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The Man Without a Shadow

Rain transformed 5th Street into a river of reflections.

Neon signs bled across wet pavement in streaks of crimson, violet, and electric blue. Music drifted from crowded clubs. Taxi headlights sliced through the darkness. Umbrellas moved along sidewalks like black flowers opening beneath the storm.

Most people never noticed the magic.

They walked over enchanted foundations every day without realizing it. They drank cocktails inside buildings older than the city itself. They laughed, argued, kissed, and broke each other's hearts above forgotten chambers where ancient spells still slept.

Tonight those spells were waking.

Brunson Hale knew it before the emergency call reached his phone.

The sensation had started an hour earlier—a pressure at the back of his skull. A prickling awareness beneath his skin. The familiar warning sign that something supernatural had slipped beyond normal boundaries.

His phone vibrated.

Incoming Case Alert.

Priority Red.

He sighed.

"Of course."

Rain drummed against the windshield as he guided his car toward downtown.

The report was short.

Male victim.

Possible magical assault.

Witnesses claiming impossible circumstances.

Location: 5th Street.

That last detail bothered him most.

Over the years he'd learned that certain addresses appeared too frequently in strange reports. Certain neighborhoods attracted trouble the way broken bones attracted bad weather.

5th Street was one of those places.

The dispatcher remained on the line.

"We've got panic spreading through the crowd," she said. "Patrol officers are requesting magical response immediately."

"Witness statements?"

A pause.

Then:

"They're saying the victim's shadow walked away."

Brunson tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

"Repeat that."

"They claim his shadow detached itself and left."

Wonderful.

Absolutely wonderful.

The rain intensified.

By the time he arrived, flashing emergency lights painted the street red and blue.

A crowd had gathered outside a nightclub called Eclipse.

The irony wasn't lost on him.

Police officers struggled to maintain a perimeter while dozens of soaked bystanders attempted to record everything with their phones.

Brunson stepped beneath the yellow tape.

His long black coat immediately collected rainwater.

A uniformed officer hurried toward him.

"Detective Hale."

"Officer."

The younger man looked relieved.

"We're glad you're here."

"That bad?"

The officer glanced toward the ambulance.

"You tell me."

Brunson followed his gaze.

The victim sat wrapped in a silver emergency blanket.

Middle-aged.

Expensive suit.

Pale skin.

Shaking hands.

Completely terrified.

Yet what drew Brunson's attention wasn't the man.

It was the ground beneath him.

The streetlights illuminated the wet pavement.

Everyone nearby cast a shadow.

Paramedics.

Police.

Witnesses.

Every single person except the victim.

Nothing stretched beneath his feet.

No dark outline.

No reflection of his form.

Just empty pavement.

Brunson frowned.

That was impossible.

And yet there it was.

He approached carefully.

The victim looked up with bloodshot eyes.

"Please."

His voice cracked.

"Please tell me you can get it back."

Brunson crouched.

"Get what back?"

The man's breathing quickened.

"My shadow."

Silence settled between them.

Rain whispered against asphalt.

The victim swallowed hard.

"It left."

Brunson had heard countless bizarre statements during his career.

Ghost sightings.

Demonic possessions.

Time distortions.

Living nightmares.

This ranked surprisingly high on the list.

"What exactly happened?"

The man stared toward the nightclub entrance.

"I was walking outside."

His fingers trembled violently.

"Just leaving the club."

"Then?"

"I noticed something moving."

"What?"

"My shadow."

A laugh escaped him.

Not amusement.

Shock.

Disbelief.

"I thought it was a trick of the light."

The victim's eyes widened.

"But then it stood up."

Nearby conversations faded.

Even the paramedics seemed to stop listening.

"It stood up?" Brunson asked.

The man nodded.

"Like a person."

A visible shudder passed through him.

"It looked at me."

Rainwater dripped from his hair.

Then he whispered:

"And it smiled."

Before Brunson could ask another question, a familiar voice spoke behind him.

"He's telling the truth."

Brunson turned.

Carlson Reed stepped beneath the flashing lights.

Tall.

Dark-haired.

Sharp-eyed.

Rain clung to his jacket.

The storm had soaked him completely, but he didn't seem to notice.

Carlson rarely noticed ordinary discomfort when magic was involved.

His attention remained fixed on the victim.

Specifically, the empty space where the man's shadow should have been.

"You felt it too?" Brunson asked.

Carlson nodded slowly.

"The entire street is saturated."

His voice carried unusual tension.

"Something happened here."

Brunson stood.

"Can you read it?"

"Maybe."

Carlson moved toward the location indicated by witnesses.

He crouched beside a puddle.

Closed his eyes.

Touched two fingers against the pavement.

Instantly his expression changed.

The color drained from his face.

Brunson recognized the look.

A psychic impression.

Strong one.

"What do you see?"

Carlson remained motionless.

For several seconds he didn't answer.

When he finally opened his eyes, something troubled flickered there.

"Fear."

"From the victim?"

Carlson shook his head.

"No."

His gaze drifted toward the darkness beyond the police barricade.

"From the shadow."

Brunson stared.

"You're serious."

"I wish I wasn't."

Carlson rose slowly.

Rain slid down his cheeks.

"The shadow wasn't escaping him."

"What do you mean?"

Carlson hesitated.

As if uncertain whether to say it aloud.

Then:

"It was running from something."

A cold sensation settled inside Brunson's chest.

That wasn't how magical separations worked.

If such a thing could even happen.

Before he could respond, another officer hurried toward them.

"Detective!"

"What is it?"

The officer pointed toward an alley.

"We found something."

Brunson exchanged a glance with Carlson.

Then both men followed.

The alley sat between two aging brick buildings.

Narrow.

Dark.

Almost invisible from the street.

Flashlights illuminated the ground.

Several officers stood staring downward.

One of them looked visibly disturbed.

Brunson stepped closer.

Then stopped.

Black footprints covered the pavement.

Dozens of them.

Each one looked burned into reality itself.

Not mud.

Not paint.

Not ordinary residue.

Shadow.

Pure shadow.

Footprints made from darkness.

They continued deeper into the alley.

As though someone—or something—had walked away from the scene.

Carlson knelt beside one.

Immediately withdrew his hand.

The reaction was instinctive.

Painful.

"What happened?"

Carlson flexed his fingers.

"They're still alive."

Every officer nearby stared.

Brunson felt his patience evaporating.

"Define alive."

Carlson looked genuinely unsettled.

"The magic is moving."

A footprint shifted.

Only slightly.

But enough.

Several officers cursed.

One stepped backward.

The darkness inside the print rippled like black water.

Brunson watched carefully.

For the first time that night, genuine concern pushed through his professional calm.

Something was very wrong.

The footprints led farther into the darkness.

Past dumpsters.

Past rusted fire escapes.

Toward the rear of the block.

Toward a section of the alley untouched by streetlights.

The end lay buried in darkness.

Carlson stared into it.

"What is it?"

Carlson didn't answer immediately.

His eyes remained fixed ahead.

Then he whispered:

"We aren't alone."

The temperature dropped.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

Enough for every instinct Brunson possessed to begin screaming.

A shadow moved at the far end of the alley.

Human-shaped.

Motionless.

Watching.

No body stood beside it.

No person cast it.

It existed entirely on its own.

Rain fell through it without effect.

The figure remained beneath a flickering security light.

Still.

Patient.

Waiting.

For one impossible second, Brunson thought he saw its head tilt.

As if studying them.

Then the light flickered.

Darkness swallowed the alley.

Several officers raised flashlights.

When illumination returned, the figure was gone.

Only silence remained.

And a final black footprint pointing deeper into the city.

Carlson exhaled slowly.

Brunson's gaze remained fixed on the empty space.

Neither spoke.

Because both understood the same thing.

This wasn't an isolated magical incident.

It was the beginning of something.

Something old.

Something hungry.

And somewhere beyond the rain-soaked streets of the city, shadows were starting to wake.
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Dark Reflections

The reports started arriving before sunrise.

Brunson had managed less than three hours of sleep before his phone began vibrating across the nightstand.

One call.

Then another.

Then six more.

By seven o'clock the supernatural investigations division's inbox was overflowing.

Missing shadows.

Detached shadows.

Living shadows.

Witness reports that would normally be dismissed as hallucinations were appearing from every corner of downtown.

Brunson sat behind his desk nursing a cup of black coffee and wishing the city would stop trying to destroy itself.

Across from him, Carlson scrolled through incident reports on a tablet.

Neither man looked particularly rested.

"Seven confirmed cases," Carlson said.

Brunson grimaced.

"Since midnight?"

"Since three in the morning."

"That's impossible."

Carlson looked up.

After the previous night's encounter, neither of them believed that anymore.

The silence lingered.

Rain still tapped softly against the office windows.

The storm hadn't fully passed.

Gray clouds smothered the city skyline.

Everything felt dimmer than usual.

As if the sunlight itself struggled to reach the streets.

Carlson continued reading.

"Victim number four woke up this morning and discovered her shadow missing."

Brunson rubbed his temples.

"Any signs of magical attack?"

"No."

"Curse?"

"No."

"Possession?"

Carlson shook his head.

"Nothing."

That worried Brunson more than evidence would have.

Magic always left traces.

Always.

Something powerful enough to remove a person's shadow should leave scars all over reality.

Instead they were finding almost nothing.

Like whatever force was responsible knew exactly how to hide.

A knock interrupted them.

Detective Ramirez entered carrying a thick folder.

"You'll want to see this."

She dropped the file onto Brunson's desk.

Photographs spilled across the surface.

Every image showed the same thing.

People standing beneath bright lights.

People standing in sunlight.

People standing under streetlamps.

And none of them cast shadows.

Brunson stared.

"All confirmed?"

Ramirez nodded.

"Unfortunately."

Carlson examined one photo.

A young woman stood outside an apartment building.

Terrified.

Alone.

The pavement beneath her remained completely empty.

No shadow.

No dark outline.

Nothing.

The image made Carlson uncomfortable.

Not because it was unnatural.

Because it felt wrong.

On a deeper level.

Like seeing a face without eyes.

A body without a heartbeat.

Something essential had been removed.

"What do we know about the victims?" Carlson asked.

Ramirez opened the folder.

"Different ages."

She turned a page.

"Different professions."

Another page.

"No family connections."

Another.

"No common magical affiliations."

Brunson frowned.

"So what's the link?"

Ramirez pointed toward a highlighted section.

"They all spent time on 5th Street during the last seventy-two hours."

The room fell quiet.

There it was.

The first real pattern.

Brunson exchanged a glance with Carlson.

Neither liked what that suggested.

Because whatever had started there was spreading.

Fast.



Their first interview took place shortly after noon.

The victim lived in a small apartment overlooking the river.

Her name was Melissa Hart.

Twenty-eight.

Accountant.

Recently shadowless.

She greeted them nervously.

Every lamp in the apartment was switched on despite the daylight.

Carlson noticed immediately.

Fear often created strange habits.

People sought light when darkness frightened them.

Melissa certainly looked frightened.

She ushered them inside.

"Thank you for coming."

Brunson sat across from her.

"We'd like to ask some questions."

"Anything."

Carlson studied her quietly.

The missing shadow disturbed him.

Even indoors he could feel the absence.

An empty space where something should exist.

A wound in reality.

"When did you notice it?" Brunson asked.

"This morning."

Melissa wrapped both hands around a coffee mug.

"I got out of bed."

Her voice shook.

"I walked into the bathroom."

A pause.

Then:

"And there wasn't one."

Brunson nodded.

"No unusual experiences before that?"

Melissa hesitated.

Carlson noticed immediately.

"Miss Hart?"

She swallowed.

"There were dreams."

Brunson leaned forward.

"What kind of dreams?"

Her face paled.

"The same one every night."

Carlson felt a chill.

"What happened in it?"

Melissa stared into her coffee.

"As strange as this sounds..."

She laughed nervously.

"My shadow was talking to me."

Neither investigator interrupted.

"At first I couldn't understand it."

She shivered.

"But every night it got clearer."

"What did it say?" Brunson asked.

Melissa's expression tightened.

"It kept asking the same question."

Silence filled the apartment.

Then she whispered:

"What are you still hiding?"

Carlson felt the words strike something inside him.

Not magical.

Personal.

The question carried weight.

Emotion.

Pain.

Brunson continued calmly.

"Did you recognize the meaning?"

Melissa's eyes filled with tears.

"Yes."

A long pause.

"My fiancé left me six months ago."

The confession emerged softly.

"I told everyone I was fine."

She laughed bitterly.

"But I wasn't."

Carlson felt something shift.

A thread.

A pattern beginning to reveal itself.

Not grief.

Suppressed grief.

Buried grief.

There was a difference.



Their third interview confirmed it.

The fourth strengthened it.

The fifth made it undeniable.

Every victim reported dreams.

Every dream involved their shadow.

Every shadow asked questions.

Not random questions.

Painful ones.

Questions centered around secrets.

Regrets.

Longings.

Failures.

Heartbreak.

Things people desperately avoided confronting.

By late afternoon Brunson and Carlson sat inside a crowded coffee shop reviewing notes.

The pattern was becoming impossible to ignore.

"Look."

Brunson spread photographs across the table.

"Victim one."

He tapped the image.

"Recent divorce."

Another.

"Victim two."

Tap.

"Lost his business."

Another.

"Victim three."

Tap.

"Death in the family."

Carlson finished the thought.

"Emotional trauma."

Brunson nodded.

The realization settled heavily between them.

This wasn't random.

The shadows weren't choosing victims arbitrarily.

They were targeting people carrying emotional wounds.

People hiding something from themselves.

Carlson leaned back.

"Whatever we're dealing with..."

He stared through the café window.

"It's feeding on unresolved emotions."

Brunson didn't argue.

Because the evidence pointed in exactly that direction.



That evening they returned to 5th Street.

The neighborhood appeared normal.

Crowds filled restaurants.

Music poured from bars.

Couples wandered beneath glowing signs.

Yet Carlson could feel the difference immediately.

Magic lingered everywhere.

Not visible.

Not obvious.

But present.

Like humidity before a storm.

He stopped outside a bookstore.

Closed his eyes.

Reached outward with his gift.

The city answered.

Fragments brushed against his awareness.

Fear.

Loneliness.

Desire.

Heartbreak.

Regret.

The emotions saturated the street like invisible fog.

Carlson's breath caught.

The intensity shocked him.

Most magical traces faded quickly.

This hadn't.

The energy had soaked into the foundations themselves.

Accumulating.

Growing stronger.

As though the street had become a reservoir of human emotion.

Carlson opened his eyes.

His heart pounded.

Brunson noticed immediately.

"What happened?"

Carlson turned slowly.

The world suddenly felt louder.

Sharper.

More alive.

"I can feel it."

"Feel what?"

"Everything."

The answer emerged almost as a whisper.

Carlson looked down the length of 5th Street.

People moved beneath the neon lights.

Laughing.

Arguing.

Kissing.

Drinking.

Living.

Each carrying invisible emotional burdens.

Each leaving traces behind.

And somehow those traces were gathering.

Combining.

Becoming something larger.

Something aware.

His stomach tightened.

"There's a spell here."

Brunson's expression darkened.

"How old?"

Carlson focused.

The energy felt ancient.

Layered beneath decades of newer magic.

Buried deep.

Waiting.

"A very long time."

The answer unsettled them both.

Brunson glanced toward the surrounding businesses.

Restaurants.

Nightclubs.

Bars.

Hotels.

Bookstores.

Dozens of locations.

All concentrated around the same stretch of road.

And suddenly he understood.

Every victim had visited one of them.

Every victim had spent time here.

Every victim had experienced emotional turmoil before losing their shadow.

The pattern finally locked into place.

Not the complete picture.

But enough.

Enough to reveal the shape of the threat.

The shadows weren't selecting victims.

The street was.

Some ancient force beneath 5th Street was
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