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PROLOGUE
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The Boy Without a Shadow

In the city of Nareth, children learned three rules before they learned their letters.

Never steal bread from a baker who prayed before sunrise.

Never enter the south canal after the lamps were lit.

Never, under any moon, sell your shadow.

The first two rules were broken every day.

The third was broken only by the desperate.

On the winter morning the Shadow Market opened beneath Saint Orra’s Bridge, a boy named Mikel Brant sold his shadow for twelve silver hands, a pair of new boots, and a cough medicine strong enough to numb pain from throat to soul. He was eight years old. His mother held his wrist while the broker asked the questions. His father waited outside because he could not bear to watch.

“Name?” the broker asked.

“Mikel Brant,” the boy whispered.

“Age?”

“Eight.”

“Have you sold any other spiritual appendage before today? Reflection, voice, dream, memory, fear, grief, hunger, or oath?”

The mother flinched at the word hunger, as though someone had touched a bruise.

“No,” she answered for him.

The broker dipped his pen into ink that looked too dark to be black. “Reason for sale?”

“Mending,” said the mother.

That was the polite word. Everyone in Nareth had a polite word for ruin. Hunger became fasting. Debt became obligation. Disease became mending. Death became passing, as if the dead were merely traveling somewhere and might return if the weather improved.

The broker glanced at the boy. “Do you understand the nature of the transaction?”

Mikel nodded because his mother squeezed his wrist.

“Say it.”

“I give up my shadow,” the boy said.

“And in exchange?”

“Money.”

“Compensation,” the broker corrected. “Money is what thieves take and kings print. Compensation is what a lawful market provides.”

The boy did not understand, but he repeated the word. “Compensation.”

Then the broker brought out the lamp.

No ordinary flame burned inside it. The light was blue-white, colder than morning frost, and it did not flicker even when the wind moved through the bridge stones. The lamp made everyone’s shadow stretch long and thin across the floor, everyone’s except the broker’s. His shoes stood clean on the stone, bordered by nothing.

The mother looked away.

The broker set the lamp before the boy. Mikel’s shadow rose against the wall behind him: a small crooked shape with too-large ears and hair sticking up like black grass. It moved when he moved. It trembled when he trembled.

“Hold still,” said the broker.

Mikel tried.

From a velvet case, the broker removed silver shears.

The mother shut her eyes.

The shears opened with a sound like teeth separating.

Mikel screamed once when the first cut entered the dark where his feet met the floor. Not because it hurt. The records would later insist that shadow separation produced no physical pain. Physicians at the Nareth Institute of Applied Optics had measured the pulse, sweating, and pupil dilation of ninety-three sellers and concluded that distress was “psychological, cultural, and temporary.”

They were wrong.

Mikel screamed because something inside him turned around and looked back.

The shadow came free in six pieces, each folding into the broker’s jar like wet silk. When it was done, Mikel stood under the lamp and cast nothing.

The broker paid the mother twelve silver hands.

The boots fit.

The medicine worked for three nights.

By the fourth, Mikel had stopped crying.

At first his parents thought this was mercy. He did not cry when the cough split his throat. He did not cry when his father pawned the wedding kettle. He did not cry when his little sister died in the room beside him, wrapped in a quilt full of mouse holes.

After the funeral, his mother found him sitting near the stove, eating the last heel of bread.

“Mikel,” she whispered. “Your sister is gone.”

He looked at her with calm, dry eyes.

“I know.”

“You loved her.”

He chewed. Swallowed. “I remember.”

Years later, the official case study would call him the first documented example of Post-Umbra Emotional Thinning: a progressive reduction in fear, shame, attachment, and remorse following voluntary shadow sale.

But his mother called it what it was.

The market had not taken the boy’s shadow.

It had taken the boy who knew how to love.

And beneath Saint Orra’s Bridge, where the river carried soot toward the sea, thousands of jars began to whisper in a language no human ledger could record.

​

PART ONE: THE PRICE OF LIGHT
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A City That Sold Itself Piece by Piece

Nareth did not wake in the morning. It coughed itself conscious.

Smoke from the glassworks lowered over the rooftops before dawn, turning the sky the color of old wool. Chimney soot settled on window ledges, laundry lines, saints’ statues, wedding veils, and newborn faces. The river Edda, once silver in poems, now moved black and patient through the city, carrying dye, ash, grease, and the occasional body too poor for burial.

People said Nareth was built on trade.

Talia Vey knew better.

Nareth was built on hunger.

Hunger laid the bricks. Hunger hammered the iron bridges into place. Hunger bent men into factories, women into laundries, children into alleys, and old people into chairs by cold stoves where they whispered the names of meals they remembered from childhood.

At sixteen, Talia had known hunger in so many forms she could tell them apart by taste. There was the sharp hunger of missing breakfast, the slow hollow hunger of missing dinner, the dizzy bright hunger that made the edges of the world shimmer, and the deep animal hunger that made a person look at another person’s bread and think not please, but mine.

That morning, as bells rang sixth hour over the soot roofs, Talia stole two pears, one candle stub, and a paper packet of salt.

The pears came from old Hester Marn’s fruit barrow near the north steps of Saint Orra’s. Hester had one blind eye, one good ear, and a cane she used on children faster than guilt could reach them. Talia waited until a wagon spilled a crate of turnips into the mud. While Hester cursed the wagoner, Talia’s fingers moved.

One pear into the left pocket.

One into the sleeve.

Candle stub from the chapel tray while a priest sneezed.

Salt from a fishmonger’s counter because salt could make boiled weeds taste almost like soup.

Almost.

She slipped into Bonecut Alley, ducked behind hanging laundry stiff with frost, and leaned against the wall to catch her breath. The pears felt like treasure against her ribs.

A little boy with a shaved head watched her from a doorway.

“What?” Talia snapped.

“You stole those.”

“You saw nothing.”

“I saw pears.”

“You saw rich people dropping food into poor pockets because the saints softened their hearts.”

The boy considered this. “Saints don’t like you.”

“Most people don’t.”

“Are you going to eat both?”

Talia looked at him. He was maybe six. His coat had no buttons. His nose ran. He had a shadow, thin and faithful, crouched behind his heels.

She hated that she noticed.

She pulled the smaller pear from her sleeve and tossed it to him. “Run before I change my mind.”

He caught it badly, hugged it to his chest, and ran.

Talia watched him disappear into the fog, then cursed herself. Ren needed the pear more. Ren needed everything more.

Ren needed broth, medicine, blankets, a physician, clean air, a room without mold, a miracle, and a sister who did not give away stolen fruit to children with buttonless coats.

Ren needed money.

Talia had three copper pins, half a candle, a stolen packet of salt, and one pear.

She walked home through the district called Bellwaste, where the city’s broken bells were melted into coin. Men with leather aprons hauled cracked bronze into furnaces. The sound of metal breaking traveled through the streets like a giant chewing bones.

Every few steps, she passed advertisements pasted to walls:

SELL YOUR REFLECTION — KEEP YOUR FACE, LOSE YOUR VANITY.

DREAMS PURCHASED AT FAIR RATES. CHILDHOOD DREAMS FETCH PREMIUM PRICES.

VOCAL ESSENCE WANTED. SINGERS PAID DOUBLE.

MEMORY RELIEF FOR WIDOWS, VETERANS, AND THE HEARTBROKEN. DISCREET SERVICE.

And always, in smaller print at the bottom:

UMBRA EXCHANGE LICENSED BY THE CIVIC COUNCIL OF NARETH. SPIRITUAL COMMODITIES ARE NON-REFUNDABLE.

Talia passed them without looking too long.

Everyone looked, even those who pretended not to.

The markets had begun with reflections twenty years ago, when rich women discovered they could sell a reflection and never see age in the mirror again. Then came voices, dreams, memories, grief, shame, appetite, fear. Each year merchants found a new invisible thing poor people could live without until they could not.

Shadows were the oldest trade and the most feared.

Shadows were profitable because almost everyone had one.

Talia turned onto Mercy Lane, which had no mercy and was barely a lane. Their room sat above a shuttered cobbler, three floors up a staircase that smelled of cabbage water and rats.

She paused outside the door.

Ren was coughing again.

Each cough seemed to scrape him thinner.

Talia pressed her forehead to the wood and waited until the fit passed. She had learned to count his coughs the way some girls counted blessings.

One. Two. Three. Four.

Silence.

Then a breath.

Still alive.

She opened the door.

Ren lay under two blankets on the mattress near the wall. He was eleven but looked younger in sickness, all cheekbones and enormous eyes. His brown hair stuck damply to his forehead. Beside him, a cracked bowl held water gone gray from soot.

“You’re late,” he said.

“You’re dying dramatically. I thought I’d give you privacy.”

“I’m not dying.”

“No? Then stop practicing.”

He tried to laugh. It became a cough.

Talia crossed the room quickly, set the pear on the crate they used as a table, and helped him sit. His bones felt too close beneath the skin.

“Eat,” she said.

“You eat half.”

“I already ate.”

“You’re lying.”

“I lie beautifully. Respect the art.”

Ren’s smile faded as he noticed the blood on the cloth near his mouth. Talia noticed him notice. They both looked away.

The room contained little enough: mattress, crate, stove, basin, two cups, one spoon, and a wall where their mother had once drawn a sun in charcoal because Ren had asked what sunrise looked like from beyond the smoke.

Their mother had been dead three years.











































Interlude: From the Nareth Institute of Applied Optics
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