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1.  ​​​​​The Boy with the Shadowmark
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The village of Gloamridge lay curled in the valley like a sleeping beast, its crooked rooftops and narrow alleys swallowed often by the low-hanging mists drifting down from the Mistwood Forest. Even in the brightest hours of day, the sunlight seemed hesitant, spilling in thin golden streams through the fog, leaving most of the streets in perpetual shadow. Children ran along cobblestone lanes, their laughter echoing unevenly, like fragments of music missing notes. Villagers went about their chores, moving quietly and carefully, for Gloamridge had long learned that the shadows were never empty.

Eryndor Veylan walked briskly, his boots clicking on the worn stones. The leather of his cloak creaked as he tugged it tighter against the morning chill. Beneath the cuff of his sleeve, a crescent-shaped mark pulsed faintly, black as obsidian, etched into the inside of his wrist. It had always been there, though it revealed itself only at certain moments-moments that seemed to breathe with significance. Today, it throbbed warmly, and the air around him felt heavier, charged.

Eryndor tugged his sleeve down. “It’s nothing,” he whispered to himself, though the words tasted false. Shadows along the alley edges seemed to stir, curling toward him like silent fingers reaching from the corners of the mist.

The streets were already alive with the Day of Shadows festival, an age-old celebration whose origins had been forgotten, though the villagers insisted it kept the balance between light and dark. Lanterns of crimson and gold swayed from crooked posts, casting pools of warmth on the damp stone. Vendors called out their wares: jars of honey glinting like captured sunlight, herbs bundled in fragrant green sprigs, trinkets carved from bone and wood. The smells mingled: roasted meats, burning candles, freshly baked bread.

Kaelor, his closest friend, waved from a stall overflowing with colorful cloth. “Eryndor! Finally!” he shouted, striding toward him.

“I-sorry, I lost track of time,” Eryndor said, forcing a smile. He tried to ignore the pulsing warmth beneath his sleeve.

Kaelor’s gaze fell to his wrist. His frown deepened. “What... is that?”

“Nothing,” Eryndor said quickly. “Just a scratch.”

Kaelor hesitated but didn’t press, though Eryndor could see the suspicion flickering in his eyes. The mark burned hotter. He yanked his sleeve down again, heart racing.

The festival had grown louder as the morning wore on. Lanterns swayed overhead, their golden light bouncing off the cobblestones and casting flickering shadows that seemed alive. Stalls lined the square, each a riot of color and sound. A fruit vendor shouted over the crowd, tossing shiny red apples into the air and catching them with a practiced flourish. Children reached for the treats, squealing in delight.

Eryndor tried to focus on the mundane - the smells of roasting meats, the buzz of merchants, the laughter of friends - but he couldn’t. The mark on his wrist burned steadily, a slow, insistent thrum, as if it were syncing to some hidden rhythm in the world around him.

Kaelor pulled him toward a small ring of performers - jugglers tossing fire, dancers spinning with ribbons that left trails of shimmering light. Eryndor barely noticed the spectacle; his eyes kept darting to the edges of the square, to where shadows pooled unnaturally beneath overhanging rooftops. Something moved there. He knew it.

A sudden gust of wind swept through the village. Lanterns swung violently, almost toppling their posts. The fire-juggling performer faltered, sending a small flame skittering across the stones. Children screamed, stepping back. Eryndor felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. Shadows bent unnaturally toward the flame, stretching across the square like living ribbons.

“Eryndor, what is it?” Kaelor’s voice was tight with worry.

“I... I don’t know,” Eryndor whispered. He looked down at his wrist. The eclipse mark now glowed faintly, black and liquid, almost like ink bleeding beneath his skin. He felt it pulse violently, as if warning him.

Then it happened. The shadows leapt. A black tendril, thin and smoke-like, shot from the darkness near the fountain. It twisted toward a small girl, giggling as she chased a ribbon. Time slowed. Eryndor’s pulse surged, and without thinking, he extended his wrist. A streak of shadowfire erupted from the mark, striking the tendril. It recoiled with a hiss, retreating into the mist.

The villagers barely noticed. The festival continued as if nothing had happened. But Eryndor’s heart pounded like a drum in his chest. Something was watching, testing him.

Kaelor grabbed his arm. “Did you see that?” he whispered.

“Yes,” Eryndor said, trembling. “I... I can’t explain it.”

He knew then that Gloamridge was no longer safe. The shadows that had always lingered at the edges of the village were stirring, drawn to him. And the mark was awakening.

To distract himself, Eryndor wandered further into the festival, noticing every detail. Elder women sold charms woven from black thread and silver beads, claiming they protected against wandering shadows. Children played Shadow Dance, hopping across squares painted with intricate moon patterns. Musicians played haunting tunes on flutes and drums, the notes echoing in the narrow alleys and giving the mist an eerie, almost musical pulse.

Eryndor paused by a fountain carved from obsidian, the water black and still. The surface rippled without wind. He leaned closer, heart hammering, and saw his own reflection-but it moved independently of him. The eyes staring back were darker, almost glimmering with shadow. He jerked back.

“Eryndor! Stop daydreaming!” Kaelor’s voice snapped him out of it. He looked at his friend’s worried expression and forced a smile. “I’m fine,” he said, though the mark burned hotter than ever.

Everywhere he turned, he noticed small irregularities. Lanterns flickered, their flames bending unnaturally. Shadows twisted in impossible shapes, sometimes forming letters, sometimes faces that vanished when he blinked. The festival’s cheerful chaos was masking something sinister.

As night fell, the festival reached its climax. The villagers gathered around a massive bonfire at the edge of the square. Flames licked the night sky, and shadows stretched long and thin across the cobblestones. Elders raised their staffs, chanting in a tongue older than memory. The wind carried the words, weaving them through the mist, brushing against Eryndor’s skin like whispers.

The eclipse mark on his wrist flared suddenly, black fire radiating beneath his skin. He felt drawn toward the bonfire, as if it were calling him. Every instinct screamed to run, yet he stepped forward, drawn by something ancient and unknowable.

Then, from the edge of the forest, a figure emerged. Tall, cloaked in shadows, with a hood that swallowed its face. The villagers did not notice. The flames and chants obscured it from their eyes. Only Eryndor could feel its presence.

“You’ve awakened,” the figure said, voice soft yet chilling. “The mark chooses its bearer carefully. You are... chosen.”

Eryndor swallowed, his throat dry. “Chosen... for what?”

“To walk a path you cannot yet see,” the figure replied. “To survive, you must leave Gloamridge before the next moon rises. Darkness will follow, and you must be ready.”

Before he could respond, the figure melted into the mist, leaving only the whisper of its words behind. The eclipse mark pulsed violently, black and liquid, almost alive. Eryndor’s heart raced. He realized, fully and irrevocably, that his life had changed forever.

The festival lights danced, shadows twisted, and somewhere deep in the Mistwood, something ancient stirred.

Eryndor clenched his fists. He didn’t yet understand what awaited him. But he knew he could never remain in Gloamridge again.
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​​1.1 School of Lanternstone Hill
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The morning mist lay low over the rooftops of Gloamridge like a shroud of silvered cotton, a soft haze that blurred the edges of chimneys, lantern poles, and the red-tiled roofs of the hill homes. Lanternstone Hill, the oldest school in the region, rose above it all - a dark silhouette shaped like a crooked spearhead, pointing toward a sky that had not yet decided what color it wished to be.

Eryndor paused halfway up the stone steps leading to the main gate. He tightened the straps of his worn satchel and ran a thumb along the edge of the small leather journal tucked inside. A gift from Lycoris. A place for questions, she’d said. A place for truths he didn’t yet know how to speak.

Today, sooner or later, someone would notice the strange mark beneath his sleeve.

His fingers drifted toward his forearm, where a faint warmth pulsed beneath skin - the Eclipse Mark. Hidden. Quiet. Yet always listening.

“Eryndor!”

He turned as Kaelor sprinted up the stone path, boots skidding on dew-slick steps. Kaelor’s hair, a mess of red like a tiny contained bonfire, glowed even under the pale morning. He wore the standard Lanternstone crimson tunic, except his was rumpled and half-buttoned, as usual.

“You’re early,” Kaelor said between breaths. “Why are you always early? Normal people arrive exactly when the bell rings. Maybe a little after.”

“Maybe I’m not normal,” Eryndor answered dryly.

Kaelor blinked. “Is... is that sarcasm? From you?”

A faint smile tugged at Eryndor’s lip. “Possibly.”

“Impossible. Absolutely impossible.” Kaelor shook his head. “It’s because you study too much. Even your sense of humor is academic.”

They climbed the remaining steps to the school’s iron gate. The dark metal was carved with dozens of tiny, embedded lantern symbols - each representing a graduating class. The earliest ones had nearly faded, eaten away by time. Only the lightest, faintest impressions remained, their meaning nearly forgotten.

As they approached, the gate shimmered faintly, reacting to their presence. A low whisper of magic brushed over Eryndor’s skin.

This, too, the Eclipse Mark responded to - a flicker of heat beneath his sleeve.

He quickly rubbed at his arm.

Not now.

Please, not now.

Kaelor didn’t notice. His eyes had already drifted toward the school walls, where the morning announcements board had been completely covered with new parchment sheets.

“Look at that,” Kaelor groaned. “Assignments. Tests. A Duel-Day listing. Professor Thornwick is trying to kill us before we graduate.”

Eryndor stepped closer, scanning the postings. Nothing unusual - except for a small, dark parchment pinned in the corner, half-hidden as if someone hadn’t meant for it to be found.

He read the tiny writing.

“Students are advised to avoid the northern woods. Unstable activity reported. Do not cross the boundary line.”

A familiar chill crawled down Eryndor’s spine.

The Mistwood boundary line.

He looked around. No one else seemed to notice the posting - or care.

Kaelor squinted at it. “Probably just wolves again. Gloamridge guards exaggerate everything.” He waved it off. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

Eryndor followed him through the gates.

But the posting lingered in his mind like a thorn.

And so did the Mark, burning faintly, as if answering a call only it could hear.

––––––––
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INSIDE LANTERNSTONE Hill

The main hallway of the school was already bursting with noise. Students hurried in every direction - clutching books, half-finished breakfasts, or magical items they definitely should not be carrying indoors.

A pair of first-years raced past Eryndor, one holding a small jar glowing with trapped fireflies.

“Put that away!” the other hissed. “If Professor Thornwick sees- ”

They vanished around the corner, leaving the faint smell of crushed mint leaves behind them.

Kaelor groaned as they approached their classroom.

“I swear, if today’s lesson includes another random pop-quiz, I’m dropping out and joining the Guild of Blacksmiths. At least their hammers don’t give homework.”

“You’d burn the entire forge down within a week,” Eryndor replied.

Kaelor nodded solemnly. “Probably. But at least I’d die doing what I love.”

Eryndor stopped walking.

Kaelor turned. “What? Did I step on something?”

“No,” Eryndor murmured. “It’s just... today feels strange.”

Kaelor rolled his eyes. “Every day feels strange with you.”

But Eryndor wasn’t joking.

The magic in the walls felt different.

The air heavier.

The lantern-stones dimmer.

He didn’t say more. He couldn’t - not without revealing the Mark.

And then the classroom door swung open.

Professor Thornwick

Professor Thornwick was a tall, skeletal-looking man with sharp cheekbones and a perpetual expression of having smelled something unpleasant. His silver spectacles perched precariously on his nose, reflecting the lanternlight in fractured shards.

“Inside,” he said, ushering them forward. “Time refuses to wait for students who do not respect it.”

Kaelor muttered, “Time refuses to wait for you either,” earning himself a sharp jab in the ribs from Eryndor.

They took their seats at the second row, wooden desks carved with runes to prevent note-passing - which did not work; students simply passed notes underneath.

Professor Thornwick swept to the front of the room.

“Today,” he began, “we discuss the early formations of enchanted boundaries - specifically, why civilization depends on them, and why tampering with one is unforgivably foolish.”

Eryndor straightened.

Enchanted boundaries... like the Mistwood boundary line.

The Professor lifted a long piece of chalk - enchanted, glowing faintly - and drew a circle on the board.

“Boundaries,” he said, “are not meant merely to keep ordinary folk out. They keep the world together.”

The chalk sizzled as it scraped the board.

“When magic shifts... when old forests awaken... when ancient places stir in their sleep...” His eyes scanned the room, cold and pale. “Boundaries tremble. And if one should fall...”

He stopped.

The chalk split down the middle with a sharp crack.

The room fell silent.

Professor Thornwick cleared his throat and placed the broken chalk aside.

“Our assignment today is simple,” he continued. “Describe the three known types of boundary magic and- ”

He paused.

His gaze landed on Eryndor.

“Mr. Eryndor,” he said slowly, “are you quite well?”

Eryndor froze.

His sleeve was glowing.

Only faintly, but enough for the Professor to notice.

Heat surged from the Mark - stronger, sharper, pulsing like a heartbeat.

“No- I mean yes,” Eryndor stammered, covering the sleeve with his hand. “Just... warm.”

Thornwick’s eyes narrowed to slits.

Kaelor shot him a warning look. “You look pale,” he whispered. “Did you get enough sleep? You were studying late again, weren’t you?”

Eryndor didn’t answer.

The Mark burned again - a warning.

A call.

Something tugging him toward- 

The window.

Toward the distant line of the Mistwood.

Thornwick cleared his throat again. “If you need to step out, Mr. Eryndor, do so quietly.”

Eryndor nodded gratefully and stood.

Kaelor whispered, “Do you want me to come with?”

“No. Stay. I’m fine.”

He wasn’t fine.

He reached the hallway and leaned against the wall, breathing hard, pulling up his sleeve.

The Mark pulsed with a cold blue light, crescent-shaped, swirling like smoke trapped beneath glass.

“Why now?” Eryndor whispered.

The Mark didn’t answer. But its waves of heat grew stronger.

And in the distance - faintly, but unmistakably - something whispered.

Come.

The Voice in the Hallway

The whisper was not made of breath.

It was made of shadow.

Eryndor scanned the hall. No one. Not a soul.

Only the old lanterns flickering with violet-blue fire. Only the posters on the walls, curling at the edges. Only- 

The great window overlooking the Mistwood.

Its dark treeline moved.

Not from wind.

From awareness.

Come.

You must come.

Eryndor staggered back. “No. Not here. Not now.”

His breathing turned shallow.

He grabbed the cold stone of the wall, grounding himself against the rising pulse of something ancient.

A door slammed behind him.

He jumped, spinning- 

Lycoris.

Her gray cloak fluttered behind her, her silver hair catching the lantern light like moonlit threads. Her eyes - calm, piercing - went immediately to his arm.

“You felt it,” she said. Not a question.

Eryndor nodded shakily. “It’s... it’s calling me.”

“Yes,” Lycoris said. “And you must not answer. Not yet.”

She stepped forward, placing a cool hand over his sleeve. The Mark’s glow dimmed, its heat fading like a dying ember.

“Lanternstone Hill is warded,” she said softly. “The Mark cannot act freely within these walls. But outside- ”

Her expression darkened.

“Outside, it will wake everything.”

Eryndor swallowed. “So what do I do?”

“You wait,” Lycoris said. “And you learn. Your time will come. And when it does... the world must be ready.”

Before Eryndor could speak, a distant bell rang.

Classes ended.

Students filled the hallways again, noise flooding back into the world.

Lycoris stepped backward, already melting into the crowd.

“Eryndor,” she said quietly before vanishing. “The Mistwood is watching. Do not let it see too much.”

And she was gone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​1.2 Folktales of the Eclipse Bearer
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The afternoon sun hung low over Gloamridge, caught behind a cloud that looked suspiciously like it had teeth. Lanternstone Hill School emptied one noisy group at a time, students spilling into the courtyard with chatter buzzing like trapped cicadas. Eryndor stood at the edge of the stone steps, satchel slung over his shoulder, staring down the winding path toward the village.

Kaelor emerged moments later, waving both arms as if guiding an invisible ship.

“Eryndor! You survived Thornwick’s lecture and didn’t explode. That’s a record.”

Eryndor didn’t answer. His thoughts were still trapped in the hallway, replaying the moment the Mark flared beneath his skin - and the Mistwood whispered.

Kaelor’s grin faded. “You okay?”

Eryndor hesitated, then nodded. “Just tired.”

“Tired? That’s my excuse. You’re stealing my excuses now?”

But Kaelor didn’t push further. He knew Eryndor well enough to sense when not to dig.

They walked together down Lanternstone Hill, the stone path curving past the old market, past the dragon-boned archway, all the way toward the village proper. Lanterns hung from every porch and window - carved from amber glass, glowing like captured sunsets. Gloamridge was known for its lanterns; some said the world’s first lantern had been lit there, though no one could prove it.

As they approached the village square, something unusual caught their attention. A small crowd had gathered around the old fountain - not for water, but for a storyteller.

Kaelor’s eyes lit up. “Oh! Oh! That’s Elder Morgren! He only visits twice a year.”

Eryndor frowned. “Who?”

Kaelor stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Elder Morgren of the Wandering Tales! He knows every legend from the Snowhorn Peaks to the Southern Rifts. My parents saw him once when I was little - they said he told a story that made a statue cry.”

Eryndor blinked. “Statues don’t cry.”

“THIS ONE DID.”

Kaelor dragged him forward.

––––––––
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THE STORYTELLER

Elder Morgren sat upon the edge of the fountain, a thick wooden cane across his knees. His beard spilled down like molten silver, and his cloak shimmered with embroidered constellations - stars stitched in patterns Eryndor didn’t recognize.

Children sat cross-legged before him, lantern-light flickering across their faces. Adults lingered in the back. Even a few hesitant merchants paused mid-transaction to listen.

Morgren’s voice rolled like distant thunder.

“And so,” he said, gesturing with a long, crooked finger, “the moon dimmed that night, for the Eclipse Bearer walked the earth again.”

Eryndor’s heartbeat faltered.

Kaelor elbowed him. “Lucky timing. He’s telling Eclipse tales!”

Eryndor swallowed. “Eclipse... what?”

Kaelor’s eyes doubled in size. “You’ve never heard the Folktales of the Eclipse Bearer? The most famous stories in this region?”

Eryndor shook his head slowly. “My father didn’t like... stories.”

He didn’t need to add why. His father had barely liked anything.

Kaelor made a noise of absolute blasphemy. “Well, prepare your mind. Elder Morgren makes Thornwick sound like a snail reading from a tax scroll.”

They slipped into the back of the crowd just as Morgren raised his hands dramatically.

The First Tale

“Long ago,” Elder Morgren began, “when the Wells still hummed with ancient light, the moon grew fearful. For in its reflection upon the earth, a child was born- ”

He tapped his cane.

“- marked by eclipse.”

Eryndor’s breath caught in his throat.

“A mark of unity and division. Light and shadow braided together.”

The Mark pulsed beneath his sleeve.

Kaelor didn’t notice. He was too busy leaning forward, practically vibrating with excitement.

Morgren continued:

“The Eclipse Bearer was neither chosen nor cursed - but both.

A bridge between what was and what must come.

A child destined to awaken the Wells...

or shatter them.”

The crowd gasped.

Eryndor’s palms grew damp.

Morgren scanned the listeners, eyes glimmering beneath heavy brows.

“It is said,” he whispered, “that when the Eclipse Mark returns... so too will the Wells tremble.”

The Mistwood’s whisper echoed in Eryndor’s head.

Come.

He forced himself to stay still.

Kaelor whispered, “This is my favorite part. The Bearer fights a shadow monster bigger than Thornwick’s ego.”

But Elder Morgren did not continue with Kaelor’s remembered version.

His voice dropped lower.

“Children of Gloamridge,” the storyteller said, “do you know why we light lanterns at night?”

A few hands raised. Morgren ignored them.

“We light them to keep the darkness gentle. For in ancient days, the darkness was alive. It reached out. It hunted. And only the lantern-keepers kept it at bay.”

He leaned forward.

“But the Eclipse Bearer? They walked in that darkness unscathed.”

A shiver swept through the crowd.

“Where others saw only shadow, the Bearer saw paths. Doors. Truths hidden beneath moonless nights.”

Eryndor’s chest tightened.

Morgren’s gaze shifted... landing directly on him.

For one terrible moment, Eryndor felt as if the old man saw through his sleeve. Through his skin. Through every secret he carried.

The Mark burned.

Morgren paused mid-story, eyebrows knitting ever so slightly - as though listening to a voice only he could hear.

Then he smiled.

Softly. Knowingly.

“The Eclipse Bearer,” Morgren finished, “always appears when the Wells prepare to wake. And when they wake... the world changes.”

The crowd erupted in quiet chatter.

Eryndor could barely breathe.

After the Tale

People began dispersing, children running ahead of their parents, some reenacting the Eclipse Bearer with made-up sword poses.

Kaelor stretched. “That was amazing! Did you hear the part about the darkness being alive? I bet the Mistwood is full of dark creatures. I mean- not that I want to see one. But I kind of want to see one. A tiny one, maybe. A safe one.”

Eryndor murmured, “Kaelor...”

“Yeah?”

“I... I think I need to go home.”

Kaelor’s playful grin faded. “You sure? We can stop by Harth’s Bakery first. They have those cinnamon bread spirals you like. The ones shaped like- ”

“Kaelor.”

Eryndor’s voice cracked unintentionally.

“I really need to go.”

Kaelor fell silent.

Then nodded. “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Eryndor turned to leave - but Elder Morgren stepped into his path.

The storyteller leaned heavily on his cane, eyes sharper now, the playful spark gone.

“You carry weight for one so young,” he said quietly.

Eryndor froze.

Morgren lifted a trembling hand, hovering it near Eryndor’s sleeve - not touching, but close enough to feel the warmth beneath.

“You hide a spark,” Morgren whispered. “One that is not yours, but becomes you.”

Eryndor’s pulse thundered through his ears. “I- I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Morgren smiled softly. “Of course you do. Perhaps not with mind... but your blood knows.”

He lowered his voice until only Eryndor could hear.

“The Wells remember you, child.

The forest remembers you.

Even the moon remembers.”

Eryndor stepped back. “Who are you?”

“A wanderer,” Morgren said. “Nothing more.”

And then, with a faint chuckle, he added:

“But if I were you... I would avoid the Mistwood tonight. Something stirs there. Something that knows your name.”

Eryndor’s breath caught.

“How- how could it know my name?”

Morgren’s eyes turned somber.

“Because, my boy... most folktales begin long before the first page is written.”

Then he bowed, turned his cloak, and vanished into the crowd as if swallowed by the lantern-light.

The Walk Home

Eryndor walked alone through Gloamridge. The evening breeze carried the scent of pine needles and cooling stone. Lanterns flickered on one by one, warm against the rising dusk.

But everywhere he looked, he felt eyes.

Not human eyes.

Forest eyes.

Shadow eyes.

He reached his small home at the foot of the hill. The windows were dark; his father was away again. Work, he always said. Important work. Work that paid for food and little else.

Eryndor pushed the door open.

The house greeted him with silence.

He lit a lantern, the flame rising in a soft blue glow.

His hand trembled as he rolled up his sleeve.

The Eclipse Mark glowed like a captive moon.

Slowly, painfully, it pulsed.

As if answering something calling out to it.

Something ancient.

Eryndor leaned forward, breath shaking.

“What are you?” he whispered.

The Mark warmed.

And in a voice barely audible, barely real...

Soon.

Come.

Soon.

Eryndor stumbled backward, heart pounding.

He grabbed the edge of his desk to steady himself, knocking a book to the floor. It fell open to a page he’d marked weeks ago - an illustration of the Mistwood boundary line.

The page trembled in the lanternlight, as though alive.

A sudden gust of wind blew through the window - except the window was closed.

The lantern dimmed to a pale ember.

The room grew cold.

Eryndor whispered, “No... not tonight. Not yet. Please.”

The Mark answered with a single, deep pulse.

Chosen.

Bearer.

Eryndor sank to the floor, breathing hard.

It was no
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