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Chapter 1: Whispers in the Capital
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Dusk poured long, violet shadows across the polished stones of Aethel, the capital of the kingdom of Oralin. The scent of the light afternoon rain mingled with the aroma of spices from the nearby markets and the smell of burning coal from household hearths. Arin, clad in the leather and steel uniform of the Royal Guard, felt a chill seep into his bones—a cold that had nothing to do with the evening weather.

“Two more nights of patrols this week,” muttered Kael, his older companion, pulling his woolen cloak tighter around himself. “I’m starting to think the nobles are killing each other for sport, and we’re the ones paying the price.”

Arin didn’t reply. His eyes scanned the narrow alleys and the rooftops where gas lamps had begun to flicker with a pale light. The city was tense. It could be felt in the way passersby quickened their steps, and in the hushed whispers that evaporated into the air as soon as a guard patrol approached. Three assassinations in two months, and every victim was an influential figure on the Royal Council.

“They are Queen Aurelia’s orders,” Arin said, his voice quiet and steady. “The security of the kingdom is our priority.”

Kael let out a short, hollow laugh. “Queen Aurelia is beautiful and intelligent, I don’t deny it. But she is surrounded by snakes. The latest victim, Lord Valerius, was one of the staunchest opponents of her trade policy with the southern kingdoms. Now he’s dead. Very convenient, isn’t it?”

Arin fell silent again, not liking the way Kael spoke of the Queen, for whom he held deep respect and unwavering loyalty. But he knew Kael’s suspicions were echoed by many in the capital. Political conspiracies were part of the fabric of Oralin, just like the dragons carved into the palace gates.

Their patrol route led them to the Nobles’ Quarter, where mansions stood tall like silent giants behind wrought iron fences. They arrived at the estate of Lord Valerius. The door was sealed with the royal wax, and two guards stood frozen at the entrance. The crime scene was sacred, forbidden to all but the royal investigators.

As Kael exchanged a few brief words with one of the guards, Arin felt something strange. A quick glance towards the mansion’s inner courtyard, which was shrouded in darkness behind the main gate. At first, he thought it was an animal, a cat perhaps. But what he saw didn’t move like any living creature he knew.

In a corner of the courtyard, where the shadow was deepest and darkest, a piece of that darkness detached itself from the wall. It wasn’t a shadow cast by an object; it *was* the object itself. A patch of inky night, it flowed across the stone floor like spilled ink, with a fluid and disturbing motion. It moved *against* the direction of the distant lamplight, a physical impossibility. For a fleeting moment, it seemed to take on a slender, human-like form before melting into the shadows of another portico and vanishing.

Arin felt an icy shiver run down his spine. An unnatural, profound cold, as if it had touched his very soul. He blinked, wondering if his mind was playing tricks on him due to exhaustion.

“Arin! Let’s go!” Kael called out, having finished his conversation. “Are you frozen in place?”

Arin turned, his heart pounding heavily. “Did... did you see that?”

Kael glanced at the dark courtyard. “See what? There’s nothing but shadows and sorrow. Come on, we still have a long way to go.”

Arin continued walking, but his eyes remained fixed on the spot where the thing had disappeared. It wasn’t a trick of the light. It had been real. And that cold... it still clung to him.

They completed the rest of their patrol in silence. Arin couldn’t get the image out of his head: that shadow moving with a will of its own, defying the laws of light and nature. He tried to convince himself it was just a phantom, but the sense of dread he had felt was all too real.

That night, as he lay on his wooden bunk in the guard barracks, the capital’s whispers of assassins and conspiracies took on a new and more terrifying meaning in his mind. The killer wasn’t merely a noble conspirator or a foreign spy. It was something else. Something older and far, far darker.

The seed of a horrifying truth had just been planted in the mind of the only soldier who had seen what no one was ever meant to see.
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Chapter 2: Echoes in the Archive

Three days passed since the incident in Lord Valerius’s courtyard, but the image of the living shadow had not left Arin’s mind. Sleep became a rare luxury, and whenever he closed his eyes, he saw that inky form flowing and twisting in the darkness. During his patrols, he no longer saw the dark alleys as mere gaps between buildings, but as potential lairs for something lurking, waiting.

He was becoming obsessed. In his few moments of free time, he would watch the shadows of passersby in the bustling markets, studying how they stretched and shrank under the sunlight, how they followed their owners with absolute loyalty. They were normal, innocent shadows. Nothing like the fluid terror he had witnessed.

He knew he couldn’t go to his commander with this story. He would be considered mad, or worse, accused of being drunk on duty. He would lose his honor and his place in the Royal Guard, which was all he had. He was alone in this nightmare, and he needed answers, not accusations.

One day, his feet led him to the western wing of the royal palace, where the Royal Archives were housed. It was a majestic, ancient building, smelling of brittle paper and centuries of accumulated dust. Arin had been assigned to guard this place several times and knew its sole guardian and permanent resident: Master Elian.

Elian was an old man, his back bent from poring over ancient manuscripts, but his eyes, behind thick lenses, still shone with a young man’s curiosity. He knew every story, every legend, and every recorded scandal in Oralin’s long history.

Arin found Master Elian sitting behind a massive oak desk, studying an old map with intense concentration. Arin hesitated for a moment at the door, feeling the foolishness of what he was about to do.

“Master Elian?” he said in a low voice.

The old man slowly raised his head and peered at him. “Soldier Arin. I don’t recall it being your day to guard the archives. Are you lost?”

“No, sir. In fact, I came with a question... a rather strange one.” Arin stepped into the dusty room. “It’s about old folklore.”

Elian gestured to a chair. “Sit. Folklore is merely history that has yet to find a believer. What troubles you?”

Arin sat, gathering his courage. “Have you ever heard, in any of these old books, of... of shadows that can separate from their owners? Shadows with a will of their own?”

Elian stopped cleaning his spectacles and gave Arin a piercing look. The friendly expression vanished from his face, replaced by a guarded seriousness. “That is no question of folklore, boy. That is a question from the pages of dark and forbidden magic. Where did you hear of such a thing?”

Arin felt a drop of cold sweat trickle down his temple. “Just a story I heard from a traveler in a tavern. It sparked my curiosity.”

Elian did not look convinced, but he leaned back in his chair, his eyes gazing at a distant point on the cobweb-filled ceiling. “What you speak of is exceedingly rare, and unimaginably dark. The old texts call it the *Anima Umbra*... the Soul Shadow. Such a thing is not born of ordinary magic. It forms when a person of immense magical potential is subjected to extreme psychological distress, or when they perform a terrible ritual that shatters a piece of their soul. This broken piece finds refuge in the shadow, granting it consciousness and life.”

Arin felt the cold from that night return to envelop him. “And this... shadow... what does it do?”

“It is a parasitic entity at first,” Elian continued, his voice low as if he feared being overheard. “Tied to its host, feeding on their power and their fears. But it grows. It evolves. It begins to develop its own desires, which are often a twisted reflection of its host’s deepest, hidden impulses. Lust for power, anger, vengeance... all the suppressed emotions become its nourishment and its goal.” Elian added, “And those entities hate true sunlight. They can move in darkness or under lamplight, but direct daylight exposes their unstable nature, forcing them to cling tightly to their source.”

At those words, the blood froze in Arin’s veins. *Direct daylight*. He understood now. The fear that gripped him turned into a terrifying certainty. There was only one person in the kingdom with the power and influence to be the source of such a creature. One person whose political enemies were dying one by one.

He thanked Master Elian for his time and left the archives quickly, his mind reeling in a vortex of horrifying thoughts. He had to see for himself. He had to be sure.

The next day, he volunteered for guard duty in the main palace courtyard, knowing that Queen Aurelia would pass through on her way to her council meeting. He stood at his post, feigning alertness, but his eyes were fixed on the ground.

The Queen appeared at the entrance of the inner colonnade. She was as beautiful as the stories told, with her golden hair flowing over her shoulders and her regal, confident posture. But Arin saw something he had never noticed before: a veil of exhaustion clouded her emerald eyes.

She walked with graceful steps from the cool shade of the colonnade into the open square, which was flooded with the bright afternoon sun. And in that moment, Arin saw it.

For less than a heartbeat, as the Queen stepped into the light, her shadow seemed to *hesitate*. It lingered for a moment, its edges trembling unnaturally, like black smoke resisting a gust of wind, before it snapped back and clung to her heels in perfect submission.

No one else
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