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THE FIRST TIME IT HAPPENS, I’m holding a book that should not be warm.

Not recently handled warm. Not radiator in the stacks warm. Warm the way a living thing is warm when it has been waiting too long in the dark and you finally touch it.

I tell myself it’s my hands.

That’s the habit of my work, to make everything human, explainable, labelled. Ink is ink. Paper is paper. Leather is leather. Dust is dust. Fear is just the body overreacting to a quiet room.

But the warmth is in the spine.

In the seam.

As if something inside it shifts to meet me.

The rare book room is sealed the way museums pretend they can seal time: temperature controlled, humidity monitored, windows blind to the season. Outside, Stockholm is December, a bruised sky pressed low over the water, streets glittering with frost and shop lights, the city breathing cold into itself. Inside, the archive smells of linen, glue, and the soft rot of old things being kept too long.

I’m alone. I always am when I do the work that doesn’t go into brochures.

The public sees exhibitions. They see clean plaques and elegant curation, the romance of history. They don’t see the locked cabinet with the items we don’t display. The items that came to us wrapped in family shame. The donations that arrived with conditions. The acquisitions whose provenance is a polite lie.

They don’t see Restricted.

I do.

Tonight, it’s a ledger-sized volume, bound in blackened calfskin with a clasp that has tarnished into the colour of dried blood. No author. No title. No library stamp. Only a pressed symbol on the front cover, two crescents facing each other, almost touching, as if a mouth is about to close.

The file says it was found in a sealed trunk after a house fire in Södermalm. The trunk survived. The house did not. The donor wrote one sentence in the acquisition letter:

It belonged to my great-grandmother. She said it was the reason the mirrors went blind.

People write strange things when they’re trying to be brave.

I should have left it for daylight.

But there are certain objects that don’t feel like objects. They feel like appointments.

I lay it on the foam cradle, adjust the supports, and unfasten the clasp.

The click is small.

It’s still enough to make my throat tighten.

When I open the cover, I expect the usual: foxed paper, a title page, perhaps a dedication. Instead, there is nothing but a blank sheet, thick and slightly textured, the colour of old bone.

Blank.

No, not blank.

There is an indentation.

As if something was written so hard it bruised the page and then was erased.

I run my fingertip over the impressed lines without thinking, the way I’ve done a thousand times when a watermark is shy or ink has faded.

That’s when my hand stops being mine.

Not dramatically. Not in a way I can photograph.

It just... pauses.

Refuses.

My finger hovers over the invisible words, suspended.

And in the quiet, a thought arrives fully formed, not mine, like a voice that doesn’t bother to knock.

Not yet.

The sentence is not heard. It isn’t sound. It’s certainty.

My breath catches. The room seems to tilt by a degree, as if the air itself has shifted.

I lift my finger away.

“Hello?” I say, because the human mind will speak into darkness even when it knows better.

No answer.

Only the sensation of being watched from inside my own skull.

I should close the book. Log the anomaly. Leave the room, walk out into the biting night, call it stress, call it a migraine, call it anything that doesn’t rearrange the world.

Instead, I turn the page.

The next sheet is not blank.

It is covered in handwriting so fine it looks like hair. The ink is brown with age, and the lines bend with a careful elegance. I lean closer under the lamp.

The words are not Swedish. Not Latin. Not French. They are a language I don’t recognise, and yet my eyes move as if reading is the most natural thing in the world.

My mouth goes dry.

Because I understand it.

Not academically, not I’ve studied this understand.

I understand it the way you understand the smell of your childhood home before you can name it. The way you understand the meaning of a lover’s silence. The way you understand a threat.

My pulse changes shape.

A second presence presses up behind my thoughts, close enough to feel like another body in bed.

You weren’t meant to find me first, the presence says, and there is a faint curve to it, like amusement.

My hands shake. The lamp hum seems suddenly loud.

“Who are you?” I whisper, because saying it softly feels safer, as if the room might not hear.

Don’t be crude, it replies.

I blink, hard, and the page blurs, then sharpens, then blurs again, as if my eyes can’t decide which reality to commit to.

The letters on the page twitch.

No. That can’t be true.

I look again, anchoring myself in what I know: paper fibres, ink spread, the slight grain of the sheet.

But the writing is different.

Not as if I misread it. As if it has changed.

A line I could swear ended with a symbol now ends with a word in clear, modern English.

HUSH.

I sit back so quickly the chair scrapes.

The sound echoes off the archive walls like an accusation.

I stare at the page until my eyes sting.

Nothing changes.

The word remains.

My mind searches for an explanation the way it always does: a trick of light, fatigue, an old training exercise gone wrong. Carbon transfer. Invisible ink. A prank by a bored colleague.

But deep down, a quieter part of me, the part I keep locked away because it has no place in cataloguing, recognises this for what it is:

A door.

And I have already stepped through.

I turn one more page.

There is a photograph.

It’s tucked into the gutter like an afterthought, but it is too crisp to be old. A glossy print. Modern.

A woman stands in the centre of it, half-lit, her face turned slightly away from the camera as if caught mid-sentence. She is wearing a simple black dress. Her hair is pinned back. There’s a faint mark at her throat that could be jewellery shadow, or bruising.

Behind her, on either side, stand two figures.

Twins.

They don’t have to be identical to be twins. They share something deeper than bone.

The one on the left has hair the colour of night water, eyes too pale for the light, a mouth that seems carved rather than grown. His hand rests lightly on the woman’s shoulder, not affectionate. Possessive. Like ownership made gentle.

The one on the right looks almost the same at first glance, until you notice the differences that make your skin tighten: the softness that isn’t softness, the calm that isn’t peace. Her gaze is fixed on the camera, and the camera feels like it is being looked through.

As if she can see whoever will find this later.

As if she is already seeing me.

The air in my lungs becomes thin.

I look down at the woman in the photograph again, and a terrible, intimate recognition moves through me.

Not she looks like me recognition.

Worse.

The recognition of posture. Of a familiar sadness in the set of the shoulders. Of a particular kind of resignation that lives in the neck and jaw.

As if my body remembers a weight, it has never carried.

My vision narrows. The archive light turns sharp, surgical.

I try to put the photograph down and my fingers won’t unclench. They lock around it. My hand is a fist.

Ah, the presence murmurs in my mind, pleased.

The word is a stroke down my spine.

My throat tightens. “What is this?”

What it always is, it says. A beginning.

The paper cuts my skin, a tiny sting, a bright line of pain, and the world slips.

Not like fainting.

Like being pulled.

The archive dissolves, and for a moment there is only cold stone under my bare knees and a smell of smoke so old it has become sacred. My hands are bound behind me with something that feels like ribbon until it bites like wire. The air is crowded with murmuring voices, not chanting, not prayer, something between devotion and hunger.

There are candles, hundreds, their light trembling on walls carved with symbols I’ve never seen and somehow have always known. Shadows move like living things. Somewhere above, a bell tolls once, and the sound lands inside my ribcage.

I open my mouth to scream and another voice, my own voice, but older, speaks instead.

“I offer what I cannot keep,” I hear myself say.

The words leave my lips with the ease of rehearsed truth.

I don’t know this phrase. I have never read it. I have never learned it.

But my tongue shapes it perfectly.

A hand touches my hair.

A second hand touches my cheek.

Two points of contact, symmetric, precise.

My skin reacts as if those hands have always been there.

A face leans close to my ear, a man’s face, the breath cool like winter air, the scent of something metallic and clean. His mouth doesn’t touch me, but the nearness is worse than touch.

“You’re safe,” he says.

It should comfort.

It does not.

Because behind his words is the weight of a promise I did not agree to.

Across from him, another presence watches.

Not with jealousy. Not with affection.

With assessment.

Like a doctor deciding where to cut.

Her eyes meet mine, and it feels like being pinned to a board.

“I can help you,” she says.

The phrase is gentle. The intent is not.

The room tilts, the candles smear into gold rivers, and my thoughts start to unravel, not into panic, but into something more terrifying: compliance.

I feel my mind opening like a door left unlocked.

I feel something step inside.

And then.

I am back in the archive, gasping, the photograph still clenched in my fist.

The lamp’s hum is normal again. The temperature is stable. The room is quiet.

Except my body is not.

My knees ache. My wrists throb. My throat burns as if I have spoken for hours.

And on the inside of my right wrist, where there was nothing when I entered the room, there is now a faint mark.

A thin line, almost invisible.

A curve.

Two crescents facing each other, almost touching.

The same symbol from the book’s cover.

I stare at it until my vision swims.

“No,” I whisper, because it is the only word left that feels like mine.

The presence in my head shifts closer, satisfied, like a cat settling into warmth.

Not no, it corrects, soft as silk. Not anymore.

The archive door is still locked from the inside. The security light above it glows a steady green.

But I suddenly know, with the kind of certainty that doesn’t belong to me, that even if I opened it, even if I ran out into the winter streets and let the city swallow me whole...

I would not be alone.

The photograph in my hand feels heavier now, as if it has gained years.

I look down at it again.

The woman in the centre has changed.

Her face is still turned away.

But her mouth is now shaped into a word.

A word I can read clearly, even though it is silent on paper.

Remember.

And behind her, the twins are closer than before, their hands no longer resting politely on her shoulders.

They are holding her in place.

As if she might flee the frame.

As if she ever could.

I drop the photograph like it burns.

It flutters onto the foam cradle, landing face up.

The twins stare out at the ceiling.

For a heartbeat, I feel ridiculous. Like I’m inventing meaning from ink and old fear.

Then the archive light flickers once.

Just once.

And in that brief, stuttering dimness, I hear a second voice, different from the first presence, lower, quieter, edged with something like restraint breaking.

Stop looking at her.

The words aren’t spoken to me.

They’re spoken through me.

The air thickens, and something in my skull tightens like a fist.

Two presences now.

Two points of pressure.

A tether.

A corridor.

A trap.

I press my palms to my temples, trying to hold my mind together the way you hold a cracked glass to keep it from shattering.

“Who are you?” I whisper again.

This time, the answer comes with a strange, almost weary intimacy.

We are what you called, the first voice says.

And the second voice, the one that feels like a door being forced closed, adds, softly, like a warning meant to be kind:

...and what you don’t get to uncall.

The book lies open, patient as a mouth.

The symbol on my wrist warms under my skin.

Somewhere deep inside the archive, beyond the walls and locks and careful systems, something ancient shifts, not awake, not asleep.

Listening.

Waiting.

And I understand, with a cold clarity that isn’t mine:

The memory isn’t mine.

But it has found a home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​INTERLUDE: VESPERA

[image: ]


SHE THINKS MEMORY IS a thing you own.
How sweet.
Memory is a room.
And rooms can be entered.
I didn’t choose her because she is special.
I chose her because she is empty in the right places, the kind of emptiness that begs to be filled and then calls it fate.
Gideon will pretend he is protecting her.
He will wrap his hunger in rules and call it restraint.
He has always loved cages.
He builds them gently.
I prefer doors that disappear.

Soon she will stop asking who we are.
Soon she will start asking what she must do to keep us close.
And when she does.

I will be very helpful.

​ACT I: THE RITUAL THAT MADE THEM
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​CHAPTER 1: The Myth That Refuses to Stay Dead
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BY MORNING, THE MARK on my wrist looks less like an omen and more like something I could explain away.

A faint crescent. Another faint crescent. Almost touching.

It could be pressure from a bracelet I don’t own. A crease from sleeping wrong. A trick of circulation.

It could be anything, if I don’t look too closely.

So, I don’t.

I stand in my bathroom with the light too bright and the tiles too clean, and I keep my hand under the tap until the skin reddens and the symbol softens, and I tell myself I’m fine because the water is real, the porcelain is real, the steam is real, and whatever happened in the archive last night was my mind doing what minds do when they are tired and alone with old artefacts and too much imagination.

The trouble is: my imagination has never left fingerprints before.

When I close my eyes, I can still smell candle smoke that doesn’t belong to my flat.

When I swallow, my throat still aches as if I spoke in a voice that wasn’t mine.

And when I don’t think about it, when I reach for my coat, when I fumble my keys, when I step into the stairwell, something in the back of my skull stays quietly awake, like a listener pressed to the other side of a wall.

Not a sound.

A presence.

It doesn’t speak again. It doesn’t need to.

It waits.

Outside, Stockholm is pale and sharp. The day is all edges, ice crusting the pavement, exhaust hanging in the air like breath held too long, the winter light thin as paper. People move quickly, shoulders hunched, eyes down, everyone in their own sealed world.

I envy them.

I walk to work the way I always do, past the river where the water looks like bruised metal, past cafés with warm windows and indifferent pastries, past the museum’s façade that pretends permanence. I keep my right hand in my pocket, I don’t have to see my wrist. I keep my left hand busy with my phone, I don’t have to feel how the air changes when I think of the book.

The museum doors open with the same obedient sigh they always do.

Everything is normal.

That is what makes me afraid.

In the staff corridor, I am almost at my office when my phone vibrates.

A new message.

No number. No name. Just an empty sender line, as if the phone itself is embarrassed.

The content is a single word.

HUSH.

My thumb freezes over the screen.

A small laugh wants to escape me, thin, disbelieving. An instinctive denial wrapped in humour. I don’t let it. I can feel the day’s reality, its fragile stability, balancing on my reaction.

Instead, I do what I do best.

I document.

I take a screenshot.

And the moment the image saves, the text disappears from the message thread.

The conversation vanishes as if it never existed.

I check my photos.

The screenshot is there.

For half a second.

Then the file opens into a blank white rectangle.

No word. No time stamp. No sender. Nothing.

My stomach tightens in a slow, nauseating coil.

I lock my phone and stand very still in the corridor, listening for footsteps that aren’t there.

Not yet, something in my head echoes, and my hand goes colder inside my pocket.

I force myself forward.

Today, I decide, I will do this the only way that makes sense.

I will make it paperwork.

I will make it records.

I will make it something I can hold at arm’s length.

If it is a hallucination, it will collapse under scrutiny.

If it is not.

I don’t finish the thought.

The acquisition file is in my office, in a grey folder labelled with our internal accession number. I pull it out, set it on my desk, and stare at it for a full minute before opening it.

My hands are steadier than I feel.

The first page is the donation form. The donor’s name, address, and the bland legal language that makes everything look civilised. The date. The estimated value. The object description: Unidentified bound volume, black leather, tarnished clasp, unknown language.

Then the donor’s letter, one paragraph, handwritten. The same sentence that made my skin prickle last night.

It had belonged to my great-grandmother. She said it was why the mirrors went blind.

There is a second sheet behind it that I didn’t see last night.

Or perhaps it wasn’t there last night.

It’s a photocopy of a death certificate.

The name on it is underlined in pen.

Elin Märta L,.

The surname is smudged. Not accidentally. Not like toner error.

Smudged like someone did it on purpose.

I flip to the internal processing notes. Condition report. Handling recommendations. A line that says: Keep in Restricted. Do not digitise without Director approval.

Below that, a second line, typed in a different font:

Do not allow unsupervised viewing.

My throat tightens.

That is not protocol language. That is not museum language. That is... personal.

I check the signature.

There is none.

Where the archivist’s initials should be, there is only a long black bar as if someone printed redaction onto a document that never contained secrets in the first place.

I turn pages faster, heat rising in my face.

Correspondence log, half of it missing. A page torn out cleanly, leaving a ragged edge that looks like a bite.

Provenance note, present, but cut down to three lines:

Trunk recovered post-fire. No additional items. Owner deceased. See attached.

Attached what?

There is no attachment.

There is, instead, a blank page in the middle of the folder that makes no sense at all.

Not blank like unused.

Blank like erased.

I hold it up to the light.

There are indentations, the same bruised impressions I felt on the first sheet of the book. Lines of writing pressed hard, then removed. My fingers hover over it.

I don’t touch.

I’ve learned at least that much.

A knock on the door makes me jump so sharply my chair squeals.

“Morning,” says Linn, my colleague, collections assistant, cheerful, reliable, unflappable. She holds a coffee and a clipboard and looks at my face as if she’s already recalculating her day.

“Morning,” I manage.

Her gaze drops to the open file. For a fraction of a second, her expression changes.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

Then it is gone, replaced by professional neutrality.

“Oh,” she says, too lightly. “That one.”

My skin prickles. “What do you mean, that one?”

Linn’s smile is polite. “The black volume. Restricted.”

“You’ve seen it?”

She hesitates, just long enough to be a confession. “I’ve... logged it. Moved it. Not seen it.”

I watch her carefully. “Was there a director note about supervision?”

A pause. She takes a sip of coffee. “There are lots of notes.”

“Linn.”

She lowers the cup. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I didn’t.”

Her eyes soften, but not with sympathy. With warning.

“Listen,” she says quietly, and her voice shifts into something I’ve never heard from her before, something that belongs to emergency protocols and locked doors. “I don’t know what’s going on with that item. I don’t want to know. But I know this: every time someone digs into it, they end up... off.”

She shrugs as if trying to make it small. “Stressed. Obsessive. People get weird. They take sick leave. They quit. They start talking about nonsense like, ” she stops herself, glances at the hallway, then continues softer, “, like they’re being watched.”

My stomach turns. “Who?”

Linn’s jaw tightens. “Before my time. There was a curator, Sanna. Brilliant. Never missed a detail. She worked one winter on some donor archive connected to that same provenance. She started sleeping here. I mean literally, in her office. Then one day she left and never came back. HR said it was burnout. But... there were rumours.”

Rumours.

The word lands in my chest like a stone.

I close the folder slowly. “What rumours?”

Linn’s mouth presses into a line. She picks up her clipboard like armour. “That it wasn’t a book.”

“And what was it supposed to be?”

She meets my eyes, and for the first time I see genuine fear there, quick and embarrassed.

“A mouth,” she says.

Then, with the briskness of someone trying to erase what they just admitted, she adds, “Look, there’s a donor meeting later. I’m on prep. Are you coming?”

“A donor meeting?” I repeat, still caught on the word mouth.

“Yes,” Linn says. “The Heritage Society. The ones with the funding proposal for the winter exhibition.”

I stare at her. “What does that have to do with this?”

Linn’s eyes flick back to the folder. “Same circle. Same names. You didn’t notice?”

“No,” I lie.

Her expression says she doesn’t believe me.

Then she leaves.

And the room feels emptier for the way she said that one.

Rumours are what fill the gaps when records are redacted.

Museums thrive on gaps. We curate around them, build narratives that feel complete enough to sell tickets. We label uncertainty as likely and possibly and attributed to. We make ignorance elegant.

But I have never seen redaction in internal files like this.

Redaction is for governments. Police. Intelligence. Court cases.

Not for a museum accession folder.

Unless.

I stop.

Unless someone treated the object like evidence.

I pull up the museum’s database. Type the accession number. The entry loads with the usual fields.

Description. Condition. Location. Status.

Then I scroll.

Associated records: 0.

That isn’t possible.

Even a broken teacup has associated records. Photographs. Location transfers. Conservation notes.

I click the audit log.

The list is there, but the names are gone. Each entry reads:

USER: [REDACTED]

ACTION: VIEWED

ACTION: EDITED

ACTION: OVERRIDDEN

The timestamps go back months. Years.

The same action repeated in a rhythm that feels almost... devotional. Like someone checked the record the way someone checks a locked door at night.

I feel the back of my skull tighten, as if something is leaning in to read over my shoulder.

I close the database window too fast, and the computer lags.

For a moment the screen freezes on a reflection of my own face, pale, eyes too wide, lips slightly parted.

Behind me, in the dark gloss of the monitor, there is a second shape.

A figure standing close enough that I should feel their breath.

My chair scrapes as I spin.

Empty office.

No one.

I hold still, heart pounding, and listen for movement in the corridor.

Nothing.

When I turn back to the screen, the monitor is normal again. No reflection trick. No shape. Just a cursor blinking like a patient metronome.

I stare at my own hands.

My right wrist aches under my sleeve, as if the mark is not just inkless pressure but something deeper, something set.

I need something outside myself.

Something public.

So, I go hunting for the oldest kind of record: the kind nobody can edit quietly.

Newspapers.

The museum’s archive includes microfilm, local papers, long dead. I sign myself into the reading room as if the act of writing my name can anchor me. I pull reels from their boxes, feed them into the machine, and sit in the soft mechanical whirr of the past.

At first, it’s mundane. Fires. Weddings. Political scandals. Winter storms.

Then, in a February issue from the early 1900s, I find a small piece buried in the back pages:

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN FOUND NEAR SLUSSEN.

The details are sparse. The body was pale, as if drained of warmth. No blood mentioned, only that the skin looked “waxen.” No sign of struggle. No valuables missing. No witnesses.

But someone has scribbled in the margin of the microfilm printout, handwriting, modern, angry:

NOT HER FIRST TIME.

I flip to the next day’s issue.

There’s an update: rumours of a “pair of devils” seen near the water. Two figures, moving like they belonged to the night.

The journalist writes it off as hysteria. Drink. Moral panic.

But there’s a line that stops me cold:

Several locals reported hearing the woman speak to someone who was not there. She answered questions in a voice that did not sound like her own.

My throat goes tight.

I keep scrolling.

Over the next decades, the pattern repeats like a refrain: disappearances with no struggle, pale bodies, whispers of twins, the same crescent symbol scratched into a lamppost, into a church pew, into the wooden frame of a mirror in a pawnshop photograph.

No direct names.

Just the persistent shape of a story that refuses to be contained.

I print copies until my hands start to tremble.

And then, in a paper from the 1970s, there is a photograph.

A grainy shot from a nightclub incident. The caption describes an altercation, a man who collapsed, an ambulance called. In the background, half in shadow, a woman stands with her head tilted slightly, as if listening to something.

Her face is blurred by the camera’s limitations, but the posture is wrong in the same way the woman in my photograph was wrong, too calm, too composed in a room that is panicking.

Behind her, a man leans close, not touching her, but near enough that their silhouettes overlap.

The caption reads:

Witnesses reported the pair left together. Names unknown.

Someone has circled the silhouettes in red pen.

In the margin, a single word, written carefully:

VESPERA.

My stomach turns.

I don’t know the name.

Not consciously.

But my body reacts as if it has been waiting for it.

My fingers go numb. The microfilm machine whirs, patient.

And in the silence between the mechanical clicks, I hear, very faintly, two voices in my head shifting into alignment, as if something has just been recognised.

There you are.

The words are soft. Feminine. Intimate.

I slam my palms on the table, not hard enough to draw attention, but hard enough to jolt myself back into my own body.

The reading room is public. There are other researchers here. A student with headphones. An elderly man with a newspaper spread like a shield.

Nobody looks up.

I’m alone in a room full of people.

Which is exactly how it begins, isn’t it?

By noon, I have a stack of printouts and the hollow, buzzing fatigue of someone who has stared too long into something that stares back.

I return to my office to file the copies in a safe place, to breathe, to pretend I can control the shape of this.

The donor meeting is in two hours.

The Heritage Society.

Linn said: same circle.

I pull up the society’s file.

Charity registration. Board members. Patron list.

The page loads slowly, as if reluctant.

At first glance it’s innocuous, wealthy names, cultural benefactors, language about preserving Nordic heritage. The sort of organisation that funds exhibitions and expects plaques.

Then I scan the names again.

And again.

Because there, halfway down the patron list, is a surname that matches the smudged death certificate in my acquisition folder.

L,.

The same clipped absence.

As if the letters are being swallowed.

My mouth goes dry.

I click the patron profile. It opens to a photo of a woman in a black dress at a gala, smiling politely at the camera.

Pinned hair. Pale throat.

A faint mark at the collarbone that could be jewellery shadow, or bruising.

It is not the same woman as my photograph.

But she could be.

Easily.

And next to her, in the background of the gala photo, caught in the reflective glass of a display case, there are two shapes standing too close behind her.

I lean forward, zooming in until the pixels break into squares.

It could be anyone.

It could be artefact distortion.

It could be.

My screen flickers.

Just once.

And in the flicker, the squares rearrange into clarity: two faces, pale-eyed, watching through the glass as if it is nothing.

I blink.

The image is back to normal.

My pulse is a drum.

I sit very still and listen.

In the quiet of my office, the museum’s ventilation system hums, and distant footsteps echo in hallways that feel suddenly too long.

And deep inside my skull, behind my thoughts, something smiles.

Myth, it seems to say.

Rumour.

Record.

You keep trying to make us paper.

My wrist warms under my sleeve.

A second presence presses in from the other side of my mind, not friendly, not amused.

Stop, it warns.

Not to me.

To her.

The pressure between the two presences tightens, like a cord pulled taut.

For a moment, I can’t breathe.

Then it eases, leaving behind the sick certainty that I am standing in the middle of something that has been pulling itself together for a very long time.

I stand, abruptly, needing air, needing movement, needing anything that is not the invisible weight of attention.

And that is when I notice the visitor log on my desk.

I didn’t put it there.

I don’t use a physical visitor log. We have digital access cards. Cameras. Systems.

But there it is: a white sheet of paper with a neat table, as if printed from an old template.

Names.

Times.

Purpose.

At the bottom, two fresh entries written in dark ink.

The handwriting is elegant. Old-fashioned. Deliberate.

The first name reads:

GIDEON

The second name reads:

VESPERA

Under “Purpose,” a single word:

RETURN.

My knees go weak.

I snatch the paper up, as if holding it will stop it from being true.

The ink is dry.

It has been there long enough to set.

But I have been alone.

I have not left my office.

I look at the signatures again.

And my blood turns to ice.

Because the staff initials authorising their entry.

the ones written beside their names.

are mine.

My handwriting.

My slant. My pressure. The little hook I always add without thinking.

I don’t remember writing it.

I don’t remember picking up a pen at all.

My fingers close around the paper until it crumples.

And in the sudden, tight silence of my own body, the feminine voice returns, soft, pleased, and far too close.

See? it murmurs. Records are so easy.

Then, from the other side, the quieter voice, restrained, dangerous in its restraint, slides in like a hand catching your wrist before you touch a hot stove.

Don’t go to the meeting.

I freeze.

Because the warning isn’t a suggestion.

It’s fear.

And it isn’t mine.

Outside my office door, footsteps approach, unhurried, steady, as if whoever is walking has all the time in the world.

The handle turns.

Not aggressively.

Not forced.

As if the door expects them.

I don’t move. My lungs forget how.

The door opens.

And for one impossible heartbeat, the corridor beyond looks slightly wrong, too dark, too narrow, the light along the floor trembling like candle-flame.

A figure stands in the doorway.

Tall. Immaculate. A winter coat that looks expensive without trying.

His eyes find mine immediately, as if he has been looking for me all morning and the city was never going to hide me.

He doesn’t smile.

He doesn’t need to.

When he speaks, his voice is calm enough to be kind, if you ignore the way it makes the air feel owned.

“Curator,” he says, using my title like my name.

My mouth opens.

Nothing comes out.

He glances at my wrist, precisely where the mark sits under my sleeve, then back to my face.

“I’m here to make sure you don’t misunderstand what you found,” he says.

The feminine presence in my head purrs like silk drawn over a blade.

And the pressure between the two voices tightens again, that tether-pull, that claustrophobic corridor.

The man in the doorway tilts his head slightly, listening to something I can’t hear.

Then, very quietly, he says, almost to himself.

“She’s already inside you.”

My stomach lurches.

The world shifts by a degree.

And the myth steps fully into the room.
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​CHAPTER 2: Vespera, Moon-Shadow
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GIDEON DOESN’T STEP fully into my office.

He fills the doorway the way a lock fills a keyhole, precise, inevitable, made for it.

Up close, he looks less like a person and more like a decision: tall, clean lines, winter coat too perfectly cut to be Swedish practical, hair dark enough to swallow the corridor light. His face is calm in the same way certain rooms are calm, because nothing is allowed to move without permission.

My body reacts before my mind catches up. The small muscles in my throat tighten. My palms dampen. A primitive part of me tries to become smaller.

“Who are you?” I manage, because my voice is the only thing I can still claim.

His eyes flick to the crumpled visitor log in my hand.

Then, with a slow, almost courteous stillness, he says, “You already wrote my name.”

The air feels thicker. Not supernatural, worse. Bureaucratic. Like rules closing in.

“I didn’t,” I say.

He doesn’t argue. He doesn’t need to. He just watches me with that pale, clinical attention, as if I’m a patient describing symptoms he’s seen a hundred times.

“I’m Gideon,” he says. “And you shouldn’t have opened it alone.”

A cold prickle runs down my arms. It. As if a book can be an animal.

“I can handle restricted materials,” I snap, too sharp, too human.

His gaze doesn’t change. “Not that.”

In the back of my skull, something shifts, an
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