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​Chapter 1: The Forbidden Chamber

​
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The door of the small circular room closed behind Alexis with a dull thud, muffling the outside world. He stood alone in the corridor, his back against the cold stone, his heart pounding wildly. The image of his mother was slowly fading from his retina, but her voice still echoed within him.

Seek the mirrors.

Gabriel had not followed him out. He had remained in the chamber of the Father's Mirror, alone in the dimness, and Alexis had not tried to make him return. He needed air. Silence. Time.

He walked down the corridor with mechanical steps, not really seeing where he was going. The sleeping Fortress had a different voice. Not the voice of robed exorcists, of hurried novices, of clashing weapons. A deeper, slower voice—the breath of the stone, the whisper of the runes, the faint creaking of century-old beams. Alexis walked, and for the first time, he was listening to that voice instead of ignoring it.

His mother was alive. A prisoner, but alive. And he had seen her face, heard her voice. She had smiled. She had told him she was proud of him. He had waited his whole life for those words, without even knowing he was waiting.

He reached the door of his chamber but did not open it. He had no desire to shut himself between four narrow walls. He kept walking, crossed the novices' wing, descended the staircase that led to the lower levels. His feet were carrying him toward the only person he could talk to.

The small, isolated courtyard was empty. The sand still bore the traces of their training sessions, the runes traced by Kenji glowed faintly beneath the moon. Alexis sat down at the center, where he always sat, and waited.

He did not wait long.

"You should have slept."

Kenji stood at the entrance to the courtyard, his lean silhouette outlined by the light of a distant lantern. He advanced without a sound across the sand and sat down facing Alexis.

"I can't."

"You saw the mirror."

It was not a question. Alexis nodded.

"My mother... she is alive. She spoke to me."

Kenji absorbed the blow. His fingers tightened on his knees. "What did she say?"

"To seek the mirrors. All six of them. To find the Guardians."

A long silence followed. Then Kenji closed his eyes.

"So it is true. Everything she wrote in her notebooks."

Alexis pulled the second notebook from his inner pocket, the one Varel had pressed into his hand before dying. The faint vibration still pulsed in the leather, like a distant heart.

"I need to know everything, Kenji. What my mother discovered. What my father is hiding. Everything."

Kenji opened his eyes once more. In the dimness, his wrinkles seemed deeper, his scars whiter. He looked old, suddenly. Old and tired.

"Very well," he said. "But not here. Follow me."
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​Chapter 2: The Hidden Pages
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Kenji led Alexis to the Library of Ages, empty at this late hour of the night. The luminous globes had dimmed, now casting only a moon-like clarity that made the leather bindings sparkle like the scales of a sleeping dragon.

They settled in the adjoining reading room, a small vaulted chamber where Kenji kept his habits. He lit a single lantern and placed it on the dark wooden table.

"Show me the notebook."

Alexis handed it to him. Kenji opened it with the gestures of a priest handling a relic. His fingers brushed the pages, paused over certain passages, resumed their path.

"Elara always wrote in code," he murmured. "Not to hide her secrets from enemies. To hide them from the Order."

"You can decipher it?"

"I learned. It took me years, but I learned."

He leaned over a page, his eyes narrowed with concentration. Alexis watched him, his heart tight. Kenji had loved his mother. He still loved her, sixteen years after her death. And that silent love, that patient devotion, was now saving Alexis.

"Here," Kenji said, placing his finger on a paragraph. "Listen."

He read aloud, his deep voice resonating softly beneath the stone vault:

The portals are not breaches through which demons enter our world. They are seals. Six seals. Six prisons. They do not keep Evil out. They keep the Truth in. A truth the First Exorcist chose to imprison to protect humanity from itself.

Kenji looked up. "Do you understand what this means?"

Alexis nodded, his throat dry. He felt the ground shift beneath him. Not physically. Something deeper. Everything he had been taught, everything the Order taught—demons as enemies, exorcists as saviors, portals to be protected—all of it was wavering, like a tower from which the first stone has been removed.

"The demons are not the enemy. The Seals are not a defense. They are... a lie."

"A lie a hundred thousand years old."

Kenji turned a few more pages, sought another passage.

The six mirrors are the six keys. Each key is guarded by a Guardian. Each Guardian has sworn an oath. If the First Returned gathers them all, the Seals can be opened. Or sealed forever. That is the Choice. The only one that matters.

"Where are the other mirrors?" Alexis asked.

"I do not know. Your mother searched for them her entire life. She found two. Your grandmother's, and your father's. The other four..." He shook his head. "She died before locating them."

"But she left clues. In the notebook."

"Yes. And we will find them together."
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​Chapter 3: The Mark That Burns
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The weeks that followed were a strange parenthesis. Alexis had resumed training with the other novices, under the ever-watchful eye of Master Rudo. He had succeeded in summoning his blade—a thin, bluish blade that vibrated like a tuning fork. Lila had congratulated him in her own way: "About time. I was getting tired of saving you."

But his nights were spent in the Library of Ages, with Kenji. They deciphered Elara's notebook, page by page, code by code. Alexis was learning to read his mother's handwriting, to recognize her turns of phrase, her abbreviations, her metaphors. Each word was a brick in the portrait of a woman he had never known.

She was like the morning light, Kenji had said. And in her notebooks, she truly was. She wrote with a clarity that pierced the darkness. She spoke of demons not as enemies, but as lost souls. She believed that truth was worth more than victory.

One night, while they were working on a particularly obscure passage, the mark on Alexis's forearm began to throb. Not painfully. Something steady, insistent.

"What is..."

Kenji looked up. "The mark is reacting."

"To what?"

"To the truth." Kenji indicated the notebook. "The more you learn, the more it awakens. It grows with your understanding."

Alexis pushed up his sleeve. The mark glowed softly, the circle, the eye, the sword. It seemed sharper than before, more precise, as though each discovery was engraving it a little deeper into his skin.

"Is it dangerous?"

"Yes." Kenji never lied. "The more visible the mark, the more visible you become. Demons will sense you from farther and farther away. And hostile exorcists too."

"Valerius."

"Valerius, among others."

Alexis pulled his sleeve back down, but the throbbing continued, gentle and steady, like a second heart beating beneath his skin. He could no longer ignore it. He could no longer turn back.

He was the First Returned. And the countdown had begun.

When he had summoned his blade for the first time, the light had not burst forth. It had been born. A bluish thread that emerged from his palm, hesitant, vibrating, like a newborn opening its eyes. Alexis had felt a warmth different from that of the mark—a warmth that did not burn, that did not threaten. A warmth that waited. He had closed his fingers around the hilt of light, and the blade had emitted a deep, almost musical hum. Like a word held back for too long.
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​Chapter 4: The Murmurs in the Corridor
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It was one night, returning from the library, that Alexis heard the voices.

He was passing a door left ajar, in a corridor he never usually took. He was about to continue on his way when a word nailed him in place.

"...the boy..."

He froze, holding his breath. The voice was Valerius's. He recognized that cold timbre, that contained contempt.

Through the gap in the door, Alexis could see the reflection of the two men in a tinted glass case. Valerius was standing, his fists on the table, his chest thrust forward. Gabriel was sitting, motionless, his hands folded before him. Two forms of power. One explosive. The other contained.

"He knows too much. Kenji is protecting him, but Kenji will not always be there. We must act."

"Not yet."

"Not yet? Gabriel, you have seen the mark. It is growing. The more he learns, the more dangerous he becomes."

"I know what he is." Gabriel's voice was icy, but there was something else beneath it. A tension. A crack. "And I know what he could become. But he is not ready."

"Ready for what?"

Silence.

"Ready for what, Gabriel?"

"To make the Choice."

Alexis felt his blood run cold. The Choice. The one the prophecy foretold. Seal the Seals, or shatter them. Gabriel knew. From the very beginning.

"If you will not act," Valerius went on, "I will."

"You will do nothing without my consent."

"Your consent?" Valerius sneered. "You still think the Council obeys you? You are no longer the leader you once were, Gabriel. Elara broke you, and everyone knows it."

An icy silence followed. Then Gabriel's voice, colder than ever:

"Get out of here."

Footsteps. Alexis barely had time to flatten himself against the wall, in the shadow of a pillar. The door opened, and Valerius strode out, his face twisted with rage. He did not see Alexis. He moved away down the corridor, his footsteps hammering the stone.

Alexis remained motionless, his heart pounding, the mark throbbing beneath his sleeve. Kenji was in danger. And Gabriel knew. From the very beginning.
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