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To those who love walking on the edge of the shadows,

to those who never stop turning the page even when their hearts race.

This book is for you: may you have the courage to enter,

but not the certainty of coming out unscathed.

Enjoy the read... and trust no one.
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1 The message



[image: ]


The phone vibrated while I was rinsing a cup, a sharp blow against the sink that made me jump. The water was too hot, and for a moment I thought it was the burning sensation that made me lose my balance, not that brief, sudden noise, almost like a call.

I turned off the tap with more force than necessary. The kitchen fell silent again, except for the hum of the refrigerator and the ticking of the clock hanging above the door. Eight twenty-two. Always two minutes slow. I've never fixed it. I can't say why.

The phone was there, on the table, face down. I never leave it like that. I always place it with the screen facing upwards, as if I were afraid of missing something, as if even a second of darkness could cause me to miss an important signal. Yet that evening it was upside down, unfamiliar, as if it weren't mine.

I hesitated before picking it up. A stupid thing to do, I know. But there was something different about that wait, a subtle tension that had crept under my skin for no clear reason. I wasn't expecting any messages. I wasn't expecting anyone.

When I turned it over, the screen lit up immediately.

Unknown number.

No preview, just the notification. My heart raced disproportionately, as if my body had recognised something before my mind . I thought it was spam, advertising, one of the thousands of useless messages that arrive every day. I thought it was ridiculous to feel this way about a vibration.

I opened it.

The text was short. Just one sentence.

You promised you'd never go back there.

I reread it. Once. Then again. Slowly, as if the words might change order if I looked at them more closely.

There was no question mark. There was no signature. There was nothing that resembled a threat.

Yet I felt my stomach clench, a sharp, painful contraction, as if someone had suddenly pulled a rope. I had to lean on the table. My fingers were trembling.

"Calm down," I said aloud. My voice sounded distant, as if it were coming from another room.

Promised. Back. There.

Three words that should have been neutral, generic, but instead had struck me with surgical precision. The problem wasn't the content. It was the reaction. It was that sudden sense of guilt, of exposure, as if I had been caught out.

I searched my memory. Really. I went through places, situations, conversations. Promises made out of anger, out of tiredness, to end pointless arguments. We all do it, don't we? 'I'll never go back to that place.' 'I won't write to you anymore.' 'It won't happen again.'

Nothing.

There was no 'there' that stood out clearly. No place that claimed those words.

Yet my body seemed to know exactly what it was referring to.

I closed the chat. Then I reopened it. I checked the number. No strange prefix, no useful details. I wrote a reply, instinctively.

Who are you?

I stared at the screen for a few seconds, then deleted everything. I didn't want to give anyone anything to go on. I didn't want to confirm anything. I saved the conversation and put the phone down as if it were burning hot.

For a moment, I thought I had overreacted. An ambiguous sentence, an unknown sender. That was all. I could have ignored it, deleted it, and carried on with my evening. Prepared dinner, turned on the television, immersed myself in a translation to be delivered the next day.

That's what I tried to do.

I took a tray of vegetables out of the refrigerator and dumped them into the pan without really looking at them. The oil sizzled, and the smell of garlic spread through the room. Automatic, well-rehearsed gestures. Normality as a shield.

But as I stirred, the phrase kept coming back to me. Not as a linear thought, but rather as a constant pressure, a hand resting on the back of my neck. You promised. You didn't say. Promising is different. More serious. More definitive.

I turned off the stove without remembering that I had turned it on. I realised I was gripping the spoon too tightly when my wrist started to hurt.

I picked up my phone again.

The conversation was still there. Silent. No other messages. No sign that someone on the other end was waiting for a reply. And that's what disturbed me the most. It didn't seem like an attempt to make contact. It seemed like a reminder.

As if I should already know.

I sat down at the table. I breathed in slowly, trying to restore order. There was no reason to be scared. I was thirty-nine years old, with a predictable life and no shameful secrets. My days consisted of deadlines, emails and routine. Nothing that justified such an exaggerated reaction.

Yet, beneath that certainty, something was creaking.

I tried to remember the last time I had made an important promise. A real promise, not just a phrase uttered to end an argument. I thought of my sister, my mother, the few friends I had left. Nothing.

I thought about past relationships. There, the void became denser. Not total, no. I remembered faces, periods, general feelings. But there was a kind of grey area, a section that my mind skirted around without stopping.

I shook my head. I was creating a problem out of nothing.

I deleted the message.

The gesture gave me immediate, almost physical relief. As if deleting those words could also delete their effect. I threw my dinner in the sink without eating and went to bed earlier than usual.

In the dark, with my phone on the bedside table, I closed my eyes and tried to convince myself that the day was over.

At 8:27, the kitchen clock continued to show 8:24.

And I, without knowing why, thought that it was a place I had already returned from once before.

And that perhaps I shouldn't have done so.

I didn't fall asleep right away. My body was tired, but my mind kept spinning, like a door that slams without ever closing completely. Every time I was about to drift off to sleep, the phrase came back to me, identical, clear, without nuance.

You promised you would never go back there.

There where?

I turned onto my side, then onto the other. I reached for my phone at least three times, without turning it on. As if the mere gesture could summon something else. As if someone on the other side was waiting for me to give in.

Nothing happened. No vibration. No sudden light in the dark.

Yet the feeling of being watched did not go away.

Not in the banal way depicted in films, not with the idea of a concrete presence. It was something more subtle, more intimate. As if someone knew a version of me that I no longer knew. As if they had access to a room in my mind that I had locked away without remembering where I had put the key.

When I finally fell asleep, I dreamt of a house.

Not a specific house. No recognisable details. Just narrow corridors, pale walls, windows too high to look out of. I was walking barefoot, feeling as if I had to tread lightly, as if I couldn't leave any traces. I knew I shouldn't be there, but I couldn't remember why.

I woke up with my heart pounding and my mouth dry. The sky outside was still dark, dawn still far away. For a moment, I was tempted to stay still, to pretend nothing had happened. Then I turned on the light.

The room was the same as always. My bed, my wardrobe, the grey curtains I had never wanted to change. Everything was in its place. No signs of intrusion, no anomalies.

I breathed more slowly. The dream was already fading, leaving behind only a feeling of unease that was difficult to define.

In the kitchen, while making coffee, I checked my phone. No new messages. The deleted conversation left no trace. I could have convinced myself it was a hallucination, if it weren't for that persistent tension under my breastbone, like a compressed spring.

I opened my calendar. Appointments, deadlines, virtual meetings. My orderly, measurable, uneventful life. I clung to that sequence of commitments as concrete proof of my stability.

At ten o'clock I had a call with a German publisher. At eleven, a delivery. At one, a quick lunch. A day like any other.

Yet, as I spoke to the computer, I realised that I was responding automatically, without really listening. Part of me was elsewhere, busy reconstructing something that couldn't quite take shape.

During the break, I opened my browser and typed my name into the search bar. It was an impulsive, almost ridiculous gesture. As if I could discover something new about myself by scrolling through results I already knew. I added random words: cities I had lived in, old jobs, names of friends.

Nothing.

Then, without thinking too much about it, I typed in a word I hadn't used in a long time: promise.

The results were generic, impersonal. Definitions, quotes, lifestyle articles. I closed everything in irritation. I was wasting my time.

It was only in the afternoon, while I was looking for a document in a folder that I rarely open, that I felt that distinct, sudden sensation again. Like a brief, localised shock. An unexplained certainty.

I opened the cupboard in my study to take out an old folder. That's where I saw it.

A jumper.

Not one of mine. Male, without a doubt. Dark, thick wool, carefully folded on the top shelf. For a moment, I thought it belonged to someone who had come to visit me, a relative, a friend. But the idea didn't hold up. No one left clothes at my place. No one had any reason to.

I picked it up carefully, as if it were fragile. It was heavy, worn. And it had a distinct smell. Not strong, not unpleasant. Familiar.

My breath caught in my throat.

A wave of nausea forced me to sit down. The jumper slipped from my fingers and fell to the floor, a trivial gesture that produced an excessive noise in the silence of the study. I closed my eyes, waiting for it to pass.

It didn't pass.

There was something about that smell that struck me on a deep, primitive level. It didn't evoke a face or a specific scene. It evoked a feeling: being watched, evaluated, restrained. It evoked sleepless nights and words whispered too calmly.

'It can't be,' I murmured.

I tried to piece it together. Had I been in a relationship in recent years? Yes, of course. Something brief, which ended without any repercussions. But no one had ever left any belongings at my house. And above all, no memory linked to those people provoked a similar reaction in me.

I picked up the jumper and took it to the kitchen, placing it on the table like evidence to be examined. I looked at it for a long time, searching for a label, a distinctive mark. Nothing.

My phone vibrated.

I jumped, an instinctive, almost violent movement. For a second, I was sure it was him again. Or her. Whoever was on the other end.

Unknown number.

The message was as short as the first one.

You found it.

There was no need to specify what.

The blood drained from my cheeks, leaving me cold. I looked at the jumper, then at the screen, then back at the jumper. My hands were shaking so much that I had to rest them on the table to keep from dropping the phone.

Someone knew. Someone was inside my house, or inside my head. Someone knew my spaces, my gestures, my silences.

I felt the temptation to respond grow like a physical urge. To ask for explanations, to demand the truth. But beneath that urge was another, colder, more lucid one.

The fear of what I might discover.

I turned off my phone. I turned it upside down on the table, just like the night before. Then I took the jumper and put it in an envelope, closing it with a tight knot.

I still didn't know what it represented.

But I knew it hadn't appeared there by chance.

And, for the first time, I suspected that it wasn't just a place.

But a version of myself that I had sworn never to return to.

I left the bag with the jumper on the table for hours, as if it were a sleeping animal that could wake up at any moment. Every now and then, my gaze returned there without me really deciding to do so. It was a silent, constant call. Not threatening, but inevitable.

I tried to work. I opened the translation file, reread the sentence I had left halfway through, and started typing. The words flowed, but they didn't stick. I deleted them immediately afterwards, as if they were all wrong. I couldn't concentrate. My mind kept returning to the same point: someone knew.

Not just about the jumper. About me.

At five in the afternoon, I gave in. I took the envelope and brought it to my bedroom. I slipped it under the bed, pushing it as far back as possible with my foot, as I used to do as a child when I wanted to hide something quickly. An instinctive, irrational gesture. As if not seeing it was enough to make it cease to exist.

I sat on the edge of the bed, my hands clasped together. I felt a slight tremor rise from my legs, pass through my stomach and stop at my chest. It wasn't panic. Not yet. It was something more subtle: anticipation. As if part of me knew that this was only the beginning.

I reluctantly turned on my phone. No new messages. I checked my missed calls, emails, social media. Nothing. Total silence, almost ostentatious.

'It wants me to think,' I said quietly.

I didn't know who I was talking to. Perhaps to that faceless presence that had decided to enter my life. Perhaps to myself.

I took a long, hot shower. The water pounded on my shoulders as if it could melt away the tension that had built up. I let the steam fog up the mirror, avoiding my reflection. I didn't want to look at myself. I had a feeling that if I did, I would see something different. Something I didn't recognise.

When I came out, wrapped in a towel, the phone vibrated again.

I felt it before I saw it, like an electric shock. It had been left on the bedside table. I hadn't closed the bathroom door. The sound had bounced off the walls, amplified by the silence of the flat.

Unknown number.

I took a deep breath, then opened it.

You can't hide it forever.

There was no anger in that sentence. No urgency. It was a statement, simple and definitive, like a fact. I felt my knees give way slightly and sat back down on the bed, the towel wrapped tightly around my body like useless armour.

I started writing a reply. My fingers raced across the keyboard, driven by an impulse I could no longer control.

Who are you? What do you want from me?

I stopped before sending. I reread it. Those questions suddenly seemed wrong. Superfluous. As if they assumed that there was someone on the other side willing to explain, to negotiate.

I deleted everything.

I put the phone down on the bed and looked up at the ceiling. There were small cracks near the corner, thin, almost invisible. I had noticed them for the first time months earlier and then forgotten about them. They were still there, silent, waiting.

Like certain things in the mind.

I got dressed mechanically. Jeans, dark sweater, hair tied back. I didn't know why I was going out, but the idea of staying locked up in the house had become unbearable. I needed movement, noise, people. I needed to remind myself that the world continued to exist outside that invisible conversation.

The air outside was cold and sharp. It did me good. I walked without any particular destination in mind, letting my feet guide me. The shop lights, the voices of passers-by, the traffic: everything contributed to creating an artificial normality to cling to.

Yet even there, I felt I was not alone.

Not in the sense that someone was following me. It was something more internal, more intimate. A feeling of forced company, as if I were carrying a silent presence with me that observed my every move.

I stopped in front of a bookshop window. My reflection took me by surprise. For a moment, I didn't recognise myself. The face was mine, of course, but the expression wasn't. There was a tension in my eyes, a hardness that I didn't remember having.

'Who were you?' I thought, without realising it.

I returned home after dark. I locked the door with a sharp movement, checking twice. I turned on all the lights. The flat seemed smaller, more fragile, as if it could be easily broken into.

I took the bag from under the bed. I opened it slowly, preparing myself for a reaction I couldn't define. The jumper was there, identical. I took it in my hands, smelled it again, trying to force a precise memory.

No images. No scenes.

Just a sentence, sudden, that popped into my mind without warning:

It's not what you think.

I stiffened. It wasn't my thought, not in the usual way. It was a ph tioned with an unfamiliar clarity, like a recorded voice reactivated after years of silence.

I dropped my jumper on the bed and took a step back. My heart was pounding, but there was no confusion. There was an unsettling lucidity.

I realised something at that moment.

I hadn't just forgotten.

I had chosen not to remember.

The phone vibrated again.

The last message of the day.

It's not a place. It's a choice.

I stared at the screen for a long time, until the light went out.

Then I closed my eyes.

And, for the first time in years, I had the distinct feeling that the past was not behind me.

But inside me.
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2 The signs
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The next morning, I woke up before my alarm clock went off, with that unpleasant feeling of alertness that precedes an exam or bad news. I didn't remember having any dreams, but my body was stiff, as if I had spent the night defending myself from something. I opened my eyes slowly, almost expecting to find someone in the room.

There was no one there.

The light filtered through the curtains evenly, harmlessly. The clock on the bedside table read six forty-two. For a moment, I had the urge to remain still, to hold my breath, as if any movement might attract unwanted attention. Then I sat up, mentally berating myself for that absurd reaction.

"It's just tiredness," I thought. "Suggestion."

The word seemed fragile to me. Like a plaster on a wound I hadn't seen yet.

I picked up my phone. No new messages. No notifications. The silence gave me momentary relief, immediately followed by unexpected disappointment. A small, shameful part of me was expecting something. A follow-up. Confirmation.

I got up and went to the kitchen. The smell of coffee filled the air, familiar, reassuring. I tried to anchor myself to that gesture, repeated thousands of times, as if it could remind me of who I was. I opened the window, letting in the cold morning air. The street below was already alive: footsteps, voices, a motorbike revving up.

Normality continued to flow, indifferent.

As I drank my coffee, my gaze fell on the table. For a second, I thought I saw the bag with the jumper in it. My heart leapt into my throat. Then I focused: the table was empty. I had put it back under the bed the night before. I knew that. Yet that illusion left me with a feeling of unease.

I decided to work from home, as usual. I turned on my computer and opened my emails. There were messages to read, requests to deal with, a draft to review. I told myself that immersing myself in work would be the best way to put things back into perspective.

It didn't work.

Every sudden noise made me jump. A bicycle bell in the street, a door closing in the flat next door, even the sound of a new email made me shrug my shoulders. It was as if my nervous system was stuck on too high a frequency.

Around mid-morning, I noticed the first anomaly.

I was looking for a file on a USB stick that I rarely use, one of those that end up at the bottom of a drawer and you forget you have. I plugged it into my computer without expecting anything in particular. Inside were old documents, archived translations, scattered notes.

Then I saw a folder that I didn't remember creating.

The name was neutral, almost banal: Notes.

I double-clicked on it. Inside were a few text files, with no recent dates. I opened them one by one, scrolling through them quickly. Broken sentences, confused notes, reflections that seemed to have been written in a rush. The digital handwriting, if you can call it that, was mine. The way the sentences were formulated, the use of commas, certain recurring terms: everything matched.

Yet I didn't remember writing any of this.

One of the files contained a single sentence:

If I go back there, I'll lose everything.

I felt a shiver run down my spine. It wasn't the same wording as the message I had received, but the meaning was all too similar. The coincidence immediately struck me as too precise to be random.

I closed the file. I checked the creation date: three years ago. Exactly three years ago, during the same period when, according to my sister, I had 'disappeared' for weeks. A detail I had dismissed as an exaggeration, a perception distorted by the anxiety of an outsider.

Now I wasn't so sure.

I tried to remember what I was doing at that time. Work, of course. An important delivery, perhaps. I remembered feeling deeply tired, that's for sure. As if I had been going on for months without stopping. But there was nothing to justify cryptic notes, broken promises, objects hidden under the bed.

I closed everything and unplugged the USB stick, slipping it into my pocket as if it might disappear at any moment. I needed air. Movement.

I went out to do some shopping, even though I didn't really need anything. The supermarket was just a few blocks from home. An impersonal place, full of people, perfect for feeling anonymous. I pushed the trolley along the aisles without really looking at the products, following my usual route.

It was in front of the detergent section that I had the strongest feeling.

A sudden, irrational certainty: someone had been in my flat.

I stopped suddenly, the trolley in front of me. My heart began to beat faster. I tried to analyse the thought, to break it down. I hadn't found any forced doors, open windows, obvious signs. Yet the idea had imposed itself with a force I couldn't ignore.

I thought back to the envelope, the empty table, the USB stick. It was possible that I was imagining things. That I was looking for connections where there were none. But that feeling wouldn't go away. It was like a line drawn in my mind: once you saw it, you couldn't pretend it wasn't there.

I got home sooner than expected. I checked the lock, the windows, every room. Everything seemed in order. Too orderly. As if someone had taken care not to leave any traces.

I stopped in the bedroom, in front of the bed. I looked underneath. The envelope was still there. In its place.

I felt immediate relief, followed by a disturbing thought: what if he had put it back exactly where it was?

I shook my head, trying to free myself from that spiral. I was going too far. But as I got up, I noticed something that wasn't there before.

On the bedside table, next to the telephone, was a piece of paper folded in half.

My breath caught in my throat.

I stared at it for a long time without touching it. It was a simple white sheet of paper, with no visible marks on the outside. I could have sworn that the bedside table had been empty that morning. I could have sworn I remembered it.

With two fingers, as if afraid of burning myself, I opened it.

Inside was written, in handwriting I did not recognise but which seemed strangely familiar:

The signs have always been there. You just stopped looking at them.

I felt my legs give way. I sat down on the bed, the piece of paper clenched in my fist. It was no longer just a matter of messages. Someone was leaving physical traces. Entering or... reminding me of things I had decided not to see.

For the first time, the idea that all this might just be in my head did not reassure me.

It terrified me.

I sat on the bed for an indefinite amount of time, the piece of paper still clutched between my fingers. The paper was thin, slightly rough, like that of cheap notepads. An insignificant detail, yet my brain clung to every bit of concrete information, as if it could save me from the void that was opening up beneath my feet.

The signs had always been there.

I reread the sentence several times, trying to change its meaning, to soften it. But there was no ambiguity. It was not a threat, nor a confession. It was a subtle, almost compassionate accusation. As if the person who wrote it was stating an obvious fact, evident only to him.

Or to me, once upon a time.

I got up slowly and placed the note on the bedside table, next to the telephone. For a moment, I had the urge to tear it up, to destroy it, but something stopped me. The same force that had prevented me from replying to the messages. An instinctive caution, as if eliminating those traces meant losing the last chance to understand.

I walked around the flat with different eyes, more attentive, more suspicious. I looked at surfaces and objects, searching for discrepancies. A book moved, a chair slightly out of place, a detail that didn't match my memory from that morning. Everything suddenly seemed ambiguous, as if my memory had lost its reliability.

In the kitchen, I opened the cutlery drawer. Everything was in order. I opened the spice drawer, then the document drawer. I checked the front door, the lock, the chain. No signs of forced entry. No concrete evidence.

Yet the feeling persisted.

I stopped in front of the mirror in the hallway. My reflection looked more tired than usual. Dark circles under my eyes, my mouth tightened into a thin line. I looked like someone preparing for a defence, not a discovery.

'You're exaggerating,' I said to myself. Out
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