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Prologue
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❖  Prague, European Federation , June 3, 2250



Tomas Halek had spent most of his life looking at the ground.



For twenty years he had cleaned the same stretch of cobblestone beneath Prague’s Charles Bridge. Most people crossed the bridge without noticing the details under their feet, the worn stone patterns, the cracks where rainwater gathered, the way shadows stretched and shifted between the statues when the sun came up.

Tomas noticed those things.

It was part of the job.

After a while you learned the geometry of morning light.

Which was why the mistake stood out immediately.

At 05:42, the sun cleared the eastern rooftops and spilled across the bridge in long golden beams. The statues cast their usual shapes across the pavement. The iron railing created thin lines of shadow stretching across the walkway.

Even the small cleaning drone humming beside Tomas projected a crisp black silhouette.

Everything behaved exactly as it should.

Except Tomas.

He pushed his cleaning cart forward a few meters before stopping.

Something about the scene felt wrong.

Not dramatic. Not obvious.

Just... incomplete.

He frowned and lifted his hand into the sunlight.

The pavement remained unchanged.

Tomas blinked and moved his hand again, slower this time, watching the stones beneath it carefully.

Nothing.

No dark shape.

No shadow.

He stepped forward and looked down at his boots.

Still nothing.

The cobblestones beneath him were perfectly bright.

For a moment Tomas wondered if the morning sun had shifted in some strange way, if clouds were reflecting light differently than usual.

But the statues still cast shadows.

So did the railing.

So did the cleaning drone.

A woman walked past pulling a small suitcase behind her. The suitcase rolled across the stones, its shadow stretching neatly behind it.

The woman had none.

Tomas turned slowly, scanning the bridge.

A cyclist rode past.

No shadow.

Two tourists taking photos.

No shadows.

Tomas felt a cold sensation crawl up the back of his neck.

He looked down at the ground one more time.

Then whispered quietly to himself.

“That’s not possible.”

By 07:00, 

every major scientific network on Earth had received the same report.

Human shadows were gone.
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❖  Zurich — European Quantum Institute



Dr. Adrian Keller noticed the anomaly while drinking his first coffee of the morning.


The European Quantum Institute was unusually quiet at that hour. Most of the research staff didn’t arrive until later, which meant Adrian had the entire analysis floor to himself. Sunlight streamed through the tall glass windows overlooking Zurich, painting bright reflections across the polished laboratory floor.

He had just opened a satellite data report when the alert appeared across his screen.


GLOBAL OPTICAL ANOMALY DETECTED


Adrian frowned.

Normally these alerts were harmless, sensor glitches, atmospheric distortions, calibration issues from orbiting observation satellites. Nothing worth interrupting a quiet morning.

Still, protocol required investigation.

He opened the file.

Within seconds the coffee cup froze halfway to his mouth.

Satellite images filled the screen.

London.

Tokyo.

Madrid.

New York.

Each image showed crowded city streets under bright daylight. People crossing intersections, walking along sidewalks, standing in parks.

And every single one of them was missing something.

Adrian slowly set the coffee down.

“No...”

He zoomed into one of the images from Madrid.

Buildings cast long shadows across the street.

Trees cast shadows.

Cars cast shadows.

But the pedestrians standing beneath the same sunlight did not.

Adrian replayed the footage several times, running a quick light-scatter simulation in the background.

The results made even less sense.

Human bodies were still blocking sunlight. The physics was correct. Photons struck their surfaces exactly as expected.

Which meant shadows should exist.

But they didn’t.

Adrian leaned back in his chair, staring at the screen as the implications settled in.

Something had interfered with reality itself.
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The laboratory doors slid open behind him.


Dr. Sofia Marin stepped inside, carrying a tablet.

“You’ve seen it?”

Adrian glanced over his shoulder.

“Please tell me this is some kind of sensor error.”

Sofia walked toward the display and shook her head.

“I wish.”

She tapped her tablet.

Another video appeared on the screen.

Security footage from Paris.

A quiet residential street at night.

A man walked beneath a row of streetlights.

Adrian frowned.

“Where’s his, ”

The pavement behind the man darkened.

Not naturally.

The darkness gathered inward, thickening like liquid ink spreading across the ground.

Adrian leaned closer.

“Pause.”

Sofia froze the frame.

The shape on the pavement looked exactly like a shadow.

Except it was moving.

Slowly.

Independently.


The dark shape rose from the pavement like smoke lifting from water.


And then it stood upright.

Adrian felt a chill run through him.

“That’s impossible.”


The man on the street noticed something behind him and turned around.


For a moment the two figures simply stared at each other.

A human.

And his shadow.

Then the man ran.

The shadow followed.

The camera shook violently.

Static filled the screen.
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Silence settled across the laboratory.

Adrian stared at the frozen image on the display.

“What time did this happen?”

“Twenty minutes ago,” Sofia said.

Adrian checked the global anomaly timestamp.

The moment human shadows disappeared worldwide.

It was exactly the same second.

He turned slowly toward the window overlooking Zurich.

Morning sunlight filled the city.

Thousands of people moving through the streets below.

None casting shadows.

Adrian spoke quietly.

“They didn’t disappear.”

Sofia looked at him.

“What do you mean?”

Adrian looked back at the screen showing the living shadow in Paris.

“They left.”

And somewhere far beyond Earth...

Something was watching the results.
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❖  Zurich — European Quantum Institute


By mid-morning the institute had stopped pretending this was a routine anomaly.


The quiet research floor had transformed into something closer to an emergency command center. Screens filled the walls, each displaying live footage from cities around the world. News networks, security cameras, satellite feeds, every available angle of the planet.

The same disturbing pattern repeated everywhere.

People walking through sunlight like ghosts.

No shadows.

Adrian stood at the center of the room with his arms crossed, watching the data stream past. Around him researchers spoke in low voices, arguing over equations and optical models that none of them trusted anymore.

Sofia returned with two coffees and placed one beside him.

“You look like someone who just watched physics break.”

Adrian gave a faint smile.

“That’s because I did.”

She followed his gaze to the wall of screens.

“What’s the consensus so far?”

He sighed.

“There isn’t one.”

He tapped the display and expanded the global data map.

“We’ve checked atmospheric conditions, solar radiation, electromagnetic interference, even quantum light scattering.”

“And?”

“Nothing explains it.”

Sofia leaned closer to the screen.

“Human bodies still block light?”

“Yes.”

“Then shadows should exist.”

“They should.”

Adrian paused.

“But they don’t.”
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Across the room, Henrik Varga called out from a workstation.

“New footage from Paris.”

The conversation in the room died instantly.

Henrik enlarged the video feed.

It was the same street camera Sofia had shown Adrian earlier, but now the footage continued past the static.

The man was running.

Behind him, the shadow followed.

Except it wasn't attached to the pavement anymore.

The dark figure moved like smoke shaped into human form, gliding across the ground faster than the man could run.

Sofia leaned closer.

“Does it have mass?”

Henrik shook his head.

“We’re not sure.”

The man stumbled near the end of the street and fell hard onto the pavement.

The shadow reached him seconds later.

It stopped.

Adrian held his breath.

For several seconds nothing happened.

Then the shadow bent down.

And touched the man.

The screen flickered violently.

The man collapsed instantly, motionless on the pavement.

The shadow stood there for another moment.

Then it flattened slowly back into the ground.

And vanished.
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No one in the room spoke.

Finally Sofia broke the silence.

“Is he dead?”

Henrik checked the hospital report appearing on another screen.

“Alive.”

Everyone relaxed slightly.

Then Henrik continued.

“But his brain activity is... strange.”

He expanded the neurological scan.

The pattern looked like a storm of electrical signals exploding across the man's brain.

Adrian studied the image carefully.

“What triggered that spike?”

Henrik hesitated.

“We think the shadow interacted directly with his neural system.”

Sofia frowned.

“You’re saying it accessed his mind?”

“That’s what the data suggests.”
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Adrian leaned back slowly, trying to process the implications.

If shadows were interacting with human consciousness...

Then this wasn’t a simple physical anomaly.

This was something else entirely.

Something psychological.

Something intelligent.

He looked again at the frozen frame of the shadow creature.

“What if they’re not attacking us?”

Sofia turned toward him.

“What do you mean?”

Adrian pointed at the moment just before the man collapsed.

The shadow wasn’t striking.

It was touching.

Almost gently.

“What if they’re studying us?”
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Henrik pulled up a new alert.

More sightings.

Berlin.

Madrid.

Warsaw.

Each report described the same thing.

A human shadow appearing independently.

Watching its owner.

Sometimes approaching.

Sometimes disappearing.

The pattern repeated again and again.
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Sofia crossed her arms.

“If these things are conscious...”

Adrian finished the thought.

“...then we need to understand why they left in the first place.”

Across the room another technician spoke up.

“Dr. Keller... you might want to see this.”

Adrian walked over.

A new security feed appeared.

Location: Prague.

A small apartment building.

Inside, a man stood in his living room staring at the wall.

Behind him, something dark moved across the floor.

Adrian leaned closer.

“That’s not possible.”

The shadow rose slowly from the ground.

Standing upright.

The man turned around.

And the two figures faced each other in silence.

Human.

And shadow.
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Sofia whispered,

“Do you know who that is?”

Henrik checked the identification data.

“Tomas Halek.”

“Occupation?”

Henrik read the file.

“Street cleaner.”

Adrian stared at the screen.

For reasons he couldn't explain yet, something about the scene felt important.

Like the beginning of something bigger.
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The shadow stepped forward.

The man didn’t run.

He didn’t scream.

He simply
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