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The Archivist of Shadows

The storm had been building all afternoon, gathering in the folds of the mountains before rolling down into Bogotá like a slow, deliberate warning. 

By the time that the museum closed, the sky was a single sheet of bruised violet, and the rain began its assault on the city with the confidence of something long overdue.

In the basement archives, the historian barely noticed. He sat hunched over a wooden table, the only pool of light in a cavernous room filled with crates, dust, and the smell of old paper. 

The public galleries of the museum sparkle with curated narratives and polished glass. But down here, in the basement, history sleeps in wooden boxes that no one has opened in decades. He preferred it this way.

He was attracted to one crate of unremarkable water-stained pinewood that was bound with fraying rope. He looked closely and the label was wrong, the date was wrong, and the contents list was wrong. That, more than anything, had caught his attention.

He cut the rope, lifted the lid, and felt the first stirrings of curiosity, the kind that tightened his chest and sharpened his senses.

Inside, wrapped in linen, was a terracotta bust. He lifted it gently and noticed that the face had a crack on the left cheek, the nose was chipped, and the base was fractured. 

But the craftsmanship, that was extraordinary. The planes of the face were confident, the expression was alive with tension, as if the subject had been caught between breath and thought. This was not the work of a provincial artisan.

He set the bust aside, reached deeper into the crate and found a small, weather-worn sketchbook wrapped in oilcloth and tied with a leather cord. 

He hesitated, and then opened it, only to find that the first page was an anatomical study, a shoulder rendered with such precision that it seemed to pulse beneath the paper. 

The next page revealed an architectural motif, bold and experimental. The third page contained a portrait sketch, unfinished but arresting. And beneath it, a signature, Carandel.

He whispered the name aloud, tasting it and testing it. It meant nothing to him, and that bothered him immediately.

He flipped through the sketchbook, and discovered more studies, more fragments of brilliance and more signatures.  Carandel. Carandel. Carandel.

He removed the final item from the crate. It was a folded sheet of parchment tucked into the corner, a page from a monastery ledger that was brittle with age. He held it up to the light and there it was again.

“Payment rendered to the sculptor Carandel for works completed.”

Two mentions, two artifacts,
and two contradictions. He felt something shift inside, a familiar, dangerous tilt toward obsession.
Outside, thunder cracked over the city, but inside, the historian leaned back in his chair, the sketchbook open before him, the terracotta bust watching him with its fractured, knowing gaze.

“Who were you?” he wondered.

The storm seemed to answer for him and rattled the windows as if history itself had been stirred.

But somewhere in the darkness of the archives, a forgotten life began to breathe again.
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The Boy 

From the Highlands

The river was the first teacher that Carandel ever knew. It carved its way through the highlands with the patience of centuries, smoothing stones into shapes that invited the hands of a child who saw more in them than anyone else in the village. 

While other boys chased goats along the terraces or helped their fathers to mend fences, Carandel sat by the water’s edge, turning river stones in his palms, searching for the form that was hidden away inside.

He was no more than ten years old, slight and quiet, with eyes that seemed to listen even when he spoke.

The villagers said he had been born with an old man’s gaze, not weary, but knowing, as if he had arrived with the knowledge of something he had yet to create. 

That morning, the mist clung low to the valley, softening the edges of the world. Carandel knelt on the riverbank, a stone cradled between his knees. 

He chipped at it with a shard of obsidian, coaxing out the curve of a cheekbone. The sound was rhythmic, almost musical, tap, tap, tap, a sound that blended with the rush of water and the distant bleating of sheep. 

He was not aware that a man was watching him. The stranger stood at the crest of the path, a travelling priest with a weather-worn satchel and boots coated in dust from weeks on the road. 

He had come to the village to baptise a newborn baby and deliver letters from Bogotá, but he had paused at the river, drawn by the sight of the boy working with such fierce concentration. He approached slowly, not wanting to break the spell. 

“What are you making?” the priest said. 

Carandel didn’t look up. “I don’t know yet.”

The priest smiled. “Then how will you know when it’s finished?”

Carandel paused and studied the stone. “When it stops asking me to change it.”

The priest felt a shock of recognition, the kind he had felt once before, years ago, when he had watched a sculptor in Quito shape clay into a face that was so alive it seemed to breathe.

“May I see?” he said.

Carandel hesitated and then handed him the stone. It was rough, unfinished, but the emerging form was unmistakable. It was a woman’s face, serene and strong, her features shaped with an instinct far beyond the boy’s age.

“Who taught you to do this?” the priest asked quietly.

“No one,” Carandel said. “The stones show me.”

The priest turned the carving in his hands, feeling the weight of something he could not yet name. Genius was a dangerous word, too easily spoken, too often misplaced. But this, this was different. This was raw, untrained brilliance, the kind that appeared once in a generation, if at all.

“What is your name, boy?”

“Carandel.”

Just Carandel. No surname. No lineage to claim. A child of the highlands, shaped by wind and stone.

The priest crouched down beside him. “Have you ever thought of leaving this place?”

Carandel looked up at him for the first time. His eyes were dark, steady, and filled with a quiet longing he had never dared to voice.

“I dream of cities,” he said. “Of buildings taller than mountains. And of the statues that watch over them.”

The priest nodded slowly. 

“Bogotá is far from here but there are workshops where men shape stone into the faces of saints and heroes. You could learn from them.”

Carandel’s breath caught. “Could I?”

“If your parents agree,” the priest said. “And if you are willing to leave the highlands behind.”

Carandel looked at the river, at the terraces, at the distant peaks that had framed his entire world. The thought of leaving felt like stepping off the edge of a cliff. It was a terrifying thought, exhilarating and inevitable.

“When?” he whispered.

“At dawn,” the priest said. “If you choose to come.”

That night, Carandel barely slept. His mother wept quietly as she packed a small bundle of clothes. His father said little, but his hand lingered on the boy’s shoulder longer than usual. 

The villagers gathered to wish him well, though many doubted he would last a week in the city.

Before sunrise, Carandel returned to the river one last time. He placed the unfinished carving on a flat stone where the water could lap at its edges.

“Thank you,” he said.

Then he turned and walked towards the waiting priest, carrying nothing but a small pouch of tools and the unshakable sense that the world was about to become much bigger than he had ever imagined.

As they began the long descent from the highlands, the first light of dawn broke over the mountains, casting a golden glow across the valley.

Carandel did not look back. He didn’t need to. The river had already carved a mark into his soul.
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