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Sarah Yhann Presents: 
I am the Shadow 

A Short Story  
 

 
 
It starts like this: A warning. Just one. The bells ring and you know what you have to do, you 

have to go. There are specific places for each person, carefully chosen by the People. The alarms mean 
noxious gas or some other deadly thing is loose and we need to get inside the domes because In is safe 
and Out is not, easy as that. But there is something else, another option: Above. It’s unknown and 
therefore dangerous but it calls to me. So that’s where I go.   
 
 
I am nothing. They say it to me so I’ll believe it but I don’t because I know where I came from. I don’t 
belong here in this dark, dark underground where the people live like moles under glass roofs and false 
light. My skin is dark and it needs the sun—I need the sun—because I belong to the world that used to 
exist.  
 My creators are gone. I didn’t know them but I know they did something wrong and that’s why 
I’m different. Brown eyes, brown skin unlike the pale People. I am other, maybe not even human. From 
years and years in school, I suppose they might have told me what it means to not look the same or think 
the same. After a while though, you sort of figure it out on your own. Sameness is comfort and it’s easy to 
understand. All the People have given in to the will of the People. It’s something called a democracy 
where everyone decides and long ago it worked; now it’s blind conformity.  

The People don’t see it that way simply because they all see things the same and if one agrees 
they all do. And it’s not because they are stupid, but they are complacent and they can live down here. I 
can’t.   

There are others out there like me. I see them sometimes. They shake their heads and mutter 
under their breath and when they joke, it’s wry humor that most People can’t understand. I laugh, loudly. 
Since they already know I’m strange I have nothing left to hide. When I do I can see the recognition in 
their eyes. They see me and they see themselves. Our different makes us similar, but never the same the 
way the People are all the same. 

Of course there is still variation. Some are tall, some are short. Not many, but a few, are fat with 
jiggling arms that look grotesque as they bend over to harvest and plant. Usually we come middling 
height, murky eyed, pale skinned and with a thatch of shocking hair— either bright, bright red or tresses 
blonde enough to be white. Brown is strange, black unheard of.  

I read a book once, a pretentious thing that said at one point the entire world would be dinky 
shade of beige with brown eyes and brown hair. Mud people. That’s how they imagined us of the future.  

Well, they were wrong.  
They never saw the bombs falling so many years ago even the most ancient Ancients have lost 

count.    
They never imagined the underground as a final refuge against a toxic world. They never 

imagined synthetic suns and starless nights. The domes above, the musty tunnels, the ruling People, the 
People around me, the new food that grows where no life should be, the fall of seasons, the lack of rain, 
the air that’s been breathed a thousand times and recycled to be used a thousand more until the next 
batch is brought in. All of this—impossible to them. And here we are.  

Days start when the rooster crows. It’s not a real rooster. I’ve never seen one; nobody has because 
animals are a thing of the past. They took up to much air and didn’t really offer anything in return. It was 
said that the first People had a great feast upon realizing this, and then never again.  

So the false-rooster starts screaming because that’s what rooster crows really sound like, screams, 
and everyone gets up. We sleep in large chambers, sort of like these long-house things that one of the 
Pure and Ancient races claim their families used to sleep in a thousand years ago. Except those were 
made out of wood and these are made out of chemicals and everything is stiff and cold. 
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 By the time we all roll out of bed the rooster has stopped and everyone’s standing around 
blinking, trying to escape from their dreams. It’s normal for dreams to be very vivid here. I heard a 
scientist claim that it’s our mind trying to tell us something, a story I guess. Most people dream of 
subdued things, dark shades of green, dappled light, raindrops on a window pain. They’re dreaming of a 
lost world, one that’s beyond even Outside. They dream of true nature, of the wild.  

The People say it doesn’t exist, but that’s because they’ve never tried.  
Heads cleared, we go down for breakfast where we sit on long benches, all the women on one 

side of the room, all the men on the other.  It’s not by force or anything. Somebody probably started it 
long ago and we’re people of habit who don’t like change.  

It’s a gruel we’re served usually. Something created by the scientists to give us everything we 
need to work hard and live long. The scientists are brilliant and it works. The Ancients have been living 
for so long even they don’t remember exactly how much. Most people, of course, don’t make it to that age 
but they do well enough. My kind of people definitely don’t and everyone skirts around that fact as if it 
doesn’t exist.  It’s amazing, really, what we pretend to believe to forget the truth.  

On the day when it starts, the gruel isn’t any better or worse than usual and I’m spooning it into 
my mouth, in tune with all the others, and then my eyes decide to roam the room instead of keeping to 
myself like they should, like everyone else’s do, and I notice something. There’s an empty spot on the 
women’s side and it strikes me as odd because there haven’t been any deaths. We’re all too young for 
that.  

My eyes flit to the door looking for someone to enter and ease the anxiety change causes but it 
doesn’t open and nobody comes in. I toss my worries aside and finish eating. Ignorance is bliss they say 
and I’m not in the mood for much else.  

We trudge out the doors afterwards, like we always do, heading outside the dome for a few 
hours while we harvest the altered food that can handle life outside the domes. There are a few tunnels 
we have to pass through. Then we enter our change area where we shed the sleep clothes we’ve been 
wearing up until now and put on our work suits which consist of one plain white shirt and jeans tucked 
into high boots. The plants are small so we look for them barehanded and tooless.  

From there we head out into the dank caverns. There’s no way to explain it unless you’ve been in 
there but what matters is that you never want to be different enough or dumb enough to end up as a 
harvester because it’s the worst job in the history of life. It’s dark and hot and searching for the little 
glowing tubers is hard work and tedious. Your hands come out caked in something—not dirt— and you 
end up smelling a little chemical.  

We’re maybe half a day’s work through when the alarm goes off. There have been drills to test us 
about this sort of thing before. Today is not a drill day though and while everyone acts like a dumb 
trained animal, following the orders embedded since birth to go to their place, I realize that I have been 
handed something I have never had before: an opportunity.  

It becomes a game, pretending to follow the others back to the changing room. And then, in that 
brief moment between the dome and the world beyond I slip out of the crowd and run away. And to my 
surprise, nobody follows. In the end, I think it’s maybe because they don’t care. I am, after all, going to 
die soon. 
 
 
There have been ones like me before. Ones daring enough to try and test their luck against the Outside. 
They do as I do, taking a chance, leaving the same way and finding themselves somewhere they never 
imagined they could be.  
 I’m not sure exactly where I am going. I know there are other domes I could enter. I could try life 
differently, as a scientist maybe. Or a healer. Or one of the People and call the shots. But I can’t see the 
point of leaving to go back into the same thing you ran away from so I keep going. Running through the 
forests of giant rocks and underground rivers in this weird cavern we call home. It’s been the cradle of 
life for a long, long time. But like the others before me, I am done with it.  
 Soldiers won’t chase me because they know I won’t survive. Maybe a part of me knows that too, 
but I keep going. For hours it seems. I’m young and I’m fit and harvesting has at least made me strong. 
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And I’m clever too. I know that there has to be a place that leads to the real Outside, the Above, because 
matter cannot be created or destroyed, only changed and all that air we breathe has to come from 
somewhere and it can’t be those pathetic plants because there isn’t a single green thing about them.  
 So I keep going. Until my lungs feel like rocks and my head is spinning. I fall to the ground and 
let the damp earth soak into me and I give it my sweat in return. I breathe heavy. Everything else around 
me is silent. Even the alarms have stopped.  
 Their absence makes me wonder why they even started ringing. There’s such a thing when you 
realize something and it’s called dawning, a word we don’t use because dawn doesn’t exist anymore but it 
comes me, this moment when it dawns on me and I realize that the alarm doesn’t have a reason behind it 
this time. It was pulled by accident on purpose. And it’s in that very same moment when I figure out that 
I’m not alone. 
 
 
She comes up behind me like I imagine a snake would. Quiet. Deadly. I’m tired, though, and in no mood 
to fight so I roll onto my back, hands behind my head and look like I knew she was coming from miles 
away.  
 “So,” I say. It comes out a bit of a rasp; I’m thirsty. 
 She stands over me, holding a lightstick, dark hair flopping about her shoulders. It takes a second 
for it to register but when it does, I’m scrambling to my feet in shock. “You’re—” 
 “Like me,” she says, just as breathless by the revelation. We stare at each other. Not a pale cell in 
sight. Brown eyes. Brown skin. And probably brown thoughts in her head too.  
 “We’re different,” I say, sticking out my hand. “So we should stick together.” And just like that, I 
have an ally. 
 We get to talking as we walk. I ask her questions, lots of why questions. Her answers are sparse 
but I know enough about myself to fill in the holes she leaves. “It isn’t right,” she says. “The way we live 
isn’t natural. I thought maybe if we had a chance to run, we’d take it.” She looks up at me, shining the 
brightstick in my face. I shield my eyes. 
 “I took it.” 
 “I know.” 
 Time passes and I know it must be getting close to sleep hours because I start getting drowsy and 
the cavern dims as the domes shift their light down for the night. She won’t let us stop though. I ask her 
where we’re headed and all she says is up. We’re walking on a flat plane, probably going in circles. Still, I 
trust her because she started this and most people who start a plan intend to finish it.  
 A day goes by. Maybe two. I’m tired as I’ve ever been though she seems fine. The brightstick is 
running low on light so we don’t see the dome coming until I’ve walked right into it.  
 As I stumble back, rubbing my nose, she begins to do a little victory dance. “This is it!” she cries.  
 I look around and it seems like my dome, just glass and buildings inside and some soldiers 
patrolling the night. But in the dim light I can make it out, the tall building built from real stone and 
wood, towering above everything, absolutely beautiful in its ancientness.  
 “The People’s Palace.” It’s a statement. Said without a breathe of awe. Not even widened eyes. Or 
a dropped jaw. I look back at her.  
 “Were you expecting this?” I ask. 
 She shrugs. “The People control us, so they must control the system. Air has to come from Above 
and if Above is close to anything down here, I thought it might be this dome.” 
 “You really have this all planned out, don’t you?” 
 She shrugs again. “I like order. Sometime in the morning the workers will come out to collect the 
harvests of the other domes. When they come back inside, we will too.” 
 It’s a simple enough plan. We sit just beyond the entrance and watch the cavern begin to glow as 
the domes come to life. It’s strange, sort of ethereal. I read once that the human cities used to have 
buildings that touched the sky, that their machines could fly, that their people could talk to each other 
from a thousand miles away. What would they think of us now, living underground like sewer rats? For 
the first time, I am more than just desperate to go Above. I am ashamed for the greatness we have lost.
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 Hours pass. My stomach growls and I have no food to give it. After a while without food you 
figure out that if you ignore it long enough the hunger goes away, so I swallow and in a few minutes it 
stops as if I had gobbled up a feast. I am hoping security here will be lax, not that there is much space 
leftover for criminal activity in this world. It’s one of those things that is simply not done.  
 Middayish our patience is finally rewarded. With a characteristic hiss the door of the dome slides 
open and self-driven carts fly inside. We are quick to follow them. As soon as we’ve passed through, the 
door shuts and I blink, startled to be standing in bright light for the first time in days.  
 She pulls at my shirt, tossing the now-dead brightstick aside and corralling me into an alleyway. 
“What now?” I ask, rubbing at my eyes.  
 “We go to the People’s Palace,” she replies as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. Which 
maybe it is. The People’s Palace is huge. It’s foreign. And most importantly, it reaches up, higher than 
any other building. The People’s Palace towers touch the dome roof; all the domes graze against the 
cavern ceiling. Up is out, so up is where we have to go. 
 She leads me through the streets with the precision of someone who has done this before— or is 
at least a very meticulous planner. In no time at all we are huddling behind a collection of buildings, 
panting a little because we moved so fast. Between breathes, I manage to get a word out: “How?” 
 She looks at me and I know she knows what I am asking. How does she move around this world 
of ours with such ease? This dome, so like the others, may as well be the other side of the universe for all I 
know about it. My life has been sheltered, and what I know besides my simple work I learned from 
books. You might think the People would want to hide knowledge from us, keep us in the dark. But no, 
they let us read, as much as we want. Order keeps us sane; on the inside, I think they are hoping for a 
way out too. I think they’re just waiting for someone brave enough to make the first move. I never 
thought it would be me.        
 Our eyes meet and she begins to answer. “I—” 
 Perhaps she would have told me the whole story. How she, like me, came into this world by 
some strange happenstance, an accidental mixture of thought-lost genes, for which both our creators 
were inevitably punished. How she felt like it was her destiny to do something, liberate the people, bring 
in a new era. How she spent hours poring over books and maps. How she escaped. Missed breakfast. 
Pulled the alarm. Gave the People a chance they didn’t take. How she found me.  

It might have all come out, but then I waved my hand and silenced her. What did it matter 
really? We were here, and we had things to do.  

Understanding me as I knew she would we begin a slow walk to the People’s Palace. There aren’t 
many people about. Probably because this is a government dome and it would mostly be paper work and 
indoor things anyways. So we go unnoticed.  

Up the steps, pushing open the heavy doors, creeping around corners, following our noses for 
something chemical, a sure sign of whatever technology is bringing the air in. It’s quite easy. Maybe too 
easy. Maybe what they’ve always wanted us to do.  

We find a door; from behind it leaks a scent that smells like home-dome. Not the smoky woodsy 
air here. It’s something stiff and man-made. We look around but still see no one. Together, we push the 
door open. It creaks in a way things don’t usually do. In an old world sort of way.  

Inside is dank and harsh metal glares at us from every angle. The lights are low and there’s a 
fiery tone to everything, which might sound cozy but is actually quite menacing. It’s ridiculously warm 
inside. I can feel myself sweating through my thin work clothes already and it’s gross.  She doesn’t look 
much better.  

There’s a long set of stairs leading from where we stand to a huge tube that stretches up, up and 
out.  

The air shaft.  
It’s wide. Fatter than all the fat people strung in a circle. Bigger on scale than the drawings of the 

ancient trees that the real outside used to have. It’s so enormous that I understand now why there was 
nobody in this building and it’s because this vent is the building, almost all of it. This is our lifeline. Our 
escape.  
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 “Look,” she says from beside me. Her pointing finger guides my eye to a set of rungs going all 
the way up. I squint and can make out what seems like a hatch. We could climb it. Easily. The cavern roof 
isn’t that high and our path through the People’s Palace has already taken us quite a bit of the way.  
 We start on the stairs and it takes fifteen minutes of jogging to get through them all. My stomach 
is clenching and unclenching painfully, begging me for something more than air. I lean against the rail, 
gasping for breath. My mouth feels like a desert, all dry and not a drop of moisture in sight.  
 “Come on,” she says, already approaching the metal rungs. Before she can take another step, 
though, we are surrounded.  
 Men in black uniforms pop out at us from every crack. The People. Had they been here the entire 
time? I wouldn’t know. My heaving breathing probably drowned them out. She backs up closer to me 
and I move in front of her as protectively as I can though I get the feeling in my condition she is the one 
protecting me.  

One among them steps forward. He is easily the tallest and most imposing. And strangely 
enough, he is like us, like me and her, but even rarer. Shadow-black hair coils around his face and skin 
darker than my own covers his body. His eyes are piercing orbs, and brown as the earth we live in.  

“I never thought this day would come,” he says. His voice is raspy and in a way makes him seem 
as ancient as this building. “Or that it would be in so few numbers.” 

She speaks up, shrill words flying from her mouth. “You cannot stop us! We have broken no 
laws. We have every right to seek another world.” 
 “Yes,” the man says. “You do. Like me, you cannot survive down here. We create people to 
sustain life, and every once in a while, a mistake is made. I have received enough pitying looks to know 
what you must have gone through. It isn’t easy, standing out. Especially when it means eminent death.” 
 I push her behind me and look the man in the eyes. I know exactly what he means. I am dying, 
she is dying and he is too. We all are, but for the ones like us it’s faster because we need the sun—the real 
sun— more than the others to survive. It’s something chemical. It’s something instinctual. Call it what 
you like, but at this moment I understand that they have created a world simply so that the bravest will 
leave it in hopes of better things and one day the rest of the People will follow. 
 “Then we will pass,” I say. My voice doesn’t waver and the man looks impressed. 
 “Our hopes go with you. May you be the last to escape and the first to survive. I pray one day we 
may join you.” 
 I nod my head and he reaches inside his uniform, pulling out a long thin box. It’s wooden, an 
antique. “The future,” he says, handing it me, “is yours.” 
 I take the box, nodding again. The men part to let us through and I take her by the hand and 
guide her to the rungs alongside the tube. We climb quickly, both determined not to look down. Partially 
because we are so high up, and partially because we are afraid that we will want to turn back. 
 The top comes and I’m out of breath. She, ahead of me, unscrews the little hatch beside the tube 
that will take us out. And not just out of the dome, but really out. For the first time. Ever. 
 She scrambles into the Above; I follow. The hatch closes behind us with a creak and a sigh. We 
stand. I look up. It’s there and it’s real, spread around me, a world unbelievable and impossible but it’s 
what I see and my eyes start to sting, it’s just so beautiful. Something blows my hair around my face and 
whooshes in my ears. Something bites at me, making my skin bump up all funny. Some things glitter far 
above and even though it’s dark it’s bright.          
 I’ve read a lot but I see now that I know nothing. I wipe the tears away. I open the box. Inside, in 
a bed of deep rich healthy earth, the kind we have ever only dreamed of, is a seed and it doesn’t glow like 
the ones we plant and harvest. We are at the edge of something, and my body feels small; I am alive, but 
a piece, a shadow in a world of wonder. I close the box, and let a feeling I have no name for wash over me 
and I hear her sigh beside me.  
 Her hand finds mine.  

I hold it tight. 
I close my eyes.  
I breathe.        

                      


