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Introduction

In the city of Lumevault, where perpetual dusk settles between towers of worn stone
and glass, life is defined by secrets. Behind locked doors and shadowed alleys,
something ancient pulses—a current of magic long since banished from memory by
most, but not forgotten by all. For Lucia Mohr, every day inside Saint Bernadette’s
Orphanage is a reminder that she is not like the others. Whispers surround her
wherever she goes, and strange things sometimes flicker at the edge of her sight. In a
world that prizes conformity, the unusual is best hidden, especially when it stirs in the
dark.

Lucia has never known a family, but she has always known the embrace of shadows.
When emotions run high, the darkness seems to listen, the gloom gathering around
her as if eager to obey her silent wish. It is a secret she holds close, as tightly as the
locket she wears around her neck, the only relic left from a past veiled in uncertainty.
Living under the wary gaze of caretakers and the cruel mischief of other orphans,
Lucia learns quickly to trust no one—except, perhaps, the mysterious force that
answers her call.

Her world tumbles into chaos on the eve of her sixteenth birthday. An unexplained
incident—an attic window shattered, a cruel bully silenced by an unseen force—draws
the attention not just of the city’s stern authorities, but also of an observer moving
unseen in the city’s twilight. He calls himself Marcus, and claims to recognize the
power awakening within her, a magic as rare as it is dangerous. Through Marcus, Lucia
discovers that she is not entirely alone in her peculiar talents. There exists a
clandestine brotherhood of shadow mages, relics from a forgotten era, operating in
secret to keep the delicate balance between light and dark.

Marcus is not what Lucia expects. Haunted and reserved, he carries the weight of old
regrets and a reputation whispered of in half-remembered stories. Still, he offers her
what she has always craved: answers, belonging, and purpose. Under his tutelage,
Lucia is thrust into a world beneath Lumevault—one where danger prowls, ancient
loyalties unravel, and the very fabric of magic is under threat from unknown enemies.

But with each lesson learned, Lucia’s questions multiply. Who were her parents, truly,
and why does her magic burn so differently from the others she meets? What is the
purpose of the ornate locket she wears, and why does Marcus seem to fear it? As she
ventures deeper into the city’s underworld, forming tenuous alliances and learning to
wield her powers, Lucia must reckon with truths more shattering than she
envisioned—and confront forces who regard her not as a child, but as a weapon.
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The shadow’s call is irresistible, and Lucia’s journey will demand courage, wit, and a
sacrifice she cannot yet imagine. As she teeters on the edge of the unknown, the city

itself seems to watch, waiting to see if she will master the darkness within or be
consumed by it.
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CHAPTER ONE: Whispers in the Gloom

The scent of stale cabbage and floor wax was Lucia’s constant companion, a
testament to Saint Bernadette’s unwavering dedication to frugality and dubious
hygiene. Today, however, a new aroma had joined the mix: fear. It clung to the air like
a damp shroud, thickest around the peeling paint of the attic door. Lucia, a slender
figure perpetually on the periphery, felt its chill seep into her bones, not with dread,
but with a strange, familiar hum beneath her skin.

It had been Eustace, of course. Eustace, with his perpetually sticky fingers and a sneer
that could curdle milk. He’d found her locket, the one she kept hidden beneath her
threadbare cot mattress, and had paraded it around the common room, mocking its
plainness, its tarnished silver. Lucia had felt the prickle then, the familiar tremor that
heralded the shadows’ awakening. A cold wind had swept through the room, though
all windows were sealed, and a heavy book had inexplicably toppled from a high shelf,
narrowly missing Eustace’s smug face. He'd dropped the locket and scurried away, a
new fear in his eyes.

The actual incident, the one that had the matrons whispering behind cupped hands,
had happened later, after dark. Lucia had been sent to the attic for a forgotten laundry
basket - a punishment for ‘unladylike displays of temper,” though her temper, she felt,
had been remarkably restrained given the circumstances. The attic was a cavern of
forgotten things, a place where the shadows truly stretched and danced. She’d been
reaching for the basket when Eustace, emboldened by the dark, had appeared,
leering.

He'd tried to snatch the locket again, pulling at the chain around her neck. Lucia had
felt a surge of pure, unadulterated rage, a furious heat that resonated with the cold
darkness around her. She remembered a shiver, a sensation like static electricity
building, and then a sudden, violent gust of wind had erupted from nowhere,
slamming the attic window shut with enough force to shatter the glass into a thousand
glittering shards. Eustace had screamed, more in terror than pain, and scrambled
down the narrow stairs, leaving Lucia alone amidst the glittering dust and the echoing
silence.

Now, hours later, Matron Eleanor’s stern gaze swept across the assembled orphans in
the dimly lit dining hall. Her face, usually a roadmap of weary resignation, was etched
with a new severity. “There will be consequences,” she announced, her voice
resonating with an authority she rarely mustered. “An incident of... vandalism has
occurred. An accident, you say, Lucia?” Her eyes, sharp as flint, fixed on Lucia, who
sat hunched over her watery gruel, her locket tucked securely beneath her tunic.
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Lucia merely nodded, her gaze fixed on the chipped rim of her bowl. She knew better
than to elaborate. Explanations only invited more questions, more suspicion. How
could she explain that the shadows sometimes listened? That they responded to her
anger, her fear, her frustration? It was a secret she guarded fiercely, a part of her that
felt both terrifying and undeniably, thrillingly, her own.

The other orphans, a dozen or so scrawny figures ranging from toddlers to sullen
teenagers, exchanged furtive glances. They knew, or at least suspected, that Lucia
was different. The whispers followed her like a second shadow: “She’s strange,”
“Things happen around her,” “They say she talks to herself in the dark.” Lucia had
learned to ignore them, to build a wall of indifference around herself, but sometimes,
late at night, the whispers would echo in her mind, fueling a loneliness that gnawed at
her soul.

Matron Eleanor continued her diatribe, her voice rising and falling like a broken record.
Lucia tuned her out, her thoughts drifting to the feeling of power, raw and untamed,
that had surged through her in the attic. It was a sensation she craved, a counterpoint
to the endless helplessness of her existence at Saint Bernadette’s. The orphanage was
a cage, albeit one with regular, if unappetizing, meals. She yearned for something
more, something beyond these walls, beyond the oppressive gloom of Lumevault.

After the meager supper, Lucia retreated to her corner of the dormitory. The beds,
narrow and lumpy, were arranged in neat rows. She pulled a thin blanket over her
head, creating a small, private world within the communal space. In the darkness, she
traced the familiar lines of the locket beneath her tunic. It was cold to the touch,
smooth and strangely comforting. She’d tried to open it countless times, to discover
whatever secret it held, but it remained stubbornly sealed, a silent testament to a past
she couldn’t remember.

Sleep did not come easily. The whispers of the other orphans, the creaks and groans
of the old building, and the persistent hum beneath her skin kept her awake. She
thought of the shattered window, the fear in Eustace’s eyes, and a strange sense of
exhilaration coursed through her. It was wrong, she knew, to revel in another’s fear,
but it was also a tangible manifestation of her power, a glimpse of what she might be
capable of.

A few days later, the ‘vandalism incident’ faded into the background, replaced by the
usual orphanage dramas. But for Lucia, things had irrevocably shifted. The shadows
around her seemed more vibrant, more responsive. When she felt a pang of hunger,
the crumbs from a dropped biscuit would inexplicably roll towards her. When a
particularly nasty orphan tried to trip her, an unseen force would nudge them off
balance instead. Small, subtle things, almost imperceptible, but enough to solidify her
nascent understanding: the shadows were her allies.
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One afternoon, as she was scrubbing the perpetually grimy kitchen floor, Lucia
overheard Matron Eleanor speaking in hushed tones with Father Michael, the
orphanage’s stern, silver-haired director. They were in the small, cluttered office, the
door ajar. Lucia, ever adept at blending into the background, paused her scrubbing,
her ears straining to catch their words.

“A gentleman,” Matron Eleanor was saying, her voice laced with a mixture of suspicion
and awe. “He asked for her specifically, Father. Lucia Mohr.”

Father Michael’s voice, usually a booming pronouncement, was unusually subdued.
“And what did he want with her, Eleanor? We have strict rules about... visitors.”

“He spoke of... a connection,” Matron Eleanor continued, her voice dropping to an
almost inaudible whisper. “Something about her family. A distant relative, he claimed.
But his eyes, Father... they held a certain... intensity. And his clothes, so fine for a
visitor to Saint Bernadette’s.”

Lucia’s heart hammered against her ribs. Family? A relative? The idea was as foreign
as sunshine in Lumevault. She’d always been told she was an orphan, left on the steps
of Saint Bernadette’s as an infant, with only the locket to her name. Could it be true?
Could there be someone out there who actually cared?

She edged closer to the door, pressing her ear against the worn wood. “He left a
card,” Father Michael said, a rustle of paper audible. “Said he’d return tomorrow, at
dusk. Marcus, he called himself.”

Marcus. The name resonated within Lucia, a strange echo from a place she couldn’t
identify. It felt important, significant. She pictured the man, based on Matron Eleanor’s
hushed description: intense eyes, fine clothes. A distant relative. A part of her yearned
to believe it, to grasp at the slender thread of hope he offered. Another part, the part
that had learned caution and self-reliance in the harsh world of Saint Bernadette’s,
whispered a warning.

The rest of the day crawled by, each minute stretching into an eternity. Lucia felt a
coiled anticipation in her stomach, a mixture of excitement and trepidation. She
performed her chores with an unusual efficiency, her mind buzzing with possibilities.
Would he be kind? Would he have answers about her locket, about her past? Would he
take her away from the cabbage and the constant gloom?

As dusk began to bleed across the Lumevault sky, painting the perpetual twilight in
shades of bruise-purple and smoky grey, Lucia found herself inexplicably drawn to the
common room window. She pressed her nose against the cold glass, peering out into
the narrow, cobblestone alley that ran alongside the orphanage. The gas lamps had
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just flickered to life, casting long, dancing shadows.

A figure emerged from the deepening gloom, walking with a deliberate, unhurried
pace. He was tall, his silhouette sharp against the fading light, and he wore a long,
dark coat that seemed to absorb what little light there was. Even from this distance,
Lucia could sense an aura of quiet authority about him. He paused directly beneath
the orphanage’s main entrance, his gaze sweeping upwards, as if assessing the very
stones of the building.

Lucia felt a shiver run down her spine, not of fear, but of recognition. It was him.
Marcus. She didn’t know how she knew, but an undeniable certainty settled in her
bones. He was here for her. The thought both thrilled and terrified her. This man, a
stranger, held the potential to unravel everything she thought she knew about herself.

She watched as he raised a gloved hand and knocked once, sharply, on the heavy oak
door. The sound echoed through the quiet orphanage, a herald of change. Lucia’s
heart pounded, a frantic drum against her ribs. She took a deep, shaky breath, her
fingers instinctively reaching for the locket at her throat. The shadows in the alley
outside seemed to deepen, drawing closer, as if holding their breath with her, waiting
to see what secrets this man named Marcus would unveil.
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