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    For the ones who looked again—who asked the question, felt the pull,who stepped across the threshold whenthe door was beautiful and full.
Your hands remain upon the stone,your shadows printed in the light.We carry you in not‑knowing now—our half‑closed eyes, your endless night.

      

    



  	
        
            
            And the same is true for what stands in the noon sun, arms at its sides, waiting for you to notice it.
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Chapter 1 – Noonfall
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The city of Halcyon looked perfectly alive at noon, which was exactly what made it feel profane.

Elias Varen stood at the edge of the central intersection, tablet glowing feebly against the overwhelming brightness, and tried to remember the last time he had heard a human voice that wasn't his own. The answer came too easily: eleven minutes ago, when the dispatch officer had confirmed the perimeter. Before that, nearly an hour. Silence had become the city's primary language, and Elias was only beginning to learn its vocabulary.

Sunlight poured across the skyline like molten gold, igniting every glass tower until they blazed white-hot. The asphalt shimmered with rising heat waves, distorting distances, making the empty bus at the far end of the street appear to breathe. Chrome bumpers and street signs threw blinding spears of light in every direction—small, sharp violences against the retina. Pigeons still wheeled overhead, indifferent to the absence below, their shadows skating across pavement that held no footprints. A breeze carried the faint scent of warm bread from an open bakery door and the distant, mechanical hum of air-conditioning units fighting a losing battle against the sun.

But the human rhythm was gone.

Elias had walked three blocks to reach this intersection. Three blocks of abandoned cars, open storefronts, and the strange, perforated quiet of a place where people had ceased to exist mid-gesture. He was not a religious man—had not been for decades, not since graduate school had beaten the last of his inherited superstitions out of him—but something about this stillness pressed against his sternum like a hand seeking entrance.

No footsteps. No overlapping conversations. No impatient horns or cycling traffic lights obeyed by living hands. Cars sat idling at green lights, drivers' seats empty, engines purring patiently as if their owners had simply stepped out for a moment and would return at any second, coffee in hand, apology ready. At sidewalk cafés, half-eaten sandwiches rested beside sweating glasses of iced coffee, forks still clutched in the air by invisible fingers only seconds earlier. A double-decker bus stood frozen mid-lane, doors folded open, engine humming quietly like a beast waiting for passengers who had forgotten the concept of boarding.

Elias's shadow stretched long and thin behind him, pointing west like a sundial's accusation. He checked his watch. 12:17 PM.

Thirty-four minutes since the first report, he thought, though the number had already begun to feel meaningless. Time was behaving strangely in the absence of witnesses. Without the press of bodies, the rhythm of commuters, the small collisions of schedules and intentions, minutes seemed to stretch and contract like something learning to breathe on its own.

He looked down at the tablet. The screen displayed scrolling columns of data: timestamps, geolocations, clusters of vanishings. Every confirmed disappearance had occurred within the same merciless window—11:58 AM to 12:32 PM. Not a minute earlier. Not a second later. The precision was surgical. Clinical. It disturbed Elias more than the absences themselves, because chaos left traces. Overturned chairs. Abandoned belongings. Frantic 911 calls that dissolved into static. But this was the opposite of chaos. This felt orchestrated. A silence engineered so perfectly that even the absence felt intentional.

He had been in his office when it happened. Fourth floor of the Halcyon Institute for Anomalous Phenomena, a building whose entire purpose was to study the strange and the unexplained. He had been reviewing grant applications—tedious, bureaucratic, the kind of work that made him question his career choices—when the first alert pinged across his terminal. Then a second. Then a dozen. By the time he reached the window, the street below had already begun to look wrong.

Not empty. Not yet. But thinning. As if someone had turned a dial marked population and the city was slowly bleeding out.

He had called out to his assistant. No answer. He had walked the hallway, opening doors to empty offices where monitors still glowed and chairs still held the warmth of recent occupation. The Institute's lobby had contained three abandoned coffee cups and a security guard's jacket draped over a reception desk, the guard himself nowhere to be found. The security footage showed him standing, turning toward the glass doors, taking one step—

And then nothing. Not a disappearance recorded on film. A gap in the narrative itself, as if the guard had never been there at all.

Elias had walked outside without consciously deciding to. That was the thing about shock: it moved you before you could argue.

Now he stood at the corner of Fifth and Halcyon, the city's main artery, and tried to make sense of a world that had stopped making sense less than an hour ago.



Officer Ren approached from behind, boots scraping lightly against the pavement. The uniformed officer's steps were measured, slower than they should have been, as if Ren too sensed the city holding its breath. The name tag on the dark blue shirt read REN, and below it a badge number that Elias had already committed to memory out of habit. Ren was younger than Elias by perhaps a decade, with the kind of face that looked like it had been carved from weathered wood—not handsome, but solid, the kind of face that inspired trust in civilians and indifference in superiors.

"The perimeter's holding," Ren said, voice low, as if volume might disturb something sleeping. "Nobody in or out since we set it. But there's nothing to contain, Dr. Varen. No bodies. No wounded. No witnesses who can tell us anything coherent."

Elias nodded without looking up. "How many survivors so far?"

"Twelve, last count. Maybe thirteen. They're not easy to find—most of them are hiding. In closets, under desks, behind dumpsters. Like animals after a forest fire." Ren paused, scanning the empty intersection with eyes that had seen too much in too short a time. "They all say the same thing. They felt something. A presence. A weight. And then they looked away, or closed their eyes, or ran. The ones who didn't..." Ren's jaw tightened. "The ones who looked again are gone."

Elias finally lifted his gaze. The sun caught the sweat on his forehead, and he blinked against the glare. "Describe what they mean by 'presence.' Exactly. Their words, not yours."

Ren seemed to consider this. "One woman—barista at the shop on Maple—she said she was wiping down the counter. She glanced at the espresso machine's chrome surface, just a flick of the eyes, and she saw someone standing behind her who hadn't been there a moment before. She turned around." Ren's voice dropped further. "Nobody there. But when she looked back at the reflection, the figure was closer."

"Closer."

"Still in the reflection. Not in the room. Just... bigger. More defined. She said it was like watching something resolve. Like a photograph developing in slow motion." Ren swallowed. "She dropped the towel and ran out the back door. That's probably why she's still breathing."

Elias wrote nothing down. The tablet's screen had gone dark, and he realized he had been gripping it hard enough to make his knuckles ache. He loosened his fingers, watched the blood return to the tips.

"This isn't an evacuation," Ren said, as if completing a thought that had been building for some time. "People don't leave like this. They fight, they shout, they run. They leave signs of struggle. Overturned chairs. Spilled coffee. Phones dropped mid-call." Ren gestured at the frozen bus, the idling cars, the half-eaten sandwich on a café table whose owner would never return. "This is something else. This is... precision."

Elias didn't answer. Explanations were forming and collapsing inside his mind in rapid succession, each more inadequate than the last. A mass psychogenic event. A chemical attack with novel properties. Some unprecedented quantum anomaly—the kind of thing that made theoretical physicists sound like mystics. None fit. None explained the warm meals or the idling engines. None explained why some people had survived while others had simply ceased to exist.

He turned slowly, a full three-hundred-sixty-degree scan of the intersection. Empty cars. Empty sidewalks. Empty storefronts where mannequins posed in frozen attitudes of consumer desire. The city had become a diorama, a museum of the recent past, and Elias felt like the last visitor after closing time.

Then he noticed the figure.

Far down Halcyon Street, perhaps four blocks away at the next major intersection, something stood centered in the road. Heat distortion blurred its edges, making details impossible to discern. Still, its posture was unnervingly precise—perfectly upright, arms at its sides, facing their direction. The distance made scale difficult, but something about the proportions felt wrong. Not monstrously so. Just... off. The way a face can look almost normal until you notice the eyes are too far apart.

A person in shock, Elias thought automatically. A survivor. A bystander who hasn't yet processed what happened. The brain supplied these rationalizations with mechanical efficiency, a defense mechanism honed by millions of years of evolution. Nothing abnormal. Nothing threatening. Nothing that required a second glance.

Yet the thought arrived anyway, simple and fatal:

Why is that person just standing there?

Because that was the question, wasn't it? Not who or what or how. Just why. Why would a survivor stand motionless in the middle of an empty street under a brutal noon sun, arms at sides, facing a direction that offered no shelter, no shade, no obvious destination?

Elias felt something cold slide down his spine. Not fear, exactly. Anticipation. The sense that he had begun a process that could not be undone, like a climber who has already committed to a hold and feels the rock begin to crumble beneath his fingers.

The moment the question fully formed, something shifted.

Not in the world. The sunlight remained brutal. The distant traffic lights continued their pointless cycle. The cars still idled. The pigeons still wheeled. But inside Elias's perception, something locked into place with a nearly audible click—like a key turning in a lock he hadn't known existed, like a camera lens finding focus after long seconds of searching.

He was suddenly, terribly aware that he was looking at something he should not be looking at.

Officer Ren took an unconscious half-step forward. "Did it just move?" Ren whispered.

Elias didn't answer. Couldn't. Because the question was wrong. The figure hadn't moved. Movement implied transition—a change of position across continuous space. But what Elias had just witnessed was not movement. It was relocation. The figure was no longer where it had been. It was closer. Two blocks away now, perhaps less. Still perfectly centered. Still perfectly still.

But closer.

Not walking. Not running. Simply there in a way it had not been there a moment before, as if the distance between them had never existed and Elias had only now noticed the deception.

"We need to leave," Elias heard himself say. His voice sounded strange to his own ears—thin, reedy, stripped of the clinical detachment he had cultivated over twenty years of studying things that disturbed sleep.

Ren glanced at him, confused. "Leave? The perimeter—"

"Now."

Elias was already moving, not running but walking with a speed that bordered on desperation. He did not look back. He would not look back. Some instinct older than language, older than consciousness itself, was screaming at him to keep his eyes forward and his feet moving and his mind fixed on anything—anything—except the shape that now stood two blocks behind him.

One block, a treacherous part of his brain whispered. It's one block away now. You can feel it, can't you? Not seeing it. Feeling it. Like pressure against the inside of your skull. Like a hand cupped behind your ear, amplifying the silence.

He walked faster.

Behind him, Ren's boots scraped the pavement as the officer scrambled to follow. "Dr. Varen? What did you see? What was that thing?"

Elias did not answer. Because the truth was too terrible to speak aloud, and speaking it aloud would only make it more real, and making it more real would only bring it closer.

He had noticed it.

And now it had noticed him noticing.

The sun beat down on empty Halcyon Street, and somewhere behind them—how far, he would not allow himself to calculate—something stood perfectly still in the middle of the road, arms at its sides, waiting.

Not hunting.

Not chasing.

Just waiting.

For the moment someone looked again.



Behind the glass of a thousand darkened windows, the noon light shifted. Shadows that should have fallen one way fell another. Reflections that should have shown empty streets showed something standing where nothing stood.

And somewhere, in the space between perception and reality, between the question and the answer, between noticing and understanding—

Something smiled.

Not with a mouth.

With the shape of attention itself.
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Chapter 2 – Impossible Statistics
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By nightfall, Halcyon was no longer a city.

It had become a wound.

Elias Varen stood at the window of a hastily assembled command center, watching the last light drain from the sky. Below, the streets were clogged with vehicles that would never move again—not because they couldn't, but because their owners had evaporated and left the keys in the ignition. Federal response teams had arrived in convoys of matte-black vehicles two hours after Elias had called it in, unloading crates of containment equipment, mobile labs, and portable surveillance arrays with the grim efficiency of people who had done this before. Not here, not exactly. But somewhere. The bureaucratic machinery of disaster response was designed to be modular, interchangeable, ready to slot into any catastrophe.

Except this one.

Barriers went up. Drones hummed overhead, their blinking lights like false stars against the deepening indigo. Floodlights bloomed at every intersection, casting long, jittering shadows that made the empty cars appear to shudder. Men and women in hazmat suits moved through the streets with Geiger counters and air samplers, searching for toxins that weren't there, radiation that hadn't been released, biological markers that refused to appear. They found nothing. That was the problem. The absence of evidence was becoming evidence of something else entirely.

Elias sat down in a plastic chair that creaked under his weight. The command center occupied what used to be a downtown conference hall—glass walls, modular furniture, a catering kitchen in the back that now held nothing but bottled water and energy bars. Flickering screens lined every available surface, displaying overlapping datasets that refused to align. Geolocation pings from phones whose owners had stopped moving. Traffic camera footage that showed empty frames bookended by ordinary activity. Thermal satellite imagery of a city that still radiated heat but no longer contained the bodies that should have generated it.

The numbers were irrefutable.

Elias pulled up the consolidated report on his primary monitor, columns of figures rendered in cold, neutral digits that somehow felt obscene. Four thousand seven hundred and twenty-three confirmed disappearances within the Halcyon metropolitan area. That number was six hours old. It would rise. Every missing persons report that came in, every unreturned phone call, every apartment door that opened to reveal a still-warm bed and a missing occupant—all of it added to the total.

But the real horror was in the timing.

Every disappearance aligned with the same temporal window: 11:58 AM to 12:32 PM. Not approximate. Not a range with margins of error. Exact. Mathematical. The kind of precision that suggested either divine order or something far colder. Elias had run the analysis three times, then made his assistant—the one assistant who had survived because she had been in the bathroom, facing away from a mirror—run it again. The numbers didn't budge.

Thirty-four minutes. Two thousand eight hundred and twenty seconds. And in that window, four thousand seven hundred and twenty-three people had ceased to exist.

Not died. Not fled. Not been transported to a secondary location. Ceased to exist. The medical data from the survivors—those few who had been found hiding, shaking, unable to articulate what they had seen—showed no abnormal biomarkers. No elevated cortisol beyond what you would expect from profound psychological trauma. No neural damage detectable by MRI. No chemical residue. No radiation signatures.

They were physically unchanged.

And yet they would never be the same.



Elias had personally interviewed the first three survivors before the federal teams arrived and established their own protocols. He had done it because he needed to hear it from human mouths, not read it from a report. Because data could be manipulated, misinterpreted, massaged into comforting shapes. But terror had its own honesty.

The first survivor was a woman in her early thirties, a barista at a shop called Groundwork on Maple Street. She had been found crouched behind a dumpster in an alley, arms wrapped around her knees, rocking slightly. Her name was Delia Cross, and she had stopped speaking for nearly an hour after rescue. When words finally came, they arrived in fragments, like glass being swept into a dustpan.

"The espresso machine," she said. Her voice was hoarse, scraped raw by screaming or silence, Elias couldn't tell. "I was cleaning the steam wand. Just—just routine. End-of-rush stuff. And I looked up at the chrome. You know, the front panel? It's polished. You can see the whole room behind you, like a mirror."

Elias nodded, saying nothing. Letting the silence pull the words out of her.

"And there was a man standing behind me." Delia's eyes went distant, unfocused, as if she were looking at something very far away. "Except he wasn't there when I turned around. Nobody there. Empty café. Just me and the machines and the light through the windows." She swallowed hard. "So I looked back at the reflection."

"How long between the first glance and the second?" Elias asked, keeping his voice low, undemanding.

"Seconds. Maybe three. Maybe less." Delia's hands had begun to tremble. She pressed them between her knees to still them. "He was closer in the reflection. Still behind me, still facing me, but... closer. I could see more detail. Not his face—I couldn't see his face, that was the thing. It was like my eyes wouldn't let me see his face. Like some part of my brain was saying no, don't look there, look anywhere else."

Elias felt a cold sensation spread across his scalp, a prickling that had nothing to do with temperature. "What did you do?"

"I ran." Delia's voice cracked. "I dropped the towel and I ran. Out the back door, through the kitchen, into the alley. I didn't look back. I didn't look at anything reflective. I just ran until my legs gave out, and then I hid." She was crying now, silent tears that tracked through the dust on her cheeks. "I could feel it watching me. Even with my eyes closed. Even behind the dumpster. I could feel it waiting for me to look again."

Elias had asked only one more question. "What do you think would have happened if you had looked again?"

Delia had not answered. She had simply stared at him with an expression that contained no anger, no fear, no grief. Only a kind of exhausted certainty, as if she had already seen the answer in her dreams and was trying to forget it.



The second survivor was a delivery driver named Marcus Tuttle. He had been found in the walk-in cooler of a restaurant three blocks from the epicenter, shivering despite the ambient temperature. His account followed the same unsettling rhythm as Delia's, but with a different sensory emphasis.

"I was walking back to my truck," Marcus said. He was a large man, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, the kind of man who looked like he had never been afraid of anything in his life. But his voice shook. "Truck was parked on Halcyon, right across from that big glass building—you know, the one with the mirrored facade. And I caught my reflection in the glass. Just a glance. The kind of glance you don't even think about."

Marcus paused, rubbing his palms against his thighs. "But my reflection was wrong."

"Wrong how?" Elias prompted.

"It was standing still. I was walking—mid-stride, you know, left foot forward—but my reflection was just... standing there. Arms at its sides. Facing me. Like it had been waiting for me to notice it." Marcus's breathing had accelerated. The heart monitor beside him—he had been moved to a medical tent by then—showed a spike that made a technician frown. "And then I felt it. This... weight. Like something pressing on my chest from the inside. Like being watched by something that doesn't have eyes but sees you anyway. Everywhere. All at once."

"What did you do?"

"I ran." Marcus laughed, a short, barking sound without humor. "I'm six-foot-four, two hundred and forty pounds, and I ran like a child. I didn't even think about the cooler—I just saw an open door and went through it. Slammed it behind me. Sat in the dark for..." He trailed off, shaking his head. "I don't know how long. Long enough to think about what I'd seen. Long enough to realize I was still seeing it. In my mind. Every time I closed my eyes, there it was. Standing in the reflection. Waiting."

Marcus had looked directly at Elias then, and something in his gaze made Elias want to step backward.

"You know what the worst part is?" Marcus said. "The worst part is that I don't know if I actually saw it. Or if I just... imagined that I saw it. And I don't know which possibility is worse."



The third survivor could barely form coherent sentences.

He was a man in his late forties, identified by a work ID still clipped to his collar: HAROLD VANCE, MAINTENANCE, HALCYON TRANSIT AUTHORITY. He had been found inside a utility closet beneath the central bus depot, curled into the fetal position, his thumbs pressed hard against his closed eyelids as if trying to push the darkness deeper.

Elias had been advised not to interview him. The on-site psychiatrist had recommended sedation, rest, a delay of at least twenty-four hours. But Elias had seen something in Harold's file—a note from the paramedics who had found him, describing a repeated phrase, a loop of words that Harold had been murmuring when they arrived.

I shouldn't have looked again. I shouldn't have looked again. I shouldn't have looked again.

Elias had pulled rank. He didn't technically have rank, not in the federal hierarchy that had descended upon Halcyon, but he had reputation, and reputation opened doors.

Harold sat in a plastic chair, wrists loosely restrained to prevent him from injuring himself—he had already tried to scratch out his own eyes once, according to the nurses. His face was gray, waxy, the face of a man who had seen something that had not yet finished seeing him. His lips moved constantly, shaping words that had worn grooves in the air.

"I shouldn't have looked again," he whispered.

Elias knelt in front of him, bringing himself to eye level. "Harold. Can you tell me what you saw?"

The man's eyes were open but unfocused, staring at something on the other side of Elias's head. His mouth continued its mechanical repetition: looked again, looked again, looked again.

"Harold." Elias said it more firmly, placing a hand on the man's knee. "I need you to tell me. What did you see when you looked again?"

Harold's eyes snapped into focus.

For a moment—a single, terrible moment—Elias thought he saw something move behind them. Something that was not Harold. Something that had been waiting for this invitation.

Then Harold smiled.

It was not a pleasant smile. It was too wide, too knowing, too aware of things that should not be known. The kind of smile that belongs on a face that has stopped being a face and become something else entirely—a doorway, a mask, a warning.

"Not what," Harold said. His voice had changed. Deeper. Smoother. As if someone else had borrowed his vocal cords and was trying them on for size. "When."

The lights flickered.

Elias jerked backward, nearly falling off his heels. Behind him, he heard the medical technician gasp, heard the squeak of a chair being pushed back, heard the rapid beeping of a monitor that had just registered a heart rate of zero.

Harold's eyes were still open. His chest was still. His hands, loosely restrained, had gone limp.

And he was gone.

Not dead. The monitors showed no flatline—they showed nothing at all, as if the leads had been disconnected. But they hadn't been. Elias checked. The adhesive pads still clung to Harold's chest, still transmitted whatever signal they could detect. There was simply no signal to detect.

The chair remained. The restraints remained. The ID badge still hung from Harold's collar, attached to nothing, a badge without a body.

But Harold Vance, Maintenance, Halcyon Transit Authority, had ceased to exist between one heartbeat and the next.

Elias stood there for a long time, staring at the empty chair. The other people in the room—the technician, the nurse, the federal liaison who had been observing from the corner—had all gone very still, as if movement might attract attention. As if something in the room was still watching.

The footage, when Elias reviewed it later, showed everything.

Harold sitting. Elias kneeling. Harold's smile. The flicker of the lights. And then—nothing. Not a disappearance captured on film. Not a transition. Just an empty chair where a man had been sitting one frame earlier. The timestamp showed no interruption. The video showed no glitch. The cameras had simply recorded what was there, and what was there had changed between frames.

Elias played it back a dozen times. Enhanced contrast. Slowed playback to a crawl. Searched for any artifact, any anomaly, any clue to the mechanism.

There was nothing.

Only the terrible cleanliness of it. The precision. The absolute, surgical removal of a human being from reality, leaving behind nothing but an echo and a smile that Elias could not stop seeing every time he closed his eyes.

He had looked again.

That was what Harold had said. I shouldn't have looked again. Not because looking the second time had killed him—but because it had opened something. Completed something. Turned passive observation into active recognition.

Elias sat alone in the command center long after midnight, surrounded by screens that showed an empty city under floodlights, and he began to understand.

Solivar was not killing people.

It was noticing them back.



Outside the windows, the drones continued their silent circuits. The hazmat crews continued their futile searches. The survivors continued their shaken, fragmented vigil.

And somewhere in the darkness, in the space between streetlights, in the reflection of a thousand darkened windows—

Something waited.

For the next person who would look again.
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Chapter 3 – The Reflection Experiment
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The first controlled experiment was built to eliminate every possible variable.

It took three days to construct. Three days of sleepless briefings, jurisdictional battles, and the slow, grinding machinery of interagency coordination. Three days during which the disappearances continued—not in Halcyon, which had been sealed and sterilized, but in other cities. Other countries. Other time zones. The phenomenon had spread like a thought, not a pathogen. Wherever news of Halcyon reached, wherever people spoke of the centered figure and the empty streets, new vanishings bloomed.

Elias Varen had warned them. His reports—filed every twelve hours, routed through channels that grew more convoluted with each iteration—contained the same warning in increasingly urgent language: Do not investigate. Do not publicize. Do not discuss. Every analysis strengthens the phenomenon. But governments were not built for silence. They were built for response, for action, for the comforting illusion of control. And so the experiments proceeded.

The facility was a converted research bunker twenty miles outside Halcyon, repurposed from Cold War origins that no one bothered to explain. Concrete walls two feet thick. Electrical systems isolated from external grids. Every reflective surface either removed or coated with matte black polymer. The observation chamber itself was a cube of reinforced concrete, twelve feet to a side, illuminated by diffuse LED panels that cast no sharp shadows and created no specular highlights.

Elias stood behind a four-inch laminated window, watching the technicians complete their final checks. The chamber's sole occupant was a young woman named Mara Kessler, a graduate student in cognitive neuroscience who had volunteered after the first wave of federal recruiting. She was twenty-six years old, whip-smart, with the kind of analytical detachment that made her either perfect for this work or completely unsuited for it. Elias hadn't decided which.

Mara sat centered in the room on a plain metal chair, her posture relaxed but alert. Biometric sensors covered her from scalp to fingertips—electrodes for EEG, straps for heart rate and respiration, a small cuff on her left wrist for blood pressure. Four synchronized high-speed cameras recorded from every angle, their feeds routed to separate storage arrays in three different locations. No single point of failure. No possibility of data loss.

The stimulus was a large monitor positioned ten feet in front of Mara, its screen treated with anti-reflective coating and angled to avoid any stray reflections. On that monitor, displayed via a closed-circuit feed from a remote camera, stood a single figure against a neutral gray backdrop.

The figure was a mannequin.

Not a human. Not a survivor or a volunteer or a condemned prisoner. A simple, featureless mannequin, purchased from a department store liquidation, dressed in gray coveralls to minimize distinguishing marks. Its posture was rigid—arms at sides, facing forward, centered in the frame. The remote camera was mounted on a motorized track that could move the figure closer or farther without any visible motion, creating the illusion of approach through imperceptible increments.

The purpose of the experiment
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