
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


CITY SHADOWS AND HIDDEN THRESHOLDS
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PROLOGUE
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The air in the dead-end alley was heavy and sticky with the fumes of rotting garbage and cold grease. The sky above the skyscrapers of New Cedarville looked like black velvet, punctured by hundreds of sparkling windows. But down below, in the labyrinth of wet bricks and rusty containers, light was only a fleeting mirage from distant neon signs, which cast dirty pink and blue reflections onto the damp asphalt.

Little Liliana was not crying. She simply stood there, amidst the scattered newspapers and broken glass, clutching a tattered teddy bear to her chest. Her hair, dark as ink, was spread around her face, which was hidden by the shadow of a dumpster. Her eyes, however—no, they were not hidden. They shone in the dark like two frightened pupils, fixed on something no one else could see.

Elena Stoeva, a detective from the Missing Persons Unit, had already inspected the alley dozens of times. Each time, she felt a chill creep up her spine, but not from the cold. It was from despair. The despair of parents who hadn't slept for days. The despair of a dead end.

No signs of violence. No fingerprints. Just... nothing.

But there was something. There always was. Elena lowered her gaze to a small spot on the wall—a faint bluish glow, barely perceptible, that appeared and vanished like a ghost. She leaned down and touched it with her fingertip. Cold. A piercing, unnatural cold that seemed to suck the warmth out of her skin. And a smell. Like the aftermath of a lightning storm—ozone, sharp and clean, which had no place in this foul-smelling tunnel.

Her colleague, the thick-necked Inspector Brown, laughed coarsely. "You again, Stoeva? An energy field from the nearby transformer. Or you've just had too much coffee."

Elena didn't answer. She knew what she had seen. And she knew it wasn't a transformer. Not when the same spots had been found at the previous locations where children had disappeared—in a playground, an abandoned factory, even in a park where the air was so clean that no "contamination" could exist.

She closed her eyes, trying to picture Liliana. The little girl who was playing with a plastic ball one second, and the next, was gone. What had she seen in those last moments? What was it that made her eyes shine so in the darkness?

Her blood froze. Liliana hadn't been crying. But she had looked... mesmerized.

"We'll find her, Stoeva," Brown said, softer this time, clearly noticing her expression. "We always find them."

Elena hoped he was right. But something told her this time was different. That Liliana had gone to a place from which there was no return. And that she had just touched the threshold to a world that shouldn't exist. A world that was now reaching out to hers.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Elena checked her watch. 2:47 AM. It was useless. Her eyes burned, but sleep refused to come. Again. For a year now, every night had been a battle she lost. Ever since Liliana vanished. Ever since that case had clung to her like a poisonous ivy, suffocating every thought that wasn't about her failure.

She quietly got out of bed, careful not to wake Ghost, the cat sleeping next to her—pitch black with a single white spot on his chest. The only living creature she tolerated in her apartment since she had left the Missing Persons Unit.

Ghost merely blinked his amber eyes, stretched languidly, and settled into her spot, as if to preserve the warmth. Elena offered a bitter smile. Even her cat was better at holding places than she was at holding onto children.

She went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water, and stood by the window. Below her, New Cedarville breathed with a thousand lights and hundreds of hidden noises. A city that never slept. A city full of secrets no one wanted to see.

That bluish glow from the dead-end alley. The cold that sucked away heat. The smell of ozone. The police had dismissed it as "electrical interference" or "urban phenomena." But Elena knew. She had seen it at the other locations where children had disappeared. Four children in six months. Four families torn apart by an invisible force.

There was no proof. There was no logic. That’s why no one had believed her. That's why she quit. She couldn't work within a system that refused to look the truth in the eye. Even when the truth was staring straight back at you from a wall, glimmering with a strange, cold light.

Her phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. She glanced at the time. 3:01 AM. The only person who called her at this hour was...

Sofia. Her sister.

Her heart tightened. Sofia rarely called this late.

She hit the accept button before she even heard the first ring.

"Sof?"

Her sister's voice was choked with sobs. "Elena... Lily... Lily is gone."

The glass slipped from Elena’s hand, shattering into a thousand ringing pieces on the tile floor. The pain from the glass digging into her bare foot was nothing compared to the shock.

"What do you mean, gone? Where is she? Sof, what are you saying?" Her voice was sharp, commanding, yet filled with panic. Sofia's child. Lily. Her little niece, with whom she spent every Sunday. The same Liliana whose name had crossed her mind just seconds before.

"She was sleeping in her room... The door was locked... The window... it was open. And... and there’s... there’s something on the windowsill." Sofia wailed. "Elena, please, come. Please."

Tears. Sofia was crying. Something Elena hadn't heard her do since their father died. It meant it was truly terrifying.

Elena hung up. She grabbed her keys, threw a jacket over her pajamas, and flew out of the apartment, without a thought for the broken glass. Because she knew. She knew exactly what she would find on the windowsill. And this time, she wouldn't let anyone tell her it was electrical interference.
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CHAPTER TWO
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New Cedarville breathed with a thousand horns, merging into a single pulsating symphony of haste and anger. But for Elena, the world had shrunk to Sofia's screams and the emptiness of the nursery.

When she arrived at her sister's apartment, a police patrol was already there. Their blue lights flashed menacingly across the dark facade of the building, turning ordinary windows into hypnotizing eyes that gazed upon the chaos. Inspector Brown, the same man who had mocked her about "electrical interference" a year ago, now stood in the doorway, his face etched with fatigue. He saw her and sighed.

"Stoeva. Didn't think you'd come."

"What's going on, Brown?" Her voice was sharp as a razor. "Lily is my niece."

He shook his head. "As always, no trace. The window was open, but no fingerprints on the sill. Neither inside nor out. There was no forced entry."

Elena rushed inside. The apartment was small but cozy, full of family photos and children's drawings. Now, it was a disaster scene. Sofia was sitting on the sofa, hugging her knees, her shoulders trembling. Her husband, Martin, held her, his gaze vacant.

Elena went to the nursery. Pink walls, scattered toys, a bed covered with plush animals. And a window. Open. But not just open.

The cold air rushed into the room, but it wasn't ordinary night chill. It was the same piercing, unnatural cold she remembered from the alley. Elena stepped toward the windowsill.

There, just as Sofia had described, was something. Small, round, about three centimeters in diameter. It looked like a polished, black stone, but it wasn't. Its surface was strangely smooth, absorbing the light, and a pale blue glow pulsed along its edges. The same glow she had seen in that dead-end alley. The familiar smell of ozone and something else emanated from it—something earthy, damp, like after a heavy rain in a cave.

Elena carefully touched it. She felt the cold. Not just a low temperature, but as if the warmth was being drawn away from her fingers. She looked at Brown, who stood by the door, arms crossed over his chest, watching her with suspicion.

"Do you see this, Brown?" Her voice was calm, but a storm simmered beneath the surface.

He stepped closer, squinting. "Some kind of stone. Might be from the window decoration."

"It's not a stone." Elena took his hand and pressed it against the object. Brown sharply pulled his hand away.

"What the hell...? It's freezing! And it smells weird."

"Ozone," Elena whispered. "And something else. Something not of this world."

Brown's gaze returned to her. It was a mix of worry and accusation. "Stoeva, don't start with your 'energy field' nonsense again. A child is missing."

"Exactly! And they keep disappearing!" She looked him straight in the eyes. "Four children in six months. Now it's the fifth. And at all the locations, this was present. The same glow, the same cold, the same ozone. No traces. No witnesses. Do you think that's a coincidence?"
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