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			Chapter 1

			The Shadow’s Edge

			The afternoon light through Marcel Fournier’s atelier windows had turned the color of old amber, casting everything in shades of dying autumn. Charcoal dust coated his throat with each breath, mixing with the sharp metallic tang of his scissors and the faint mustiness of old parchment stacked on every available surface. Somewhere in the distance, carriages rattled over Montmartre’s cobblestones, their drivers calling out to clear the way as the city prepared for evening.

			Marcel’s hands would not stop trembling.

			He had cut a thousand silhouettes in this room, perhaps more. Those scissor blades had moved through black paper with the certainty of long practice, guided by an eye that could trace the shadow of a profile and render it permanent in a dozen swift cuts. It was an art that required absolute steadiness, the kind of concentration that left no room for doubt or hesitation.

			Today, his hands betrayed him.

			The profile he had been working on for the past hour lay ruined on his work table. The delicate line of the nose had come out too thick, the curve of the chin jagged where his fingers had jerked. He set down the scissors with more force than was necessary, the metal ringing against the scarred wood surface. The black paper curled slightly at the edges, mocking him with its imperfection.

			Marcel pressed his palms flat against the table and forced himself to breathe. The workshop around him felt suddenly too small, too close. Tools hung from their appointed hooks on the walls. Finished silhouettes waited in careful stacks, each one a moment captured in stark contrast. The white plaster bust he used as a model sat in its place by the window, its blank features catching the fading light.

			This place had been his sanctuary for seven years. Tonight, it felt like a tomb he was decorating for himself.

			He turned away from the ruined work and moved to his desk, where a cream-colored envelope lay precisely where he had placed it that morning. The paper was expensive, the handwriting elegant. An invitation, though it felt more like a summons. Madame Lemaire’s séance at Monsieur Dubois’s residence, eight o’clock this evening. He had been requested specifically, the note had said. His presence was essential for the working.

			Marcel’s fingers traced the edge of the envelope without picking it up. He knew what attending meant. He had known when he accepted, when he penned his careful reply three days ago. Some invitations could not be refused, not when they came from men like Dubois, not when they promised answers to questions that had kept him awake every night for the past month.

			From the corner of his desk, he pulled open a shallow drawer, one of the hidden compartments he had asked to be built into the furniture years ago. Inside lay a second envelope, sealed with plain wax and addressed in his own careful hand. No name on the outside, but the man who needed to find it would know it was meant for him. Would understand what it meant to find it here, in this particular drawer, if Marcel did not return to open it himself.

			The letter inside said things Marcel had never found the courage to say aloud. Words about love and fear, about the weight of secrets carried too long. An apology for not being braver. A confession of devotion that the world could never be allowed to see, written in ink that would outlast the man who had spilled it onto paper in the desperate hours after midnight.

			Marcel placed the invitation to the séance on top of the sealed letter, then closed the drawer with a soft click. He whispered something to the empty room, too quiet for even his own ears to catch clearly, a prayer or an apology or perhaps both at once.

			The sun continued its descent, and the shadows in the atelier grew longer. Marcel watched them creep across the floor, stretching from the legs of furniture and the corners of the room. They looked wrong somehow, distorted in ways that had nothing to do with the angle of the light. The shadow of his worktable seemed to reach toward him with fingers that were too long, too thin.

			He told himself he was being foolish. Shadows were only the absence of light, nothing more. They could not reach, could not grasp, could not follow a man through the streets of Paris with intent. But his hands continued to shake, and the feeling of being observed pressed against the back of his neck like cold fingers.

			Marcel returned to the work table and gathered up the ruined silhouette, crumpling it into a tight ball. He dropped it into the waste basket, where it joined half a dozen other failed attempts from the afternoon. The scissors lay where he had left them, their blades slightly open, catching the fading light in a way that made them look like a mouth frozen mid-scream.

			He picked them up and placed them carefully in their case, closing the leather cover with the kind of reverence a soldier might show when putting away a weapon after battle. These scissors had been a gift from his first mentor, the man who had taught him to see the hidden geometry in a human profile, and the way that light and shadow conspired to create truth from absence.

			From his waistcoat pocket, Marcel withdrew a small brass coin, old enough that the face stamped on one side had worn smooth. A gift from the night they had first allowed themselves to acknowledge what existed between them, something pulled from trembling hands and pressed into Marcel’s palm like a promise. He had carried it every day since, a talisman against a world that would condemn them both if it knew.

			He closed his fist around the coin, feeling its familiar weight. Tonight he would need whatever protection such small magics could provide. Tonight he would sit across from Madame Lemaire and hear whatever message she claimed to bring from the shadows that had been circling him for weeks.

			His coat hung on its peg by the door, dark wool that smelled faintly of tobacco and borrowed bergamot oil. Marcel shrugged into it, his fingers fumbling with the buttons. The simple act of dressing felt weighted with finality, as though he were preparing for a journey with no certain return.

			He moved through the atelier, extinguishing the lamps one by one. Each flame guttered and died, taking with it a piece of the room’s warmth. The shadows rushed in to claim the space light had held, eager and hungry. By the time he reached the last lamp, the workshop had transformed into a collection of vague shapes and darker absences.

			Marcel paused at the threshold, looking back into the gloom. Somewhere in that darkness were all his tools, all his work, all the careful hours he had spent learning to capture the essential truth of a person in nothing but their shadow. It seemed fitting that it should all be swallowed by shadows now.

			The cold night air struck his face as he stepped outside, carrying with it the smell of coal smoke and the damp promise of fog rolling in from the Seine. He locked the door behind him, the key turning with a finality that made his chest tighten. Then Marcel Fournier turned his collar up against the chill and walked down into the narrow streets of Montmartre, where gas lamps were beginning to glow like trapped stars and the city was preparing for another night of secrets kept and promises broken.

			The fog swallowed him within a dozen steps, and the sound of his footsteps faded into the greater symphony of Paris settling into darkness.

			+ + + + + +

			The townhouse on Rue de la Chaussée d’Antin announced its wealth before Marcel even crossed the threshold. Three stories of pale stone rose above the street, its windows glowing with gaslight that turned the fog outside into a luminous haze. A footman in black livery opened the door before Marcel could knock, as though his arrival had been observed from some hidden vantage point.

			The entrance hall overwhelmed him with its excess. Burgundy velvet curtains framed every doorway, their fabric so heavy they seemed to absorb sound itself. Damask wallpaper in deep crimson and gold climbed the walls, the pattern intricate enough to make his eyes ache if he stared too long. The air tasted of melted beeswax from candles burning in silver sconces, their flames steady and bright. Underneath that sweetness lurked something sharper, the licorice bite of absinthe drifting from somewhere deeper in the house.

			He surrendered his coat to the footman, suddenly aware of how shabby his evening wear must look in this palace of calculated opulence. The man said nothing, merely gestured toward a set of double doors at the end of the hall. Each door panel had been carved with symbols Marcel recognized from his recent desperate research into the occult. Pentagrams. Sigils. The all-seeing eye.

			This was not a home. It was a stage set, designed to impress and intimidate in equal measure.

			He walked toward those doors, his footsteps muffled by carpet thick enough to swallow his ankles. The grandfather clock in the corner ticked with aggressive authority, its brass pendulum catching the light with each swing. Eight chimes rang out as he reached for the door handle, each note reverberating through his chest.

			The drawing room beyond made the entrance hall look restrained by comparison. More burgundy velvet, this time gathered in heavy swags across windows that would have shown the street if the fabric had not blocked every trace of the outside world. Gas lamps burned in ornate fixtures along the walls, their flames enclosed in ruby glass that bathed everything in a light the color of old wine. A round oak table dominated the center of the room, its surface polished to a mirror shine. Six chairs surrounded it, their backs carved with more occult imagery.

			“Monsieur Fournier.” A man rose from an armchair near the fireplace, moving with the confidence of someone accustomed to being obeyed. “I am delighted you could join us this evening.”

			Monsieur Dubois looked exactly as Marcel had imagined from their brief correspondence. Late fifties, tall and slender, dressed in a suit cut from fabric that probably cost more than Marcel earned in a month. Salt-and-pepper hair styled with precision. A small signet ring on his right hand that caught the light as he extended his arm for a handshake. His grip was firm, his palm dry, his smile pleasant and completely empty of warmth.

			“I am honored by the invitation,” Marcel said, the lie smooth from practice. He had learned long ago how to speak to wealthy patrons, how to reflect back the version of himself they wanted to see.

			“Nonsense. The honor is entirely mine.” Dubois gestured toward the others in the room with a proprietorial air. “You know your work has been much admired in certain circles. The way you capture essence with nothing but shadow and paper, it speaks to deeper truths, does it not?”

			Marcel made some noncommittal sound of agreement. He had heard this sort of thing before, wealthy people finding mystical significance in what was simply a skilled craft. They wanted their silhouettes to mean something beyond good cheekbones and a steady hand with scissors.

			Three other guests occupied the room, arranged like actors waiting for their cues. A woman in her forties sat nearest the fire, twisting a black-edged handkerchief between her fingers. Her dress was expensive but dated, the silk slightly faded at the seams. A widow, Marcel guessed, still in mourning if the jet beads at her throat meant anything. Her eyes held the desperate hope of someone who needed to believe the dead could speak.

			Near the sideboard stood a younger man in a shabby evening coat, notebook and pencil already in hand. His posture radiated skepticism, the way he held himself apart from the others marking him as an observer rather than a participant. A journalist, perhaps, or some variety of professional doubter. He caught Marcel’s eye and offered a small, knowing smile, as though they shared some private joke about the absurdity of the evening.

			The third guest disturbed Marcel more than the others, though he could not have said precisely why. A man of indeterminate age sat in the corner farthest from the fire, so still he might have been another piece of furniture. His clothes were dark and well-made but somehow forgettable. Marcel could look directly at him and still struggle to fix any particular feature in his memory. The man’s eyes tracked movement in the room with the patience of someone waiting for something specific to happen.

			“May I offer you refreshment?” Dubois indicated the sideboard, where crystal decanters held liquids in various shades of amber and green. “The absinthe is particularly fine.”

			“No, thank you.” Marcel’s throat already felt tight enough without adding alcohol to complicate his perceptions. He needed to stay clear-headed tonight, needed to watch for whatever signs Madame Lemaire might give that would explain the dread that had been circling him for weeks.

			The clock chimed the quarter hour. Dubois glanced toward the doorway with barely concealed anticipation, and Marcel realized they were all waiting for the same thing. The medium. The woman who would either prove to be a charlatan or confirm that something darker than mortality had taken an interest in Marcel’s future.

			Footsteps approached in the hall, slow and deliberate. The rustle of heavy silk preceded the woman herself.

			Madame Lemaire entered the room without introduction, and the very air seemed to contract around her presence. She was younger than Marcel had expected, perhaps only thirty, with dark hair pulled back severely from a face that would have been beautiful if not for the intensity that burned in her eyes. Her dress was black, unadorned by any ornament, and cut in a style that suggested religious severity rather than fashion. She moved with the focused purpose of someone who did not waste energy on unnecessary gestures.

			Her eyes found Marcel immediately, locking onto him with the kind of recognition that made his skin crawl. She knew him. Not his name or his profession, but something deeper, something he had tried to keep hidden even from himself. Her lips curved in what might have been sympathy or satisfaction, it was impossible to tell which.

			Marcel’s hand found the brass coin in his pocket, fingers closing around it like a drowning man clutching at driftwood.

			“The circle may form,” Madame Lemaire said, her voice low and absolutely certain. She moved to the table and placed both palms flat on its surface. “We have much work to do this evening, and the spirits are already restless.”

			Dubois gestured for everyone to take their seats, playing the gracious host even though control of the room had clearly shifted to the medium. Marcel found himself guided to a chair directly across from Madame Lemaire, with Dubois settling into the seat to his right. The widow took the chair to Marcel’s left, still twisting that handkerchief. The journalist and the silent observer completed the circle, their faces already half-shadowed in the lamplight.

			The medium surveyed them all with those burning eyes. “The doors must be sealed. The energies we will raise tonight cannot be allowed to dissipate.”

			Dubois nodded to the footman who had been standing unnoticed near the entrance. The man moved to close the double doors, and Marcel heard the distinct sound of a key turning in the lock. The click seemed obscenely loud in the hushed room.

			Trapped. The word whispered through Marcel’s mind with the certainty of prophecy. Whatever happened next, there would be no easy escape.

			“Lower the gas,” Madame Lemaire commanded, and Dubois himself rose to comply, turning the keys on each fixture until the flames guttered to pale blue suggestions. The candles on the table burned brighter in the gathering dimness, six white tapers arranged in a perfect circle. Their flames leaped and twisted despite the stillness of the air, casting shadows that writhed across the damask walls like living things.

			His collar felt too tight. Sweat gathered at his temples despite the room’s chill. His heart hammered against his ribs with a rhythm that seemed dangerously close to panic. The brass coin bit into his palm where he gripped it too hard.

			Across the table, Madame Lemaire smiled at him with terrible knowledge.

			“Join hands,” she said softly. “And let us see what waits for us beyond the veil.”

			+ + + + + +

			Marcel’s left hand found the widow’s cold fingers. His right hand disappeared into Dubois’s firm grip. The circle completed itself with the soft sound of flesh meeting flesh, six people bound together around the polished table. The candle flames guttered once, then steadied into perfect stillness.

			Madame Lemaire closed her eyes. Her breathing deepened, each inhalation audible in the hushed room. The grandfather clock in the entrance hall ticked on, counting seconds that seemed to stretch longer than they should. Marcel could hear the widow’s shallow breathing beside him, could smell Dubois’s cologne mixed with the acrid tang of his own fear-sweat.

			“Spirits of the threshold,” Madame Lemaire intoned, her voice dropping into a register that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her chest. “We call to you from this place of gathering. Show yourselves to those who seek knowledge beyond the veil.”

			Nothing happened. The candles burned on. The room remained exactly as it had been. Marcel felt the first stirrings of relief, the irrational hope that this entire evening would prove nothing but theater and expensive stagecraft.

			Then the table moved.

			Not a subtle shift, not something that could be explained by someone’s knee or a settling floorboard. The heavy oak table lifted and dropped, the impact reverberating through the floor. The widow gasped. The journalist’s pencil clattered onto the table surface. Marcel’s fingers tightened involuntarily around the hands holding his.

			Three knocks. Deliberate. Measured. Coming from somewhere beneath the table itself.

			“A presence makes itself known,” Madame Lemaire said, her eyes still closed. “Someone who passed beyond. Someone who seeks to communicate.”

			The widow leaned forward, tears already glistening on her cheeks. “Henri? Is that you, my darling?”

			Two knocks. Sharp and clear.

			“He confirms,” the medium said. Her voice had begun to take on a strange quality, as though two people spoke through the same mouth at slightly different pitches. “He says you must not grieve so deeply. He says you must live.”

			The widow sobbed openly now, her grip on Marcel’s hand turning painful. The journalist scribbled frantically in his notebook, his skepticism apparently forgotten in the face of what his senses reported. Even Dubois looked satisfied, like a man watching an investment pay dividends.

			Marcel wanted to pull his hands free, wanted to stand and leave this place before whatever was happening here turned its attention toward him. But the circle held him as surely as iron chains.

			The temperature in the room began to drop.

			It started subtly, just a slight cooling of the air that Marcel might have dismissed as imagination. Then frost formed on the ruby glass of the gas lamps, spreading in delicate crystalline patterns. His breath misted in front of his face. The widow’s tears froze in tracks down her cheeks.

			Madame Lemaire’s eyes snapped open. They had rolled back in her head, showing only white, and her whole body went rigid as though someone had replaced her spine with steel. When she spoke again, her voice came out wrong, distorted and layered with harmonics that should not have been possible from a human throat.

			“Something else comes.”

			The candles flickered wildly despite the air being utterly still. Shadows leaped across the walls, growing longer and darker than the light source could possibly have cast them. Marcel watched in mounting horror as the shadows began to move independently of the flames, twisting and reaching across the damask wallpaper like fingers seeking purchase.

			“It is here.” Madame Lemaire’s head turned with mechanical precision until her blank white eyes pointed directly at Marcel. “The shadow you cut has come back to cut you.”

			Cold exploded through Marcel’s chest. Not the gradual chill of the room but something immediate and absolute, as though someone had plunged an icicle directly through his sternum. He tried to gasp but his lungs would not obey. His heart stuttered, skipped, stuttered again.

			He pulled his hands free from the circle, shoving his chair back with enough force to send it toppling. Wood scraped against floorboards with a sound like a scream. Standing should have been simple, reaching for something solid and real, but his legs refused to support him.

			On the wall behind Madame Lemaire, a shadow detached itself from the surface.

			Marcel could see it clearly despite the impossibility, despite every rational thought in his mind insisting this could not be happening. The shadow had his own silhouette, the profile he had cut a thousand times for paying customers, but it moved with predatory purpose. It reached toward him with arms that lengthened impossibly, stretching across the table like dark water flowing uphill.

			The pain in his chest intensified. His vision tunneled, edges going black while the center remained sharp with terrible clarity. He could taste blood, metallic and warm, coating his tongue and the back of his throat. His hands found the edge of the table, trying to grip, trying to anchor himself to something that would not let him fall.

			A name rose in his throat, the name he had carried in secret for two years, the name written in that sealed letter waiting in his atelier. He tried to force it past his lips, tried to make it real one final time before the darkness took him.

			Nothing came out but a choke, a wet gurgle that sprayed blood across the polished oak surface.

			The shadow touched his face with fingers colder than death.

			Marcel collapsed forward onto the table, his cheek striking the wood with a sound that would haunt the survivors’ dreams. At that exact moment, as though responding to some signal only it could perceive, a wind came from nowhere. Not a breeze from an open door or window, but an explosion of air that moved in all directions at once.

			Every candle extinguished simultaneously.

			The room plunged into absolute darkness, the kind of blackness that pressed against the eyes like a physical thing. Somewhere in the void, the widow screamed. Glass shattered. Furniture crashed. People stumbled and collided, their panicked voices overlapping into meaningless noise.

			Marcel’s consciousness flickered like the extinguished flames. He could feel the table’s cold surface against his face. Could feel something still touching him, something that should not exist. His thoughts fragmented into disconnected images. The unfinished silhouette on his work table. The sealed letter in its hidden drawer. The brass coin, still in his pocket where it had failed to protect him.

			The man he loved, whose name he had tried and failed to speak.

			Regret cut deeper than the thing killing him. He should have been braver. Should have said the words aloud when he had the chance. Should have finished that last silhouette before coming here to die.

			The darkness deepened. Sound faded. The cold spread from his chest outward, claiming his limbs, his thoughts, his last desperate attempts to hold onto existence.

			Marcel Fournier’s final sensation was not fear or pain but simple, crushing sadness that he had left so much unfinished.

			Then the void took him completely, and there was nothing left but silence and the smell of extinguished wax.

			In the pitch blackness, Dubois’s voice cut through the chaos. “Someone find a lamp. For God’s sake, find a light.”

			A match flared. Then another. Gas lamps hissed back to life one by one, revealing the wreckage of the séance.

			Chairs overturned. The widow collapsed on the floor, still screaming. The journalist pressed against the locked door, his notebook forgotten. The silent observer stood exactly where he had been sitting, as though the panic had not touched him at all.

			Madame Lemaire sat perfectly still at the table, her eyes closed, her face composed into an expression of peaceful serenity.

			And Marcel Fournier lay dead across the polished oak surface, his hand still outstretched toward something no one else could see, his mouth frozen open around a name that would never be spoken.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Cold Light of Logic

			Rain drummed against the windows of Inspector Moreau’s office with the steady rhythm of a funeral march. Grey morning light filtered through glass smeared with dirt and condensation, doing little to brighten the cramped room. The air tasted of stale tobacco and wet wool, overlaid with the bitter aroma of coffee gone cold in its cup hours ago. Somewhere below, the Prefecture of Police continued its daily business of managing Paris’s criminal element with bureaucratic efficiency.

			Dr. Alistair Finch sat in the visitor’s chair, his posture perfect despite the furniture’s aggressive discomfort. He had positioned himself at an angle to catch what little light the miserable morning offered, the better to review the preliminary police report spread before him on Moreau’s desk. His fountain pen moved across the pages with surgical precision, circling phrases, making notes in the margins with handwriting that reflected fifteen years of medical documentation.

			He paused at one paragraph and read it aloud to himself, his British accent crisp even when speaking French. “The deceased appeared to suffer from extreme fright. Witnesses report supernatural manifestations preceding cardiac failure.”

			Alistair circled the words “extreme fright” and “cardiac failure” with two decisive strokes, then wrote in the margin: “Acute myocardial infarction induced by psychological stress. No supernatural element required.”

			The report continued with descriptions from the witnesses that grew more fantastical with each statement. Shadows moving independently. A voice from beyond. Temperature drops that froze tears on faces. The medium’s prophetic warning delivered in an impossible voice. Alistair read it all with the detached interest of a man who had seen this performance enacted a hundred times before in a dozen different cities.

			People died. Their loved ones, desperate for meaning in the randomness of mortality, invented narratives that involved spirits and curses and dramatic otherworldly interventions. Charlatans like this Madame Lemaire recognized the opportunity and exploited it with theatrical flair. The result was predictable: grief compounded by superstition, fear where simple medical facts should bring acceptance.

			He set down his pen and removed his gloves, placing them precisely parallel to the edge of the desk. His hands were surgeon’s hands, clean and steady, the nails trimmed short. No rings, no ornamentation. He had learned long ago that in his profession, decoration was distraction.

			The office door opened with a creak of protesting hinges. Inspector Moreau entered carrying two fresh cups of coffee, the steam rising from them in pale wisps. He was a man in his late forties, with the weathered face of someone who had spent decades navigating the space between Paris’s wealthy elite and its criminal underclass. His suit was respectable but worn, his mustache waxed with the care of a man who took pride in the few vanities he allowed himself.

			“Dr. Finch.” Moreau set one cup before Alistair and reclaimed his seat behind the desk. “I trust the report provides sufficient detail?”

			“More than sufficient.” Alistair accepted the coffee with a nod of thanks. “Though I would characterize much of it as creative fiction rather than factual documentation.”

			Moreau’s mouth twitched beneath his mustache. “The witnesses were quite insistent about what they observed.”

			“The witnesses were participants in a theatrical production designed to induce precisely the state of heightened suggestibility that leads to such insistence.” Alistair sipped his coffee, found it passable, and continued. “Low oxygen levels from multiple candles burning in a sealed room. Deliberate manipulation of temperature through hidden mechanisms. The power of group psychology and the medium’s carefully cultivated authority. These are not supernatural phenomena, Inspector. They are the tools of a skilled con artist.”

			“And the death itself?”

			“Marcel Fournier was fifty-three years old. The preliminary examination by your police surgeon notes signs of existing cardiac insufficiency. Cardiomegaly, evidence of atherosclerosis in the major vessels.” Alistair tapped the relevant passage in the report. “A man with an already compromised heart subjected to extreme psychological stress in an oxygen-depleted environment. The outcome was medically inevitable.”

			Moreau leaned back in his chair, which protested with a groan of abused wood. “You make it sound quite simple.”

			“Because it is simple. I have debunked seventeen alleged hauntings in the past three years, Inspector. Fifteen involved fraudulent mediums. The other two involved gas leaks and architectural defects.” Alistair’s tone carried the satisfaction of a man stating irrefutable facts. “In every case, the supernatural element dissolved upon the application of rational analysis.”

			“The families involved are quite concerned.” Moreau pulled a file from the chaos on his desk. “Monsieur Dubois, who hosted the séance, is a man of considerable influence. He has made it clear that he wishes any suggestion of otherworldly involvement dismissed with authority. The widow in attendance has influential relatives. Even the journalist present writes for a publication that could cause difficulties if not properly managed.”

			“Then my work here is already complete.” Alistair gestured to the report with its annotations. “I can provide a written statement explaining the medical realities. The death certificate should read ‘cardiac arrest precipitated by environmental factors and psychological distress.’ No mention of spirits, shadows, or supernatural intervention.”

			“The families will be satisfied with such an explanation?”

			“Whether they are satisfied is immaterial to whether it is correct.” Alistair replaced his gloves with the same precision he had used to remove them. “Facts do not require approval, Inspector. They simply are.”

			Rain continued its assault on the windows, each drop a small percussion against the glass. Somewhere in the building, a door slammed. Voices echoed up through the floorboards, the daily cacophony of a police station conducting its business. Alistair gathered the pages of the report into a neat stack, his movements economical and practiced.

			“There is one aspect I should mention.” Moreau’s tone had shifted into something more cautious. “The deceased had a particular friend who has been quite persistent in demanding a more thorough investigation.”

			“A family member?”

			“Not precisely.” Moreau consulted his notes. “A young man named Étienne Duval. A candle-maker by trade. He claims to have been close to Monsieur Fournier and insists the death was not natural.”

			Alistair felt the familiar irritation that accompanied encounters with true believers. “Let me guess. He speaks of dark energies and spiritual warnings. He felt a presence. He knows in his heart that evil was done.”

			“Something along those lines, yes.”

			“Then I suggest you politely but firmly explain to Monsieur Duval that grief often manifests as denial of mortality’s simple truths.” Alistair stood, adjusting his coat with a sharp tug. “The man is processing loss through the lens of superstition. It is unfortunate but common.”

			“He has been waiting since dawn to speak with someone.” Moreau’s expression suggested he found the young man’s persistence more troublesome than touching. “He will not be easily dismissed.”

			“I am not in the business of providing comfort to the bereaved, Inspector. I am in the business of providing facts.” Alistair moved toward the door, already planning his departure from this dreary building and its even drearier case. “A man with a weak heart attended a fraudulent séance and died of the strain. That is the beginning and end of this tragedy.”

			“You would characterize it as a tragedy?”

			Alistair paused with his hand on the door handle. “A life ended unnecessarily due to the machinations of charlatans who profit from exploiting grief and fear. Yes, Inspector. I would call that a tragic waste. But it is waste of a mundane, entirely explicable nature.”

			He pulled the door open, ready to step into the hallway and leave this tedious matter behind. His expertise had been requested, his analysis provided. The families would receive their rational explanation, the spiritualist rumors would die for lack of credible fuel, and he would return to his rooms to document yet another case of superstition defeated by science.

			The case was closed as far as Dr. Alistair Finch was concerned. He had better things to do than argue with grieving friends who saw malevolence where there was only mortality.

			Behind him, Moreau cleared his throat. “You may find Monsieur Duval in the waiting area. Perhaps a brief conversation to explain your findings would prevent further difficulties?”

			“If he is reasonable, he will accept the medical facts. If he is not reasonable, no amount of conversation will penetrate his delusions.” Alistair adjusted his hat with careful precision. “Good day, Inspector.”

			“Walk with me at least,” Moreau said, rising from his chair with a weary sigh. “I need to collect some files from the records office. You can tell me how you want your written statement structured.”

			It was a transparent excuse, but Alistair found himself nodding. The sooner the paperwork was finalized, the sooner this tedious matter could be put to rest. He waited while Moreau gathered his coat and locked the more sensitive documents in his desk drawer, then followed the Inspector into the hallway.

			The sounds of the Prefecture grew louder as they walked. Police officers moved past them with the focused indifference of men who had seen everything Paris had to offer and found none of it particularly surprising. Rain continued its assault on the building’s windows, the steady drumming a counterpoint to the chaos of voices and footsteps echoing through the corridors.

			“You truly believe there is nothing more to investigate?” Moreau asked as they navigated the narrow hallway.

			“I believe the facts speak for themselves,” Alistair replied. “A man with pre-existing heart disease was subjected to psychological manipulation in poor environmental conditions. The outcome was tragic but entirely predictable.”

			They turned the corner toward the waiting area, where the usual collection of witnesses, victims, and petty criminals sat on hard benches waiting their turn in the machinery of justice.

			Moreau gestured vaguely ahead. “The young man I mentioned should be somewhere in there. Étienne Duval. He has been quite persistent.”

			“Persistence does not equal validity,” Alistair said, already preparing his polite but firm dismissal of whatever supernatural nonsense the grieving friend would undoubtedly insist upon.

			The waiting area lay just ahead, and somewhere in that crowd sat a candle-maker who believed in ghosts and shadows.

			+ + + + + +

			The wooden bench in the Prefecture’s waiting area had grown harder with each passing hour. Étienne Duval sat with his spine pressed against the wall, his body aching from a night spent walking Paris’s streets because returning to his small rooms above the candle shop had felt impossible. Sleep was a luxury for people whose worlds remained intact. His had shattered the moment Marcel collapsed across that table.

			The waiting area smelled of damp floorboards and unwashed bodies. A drunk slept off his night in the corner, snoring wetly. Two women argued in rapid French about a stolen chicken. A pickpocket no older than twelve sat across from Étienne, swinging his legs and whistling tunelessly. Beyond, from behind the holding cell’s iron bars, someone shouted obscenities at the guards with impressive creativity.

			Étienne heard none of it clearly. The world had taken on the muffled quality of being underwater, sounds reaching him distorted and distant. His eyes burned from exhaustion and tears he had not allowed himself to shed in public. Crying would raise questions, and questions would require explanations he could not give.

			Inside his coat pocket, his fingers found a small paper silhouette. Marcel had cut it for him three days ago, laughing as he worked, teasing Étienne about his nose being too perfect to render properly in shadow. The paper was black on white, no larger than his palm. Marcel’s scissors had moved with their usual confidence, each snip precise and certain. The finished piece showed Étienne’s profile captured in a moment of joy, his head tilted back slightly as though in mid-laugh.

			Étienne’s thumb traced the edge of the cut paper. The corner was sharp enough to draw blood if he pressed hard enough. He wanted to press hard enough. Pain would be welcome, something physical and real to anchor him against the vertigo of loss.

			Three days ago, Marcel had been alive. Had been laughing. Had promised they would have dinner that evening at the small café near the Luxembourg Gardens where no one knew them and they could sit close together without fear. Three days ago, the future had existed.

			Now Marcel was dead, and Étienne could not claim the right to mourn him properly. Could not demand answers as a fiancé would. Could not rage at the injustice of it all with the authority of acknowledged love. He was nobody. A friend. An acquaintance. Someone who had purchased silhouettes from the deceased artist and perhaps shared an occasional conversation.

			The edge of the silhouette’s edge bit into his thumb. He pressed harder.

			Footsteps approached down the corridor. Two police officers, their uniforms rumpled from a night shift. They paused near the bench where Étienne sat, close enough that their voices carried clearly.

			“Heard about the ghost case?” The younger one lit a cigarette, the match flaring bright in the dim gaslight.

			“The séance fool who scared himself to death?” His companion laughed. “What an absurd way to go. Imagine being so weak-minded that a parlor trick stops your heart.”

			“Moreau’s got that British doctor looking at it. The one who debunks all the spiritualist nonsense.”

			“Good. Last thing we need is wealthy idiots claiming ghosts are murdering people. The paperwork alone would be a nightmare.” The older officer adjusted his belt. “Though I suppose the dead man got what he deserved, paying charlatans to commune with spirits. Natural selection at work.”

			They moved on, their laughter fading down the hallway. Étienne’s hands had clenched into fists without him realizing it. The silhouette crumpled slightly in his grip. He forced his fingers to relax, smoothing the paper against his leg with shaking hands.

			Marcel had not been weak-minded. Had not been a fool. He had been terrified, yes, but for good reason. Something had been following him, watching him. Marcel had tried to explain it during their last conversation, the one Étienne kept replaying in his mind with obsessive precision.

			“I feel it in my atelier,” Marcel had said, his voice low and strained. “The shadows move wrong. I know how shadows should behave, Étienne. This is different.”

			Étienne had tried to reassure him. Had suggested stress, overwork, the natural anxiety that came before accepting a commission from someone as influential as Monsieur Dubois. He had been so certain that Marcel’s fear was simply artistic temperament magnified by exhaustion.

			He had been wrong.

			The memory of that conversation scraped against his mind like glass. He should have believed Marcel. Should have insisted he refuse the séance invitation. Should have done something, anything, to prevent what happened.

			But he had not been in that room. Had not seen what Marcel saw in his final moments. The other attendees spoke of shadows and cold and a presence that defied explanation, but Étienne had not witnessed any of it. He only knew that when Marcel died, something had broken inside Étienne’s chest. A connection severed. A warmth extinguished.

			He had been at his shop, working late on a commission of beeswax candles for a church. The moment of Marcel’s death had passed unmarked except for a sensation that defied words. A sudden absence where presence had been. A hollow feeling that made him drop the candle he was rolling and stand frozen in his workshop, knowing with terrible certainty that something was wrong.

			By the time he reached Dubois’s townhouse, the police had already cordoned off the entrance. Marcel’s body had been removed. A constable at the door refused him entry, told him witnesses were being questioned and he should report to the Prefecture in the morning if he had information. Étienne had stood on the pavement outside, staring up at those glowing windows, and felt the wrongness of it all settle into his bones like winter cold.

			Something had killed Marcel. Not a weak heart. Not simple fear. Something that had been hunting him for weeks, using the séance as its opportunity.

			Étienne knew this with the same certainty he knew his own name. Knew it despite having no proof, no evidence that would satisfy men like the officers who had just mocked Marcel’s death. He knew it because he had known Marcel, had learned to read every nuance of his expression and mood. Marcel’s fear had been genuine. His death had been murder.

			The problem was convincing anyone else.

			He had been at the Prefecture since dawn, waiting for someone in authority to listen. Lesser officers had taken his statement and filed it away with visible disinterest. He was not family. Had no legal standing. His insistence that something supernatural had occurred only made them treat him with the patient condescension reserved for hysterics and children.

			But he would not leave. Could not leave. Not until someone investigated properly, until someone acknowledged that Marcel deserved more than dismissal as a fool who died of fright.

			The silhouette in his pocket pressed against his leg. Étienne closed his eyes, exhaustion making his head swim. He could see Marcel’s hands as they had moved across paper, steady and sure. Could hear his laugh, warm and private, the sound he made when they were alone and could be themselves without performing normalcy for a hostile world.

			Could see him lying dead across that polished table, beyond reach, beyond help, beyond everything they should have shared.

			The bench beneath him radiated cold through his coat and trousers. His fingers ached from clutching the paper silhouette too tightly. Dirt had gathered under his fingernails from the night spent wandering, his hands shoved in pockets as he walked street after street without destination or purpose.

			Someone coughed nearby, wet and rattling. The drunk in the corner shifted position. The pickpocket’s whistling had stopped, replaced by the sound of him picking at a loose thread on his ragged sleeve. The Prefecture continued its business, indifferent to Étienne’s grief.

			But Étienne would not move from this bench. Would not give up. Would not let Marcel’s death become another case file gathering dust in an office somewhere, dismissed as natural causes with no further investigation required.

			Marcel had been murdered by something that should not exist. Étienne knew this with absolute certainty, even if he could not prove it. Even if speaking the truth made him seem mad.

			Somewhere in this building, someone would listen. Someone would understand that what happened in that parlor required more than a doctor’s rational explanation. Someone would help him find answers, find justice, find whatever small measure of peace was possible in a world that had become unbearable in Marcel’s absence.

			He would wait as long as necessary. He had nowhere else to be, nothing else to do. His world had narrowed to this single purpose: make them see the truth.

			His thumb found the sharp edge of the silhouette again. The paper cut into his skin, a thin line of pain that felt almost like clarity. Blood welled up, warm and red, staining the white edge of the paper.

			Étienne watched it spread, this small violence he could control when everything else had spiraled beyond his grasp. Then he pressed his thumb against his coat to stop the bleeding and closed his eyes, waiting for someone, anyone, to give him the chance to speak Marcel’s truth aloud.

			The Prefecture’s sounds continued around him. The gaslight flickered. The rain drummed against windows somewhere overhead. And Étienne Duval sat on his hard wooden bench, holding the last thing Marcel’s hands had made for him, and refused to leave until justice was done.

			+ + + + + +

			The waiting area sprawled before them in organized chaos. Wooden benches lined the walls, occupied by the usual parade of humanity that passed through the Prefecture each day. A woman clutched a torn shawl. Two men argued in low voices about a property dispute. A constable escorted a pickpocket toward the holding cells, the boy’s protests echoing off the stone walls.

			Alistair scanned the room with clinical efficiency, cataloging faces until he found the one that matched Moreau’s description. A young candle-maker who believed in dark spirits and supernatural murder. He expected someone theatrical despite the modest profession. Someone who would present their grief as performance, demanding validation for supernatural claims with dramatic gestures.

			Against the far wall, a young man sat alone on a wooden bench. His posture spoke of someone who had collapsed there and lacked the energy to sit properly upright. His dark chestnut brown hair was disheveled, and his clothes were rumpled from what appeared to be an entire night spent vertical. Dirt marked his fingernails where his hands rested in his lap.

			But his eyes were alert. Hazel, Alistair noted with the automatic precision of a trained observer. Fixed on the hallway where Alistair and Moreau had just emerged.

			The young man stood abruptly, his movement sudden enough to draw attention from nearby officers. He crossed the waiting area with quick strides that ate up distance despite his obvious fatigue, those alert eyes never leaving them.

			“Inspector Moreau.” Étienne’s voice carried a roughness that suggested either recent crying or extended silence. His French bore the native Parisian cadence, each syllable shaped with the unconscious music of someone who had never needed to learn the language. “You said someone would speak with me about Marcel Fournier’s death. I have been waiting since dawn.”

			“Monsieur Duval.” Moreau’s tone held the careful neutrality of a man who had dealt with persistent witnesses before. “This is Dr. Alistair Finch. He has reviewed the case and can address your concerns.”

			Étienne’s attention swung fully to Alistair. Up close, the younger man’s exhaustion was even more apparent. Dark circles shadowed those hazel eyes. A faint tremor ran through his hands. He smelled of beeswax and chamomile, the scent of his trade clinging to his clothes even after a night spent wandering the Paris streets.

			Alistair caught himself cataloging details beyond the merely medical. The sharp line of the younger man’s jaw. The way gaslight from the wall sconces caught gold highlights in hair that probably looked properly brown in daylight. The full mouth set in a line of determination that bordered on desperation.

			He suppressed the observations with the same discipline he had been practicing for years. Physical beauty was irrelevant to the matter at hand.

			“Dr. Finch.” Étienne pronounced the name carefully, as though testing its weight. “You are the one who will tell me how Marcel died?”

			“I can tell you the medical facts, yes.” Alistair kept his tone professional, the same voice he used when explaining difficult diagnoses to patients who wanted supernatural explanations for ordinary diseases. “Monsieur Fournier suffered a cardiac arrest brought on by acute psychological distress. The environment of the séance contributed to the fatal episode. Low oxygen levels from multiple candles burning in a sealed room, the deliberate manipulation of the temperature, and the power of group suggestion combined to create conditions that proved lethal for a man with pre-existing heart disease.”

			The words should have provided clarity. Should have offered the comfort of rational explanation. Instead, Étienne’s expression hardened into something approaching fury.

			“Pre-existing heart disease.” Each word emerged clipped and cold. “You examined him? You knew him? You can stand there and reduce his death to medical terminology?”

			“I examined the police report and the preliminary findings from the police surgeon.” Alistair directed this last comment to Moreau, who had taken a careful step backward to give them space. “The evidence is quite clear.”

			“The evidence.” Étienne moved closer, close enough that Alistair could see the fine lines of strain around his eyes. “Did your evidence mention the darkness that followed him? Did it explain why he barely slept for weeks before that night? Did it account for the fact that something was hunting him?”

			“What was hunting him, Monsieur Duval, was his own cardiovascular insufficiency combined with the fraudulent manipulation of a charlatan medium.” Alistair heard his voice taking on the lecturing quality that his colleagues sometimes complained about. “I understand grief often manifests as a need to assign blame or seek supernatural explanations, but the facts do not support such hysteria.”

			The word ‘hysteria’ struck home. Étienne flinched, then leaned forward with renewed intensity. Officers nearby had stopped their conversations, attention drawn to the confrontation unfolding in their midst. The waiting area had gone quiet except for the two men facing each other like duelists measuring distance.

			“Hysteria.” Étienne’s voice dropped to something barely above a whisper, which somehow made it more cutting than a shout. “You think this is hysteria? I felt him die, Dr. Finch. I was not in that room, but I felt the exact moment his soul was severed from this world. That is not a symptom you can diagnose with your cold logic and your superior British certainty.”

			Alistair felt his own irritation rising to meet the younger man’s passion. “What you felt was grief and fear, both entirely explicable human emotions that do not require otherworldly intervention to justify them. Monsieur Fournier died because his heart failed. That is biology, not metaphysics.”

			“You did not know him.” Étienne’s hands had clenched into fists at his sides. “You did not see his terror in the days before. You did not watch him try to explain something he could barely put into words because he knew men like you would dismiss him as mad. There was darkness in that room, Doctor. Real darkness that had nothing to do with candles or oxygen or any of your neat scientific explanations.”

			“And you base this assertion on what evidence?” Alistair kept his voice level through sheer force of will. “Feelings? Premonitions? The vague sense that something was wrong? These are not facts, Monsieur Duval. They are the products of an emotional state seeking validation for beliefs that have no basis in reality.”

			“You are blind.” The accusation emerged flat and certain. “You stand here with your careful words and your professional detachment, and you cannot see the truth that is staring directly at you. Marcel was murdered by something that should not exist, and you are too proud of your rationality to admit that your understanding of the world might be incomplete.”

			The challenge remained unanswered. Alistair found himself caught off-guard by the younger man’s intensity, by the absolute conviction burning in those hazel eyes. This was not the theatrical grief of a spiritualist seeking attention. This was something rawer, more genuine. The kind of certainty that came from personal devastation rather than performative belief.

			And beneath Étienne’s fury, Alistair recognized something else. The particular quality of anguish that spoke to a loss more profound than mere friendship. The way his voice fractured slightly when speaking Marcel’s name. The protective rage of someone defending not just a person but a bond that could not be publicly acknowledged.

			Alistair’s analytical mind assembled the pieces with uncomfortable clarity. The hidden nature of their connection. The depth of Étienne’s grief. The reason he had no standing to demand an investigation as the next of kin.

			He filed the observation away without comment. Whatever the precise nature of their relationship, it was not relevant to the medical facts of the case.

			Except it made the younger man’s suffering more acute, and Alistair discovered he disliked being the instrument of additional pain.

			“Gentlemen.” Moreau’s voice cut through the tension with the weary authority of a man who had broken up more conflicts than he cared to count. “This debate is accomplishing nothing productive. Dr. Finch, you have provided your medical assessment. Monsieur Duval, you insist there are aspects of this death that deserve further scrutiny. Perhaps you should both visit the morgue together. You can walk him through the physical evidence, explain what you observed. Either you will convince him of your rational explanation, or he will raise questions worth investigating.”

			“I have already provided my assessment,” Alistair said, but his protest sounded weak even to his own ears.

			“Then verifying it should present no difficulty.” Moreau’s expression suggested this was not actually a suggestion. “Monsieur Duval has been waiting here for hours. The least we can do is allow him to accompany a medical professional to view the deceased and ask his questions. You can walk him through the evidence, explain the physical realities. Either you will convince him of the rational explanation, or you will discover something that warrants deeper investigation.”

			Alistair recognized a trap when he saw one, but found himself with no graceful means of escape. Refusing would make him look callous or, worse, uncertain of his own conclusions. Agreeing meant spending more time with this passionate, grief-stricken young man who seemed determined to assign supernatural significance to a tragedy that required none.

			He glanced at Étienne, who was staring at him with an expression caught between hope and hostility. The younger man’s exhaustion was palpable. His determination equally so. He would not be dismissed or comforted by platitudes. He would persist until someone gave him answers he could accept, and apparently Alistair had been volunteered for that thankless task.

			“Very well,” Alistair said, adjusting his gloves with sharp, precise movements. “We will visit the morgue. I will show you the physical evidence. But I warn you, Monsieur Duval, that you will not find supernatural confirmation in medical fact. You will find only what is there: a man who died of causes entirely consistent with heart failure.”

			“And I warn you, Dr. Finch,” Étienne replied with quiet intensity, “that you will not be able to explain everything with your precious logic. Some truths exist beyond your instruments
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