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FOREWORD

There are cities that fall asleep early, and cities that never quite sleep at all. Montfroid belongs to a rarer, third kind: the kind of city that, once a generation, remembers something it had sworn to forget.

This novel tells the story of six weeks of that memory. Six weeks during which the streetlamps fell silent, the telephones breathed their last, and black silhouettes, on the rendered walls of a small industrial town in the northeast, began writing words that no one had asked to read.

You will follow Jeanne Morel, a doctor on call, widowed three years now by a man whose death has never stopped questioning her. You will follow her through the dark, by the light of a notebook, a phone, a torch that trembles a little too much to be reassuring. She is not looking for adventure. She is looking for the answer to a question most of us would rather never ask: what would be left of us, if the part that doubts, that hesitates, that regrets, came loose one night and slipped away?

Enjoy the read. And if, tonight, your own shadow seems for a moment to lag half a step behind you — don’t turn around too quickly.




CHAPTER 1 — THE BLACKOUT

At first, the outage had the look of a curiosity, almost a charming urban oddity — the kind of incident you’d recount the next day over the counter of a café, between two sips of coffee, before returning to more tangible concerns.

The streetlamps had gone dark one after another, in a cascade, from Rue de la Filature all the way to Place de l’Horloge, as if the night were climbing back up the town against the current, methodically reclaiming what it had once ceded. The telephones had breathed their last almost at the same moment — a message sent only halfway, a call cut off mid-word, a notification left hanging in the void — and Montfroid found itself wrapped in a darkness so dense it seemed as though the town had been swallowed by a night older than time itself: a night from before the streetlamps, before electricity, before everything that had made this small industrial town in the northeast a town like any other.

Jeanne Morel was drinking her coffee, watching the street through the window of the Clinique Saint-Aubin. She had been on call since seven that evening, and at this still-reasonable hour, the outage was just one nuisance among others: a generator to check, patients to reassure in an even voice, a waiting room that already smelled of candle wax and the ordinary fear of nights without light — the kind that usually dissolves the moment the power comes back. She was thirty-eight, wore a white coat a little too large that had been bought for her predecessor, and had a way, entirely her own, of observing things before naming them — a reflex inherited from ten years of night shifts, where one learns, in the shifting darkness of a hospital corridor, to tell at a single glance what is a real problem from what is merely an effect of the dark on tired nerves.

She had noticed the town clock before she noticed anything else. From the second-floor window, it was perfectly visible, lit by its own backup power — a bright anchor point in the darkness of the town, as though Montfroid had decided to save at least its time, for lack of its light. The hands read two minutes to midnight.

It was at that exact instant that she saw the silhouette.

It stood on the opposite pavement, in front of the darkened window of the Ferrand bakery, motionless, like any passerby caught out by the dark. Nothing strange about it, at first glance — except that when Jeanne looked for the person to whom the silhouette should have belonged, she found no one. No body. No face. Only the shape, pressed flat against the bakery’s rendered wall, as sharp-edged as if an invisible projector had cut it out and pasted it there.

She thought at first it was a trick of the light — some stray glow from a streetlamp still burning further off, a hallucination brought on by fourteen hours of fatigue. She leaned toward the glass, wiped away the fog of her own breath with the back of her sleeve, and looked again.

The silhouette moved.

It peeled itself off the pavement — that was the exact word, peeled, like a film pulled away from a damp wall — and slid along the render, not the way a shadow follows a body, but the way a body might follow a shadow: with intent. Jeanne felt her heart slam against her ribs with that particular violence brought on only by the very brief certainty that the world has just shifted one notch, without your knowing which notch, or in which direction.

The clock struck midnight.

Twelve slow strokes, carried on the electric silence of the town, and with each one the silhouette seemed to grow firmer, to gain substance, as though the sound itself were feeding it. Then it raised what, on it, stood in for an arm, and with the shadow of its fingers, traced on the render, letter by letter, a word.

Run.

Jeanne stood frozen at the window, the still-warm coffee cup in her hands, for what felt like a full minute but had probably lasted only a few seconds. Then the silhouette slid along the wall, rounded the corner onto Rue des Tisserands, and vanished, as if drawn back into the very darkness that had revealed it.

She set down her cup. Her hands were trembling slightly — a clinical tremor, the kind she would have immediately noted in a patient, hypoglycemia or shock, and which she recognized in herself with a kind of professional detachment that helped her, a little, not to give in to fear right away.

She went downstairs, crossed the reception hall where two night nurses, Camille and Yasmine, were busy by the light of their phones around a patient who had fallen on the stairs during the outage — a wrist fracture, nothing serious, the ordinary routine of an ordinary blackout. No one seemed to have seen what she had just seen. She went out through the service door, without a coat, and crossed the empty street to the bakery.

The word was still there.

Run.

Traced in tall, almost calligraphic letters, in a grainy black substance that had nevertheless left no scorch mark on the render — Jeanne ran her finger over it, felt a cold, almost mineral grain, that was neither paint nor ash. For one absurd moment, she thought of calling in forensics. Then she thought that telling anyone she had seen a shadow write on a wall would get her taken, at best, for exhausted, and at worst, for losing her mind.

She stayed there a long while, in the cold of that November night, staring at a word that should never have existed, while behind her the town went on rustling with its quiet panic — voices calling from one porch to another, a dog barking three streets away, the scrape of a shutter being lowered out of caution. Montfroid had known outages before this one. Never one like this.

She would not learn until the next day, from Lucas, what had happened that night: a little before one in the morning, a man named Grégoire Ansel, fifty-four, the manager of a hardware shop on Rue de la Filature, had been found dead at the foot of his cellar stairs, his neck broken. An accidental fall in the dark, the first reports would conclude: a man panicked by the power outage, gone down to fetch candles, who had lost his footing in the darkness. Nothing, on paper, that could ever connect his death to a word traced on a wall four streets away.

Except that Jeanne, on hearing his name, would remember a detail Lucas mentioned almost in passing: Ansel’s neighbours had heard, just before the fall, a cry — not of pain, one of them had specified, but of surprise, almost of recognition, as if the man had seen something he already knew.

• • •

The next morning, Montfroid got its power back around seven, with no official explanation — a terse statement from the town hall referred to “a technical incident on the distribution network,” with no further detail, which satisfied no one in a town where the power plant had closed fifteen years earlier and where the grid now depended on an outside substation. Jeanne went home to Rue des Fusains at half past seven, exhausted after a shift that had ended with three falls in the dark and a rushed birth by the light of a headlamp, and fell asleep without even drawing the curtains.

She dreamed of the clock. In her dream, the hands turned backward, and with each turn, a new silhouette peeled itself off a different wall of the town, until all of Montfroid was populated with ownerless shadows, sliding across the façades like a silent, black tide.

She woke at three in the afternoon with the taste of soot on her tongue — a taste that existed only in memory.

She spent the afternoon doing what she always did in the face of what she could not understand: she wrote it down. In the black notebook she had kept since Simon’s death — a notebook first filled with grocery lists and medical appointments, before it became, without her ever quite admitting it, the repository of everything she did not dare say aloud — she wrote the exact time of the apparition, a description of the silhouette, the texture of the word on the wall, and beneath it, a line she regretted the instant she wrote it, it looked so absurd set down in black and white: A shadow warned me. Of what?

She closed the notebook before realizing that she had just, without meaning to, asked the question that would occupy the next six weeks of her life.

Late that afternoon, as night was already beginning to fall — it was November, and daylight in Montfroid lasted barely eight hours — she walked past the Ferrand bakery again. The word was gone. Not erased, not washed away: gone, as though it had never been traced at all, the render as clean and as grimy as ever, with its streaks of old rain and its peeling poster for the school fair.

She stood a long while in front of the empty wall, in the cold rising off the nearby Vaucelle, and felt, more than she thought it, that something in the town had just changed in nature. In the distance, an ambulance siren — hers, perhaps, called out for some other domestic accident from the night before — tore through the air for a moment, then fell silent.

She looked at her watch. Seven hours left until midnight.

That night, she decided not to go home to bed.




CHAPTER 2 — SIGNS ON THE WALL

By the next day, Montfroid was already talking about something else.

Grégoire Ansel’s death took up half of page three of L’Écho de Montfroid, under a cautious headline — “Fatal Accident on Rue de la Filature: Power Outage Blamed” — signed by a certain Maya Renaud, whose name Jeanne knew, until then, only from articles about roadworks and town council minutes. The article made no mention of any silhouette, any word traced on a wall. It spoke of a poorly lit stairway, of negligence, of an aging town whose electrical infrastructure still dated, in places, from the era of the power plant.

Jeanne read it three times, standing in her kitchen, before dialing the gendarmerie.

“Lucas Martin speaking.”

“It’s Jeanne.”

A silence, brief but warm all the same — twenty-five years of friendship leave habits that even a strange night doesn’t undo.

“Jeanne Morel. It’s been a while. Are you calling about the kid from last night, at Saint-Aubin?”

“No. I’m calling about Grégoire Ansel.”

Another silence, longer, more guarded this time.

“What do you have to do with Ansel?”

“Nothing. I saw something, that night, before he was found. I’d like to talk to you about it. Not on the phone.”

She met him an hour later at the Café du Marché, a dark, warm brasserie facing Place de l’Horloge, where Lucas always ordered the same over-strong coffee and where the owner, a former power-plant worker turned restaurateur, greeted everyone by their

























































