two cut-crystal glasses. And in the center, a cake crowned with sixteen candles, their tiny flames dancing in the morning sun.

"Sit down, my heart."

He sat. His grandmother approached and placed a light hand on his shoulder. Her fingers were wrinkled, spotted with age, but their warmth was the same as in his earliest memory.

"Make a wish."

Alexis watched the flames dance. They were reflected in the crystal glasses, in his grandmother's eyes. He had no wish to make. He had everything he needed. A house, a grandmother who loved him, a roof, enough to eat. But he thought of his parents, of that void he had never managed to fill, of that absence weighing on every birthday, every holiday, every unanswered night. And he blew out the candles in a single breath.

The flames went out. A thin wisp of smoke rose toward the ceiling.

His grandmother applauded softly, three little claps that echoed in the silence. Then she pulled a small package from her pocket, wrapped in tissue paper yellowed with age.

"Here. It belonged to your mother."

Alexis took the package carefully. The paper crinkled under his fingers. Inside, a silver pendant, simple, oval, on a fine chain. The metal was warm, as if it had been worn recently. He opened it. The inside was empty.

"It's waiting for a photo," said his grandmother. "When you're ready."

She gently closed the pendant into Alexis's hand, her fingers resting over his. A light pressure, a silent seal.

Alexis clasped the pendant. His mother. She had left before he could know her. Gone to find work, his grandmother had said. And she had never come back. He didn't even know what she looked like. There were no photos of her in the house. None.

"Thank you, Grandma."

He couldn't find anything else to say. His grandmother smiled at him, that slightly sad smile she always wore when speaking of the past. "Eat, now. The cake will get cold."

She cut two equal slices, with the precision of a ritual. The crumb was tender, the apples melted on the tongue, the cinnamon bit just enough. Alexis closed his eyes for a second. It was the taste of his childhood. The taste of rainy afternoons, of colds soothed with honey, of fears calmed by a gentle voice.

And Alexis thought that maybe this was happiness. An apple cake, a humming grandmother, a house that smelled of beeswax and fresh bread. A simple, whole, tangible happiness.

Then a gust of wind blew through the open window. The curtain lifted. The crumbs on the table scattered. And deep inside him, a voice whispered that this happiness was fragile, that it wouldn't last, that something was approaching. The truth. It was coming.

Alexis shivered, and his grandmother looked at him with an expression he had never seen on her face before. An expression that resembled watchfulness.
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​Chapter 4: Curiosity
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Night fell slowly, like a curtain being drawn. The shadows lengthened in the garden, swallowed the lavender, climbed along the stone walls. His grandmother had closed the shutters one by one, with that precise gesture she had for all things. The house had closed in on itself, a warm shell in the cool darkness.

Alexis lay in his bed, eyes open, staring at the ceiling. The pendant rested on his chest, still warm from the heat of his skin. He couldn't sleep.

The house was silent. His grandmother had gone to bed early, tired from the day. The hallway clock had struck midnight long ago. And yet Alexis felt something. A tug. A presence. As if the house itself were holding its breath.

The silence wasn't truly silence. There were creaks, those sounds old houses make at night. Wood settling, beams groaning, mice scratching. But tonight, every creak seemed louder, closer, as if charged with intent. The moon slipped through the slits in the shutters, drawing pale stripes on the floorboards.

Alexis got up. Bare feet on the cold wood, he left his room and went down the stairs. He didn't know why. His legs were carrying him, that was all. As if an invisible hand were guiding him gently toward the cellar. Each step creaked under his weight, and each creak felt like a thunderclap.

The cellar door was ajar.

That wasn't normal. His grandmother always locked it. The key was there, on the floor, fallen beside the lock. Alexis picked it up. It was ice-cold.

He pushed the door open. The stone staircase sank into darkness. He didn't turn on the light. He didn't need to. The pulse was there, stronger than ever. It was calling him. It was no longer a hum; it was a beat, steady, deep, like a heart beating in the bowels of the earth.

Come down. Come. Look.

He went down.

The cellar was full of shifting shadows. The moonlight, pale and distant, filtered through the grate, cutting a rectangle of ghostly light onto the stone floor. The chest was there, in the darkest corner. Dust danced above the lid, swirling slowly, like a tiny captive whirlwind.

Alexis approached. His hand reached out. It brushed the lock. The metal was so cold it burned. And yet, beneath his fingers, the lock opened. Without a key. Without effort. As if it had been waiting for him all along.

The lid lifted slowly, inch by inch. Light spilled out, a bluish glow that illuminated nothing, that seemed to absorb the darkness rather than dispel it. The dust swirled faster. Alexis held his breath.

Inside the chest, there was only one object.

An oval mirror, set in a dark metal frame, engraved with symbols he didn't recognize. The surface was troubled, rippling with shifting reflections, like water stirred by an invisible wind.

He shouldn't have. He knew it. Every fiber of his body screamed it. The promise made to his grandmother. The prohibition. The fear.

But
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