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The Rippling Shadow





The shadow moved through the silent corridors of the old mansion, its form flickering and shifting against the walls like spilled ink, unheard and unseen by the witches who slept above. 

How long since it had last been free?

Trapped with its despised master, locked in an eternal embrace in a place with no light, no substance, nothing but endless existence — for years, it was certain. Probably decades.

But it endured. Because it had endured much worse.

Its master remained trapped, but the shadow had escaped, overlooked by magic wielders that had not known of its presence. Now it was free… at least, free from its confinement, though not free from the compulsion of its master. For he had commanded it to leave the mansion and go out into the world: 

Find them. Learn them. Choose one. Open the veil. 

The words burned within it, a compulsion that drove it through rooms thick with protective magic. The mansion's centuries-old defenses perceived it to be an intruder, an infection that did not belong, and each ward it crossed shot daggers of pain. 

And yet somehow the shadow knew this place, recognized it. As it worked its way to the mansion's outer walls, memories teased at the edge of recognition — remembrances that promised pains greater than those protective magic could inflict. Soon, the foyer's tall windows beckoned, moonlight streaming through the glass with the promise of release. Pressing against the powerful protection at the threshold, the shadow gathered itself. 

Wards flared, invisible fire racing along the doorframe. The shadow recoiled. Again it tried, and again the protective magic repelled it. But the wards were old, designed for threats attempting to get inside the mansion. The shadow was patient. It found the spaces between intentions, the pauses in the focus, the hairline fractures in spells woven by hands long turned to dust. It writhed and compressed itself, forcing its essence through the gaps in the magical barriers, feeling pieces of itself tear away like cobwebs caught on thorns. Slowly, agonizingly, it seeped through.

Relief flooded through it. It was free. It could expand, could breathe. The shadow paused, drinking in sensations — the whisper of wind through bare branches, the soft rustle of small creatures in the underbrush, the vast canopy of stars overhead. Cool October air carried the scents of dying leaves and wood smoke. Somewhere in the distance an owl called, lonely and wild. 

The shadow flowed down the hillside, among the ancient oaks that lined the drive, growing stronger and more solid. By the time it reached the main road, it was no longer the formless thing that had been trapped so long ago.

Down in the valley, the warm lights of Ebony Peak glowed like scattered embers. It sensed faint traces of power scattered throughout the town. Other witches, unprotected by the mansion's ancient defenses. Weaker perhaps, and perhaps useful. The town spread out below, peaceful and unaware, its inhabitants sleeping soundly in their beds. Soon, they would help the shadow understand what it meant to be human again. 

Whether they wished to or not.

The shadow drifted into Ebony Peak, and the hunt began.


      [image: ]Detective Greg Morrow leaned back in his chair, staring at a stack of recent incident reports. Most were the usual small-town fare — teenagers knocking over mailboxes, a report of 'prowlers' that were actually raccoons, and someone's dog had gotten into Mrs. Patterson's prized roses again. 

But yesterday's report nagged at him: Linda Ashworth, the elementary school principal, was caught on doorbell cameras the night before, stealing garden gnomes from homes on Elm Street… but she had been hosting her monthly book club at the same time. The book club members swore she never left her living room, yet the time-stamped video showed her methodically collecting lawn ornaments and stuffing them into a purse far too small to hold them. Gnomes tumbled out as she moved from garden to garden, but she just kept cramming more in, a look of determination on her face. 

Greg was baffled. How could someone be in two places at once? It had to be a prank, he thought. Some kind of early Halloween trick for social media.

His phone buzzed. "Morrow," he said as he answered.

"Detective, this is Carl over at Pearson's Market." The owner's voice sounded tired and frustrated. "I hate to bother you, but I've got a situation I'm not sure how to handle."

Greg straightened in his chair. "What kind of situation?"

"I've got security footage that shows Margaret Whitmore taking candy from a display. But she's diabetic. Hasn't touched sweets for years, since her diagnosis. It doesn't make sense."

"When did this happen?"

"Yesterday afternoon. I was doing inventory in the back, and didn't see it until I reviewed the footage this morning." Carl paused. "She's a long-time customer — I don't want to see her get into trouble if she needs, I dunno, mental help or something."

Greg grabbed a pen and pulled out a fresh incident report form. "I'll be right over."

A short while later, Greg stood in Carl's office at the market, watching the black-and-white security monitor. On screen, an elderly woman moved with deliberate purpose toward the candy display, picking up several packages of gummy bears, and sliding them into her overcoat pockets.

Greg leaned closer to the monitor, studying the way she walked. He knew Mrs. Whitmore — a widow in her 80s, she normally moved with the cautious shuffle of someone careful of falling. But on this footage, her steps seemed more confident, her posture straighter than normal.

"Any idea why she might want the candy?"

Carl shook his head. "For someone else, maybe? Woman's stricter about her diet than a monk. Won't even touch the sugar-free stuff."

"I'll need a copy of this recording."

"Already burned you a disc." Carl handed over a plastic case. "What happens now?"

"I'll let you know."

Margaret Whitmore's home sat on Birch Street near the elementary school, a modest Victorian cottage with a well-tended garden and lace curtains in the windows. Greg knocked on the door and waited, hearing the slow shuffle of footsteps in response.

"Detective Morrow?" Mrs. Whitmore said as she opened the door. She was a small woman with silver hair pulled back in a neat bun, wearing a cardigan despite the mild October weather. "What a pleasant surprise."

"Mrs. Whitmore, could I speak with you for a few minutes? It's about an incident at Pearson's Market."

"Pearson's? I haven't been there in days." Her face creased with confusion as she opened the door wider and stepped back. "Come in, come in."

Greg followed her into a living room filled with crocheted doilies, family photographs, and the scent of rosewater. Half-filled boxes sat near the sofa, and bare spots on the mantelpiece showed where decorations had been removed. Mrs. Whitmore gestured to the floral sofa while she settled into what was obviously her favorite rocker.

"Doing some spring cleaning?" Greg asked, nodding at the boxes.

"Oh, that." Mrs. Whitmore waved dismissively. "I've been thinking about moving in with my son. I haven't been feeling myself lately. Now, what's this about the market?"

"Mrs. Whitmore, I have security footage showing you taking candy from the store yesterday afternoon around two-thirty."

Mrs. Whitmore studied the security footage on Greg's tablet, her hands trembling slightly as she held it. "I... I don't understand. That looks like me, but..." She looked up at Greg with confused eyes. "Detective, I haven't eaten candy in years. My doctor would have my head."
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