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Chapter 1: The Patient’s Shadow
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The clock on Aria Montgomery’s office wall ticked with metronomic precision, each second punctuated by the soft patter of rain against the window. Outside, Boston’s skyline dissolved into a gray watercolor beneath the April downpour. Inside, the warm glow of her desk lamp created a bubble of amber light that failed to reach the corners of her office.

“Tell me about the nightmares, Samuel,” Aria said, her voice measured and calm. She adjusted her position in the leather chair, crossing her legs at the ankle. Her patient sat opposite her, separated by the carefully calculated distance that psychology textbooks recommended—close enough for connection, far enough for comfort.

Samuel Reed’s hands trembled slightly as they rested on his knees. He was thirty-five, with the physique of someone who had once been athletic but had recently neglected self-care. His dark hair fell across his forehead in a way that might have been stylish if it didn’t seem so unintentional. The shadows beneath his eyes suggested sleep had become a luxury rather than a necessity.

“They’re always the same,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’m back there, in that building. I can smell the dust and the... the other smells. I hear the screaming, but I can’t move. I’m frozen, and I know what’s coming, but I can’t stop it.”

Aria nodded, making a brief note on her pad. Samuel Reed was her newest patient, referred by the VA hospital after traditional therapy had failed to make progress with his PTSD. As a civilian contractor who had survived a bombing in the Middle East three years ago, Samuel carried the weight of both trauma and survivor’s guilt.

“And in these dreams, are you alone?” Aria asked.

Samuel’s eyes darted to the corner of the room, then back to her. “No. There’s... something else there. Watching. Waiting.”

A chill ran down Aria’s spine that had nothing to do with the office temperature. She followed Samuel’s gaze to the empty corner, and for a moment—just the briefest flicker of perception—she thought she saw something move. A darkness deeper than shadow, with edges that seemed to pulse and breathe.

She blinked, and it was gone. Just the corner of her tastefully decorated office, with its bookshelf of psychology texts and framed diplomas.

“This presence,” Aria continued, refocusing on Samuel. “Can you describe it?”

Samuel’s breathing quickened. “It’s like... like a piece of the night broke off and followed me home. Sometimes I think I see it when I’m awake too, just at the edge of my vision. The doctors at the VA said it was just part of the PTSD, a manifestation of my trauma.” He laughed bitterly. “They increased my meds, but it didn’t help. If anything, it made it worse. Made it stronger.”

Aria felt a familiar tug of empathy. In her seven years of practice, she’d developed a reputation for connecting with patients that other therapists had written off as hopeless. There was something about her approach that allowed people to open up, to share the darkest parts of themselves. Her colleagues attributed it to her natural empathy and intuition. Aria had always thought of it as simply being present, truly listening.

But there was something different about Samuel. Something that made her own shadow-memories stir.

“Samuel, I’d like to try something, if you’re comfortable with it,” she said, setting her notepad aside. “A visualization technique that might help us understand what this presence represents.”

He nodded, his eyes revealing both hope and fear—the expression she’d seen countless times on patients desperate for relief but terrified of what they might uncover.

“Close your eyes,” she instructed gently. “Take a deep breath in through your nose, hold it for four counts, then release it slowly through your mouth.”

She watched as Samuel followed her instructions, his chest rising and falling with deliberate control.

“Now, I want you to imagine yourself in a safe place. Somewhere you feel completely protected and at peace.”

Samuel’s brow furrowed. “I... I don’t know if I have a place like that anymore.”

“Then we’ll create one,” Aria said smoothly. “Imagine a room with white walls. There’s a comfortable chair in the center—the most comfortable chair you’ve ever sat in. The temperature is perfect. The lighting is soft and warm.”

As she spoke, she noticed Samuel’s body gradually relaxing, his hands no longer gripping his knees.

“You’re sitting in this chair, completely safe. Nothing can harm you here. This is your space, under your control.”

Samuel nodded slightly, his eyes still closed.

“Now,” Aria continued, her voice dropping lower, “I want you to imagine that there’s a door in one of the walls. Behind that door is the presence from your dreams. But remember—it cannot enter unless you allow it. The door is locked, and you hold the only key.”

Samuel’s breathing changed, becoming shallow and rapid. A bead of sweat formed at his temple.

“Can you see the door, Samuel?”

“Yes,” he whispered, his voice strained.

“Good. Now, I want you to look at the door. Is there anything unusual about it?”

Samuel’s eyes moved rapidly beneath his closed lids. “It’s... black. Not painted black, but like it’s made of something that absorbs light. And there’s... there’s something seeping out from underneath it. Like smoke, but thicker. Darker.”

Aria felt that chill again, stronger this time. This wasn’t the typical response she expected from this exercise. Usually, patients would describe ordinary doors, perhaps with ominous feelings attached to them, but not this level of vivid detail.

“You’re still safe, Samuel,” she reassured him. “Nothing can harm you in this space. Now, if you’re ready, I want you to approach the door. You don’t have to open it. Just get close enough to examine it.”

Samuel’s body tensed visibly. His hands gripped the armrests of his chair.

“I don’t want to get closer,” he said, his voice suddenly childlike with fear.

“That’s perfectly fine,” Aria said. “You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with. Instead, let’s—”

“It knows I’m here,” Samuel interrupted, his voice rising in panic. “It knows I’m looking at it.”

And then Aria saw it again—that deeper darkness in the corner of her office. But this time, it didn’t vanish when she blinked. It grew, spreading like spilled ink across the wall, defying the laws of light and shadow.

For a moment that stretched into eternity, Aria forgot her training, her professionalism, everything except the primal fear that gripped her as the darkness seemed to turn toward her—not with eyes, but with an unmistakable awareness.

“Samuel,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady, “I want you to open your eyes now. Slowly return to this room.”

Samuel’s eyes snapped open, wild with terror. “You saw it, didn’t you?” he gasped. “You can see it too!”

The darkness in the corner receded instantly, like a startled animal. Aria’s office returned to normal—just walls, books, furniture, and the steady rain outside.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Aria said, her professional mask sliding back into place despite the hammering of her heart. “You did very well, Samuel. This is a significant step in understanding your trauma.”

Samuel stared at her, his expression a mixture of fear and desperate hope. “You’re the first person who hasn’t looked at me like I’m crazy when I talk about it.”

Aria managed a reassuring smile. “Trauma manifests in many ways, Samuel. What you’re experiencing is your mind’s attempt to process what happened to you.” The words felt hollow in her mouth, clinical platitudes that didn’t address what had just occurred.

What had just occurred? Had she actually seen something, or was it a case of folie à deux—a shared delusion between therapist and patient? Aria had read about the phenomenon but never experienced it.

As she walked Samuel to the door, scheduling their next appointment with practiced efficiency, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted in her carefully ordered world.

After Samuel left, Aria returned to her desk and stared at her notes. Her handwriting looked foreign, the words meaningless. She turned to a fresh page and wrote: “Visual hallucination during session? Possible empathetic response to patient’s vivid description.”

But even as she wrote the words, she knew they were a lie.

Because the shadow in the corner hadn’t disappeared completely. It had retreated, yes, but now it lingered at the very edge of her perception, like a word on the tip of her tongue or a face she couldn’t quite recall.

And somehow, deep in a part of herself she’d kept locked away since childhood, Aria knew this wasn’t the first time she’d seen such shadows.

The rain intensified outside her window, drumming against the glass like impatient fingers. Aria shivered and reached for her cardigan, wrapping it tightly around herself as thunder rolled in the distance.

Something had awakened—in Samuel, in herself, or perhaps in the space between them. And Aria Montgomery, with her carefully constructed life and rational mind, was suddenly afraid of the dark for the first time since she was twelve years old.

Since the night her mother died. 
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Chapter 2: Whispers in the Dark
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Aria’s apartment was silent save for the occasional creak of the old Victorian building settling around her. She sat cross-legged on her living room floor, surrounded by stacks of psychology journals and reference books, their pages marked with colorful sticky notes. Her laptop screen cast a blue glow across her face as she searched for any scientific explanation for what had happened during Samuel Reed’s session.

Three hours of research had yielded nothing but academic jargon and clinical case studies that bore no resemblance to her experience. She rubbed her eyes, feeling the strain of the day weighing on her shoulders.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered to herself, closing the laptop with more force than necessary. “I’m a trained psychologist, not some... ghost hunter.”

The word “ghost” hung in the air, and Aria immediately rejected it. Whatever she had seen—or thought she had seen—in her office wasn’t supernatural. There had to be a rational explanation. Stress, perhaps. Or an empathetic response to Samuel’s vivid descriptions. Maybe she needed to increase her vitamin D intake; Boston winters were notorious for their lack of sunlight.

She rose from the floor, her joints protesting after hours in the same position, and made her way to the kitchen. The digital clock on her microwave read 1:17 AM. Another night of inadequate sleep before a full day of appointments.

As she filled a glass with water, Aria caught her reflection in the window above the sink. In the darkened glass, her features looked different somehow—sharper, more defined, as if something had been stripped away. For a moment, she thought she saw movement behind her reflection, a shifting of shadows that didn’t correspond to anything in her kitchen.

Aria spun around, heart racing, but found only her familiar surroundings—the vintage refrigerator covered in magnets from places she’d visited, the small wooden table with two chairs (though she rarely had company), the herb garden struggling to survive on the windowsill.

“Get it together, Montgomery,” she chided herself, taking a long drink of water.

She was halfway back to her bedroom when her phone rang, the sound jarring in the quiet apartment. The screen displayed “Boston Memorial Hospital,” and Aria’s stomach tightened. Late-night calls from the hospital were never good news.

“Dr. Montgomery,” she answered, her professional voice automatically taking over.

“Aria, it’s Marcus.” Dr. Chen’s voice was tense, lacking its usual measured calm. “I’m sorry to call so late, but there’s been an incident with one of your patients. I thought you should know immediately.”

Aria’s mind raced through her patient list, trying to anticipate which of her vulnerable clients might have reached a crisis point.

“Who is it?” she asked, already moving toward her closet to find clothes.

“Lisa Winters. She was brought in about an hour ago. Apparent suicide attempt.”

Aria froze. “Lisa? That doesn’t make sense. She was doing so well.” Lisa was a 28-year-old recovering from an abusive relationship. After six months of therapy, she had been making remarkable progress—new job, new apartment, even talking about dating again.

“I know,” Marcus said, his voice grim. “That’s why I called you. This seems... out of character, based on your notes. And there’s something else. Something strange.”

“Strange how?”

There was a pause on the line. “I think you should see for yourself. She’s stabilized, but she’s saying things... unusual things. She’s asking for you specifically.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Aria said, already pulling on jeans.

“I’ll meet you in the ER.”

The drive to Boston Memorial Hospital was a blur of streetlights and empty roads. Aria’s mind churned with possibilities. Lisa had shown no warning signs at their last session just three days ago. No ideation, no plan, none of the red flags Aria was trained to detect.

The emergency room was surprisingly quiet when she arrived—a rare lull in the usual chaos. Dr. Marcus Chen was waiting by the nurses’ station, his silver-streaked hair disheveled as if he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly. At sixty-two, he still maintained the erect posture and keen eyes of the military doctor he had once been.

“Thank you for coming so quickly,” he said, leading her toward a treatment room. “She’s sedated but conscious. We had to restrain her initially—she was combative when they brought her in.”

“What happened exactly?”

Marcus consulted the chart in his hands. “Her neighbor called 911 after hearing breaking glass and screaming. When paramedics arrived, they found Lisa in her bathroom. She had broken the mirror and was using a shard to...” He hesitated. “To try to cut something out of herself.”

“Cut what out?”

“That’s where it gets strange. She kept saying there was something inside her, something dark that wasn’t supposed to be there. The paramedics thought she was hallucinating, possibly drug-induced, but the tox screen came back negative.”

They stopped outside a treatment room, and Marcus lowered his voice. “She’s been asking for you. Saying you’re the only one who can see it and help her get rid of it.”

A chill ran down Aria’s spine, an echo of what she’d felt in her office with Samuel. “Has she had any visitors recently? Anyone who might have upset her?”

Marcus shook his head. “According to the neighbor, she’s been keeping to herself. Working from home, not going out much.” He paused, studying Aria’s face. “Are you alright? You look pale.”

“Just tired,” Aria lied. “It’s been a long day.”

Marcus nodded, though his eyes remained concerned. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

Aria took a deep breath and entered the room.

Lisa Winters lay on the hospital bed, wrists bandaged and secured to the rails with padded restraints. Her normally vibrant face was ashen, dark circles prominent beneath her closed eyes. An IV dripped fluids into her arm, and a heart monitor beeped steadily beside the bed.

“Lisa?” Aria said softly, approaching the bedside. “It’s Dr. Montgomery.”

Lisa’s eyes flew open, wild and desperate. “You came,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “You have to help me. It won’t leave me alone.”

Aria pulled a chair close to the bed, maintaining her calm exterior despite the alarm bells ringing in her mind. “I’m here to help, Lisa. Can you tell me what happened tonight?”

Lisa’s eyes darted around the room as if tracking something invisible. “It started after our last session. I felt... different. Like something followed me home.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “At first, it was just a feeling, like being watched. Then I started seeing it in reflections—just glimpses, shadows moving when they shouldn’t.”

Aria’s professional training warred with the memory of the shadow in her office. “What did these shadows look like?”

“Dark. Darker than they should be. Moving against the light.” Lisa strained against her restraints. “Tonight it was worse. I saw it clearly in my bathroom mirror, standing behind me, but when I turned around, nothing was there. But I could feel it, inside me, like it had gotten under my skin somehow.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I just wanted it out. I needed it out of me.”

“Lisa, have you been in contact with Samuel Reed?” The question slipped out before Aria could stop herself.

Lisa’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Who? I don’t know anyone by that name.”

Of course she didn’t. Patient confidentiality meant Lisa would have no way of knowing Samuel, and Aria had never mentioned him. Yet the similarities in their descriptions were too specific to be coincidence.

“Lisa, I want to try something,” Aria said, making a decision. “A visualization technique that might help us understand what you’re experiencing.”

Lisa nodded eagerly. “Anything. Just make it stop.”

“Close your eyes,” Aria instructed, keeping her voice steady despite her racing heart. “Take a deep breath in, hold it, then release it slowly.”

As Lisa followed her instructions, Aria glanced around the sterile hospital room. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting harsh shadows in the corners. She found herself avoiding looking directly at those shadows, afraid of what she might see.

“Imagine yourself in a safe place,” she continued, guiding Lisa through the same visualization she had used with Samuel. “A place where nothing can harm you.”

Lisa’s breathing slowed, her body relaxing slightly against the restraints.

“Now, imagine there’s a door. Behind that door is whatever has been frightening you. But remember, it cannot reach you in your safe place.”

Lisa’s heart monitor began to beep faster. “I see it,” she whispered. “The door... it’s black. Not normal black. Like it’s eating the light around it.”

Aria’s blood ran cold. The description was identical to Samuel’s, word for word.

“There’s something seeping out from under it,” Lisa continued, her voice rising in panic. “Like smoke, but thicker, darker—”

“Open your eyes, Lisa,” Aria interrupted, unable to continue the exercise. “Come back to the room.”

Lisa’s eyes snapped open, filled with terror. “You know what it is, don’t you? You’ve seen it too.”

Before Aria could respond, the lights in the room flickered. Just once, barely noticeable, but in that millisecond of darkness, Aria thought she saw something move in the corner of the room—a deeper shadow detaching itself from the wall.

“Dr. Montgomery?” Lisa’s voice was small, childlike with fear. “It’s here.”

Aria forced herself to look at the corner where Lisa’s gaze was fixed. For a moment, she saw nothing unusual. Then, as if her eyes were adjusting to see in a different spectrum, she began to perceive it—a darkness that seemed to have weight and substance, pulsing slightly like a living thing.

The rational part of Aria’s mind scrambled for explanations—shared hallucination, suggestion, exhaustion—but those explanations withered as the shadow began to move, flowing across the wall like oil on water, heading toward Lisa’s bed.

Without thinking, Aria stepped between Lisa and the approaching shadow. “Stop,” she commanded, the word tearing from her throat.

To her shock, the shadow paused.

In that frozen moment, Aria felt something stir within her, a knowledge or power she hadn’t known she possessed. Words formed in her mind, ancient and familiar though she had never heard them before.

“You don’t belong here,” she said, her voice low and steady. “Return to your host or depart.”

The shadow seemed to recoil, condensing into a smaller, more defined shape. It hovered there, as if considering her words, then suddenly shot toward the door, disappearing through the crack beneath it.

The lights in the room stabilized, and the oppressive feeling that had filled the space vanished. Lisa let out a shuddering breath.

“It’s gone,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. “How did you do that?”

Aria stood frozen, her mind reeling. What had just happened? What had she done? And how had she known what to say?

“Dr. Montgomery?” Lisa prompted. “What was that thing?”

Aria turned back to her patient, professional instincts taking over despite her internal turmoil. “I’m not sure yet,” she said honestly. “But I promise you, I’m going to find out. And I won’t let it hurt you again.”

As she spoke the words, Aria felt their weight settle on her shoulders like a mantle—a promise she had no idea how to keep, but one she knew she couldn’t break.

Outside in the hallway, Marcus was speaking with a nurse. He looked up as Aria emerged from Lisa’s room, his expression immediately concerned.

“Aria? What happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

The irony of his choice of words wasn’t lost on her. “Not a ghost,” she said quietly. “Something else.”

Before Marcus could question her further, a commotion erupted at the end of the hallway. Medical staff rushed toward a room, urgent voices calling for assistance.

“Code Blue in Room 118! Code Blue!”

Marcus immediately moved toward the emergency, doctor’s instincts taking over. Aria followed, a sense of dread building in her chest.

Room 118. Why did that sound familiar?

As they approached the room, a nurse emerged, her face pale. “Dr. Chen, it’s Samuel Reed. He was just admitted an hour ago—apparent self-inflicted wounds. He was stable, but now he’s crashing.”

Samuel Reed. Aria’s patient. The one who had first shown her the shadows.

She pushed past Marcus into the room, where medical staff surrounded the bed, performing CPR on Samuel’s still form. His chest bore a series of deep, jagged cuts that no one could mistake for a suicide attempt—they were too haphazard, too desperate, as if he had been trying to dig something out of himself.

Just like Lisa.

As the medical team fought to save him, Aria’s gaze was drawn to the darkest corner of the room, where shadows gathered more densely than natural light would allow. And in that darkness, she thought she saw something watching—patient, hungry, waiting.

The heart monitor flatlined, its steady tone cutting through the chaos of the room.

“Time of death, 2:47 AM,” a doctor announced, stepping back from the bed.

In the corner, the shadow pulsed once, then dissipated, leaving nothing but ordinary darkness behind.

Aria stood frozen, a terrible understanding dawning. Two of her patients, both describing the same shadow phenomenon, both attempting to cut something out of themselves, and now one dead under inexplicable circumstances.

This wasn’t coincidence. This wasn’t mass hysteria or shared delusion.

This was something else entirely. Something that had been awakened—or summoned—in her office during Samuel’s session. Something that had recognized her, just as she had somehow recognized it.

And as Aria Montgomery stood in the hospital room with the body of her dead patient, she knew with bone-deep certainty that this was only the beginning. 
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Chapter 3: The Bookshop
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The funeral home smelled of lilies and formaldehyde, a cloying combination that clung to the back of Aria’s throat. She stood at the edge of the small gathering, watching as Samuel Reed’s sister accepted condolences from the handful of mourners who had come to pay their respects. There was no open casket—the official cause of death had been listed as cardiac arrest following self-inflicted wounds, but Aria knew the truth was far more complicated.

She hadn’t planned to attend the funeral. Professional boundaries typically prevented therapists from attending patients’ funerals except in extraordinary circumstances. But Samuel’s death felt like her responsibility somehow, connected to whatever had happened in her office during their session.

“Dr. Montgomery?”

Aria turned to find a woman in her early forties approaching her, dressed in a simple black dress. Her resemblance to Samuel was striking—the same dark eyes, the same slight furrow between the brows.

“Yes,” Aria confirmed. “And you must be Katherine, Samuel’s sister. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

Katherine Reed nodded, her eyes red-rimmed but dry. “Thank you for coming. Sam spoke about you, you know. Said you were different from the other doctors. That you actually listened.” She paused, studying Aria’s face. “He called me the night before he... before it happened. He sounded excited, said he’d finally found someone who could see what he saw.”

Aria felt a chill despite the stuffy warmth of the funeral home. “Did he elaborate on what he meant?”

Katherine shook her head. “Sam had been... troubled since he came back. The things he talked about—shadows that moved on their own, voices whispering to him—I thought it was just the PTSD.” She lowered her voice. “The doctors at the VA said he was experiencing paranoid delusions. They kept changing his medications, but nothing helped.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for him,” Aria said, the words feeling hollow and inadequate.

“Actually, I think you were helping.” Katherine reached into her purse and pulled out a small, worn notebook. “I found this among his things. Your name is mentioned several times in the last entries. I thought you should have it.”

Aria accepted the notebook, feeling its weight in her hands like a stone. “Thank you. I’ll take good care of it.”

“There’s something else,” Katherine said, hesitating. “The police returned his personal effects yesterday. There was a receipt from a bookstore—Madame Verna’s Antiquarian Books. It’s dated the day before he died. The detective said Sam spent nearly three hours there according to the security camera footage they reviewed.”

“Did they say what he was looking for?”

“No, but the receipt was for a book called ‘Umbrae Animarum’—Shadows of Souls, I think that translates to. The book wasn’t among his possessions.” Katherine’s eyes met Aria’s. “I don’t know if it means anything, but Sam was... fixated on shadows. If you’re researching his case or writing some kind of paper, it might be relevant.”

Aria nodded, tucking the notebook into her bag. “Thank you for telling me. Every piece of information helps us understand and prevent similar tragedies.”

After a few more minutes of appropriately sympathetic conversation, Aria made her exit, breathing deeply of the fresh spring air outside the funeral home. She checked her watch—nearly noon. She had canceled her afternoon appointments, telling the clinic she needed time to process the loss of a patient. It wasn’t entirely a lie.

The address for Madame Verna’s Antiquarian Books was easy enough to find online, tucked away on a side street in Boston’s North End. The shop itself, however, proved more elusive. Aria walked past the location twice before noticing the narrow doorway between a gelato shop and a tailor. A small, weathered sign hung above the door, the gold lettering faded to the point of illegibility.

A bell jingled softly as she entered, announcing her presence to the empty shop. The interior was dimly lit and smelled of old paper, leather, and something herbal—sage, perhaps, or rosemary. Bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling, creating narrow aisles that twisted deeper into the shop like a labyrinth. The books themselves seemed to absorb sound, creating a pocket of silence that felt separate from the busy Boston street outside.

“Hello?” Aria called, her voice sounding muffled in the quiet space.

No answer came. She moved deeper into the shop, running her fingers along the spines of leather-bound volumes whose titles were embossed in languages she didn’t recognize. The further she went, the older the books appeared to be, some protected behind glass cases, others simply stacked on tables as if awaiting a reader’s attention.

At the very back of the shop, Aria found a small reading area with two armchairs flanking a stone fireplace. Though it was spring, a fire burned in the grate, casting dancing shadows on the walls. One of the chairs was occupied by an elderly woman with a shock of white hair piled atop her head in an elaborate style that might have been fashionable decades ago. She wore a purple velvet dress with a high collar, and her fingers were adorned with rings on every digit. She appeared to be sleeping, a large book open on her lap.

Aria cleared her throat. “Excuse me? Are you Madame Verna?”

The woman’s eyes opened immediately, revealing irises so dark they appeared black in the dim light. She showed no surprise at finding Aria standing before her, as if she had been aware of her presence all along.

“I am,” she said, her voice surprisingly strong and clear for someone of her apparent age. “And you are Aria Montgomery, daughter of Eliza. I’ve been expecting you.”

Aria took an involuntary step backward. “How do you know my name? Or my mother’s?”

Madame Verna smiled, closing the book on her lap with a gentle thud. “The same way I know why you’re here. You’ve seen them, haven’t you? The shadows that aren’t shadows.”

The directness of the question caught Aria off guard. She had come prepared with a cover story about researching for a patient, but something in the old woman’s penetrating gaze made lies seem pointless.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I’ve seen them. And I think they may have killed my patient.”

“Not killed,” Madame Verna corrected, setting her book aside and rising from her chair with surprising grace. “Consumed. There’s a difference, though the end result is the same for the poor soul involved.” She gestured to the empty chair. “Sit. This conversation requires tea.”

Before Aria could respond, the old woman disappeared through a beaded curtain behind the reading area. Left alone, Aria examined the book Madame Verna had been reading—a massive tome bound in what appeared to be dark blue leather. The title on the spine read “Custodes Umbrarum” in faded gold lettering.

Guardians of Shadows.

Aria’s hand hovered over the book, hesitant to touch it yet drawn to it nonetheless. Before she could decide, Madame Verna returned carrying a tray with an ornate silver teapot and two delicate cups.

“Ceylon tea with a touch of lavender,” she announced, setting the tray on a small table between the chairs. “Good for clearing the mind and strengthening the spirit. Both of which you’ll need.”

Aria sat, watching as the old woman poured the tea with practiced movements. “You said you were expecting me. Why?”

“Because of your mother, of course.” Madame Verna handed Aria a cup, the porcelain warm against her fingers. “Eliza was a dear friend. When she died, I knew someday her daughter would find her way to me. The shadows always lead the Guardians where they need to go.”

“Guardians?” Aria repeated, the word stirring something in her memory. “What are you talking about? My mother was a literature professor at Boston University. She died of an aneurysm when I was twelve.”

Madame Verna’s expression softened. “Is that what they told you? Oh, child. Your mother was so much more than that, and her death was no accident of nature.” She sipped her tea, studying Aria over the rim of her cup. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. Tell me about your patient—the one who was consumed.”

Aria hesitated, professional ethics warring with her desperate need for answers. “His name was Samuel Reed. He came to me for PTSD treatment, but during our session, I saw... something. A shadow that moved independently, that seemed aware. The next day, he was dead—he’d tried to cut something out of himself.” She swallowed hard. “And another patient of mine, Lisa Winters, experienced something similar. She survived, but she described the exact same shadow phenomenon.”

“And you intervened somehow, didn’t you?” Madame Verna asked. “With the second patient. You confronted the shadow.”

Aria nodded slowly. “I don’t know how I did it. Words just came to me, and the shadow... retreated.”

“Of course it did.” Madame Verna set down her teacup with a decisive click. “It recognized what you are, even if you don’t yet know yourself.”

“And what am I, exactly?”

“A Guardian of Shadows, like your mother before you, and her mother before her.” The old woman leaned forward, her dark eyes intense. “There have always been those who can see the shadows for what they truly are—not mere absences of light, but manifestations of human trauma, secrets, and repressed emotions. In most people, these shadows remain small, harmless. But sometimes, when trauma or guilt or shame grows too powerful, the shadows become entities in their own right. They feed on their host’s negative emotions, growing stronger, more independent.”

Aria thought of Samuel’s shadow, how it had seemed to pulse and breathe. “You’re saying these shadows are... alive?”

“In a manner of speaking. They exist in a space between the physical and metaphysical. Most people can’t see them at all. Some sensitive souls might sense them as ‘bad vibes’ or unexplained anxiety. But Guardians—people like you—can see them clearly and, with training, learn to interact with them.”

“This is insane,” Aria said, setting down her untouched tea. “I’m a psychologist. I deal in empirical evidence, in proven therapeutic techniques. What you’re describing sounds like... like fantasy.”

“Does it?” Madame Verna asked mildly. “You’ve seen these shadows with your own eyes. You’ve spoken to them and been obeyed. Are you telling me that your empirical evidence doesn’t include your own direct experience?”

Aria fell silent, unable to refute the point. She had seen the shadows. She had commanded one, and it had listened.

“Your patient, Samuel,” Madame Verna continued. “He came here the day before he died, looking for answers just as you are. He’d begun to see the shadows, but he had no context for them, no understanding. I tried to help him, to explain what was happening, but his shadow had already grown too powerful. It had been feeding on his trauma for years, gaining strength while he was medicated into numbness.”

“And the book he bought? ‘Umbrae Animarum’?”

“A basic primer on shadow theory. Nothing that could have saved him at that point.” Madame Verna sighed. “I should have recognized how far gone he was, should have contacted you sooner. But I didn’t realize he was your patient until it was too late.”

Aria’s mind raced, trying to fit this new information into her understanding of the world. “If what you’re saying is true—and I’m not conceding that it is—why am I only seeing these shadows now? Why not my entire life?”

“Guardian abilities typically manifest fully in the late twenties or early thirties, though some children show early signs. Your mother would have begun training you, had she lived.” Madame Verna’s expression grew somber. “But after her death, there was no one to guide you. You likely suppressed your abilities, interpreted any shadow-sightings as imagination or stress. Until now, when a shadow powerful enough to break through your defenses appeared before you.”

Aria thought back to her childhood, to the “imaginary friends” her father had discouraged her from talking about after her mother died. The strange shapes she sometimes thought she saw in mirrors or reflective surfaces, dismissed as tricks of the light.

“My mother,” she said slowly. “You said her death wasn’t natural. What happened to her?”

Madame Verna was quiet for a long moment, the only sound the crackling of the fire. “Your mother was one of the strongest Guardians I’ve ever known. She could not only see and communicate with shadows but manipulate them, even absorb them when necessary to save their hosts.”

“Absorb them?”

“A dangerous technique, but sometimes the only way to save someone from being consumed. The Guardian takes the shadow into themselves, where their own natural defenses can neutralize it over time.” The old woman’s eyes grew distant. “The night your mother died, she confronted a shadow unlike any we had seen before—ancient, powerful, malevolent. A shadow that had consumed dozens of hosts over centuries, growing stronger with each one.”

A chill ran down Aria’s spine. “What happened?”

“She absorbed it to save its latest host—a young man who had no idea what was happening to him. But the shadow was too powerful, even for her. It overwhelmed her defenses, attacked her from within.” Madame Verna’s voice dropped to a whisper. “By the time I found her, it was too late. The shadow had caused a cerebral hemorrhage—what the doctors would later call an aneurysm.”

Aria felt as if the floor had dropped away beneath her. Her mother’s death, the defining trauma of her life, the event that had shaped her decision to become a psychologist—it had all been because of these shadows?

“I don’t believe you,” she said, but her voice lacked conviction.

“You have your mother’s journal, don’t you?” Madame Verna asked. “The one with the leather cover and the tree embossed on the front?”

Aria stared at her. “How could you possibly know about that?”

“I gave it to her, many years ago. Read it, Aria. Read your mother’s words. Then decide what you believe.”

Before Aria could respond, the bell at the front of the shop jingled, announcing another customer. Madame Verna rose smoothly.

“Our time is up for now. But you’ll be back—the shadows will make sure of it.” She reached into a pocket of her voluminous dress and withdrew a small, leather-bound book. “In the meantime, take this. It’s a copy of the book your patient purchased. Perhaps it will provide some answers.”

Aria accepted the book automatically, her mind still reeling from the revelations about her mother. “I don’t
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