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In a narrow, dark alley where shadows loomed heavier than men, I, an obscure painter, lived in an attic room. My window opened to a crooked wall that seemed to have wept in some forgotten era. Every night, my brush, dipped in lifeless colours, painted a girl whose identity I couldn’t grasp: her eyes like two bottomless pits, her smile a wound etched on my heart. Each time I painted her, a sound rose from the walls, like the wail of wind in an abandoned graveyard.

One night, as my brush slid across the canvas, the girl stepped out of the painting. No, don’t mistake me; she wasn’t real, but a shadow that breathed. She said, “Why do you paint me? Each stroke of your brush tears a piece of my soul.” I stood stunned. “Who are you?” I asked. “Why are you born on my canvas every night?”

She laughed, a laugh like shattered glass. “I am you!” she said, “the part of you buried under the earth in your childhood. Do you remember? That day in the garden, under the pomegranate tree, when you heard the tale of death and began to live in fear.”

I remembered. The garden, the scent of pomegranates, and an old man with white eyes who spoke of death, of a shadow that follows every man. From that day, I was no longer myself. A piece of me stayed in that garden, and I, this nameless painter, was merely a husk that walked. The shadow-girl pointed to the wall. “There, behind it, is a door. If you dare, open it.” I touched the wall, cold and damp like the skin of the dead. A weathered door appeared, its lock rusted.

When I opened it, the smell of earth and oblivion struck my face. Stairs led downward into a darkness without end. I descended. At the bottom, a vast mirror stood. In it, I saw not myself, not the girl, but the old man with white eyes and a smile that seemed to know me. He said, “You paint, but you don’t know you’re the one being painted. The true canvas is your life, and the brush is in another’s hand.”

I trembled. I wanted to flee, but the stairs had vanished. The mirror drew closer; or perhaps I drew closer to it. Suddenly, in the mirror, I saw my own face, but my eyes were white, like the old man’s. I screamed, but there was no sound. Only a heavy silence, waiting for me in that attic room for centuries.

When I awoke, the canvas was empty. The brush lay on the floor, and the window opened to the same crooked wall. But I was no longer a painter. Something in me had broken; or perhaps, something in me had been completed. From that day, whenever I looked in the mirror, my eyes grew whiter, and the girl’s shadow, in the corner of the room, smiled.

The nights in that attic, where the ceiling seemed to sag under the weight of silence, no longer held sleep. Sleep, or perhaps nightmares, had blurred into wakefulness. The girl’s shadow had become part of the room, like cobwebs clinging to the corners. Sometimes she sat by the window, staring at the crooked wall; sometimes I found her in the mirror, somewhere between my eyes and the whiteness that grew daily.

One night, as a cold wind howled through the window’s crack, the shadow-girl turned to me. Her eyes were no longer pits but two extinguished stars, their light lingering from eons past. “Max, you’re still waiting,” she said. “Waiting for what?” “I don’t know,” I replied. “Perhaps for my end. Or a beginning that never came.”

She laughed, but this time her laugh was neither a wound nor broken glass. It was the sound of ash falling on ash. “The end and the beginning are one,” she said. “You opened the door but didn’t step through. Come, this time, take the step yourself.” I looked at the wall. The weathered door was gone. In its place, a black hole yawned, like the mouth of a breathless beast. The smell of pomegranates, earth, and something unnameable poured out.

I stepped forward, not from courage but from a weariness that filled my bones. The hole led to a tunnel, its walls woven from memories. Each step revealed an image: my childhood playing under the pomegranate
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