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Chapter I – The Fading Glow
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The first thing Aerin noticed was not the darkness.

Darkness had always existed.

Night fell every evening. Shadows stretched along stone paths. Lamps were lit, fires were stoked, and life continued as it always had.

What frightened him was something far more subtle.

The light felt... tired.

He stood at the edge of the wheat fields, where the village of Brindlewake slowly gave way to open land and rolling hills. The sky above was painted in shades of pale gold and soft blue, the kind of twilight that usually filled people with comfort.

Yet tonight, the glow seemed thinner. As if someone had brushed a hand across the sky and wiped away part of its warmth.

Aerin rested his fingers against the wooden fence and stared.

“I’m imagining things,” he murmured.

The words sounded weak even to his own ears.

Behind him, the village breathed in its usual rhythm.

Doors creaked open and shut. A cart rattled along the stone road. Somewhere, a child laughed. From the bakery near the square, the scent of warm bread drifted through the air, sweet and grounding.

Everything looked normal.

Everything felt wrong.

Aerin had grown up in Brindlewake, a small village nestled between low hills and shallow rivers. It was not famous. It did not appear in grand songs or heroic tales. Travelers rarely stopped there unless they were lost or tired.

But Brindlewake had one quiet miracle.

At night, tiny threads of light shimmered in the air.

They were not stars. Not fireflies.

They were called glowstrands—gentle ribbons of pale radiance that drifted lazily through streets, gardens, and fields. No one knew exactly where they came from. They had existed longer than memory itself.

Children chased them.

Elders smiled at them.

Farmers claimed crops grew better under their soft shine.

The glowstrands were part of life.

Until now.

Aerin watched as one floated past the fence.

It flickered.

Just once.

Then it dimmed.

His breath caught.

He had never seen a glowstrand flicker before.

Slowly, carefully, as if approaching a frightened animal, Aerin stepped closer. The light hovered at chest height, swaying gently.

“Hey,” he whispered, feeling foolish.

The glowstrand pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat struggling to stay steady.

A chill crept up his arms.

He lifted a hand.

The moment his fingers brushed the air near the light, something strange happened.

The world grew quiet.

Not silent.

Quiet.

The sounds of the village dulled, as though someone had wrapped them in thick cloth. The breeze slowed. Even his own breathing felt distant.

And then—

Aerin.

His name was not spoken aloud.

It existed inside his mind.

He stumbled back, nearly tripping over the uneven ground.

“I didn’t say anything,” he whispered.

The glowstrand drifted closer.

It was brighter now.

Not strong.

Not blazing.

But clearer.

Aerin.

His heart hammered.

“I’m not— I don’t—” He swallowed. “I don’t understand.”

The light pulsed again.

This time, a feeling followed.

Not words.

A feeling of sorrow.

Of longing.

Of something broken, reaching out in the dark.

Aerin pressed a hand to his chest.

“I’m just a farmer’s son,” he said. “You’ve got the wrong person.”

The glowstrand wavered.

For a brief, terrible moment, Aerin thought it might vanish.

Instead, it drifted upward, rising slowly into the deepening sky. Its light faded until it was no different from any other faint shimmer.

Sound rushed back all at once.

Wind rustled the wheat.

A dog barked in the distance.

Someone called a name from across the square.

Aerin stood alone at the fence, shaking.

He did not know how long he remained there.

Seconds.

Minutes.

Maybe longer.

All he knew was this:

Something had spoken to him.

And nothing in his life would ever feel simple again.

“Aerin!”

The voice belonged to his mother.

He turned.

She stood near the path that led back toward the village, a basket tucked under one arm. Her hair was tied back loosely, strands escaping to frame her tired but gentle face.

“Dinner’s getting cold,” she said. “You’ll miss it if you keep staring at the fields.”

“I was just... thinking,” Aerin replied.

She smiled the way parents do when they know their child is not telling the whole truth but choose not to push.

“Thinking can wait until after you eat.”

He nodded and walked toward her.

As they headed back, Aerin glanced once more at the sky.

The glowstrands still drifted above Brindlewake.

But now that he had noticed the weakness in their light, he could not unsee it.

They looked fragile.

Like candles in a gathering wind.

That night, Aerin dreamed of light.

Not the gentle glowstrands he had known all his life.

This light was vast.

It stretched across an endless valley, pouring from the sky like a silent river. Towers of crystal rose from the ground, catching the radiance and bending it into impossible colors.

In the center of the valley stood a massive tree.

Its trunk was wider than any castle tower. Its branches reached so high they vanished into brightness.

And within the light—

Something waited.

Not a monster.

Not a god.

Something older.

Something watching.

Aerin tried to move closer.

The ground beneath him cracked.

Dark lines spread like veins through the glowing earth.

The light trembled.

A voice, softer than breath, filled his mind.

The Vale is fading.

Aerin woke with a gasp.

Moonlight spilled through the small window beside his bed.

His room looked the same as it always had.

Wooden walls.

Simple shelves.

A narrow desk cluttered with scraps of paper and charcoal sketches.

Yet his hands were cold.

His heart still raced.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there, listening to the quiet of the house.

The dream clung to him like mist.

“The Vale is fading,” he whispered.

He did not know what the Vale was.

He did not know why the light had spoken to him.

He only knew one thing.

The glowstrands were changing.

And somehow—

So was he.

Morning arrived without ceremony.

No trumpet of birdsong.
No dramatic spill of gold across the sky.
Just a pale, hesitant light slipping through thin clouds.

Aerin lay awake long before his mother called his name.

He had not truly slept after the dream. Each time he closed his eyes, he saw the towering tree again, its branches dissolving into brightness, the dark cracks spreading beneath his feet.

The Vale is fading.

The words echoed softly in his thoughts, like a distant bell.

He rolled onto his side and stared at the wall.

“I don’t even know what you are,” he muttered.

Outside, Brindlewake was waking.

Footsteps on stone.

A bucket clanking against a well.

Someone coughing.

Ordinary sounds.

Comforting sounds.

They grounded him in a world that made sense.

Eventually, he forced himself out of bed.

Cold floorboards met his bare feet. He dressed slowly, pulling on worn trousers and a loose shirt that smelled faintly of hay and soap.

When he stepped into the main room, his mother was already there, pouring porridge into two wooden bowls.

“You look tired,” she said.

“I didn’t sleep well.”

She slid one bowl across the table toward him. “Dreams again?”

Aerin hesitated.

His mother had always known when something troubled him. It was one of her quiet talents.

“Yeah,” he said. “Strange ones.”

She sat across from him. “Do you want to talk about them?”

He stirred his porridge with a spoon, watching the steam rise and vanish.

If he told her about voices in the light, about a glowing valley and a fading world...

She would worry.

Or worse—

She would think he was losing his senses.

“I don’t really remember much,” he lied.

His mother studied him for a moment.

Then she nodded.

“Well,” she said gently, “if they come back, you tell me. Even strange dreams don’t have to be carried alone.”

Something in her words tightened his chest.

“I will,” he said.

They ate in near silence.

When they finished, his mother gathered the empty bowls.

“Your father wants you to help mend the fence by the south field today.”

“Okay.”

“And after that, could you take some bread to Elder Caelum?”

Aerin looked up.

“The old man by the river?”

She smiled. “He prefers being called a historian.”

“He prefers pretending he’s not old,” Aerin said.

She laughed softly. “Maybe. Still, he twisted his ankle last week. He can’t walk far.”

“I’ll go after the fence.”

“Thank you.”

Aerin nodded, though a small knot of unease formed in his stomach.

Elder Caelum was... unsettling.

Not in a frightening way.

More like a door left slightly open in a dark hallway.

The old man knew too many stories.

Stories about times before Brindlewake existed.

About glowing cities and vanished guardians.

About light that could think.

Aerin had always listened from a distance.

He had never expected to be sent to the source of those tales.

The south field fence took longer than expected.

Several posts had rotted through, and the wire sagged dangerously low. Aerin and his father worked in steady silence, replacing wood and tightening knots.

His father was a tall, broad-shouldered man with hands permanently roughened by labor. He did not speak much, but his presence was solid, like an old tree that had survived countless storms.

At one point, his father paused and looked toward the distant hills.

“Light’s not what it used to be,” he said.

Aerin nearly dropped the hammer.

“You’ve noticed?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

His father shrugged. “Hard not to. Nights feel... thinner.”

Aerin swallowed.

“So you think it’s real?”

His father glanced at him.

“I think the world changes whether we want it to or not.”

That was all he said.

But it was enough.

By midday, the fence stood straight and firm again.

Aerin wiped sweat from his brow and picked up the small cloth-wrapped loaf his mother had prepared.

“I’m heading to the river,” he said.

His father nodded. “Don’t linger too long.”

Aerin promised he wouldn’t.

He was lying.

The path to Elder Caelum’s home wound through tall grass and clusters of pale blue flowers that only bloomed near water.

The river itself was narrow but fast-moving, clear enough to see smooth stones beneath its surface.

Elder Caelum’s cottage stood a short distance from the bank, half-hidden by vines and crooked trees.

It looked as though it had grown there rather than been built.

Aerin hesitated at the door.

This is just bread, he told himself.

He knocked.

Silence.

He knocked again.

A shuffling sound came from inside.

Then the door creaked open.

Elder Caelum peered out.

He was thin, with long silver hair tied loosely at the nape of his neck and eyes the pale gray of distant clouds.

“Well,” the old man said. “If it isn’t the boy who listens more than he speaks.”

Aerin shifted awkwardly. “My mother sent bread.”

“Ah. A noble quest indeed.” Caelum opened the door wider. “Come in before the breeze steals the warmth from your bones.”

The cottage smelled of dried herbs, old parchment, and wood smoke.

Shelves lined every wall, stacked with scrolls, books, and objects Aerin could not identify.

Caelum lowered himself into a chair with a soft grunt.

“A twisted ankle is a humiliating thing,” he said. “Especially for someone who claims wisdom.”

Aerin handed him the bread. “My mother says healing takes time.”

“She is correct. Annoyingly so.”

Aerin smiled despite himself.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Caelum looked at him.

“You saw something last night.”

Aerin’s smile faded.

“I... what?”

Caelum’s gaze sharpened, though his voice remained calm.

“The light does not flicker for everyone.”

Aerin’s throat went dry.

“I didn’t say anything about—”

“You don’t need to,” Caelum interrupted gently.

The old man leaned forward.

“The world is beginning to whisper again.”

Aerin felt the ground shift beneath his understanding of reality.

“You’re saying I’m not imagining it.”

Caelum shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I’m saying you are hearing what most have forgotten how to hear.”

Aerin’s hands trembled.

“What does that mean?”

Caelum studied him as if weighing an invisible scale.

“It means,” he said slowly, “that your life is about to become very complicated.”

Aerin did not know what he had expected Elder Caelum to say.

Perhaps something dramatic.

Perhaps a long speech filled with prophecies and ancient names.

Instead, the old man simply watched him.

Quietly.

Patiently.

The silence pressed against Aerin’s ears.

“Complicated how?” Aerin finally asked.

Caelum reached for a small kettle resting near the hearth. With careful movements, he poured steaming water into two chipped cups.

“Sit,” he said.

Aerin obeyed.

Caelum slid one cup toward him. The liquid smelled faintly of mint and something earthy.

“Drink,” Caelum added. “It helps steady the nerves.”

Aerin wrapped his hands around the warm cup. The heat seeped into his palms, grounding him.

“I’m just a farmer’s son,” Aerin said again, as if repeating it might make it true enough to protect him. “I don’t know spells. I don’t know ancient languages. I don’t even know how to use a sword.”

Caelum’s lips curved slightly.

“Good.”

Aerin blinked. “Good?”

“Those who seek power tend to break under its weight,” Caelum said. “Those who stumble into it by accident are far more interesting.”

Aerin did not find that comforting.

Caelum took a slow sip of his tea.

“Long before Brindlewake existed,” the old man began, “this world was guided by what were called the Luminous Guardians.”

Aerin leaned forward despite himself.

“They were not kings,” Caelum continued. “Not gods. Not rulers in the way people imagine.”

“Then what were they?”

“Listeners.”

Aerin frowned.

“They could hear the heartbeat of the world,” Caelum said. “The movement of rivers beneath stone. The growth of roots in the dark. The slow breathing of mountains. And yes—”

He tapped the side of his cup.

“The voice of light.”

Aerin’s chest tightened.

“The Guardians kept the balance,” Caelum said. “When darkness grew too heavy, they eased it. When light grew too fierce, they softened it. Not by force. By understanding.”

“Where are they now?”

Caelum’s gaze drifted toward the small window, where sunlight filtered weakly through dusty glass.

“Gone,” he said.

“Dead?”

“Some. Perhaps. Others may simply have... faded.”

Aerin thought of the flickering glowstrand.

Of the thinning light in the sky.

“Like what’s happening now,” he whispered.

Caelum nodded.

“For centuries, the world has been quiet. Too quiet. People stopped listening. They stopped believing they needed to.”

“So the balance is breaking.”

“Yes.”

Aerin’s fingers tightened around the cup.

“What does any of this have to do with me?”

Caelum turned back to him.

“Last night,” the old man said, “did you hear a voice?”

Aerin hesitated.

Then he nodded.

“It said my name.”

Caelum closed his eyes briefly.

“That is the first sign.”

“Of what?”

“That you carry an echo.”

Aerin stared.

“An echo of a Guardian,” Caelum clarified. “Not their memories. Not their power. Just... the doorway.”

“A doorway to what?”

Caelum opened his eyes.

“To listening.”

Aerin shook his head.

“No. I don’t want this. You’ve got it wrong.”

“That is also common,” Caelum said calmly.

Aerin stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor.

“You’re talking about ancient legends like they’re real. Like they’re my problem.”

“They are real,” Caelum said.

“And they’re not my problem,” Aerin snapped.

Caelum did not raise his voice.

“Whether you want them to be or not.”

The words landed heavily between them.

Aerin looked away.

“I didn’t ask for this.”

“No one ever does.”

Silence returned.

This one felt heavier than before.

Finally, Aerin spoke.

“If I... if I really can hear this... voice...”

“Yes?”

“Can you teach me to make it stop?”

Caelum studied him for a long moment.

“Perhaps,” he said.

Hope flared weakly in Aerin’s chest.

“But I suspect,” Caelum continued, “what you truly need to learn is how to listen without breaking.”

Aerin exhaled shakily.

“That doesn’t sound easier.”

“It isn’t.”

Of course it wasn’t.

When Aerin finally left the cottage, the sun was already drifting toward the western hills.

The path back to Brindlewake felt different.

Not physically.

But emotionally.

Every rustle of grass seemed louder.

Every glimmer of light seemed more fragile.

He paused near the river and knelt, dipping his fingers into the cool water.

The surface rippled.

For a brief moment, he imagined he could feel something beneath the current.

Not a creature.

Not a presence.

A rhythm.

Slow.

Steady.

Like a distant heartbeat.

He pulled his hand back quickly.

“I’m not ready,” he whispered.

The water offered no answer.

That evening, as darkness settled over Brindlewake, Aerin stood outside his home.

Glowstrands drifted through the air as they always had.

Beautiful.

Gentle.

But now he could see it clearly.

They were fewer.

Not by much.

Enough to notice.

Enough to fear.

One glowstrand floated toward him.

It hovered at eye level.

It did not flicker this time.

It did not speak.

But Aerin felt something all the same.

Not sorrow.

Not urgency.

A quiet awareness.

As if the light simply wanted him to know it was there.

Aerin swallowed.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” he said softly.

The glowstrand pulsed once.

Aerin did not know if that meant yes.

Or no.

Or nothing at all.

But for the first time since the night before, he did not step away.

He stood.

He breathed.

He listened.

And somewhere deep inside him, something fragile began to awaken.

Sleep came slowly that night.

Not because Aerin was afraid.

Not exactly.

Fear was loud.

What he felt was quieter.

He lay on his back, staring at the wooden ceiling, listening to the gentle creaks of the house as it settled.

The glowstrand he had watched earlier still lingered in his thoughts.

It had not spoken.

It had not demanded.

It had simply existed with him.

That, somehow, unsettled him more than a voice ever could.

When he finally drifted into sleep, there were no vast valleys or towering trees.

Only darkness.

And within it—

A faint, steady glow.

Aerin stood in a wide, empty space.

No ground.

No sky.

Just a soft gray expanse that seemed to stretch forever.

In front of him hovered a single point of light.

Small.

Unassuming.

Alive.

He took a step toward it.

Nothing happened.

Another step.

The light pulsed.

Not brighter.

Not dimmer.

Just... present.

“Are you the Vale?” Aerin asked.

The light did not answer.

“Are you the voice?”

Silence.

Aerin swallowed.

“I don’t know what you want from me.”

The light drifted closer.

Not into his space.

Not invading.

Just near enough to be noticed.

A feeling washed over him.

Not images.

Not words.

A memory that was not his.

A figure kneeling beside a river, hands submerged in glowing water.

A group of people standing in a circle, eyes closed, breathing in unison.

A child crying.

Another hand reaching out to comfort them.

Aerin gasped.

The images vanished.

He staggered, dropping to his knees even though there was no ground.

“You’re not showing me power,” he whispered.

The light
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