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    For those who wait in silence, whose hours are devoured without notice— May your voices rise, your shadows return, and your time be your own again.


    



  	
        
            
            "They do not steal with teeth or claws. They steal with systems, with silence, with forgetting." — Time-Eaters
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Chapter One: The Queue of Shadows
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I stood in line again, the sun burning my neck, the air heavy with sweat and impatience. The queue stretched like a serpent across the courtyard, winding toward the municipal office where clerks sat behind their desks, unmoving, unhurried.

At first, I thought it was ordinary inefficiency—the same delays we had suffered all our lives. But then I noticed something strange.

The shadows of the people in line were growing longer, darker, heavier. A mother clutching her child seemed to sag as her shadow thickened beneath her feet. An old man leaned on his cane, his shadow stretching unnaturally, as if it carried the weight of his wasted hours.

I looked down and saw my own shadow swelling, pulling at me like a chain.

When I reached the counter, the clerk did not look at me. His eyes were glazed, his movements slow, deliberate. He flipped through my papers, sighed, and said, “Missing one requirement. Come back tomorrow.”

But as he spoke, I saw his lips curl faintly, as if savoring something unseen. And then I understood: every wasted hour was not lost, it was consumed.

The clerks were not merely inefficient. They were feeding.

Behind them, I glimpsed the officials in their offices, bloated and pale, their bodies swollen with stolen hours. They sat like kings, nourished by our waiting, sustained by our suffering.

I staggered back, clutching my folder, my shadow dragging behind me like a corpse. The line moved forward, another offering to the ritual.

That night, I lay awake, haunted by the truth. The queues were not accidents. They were altars. And the officials were not men—they were Time-Eaters, devouring our lives one wasted hour at a time.
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Chapter Two: Whispers of Hunger
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The next day, I returned to the municipal office, though my legs felt heavy, as if my shadow itself resisted the journey. The line was already long, curling like a serpent across the courtyard.

I noticed something I had missed before. People were whispering—not about requirements or missing papers, but about the strange weight pressing on them.

A mother muttered to another, “Do you feel it? As if the waiting drains you?”
The other nodded, clutching her child. “Yes. My boy grows tired too quickly. It is as if the hours are being eaten.”
The word struck me: eaten.

I looked around. The shadows of the people in line stretched unnaturally, thick and heavy, as if they were being pulled toward the building itself. The clerks inside moved slowly, deliberately, their eyes glazed, their lips twitching faintly as though savoring something unseen.

One old man collapsed in the heat. His shadow did not fall with him, it slid forward, drawn into the office like smoke. The clerk at the counter inhaled sharply, his face momentarily flushed with color, before returning to his sluggish pace.

I felt a chill. This was no accident. The waiting was not inefficient, it was ritual.

Later, outside the office, I gathered with a few neighbors under the mango tree. We spoke in hushed tones; afraid the walls themselves might be listening.

“They feed on us,” I said. “Every wasted hour, every delay—it is not lost. It is consumed.”

The others stared at me, some in disbelief, others with fear. But one mother whispered, “I have felt it too. My child grows weaker each time we wait. It is as if something is stealing his youth.”

The old man who had collapsed earlier joined us, his voice trembling. “I saw my shadow pulled away. I swear it was taken. They are not men—they are something else.”

Silence fell. We all knew the truth, though none of us wanted to speak it aloud.

That night, I lay awake, haunted by the whispers. The officials were not merely clerks. They were Time-Eaters, devouring our hours, our lives, our futures.

And for the first time, I realized: if they fed up with our time, then resisting them meant more than survival. It meant reclaiming the very essence of life itself.
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Chapter Three: The Ledger of Hours
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The whispers of hunger haunted me. Each queue felt heavier, each shadow darker. I began to watch the clerks more closely, their movements slow, their eyes glazed, their lips twitching faintly as if savoring invisible morsels.

One evening, I lingered near the municipal office after closing. The guards had gone, the doors locked, but through a cracked window I saw something that froze me.

Inside, the officials gathered around a great book. Its cover was blackened, its pages thick and glowing faintly, as if alive. They turned the pages slowly, and with each turn I heard a sound—like the ticking of a clock, but deeper, heavier, as if time itself was being counted.

I pressed closer, straining to see. On the pages were names of citizens, written in ink that shimmered like shadows. Beside each name there were numbers: hours, days, weeks. The officials traced the entries with their fingers; their faces flushed with satisfaction.

It was a ledger. A record of every wasted hour.

I realized then that the queues were not accidents. They were offerings. Each delay, each repeated requirement, each day lost in line was carefully recorded, harvested, and consumed.

The officials were not merely men. They were priests of a ritual, guardians of the Ledger of Hours. And the clerks were their feeders, siphoning shadows into the book.

I stumbled back, my heart pounding. The truth was too vast, too terrible. Our lives were not only being wasted, but they were also being devoured, catalogued
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