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Before cities, laws, and names existed, people believed that darkness was simply the absence of light. The day darkness responded, they realized their mistake. The story is older than history, older than language, and is told in lullabies that mothers barely remember learning. It begins with a woman holding her newborn child alone in a field at sunset, the sky above shimmering with gold and red. The child did not cry. A wind blew through the tall grass. Like someone afraid who didn't want to know why, the woman swayed gently and hummed without thinking. Then she noticed something strange. The child's shadow was not touching hers.

At first, she assumed it was the angle of the light. Everything on the ground seemed long and thin because of the low sun. The child's shadow, on the ground behind her, was small, dark, and perfectly still despite the movements of her feet and body. The woman stopped humming. The child blinked, quiet and curious. Slowly, the shadow raised its head.

It did not rise from the ground. It did not dissipate like mist or smoke, but took on a new form. The dim darkness deepened, and the outlines of shoulders emerged. A head turned as if listening. The woman tried to flee, but the field was silent; even the wind seemed to wait. Then the shadow spoke.

Without sound or utterance, the meaning dawned on her, clear and unmistakable.

I won't disturb you. I was born with her.

The woman fell to the ground and whispered, "Are you a spirit?" though her mouth was numb.

No.

Are you dying? No.

The shadow shifted again, settling into a smaller form, closer to the size of a child. It moved away from the woman and toward the infant's feet, careful not to touch them. I am what she will not say.

I am what she will not do.

I am what she will not allow herself to be.

Tears began to fill the woman's face. "Then you are evil." The shadow was silent for a long time.

Then:

Sometimes.

The sun set. A coppery hue, then rust, then a dull gray, covered the entire field. The woman clutched her child to her breast, shivering.

"Will she hurt her?" The shadow stopped. She wouldn't hurt herself. Night fell.

When the moon rose, the shadow settled quietly beside the child, just like any other shadow. If someone had walked through the field, then they wouldn't have seen anything unusual at all.

But the world had already changed. Every child born in the following centuries had a shadow that appeared minutes—or even hours—after their first breath. Priests considered it proof that humanity wasn't created to be one. Kings declared it proof that the soul could betray itself.

Shadows were a source of conflict. Some cultures saw them as manifestations of truth. Others locked children in windowless rooms, hoping the darkness would starve whatever followed them.

None of it worked. Yet the shadows grew. They learned. They watched. They waited.

Slowly, people came to understand something far more terrifying than monsters, demons, or gods.

Shadows don't lie.

The first execution took place four hundred years later.

A baker's shadow contaminated a nobleman's wine. The baker pleaded not guilty. Witnesses claimed the shadows moved without him. After weeks of deliberation, the courts arrived at a simple and terrifying verdict: If a shadow is born with you, it is you.

The baker begged for mercy as he lay dying. When the blade struck, his shadow let out a scream. From that day forward, the law was inscribed in every cathedral and courthouse in the world: The body is responsible for the shadow.

The shadow reveals the body.

Civilization was built on this belief. Cities designed their streets to keep shadows visible. Schools taught children how to "tame" their shadows. As much as personality was used, the shadow's temperament was used in arranging marriages. And for centuries, it worked.

At least, that's what people thought because the shadows were obedient.

Until things changed.

Historians would later disagree about when the change began. Some would say the solar cycles shifted. Others would attribute it to overpopulation, moral decay, or divine retribution.

But the shadows knew the truth.

The change began with a boy named Elias.

A boy who tried hard to be good. A boy whose shadow decided that his effort wasn't enough. And on the morning of his death, for the first time in recorded history, a shadow chose not to follow his body to death.

It chose to flee. At that very moment, standing in the long dawn light, something older than law, older than kings, older than fear itself, addressed the whole world once more: We are not yours.
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Elias discovered early on that his shadow was different. Not in a way that would make his neighbors whisper, or his teachers smile slightly as they pulled him aside. His shadow behaved according to the rules when necessary, standing still, adhering to the rules enough to avoid drawing attention. But Elias could feel it, like someone standing directly behind you, so close that a sudden turn could cause a collision.

Most children grew accustomed to their shadows by the time they could read. And just as they stopped noticing their own breath, they stopped paying attention toitm. But Elias didn't. When he was six, he asked his mother why his shadow sometimes hesitated before mimicking him. She was looking through the afternoon light as she folded laundry near the window. His shadow was tall and thin beside him, while hers was just a simple dark object that flexed when she bent down and sat obediently at her feet. "It doesn't hesitate," she said quickly. "You just move a little strangely."
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