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Introduction

In the lands where twilight reigns eternal, the sun is but a myth whispered in old songs
and remembered only by fading murals in the deep halls of antiquity. Here, beneath a
sky forever painted in indigo and star-silver, life persists in stubborn defiance of the
darkness. It is here that I, Arien of Caldrik, charted my days by the constellations,
dreaming of warmth and illumination my eyes had never seen. My hands, more
accustomed to ink and vellum than blade or torch, spent countless hours delineating
the fractured world around me, yearning to render sense to the mystery of our
unending night.

My earliest memories are of my father’s stories: legends of the Luminaries, hunters of
shadow, and tales of a golden sun that banished all fear from the hearts of men. He
spoke of a time before the fall, a world alight with promise. | clung to these stories
when the cold winds howled and the shadows pressed close against our lantern-lit
cottage. But even then, | knew that memory could be deceiving, that some truths
dwelled only within dreams or the careful lines of an old map.

Despite the gloom, the folk of Caldrik learned to adapt. Markets bustled under blue
lanterns, gardens grew strange, pale fruits, and the rivers shimmered with ghostly
fish. Yet, the darkness fostered a quiet dread. Strange creatures stirred at the edge of
the wilds. The beasts of night, and something more: rumors of the Nightbringer’s
growing power, whispered by travelers too weary to linger long near our door. The
greatest change, however, came not from without but within—when the yearning to
understand the world became impossible to silence.

One winter eve, as frost latticed my window and | pored over ancient charts, chance
and curiosity led me to the ruins of the Skykeeper’s Library. There, hidden amidst the
rubble and dust, a single book survived the ages. Bound in shimmering hide and inked
with runes that glimmered in starlight, the Codex was unlike any manuscript | had
seen. Its words tugged at the deepest chords of my soul, promising truths buried since
the coming of the Night.

From the moment my fingers brushed its cover, | felt the weight of destiny settle upon
me—a burden and a promise. The Codex whispered of the lost light and the ancient
order sworn to restore it. It spoke of tests to be endured, choices to be made, and
friends and foes yet unknown. As | traced the sigils and diagrams, a question burned
brighter than any lantern: Could a single mapmaker, untested and uncertain, be the
key to reigniting the world’s lost sun?

| did not yet know that my journey would span the breadth of legend—that my need to
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comprehend the Codex’s mysteries would draw me far from home, into the company
of rebels and sages, and beyond even the limits of my own courage. This, then, is not
just my story but the first chapter in a new age—a testament to the hope that flickers
even in the lands of eternal night.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows Over Caldrik

The perpetually overcast sky of Caldrik cast a muted, bruised purple over the cobbled
streets, even at what passes for noon. It was a hue Arien knew intimately, having
committed its subtle variations to countless maps, each stroke of his quill attempting
to capture the elusive light that filtered through the eternal twilight. His studio, a
small, cramped room above his father’s modest tailor shop, smelled of parchment,
dried ink, and the faint, comforting scent of beeswax. It was a haven, a quiet
observatory in a world that often felt too large and too dark.

Today, the usual quiet was punctuated by the rhythmic clang of the blacksmith’s
hammer from down the lane and the distant, mournful cry of a night-hawk. Arien
dipped his quill into the deep well of sepia ink, his brow furrowed in concentration. He
was working on a commission for Master Borin, the guild merchant, a detailed chart of
the northern trade routes, notoriously perilous due to jagged ravines and the creeping
tendrils of the Whispering Woods. His father had warned him about the woods,
whispered stories of things that hunted in the deepest shadows, but Arien had always
found more solace in the abstract lines of a map than in the tangible dread of the
unknown.

His hands, slender and precise, moved with an practiced grace, charting mountain
ranges that were more myth than reality, and rivers that flowed with a strange,
phosphorescent glow. He often wondered what it would be like to see these places
bathed in true sunlight, to feel its warmth on his face. The concept was as alien and
alluring as the tales of winged creatures and flowering trees that filled his father’s
bedtime stories. Sometimes, he’d find himself staring out the window, past the
perpetual gloom, wishing for a different kind of dawn.

Just then, a heavy thump resonated from the street below, followed by a startled yelp.
Arien flinched, splattering a tiny, almost imperceptible dot of ink on his meticulously
drawn mountains. He sighed, a quiet exasperation. The streets of Caldrik, while
generally peaceful, occasionally offered up small disruptions. He rose, stretching his
stiff back, and peered out his window.

Below, a clumsy delivery cart had overturned, spilling its contents of pale, root-
vegetables across the uneven stones. The cart’s driver, a portly man named Kael, was
red-faced and muttering curses. Several passersby stopped, some offering help,
others merely gawking. Among the small crowd, Arien noticed a figure draped in dark,
heavy cloaks, their face obscured by a deep hood. They stood unusually still,
observing the scene with an intensity that seemed out of place.
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Arien narrowed his eyes. Travelers were common in Caldrik, but this one exuded a
peculiar stillness, an almost predatory patience. He shivered, despite the warmth of
his studio. He had always been sensitive to the subtle shifts in the town’s atmosphere,
a peculiar trait that often made him feel more like a phantom than a person. He
decided it was probably nothing, just a weary traveler, and returned to his map,
carefully scraping away the offending ink blot.

The incident, though minor, lingered in his mind. Later that evening, after he had
completed Master Borin’s map and carefully rolled it, he descended the creaking stairs
to the tailor shop. His father, Elara, was hunched over a work table, the soft glow of a
lantern illuminating his careful stitches. The shop was small but neat, bolts of fabric
stacked against the walls, and the faint scent of linen and wool permeating the air.

“Finished with Master Borin’s labyrinth, Arien?” Elara asked, his voice a low rumble. He
didn’t look up from the intricate embroidery he was working on, a commission for Lady
Kaelen’s winter cloak.

“Indeed, Father. The northern routes are now charted with unprecedented accuracy,
though | suspect half of the landmarks are purely speculative.” Arien smiled, a wry
twist of his lips. “I saw a small commotion earlier. Kael’s cart overturned. Nothing
serious, thankfully.”

Elara grunted. “Kael’s always had two left feet and a cart that rattles like a bag of
bones. Best he sticks to the southern routes, less chance of spilling his goods and his
temper.” He finally looked up, his kind eyes, shadowed by perpetual weariness, met
Arien’s. “You seem... distracted, son. Is something troubling you?”

Arien hesitated. He hadn’t thought much of the cloaked figure until now, but the
memory returned, tinged with a faint unease. “There was a traveler,” he began,
“stood watching Kael. Wrapped in dark cloaks, didn’t move much. Just... watched.”

Elara’s brow furrowed. “Many come and go, Arien. Not everyone appreciates the
bustle of a market square. They could have been weary, or simply taking their
bearings.” He returned to his stitching, but a subtle tension had entered his posture.

Arien knew his father's words were meant to reassure, but they didn’t quite dissipate
the feeling. His father, a man who believed in the tangible and the practical, rarely
indulged in Arien’s more fanciful observations. Yet, Arien’s intuition, honed by years of
deciphering subtle shifts in weather patterns and the silent language of ancient ruins,
often proved uncannily accurate.

The following day, a peculiar silence hung over Caldrik. The usual morning chatter in
the market was subdued. Even the blacksmith’s hammer seemed to strike with less
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fervor. Arien, heading out to deliver Master Borin’s map, noticed a subtle difference in
the air, a prickling sensation on his skin. He saw fewer children playing in the streets,
and those who were out clung closer to their parents.

He delivered the map to Master Borin, a portly man with a booming laugh that seemed
to echo too loudly in the subdued atmosphere. Borin complimented his work, but his
usual jovial nature was tempered by a quiet anxiety. “Heard some strange whispers,
Arien,” Borin said, leaning closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.
“Travelers speak of the Nightbringer’s influence spreading, shadows deepening
beyond the usual. Things stirring in the deep forests.”

Arien’s heart gave a jolt. The Nightbringer. The name was a shiver down the spine of
every soul in Caldrik, a legend of encroaching darkness, a force that sought to quench
the last embers of hope. Until now, he had been a distant threat, a boogeyman for
cautionary tales.

“Rumors, Master Borin,” Arien tried to reassure him, though his own voice wavered
slightly. “The wilds always have their tales.”

Borin shook his head, his usual ruddy cheeks looking a shade paler. “These are
different. More insistent. A patrol from the Northern Guard went missing near the
Whispering Woods. Didn’t even send a distress signal. Just... vanished.” He looked at
Arien, his eyes wide with uncharacteristic fear. “And some say those cloaked figures,
they’re scouts. Looking for something.”

Arien’s mind immediately went to the figure he’'d seen the day before. Could it be
coincidence? Or was his uncanny intuition pointing to something more? He left Master
Borin’s shop with a heavier step, the neatly rolled map now feeling like a burden
rather than an accomplishment. The purple sky seemed darker, the air colder.

He decided to take a detour on his way back, a route that would take him past the old,
abandoned Skykeeper’s Library. He often did this, drawn by the silent promise of
forgotten lore that clung to its crumbling stones. It was a ruin, yes, but it was also a
cathedral of knowledge, a place where the sun, in its abstract form, had once shone
brightest. He had spent countless hours there as a child, meticulously mapping its
decaying layout, dreaming of the books that had once lined its shelves.

As he approached the library, a new sense of unease settled upon him. The air around
the ruins felt thicker, colder, as if the very shadows had coalesced there. A gust of
wind, unusually sharp, whipped through the broken archways, carrying with it a faint,
metallic scent that Arien couldn’t quite place. He shivered, pulling his threadbare cloak
tighter around him.

He was about to turn back, a sudden, inexplicable dread washing over him, when his
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gaze caught on something. Tucked partially behind a fallen stone pillar, something
glinted. It was a faint, almost ethereal glow, a soft luminescence that seemed to defy
the perpetual gloom. Curiosity, a force stronger than his burgeoning fear, tugged him
forward. He took a hesitant step, then another, his heart thudding against his ribs.

The glow intensified slightly as he drew closer, a soft pulse of light emanating from the
rubble. He knelt, pushing aside a scatter of loose stones and a tangle of thorny weeds.
And there it was. Not a gem, nor a strange plant, but a book. It lay half-buried, its
cover unlike anything he had ever seen. It shimmered with an inner light, a faint
iridescence that danced over its dark, unblemished surface. The leather, if it was
leather, seemed to breathe.

He reached out a trembling hand, the memory of his father’s stories of the Luminaries,
of lost light, suddenly vivid in his mind. As his fingertips brushed against the cover, a
jolt, not of pain, but of exhilarating energy, shot through him. The world seemed to
hold its breath. The soft glow of the book pulsed once, then settled into a steady,
gentle luminescence, illuminating the ancient, unfamiliar runes etched into its surface.
This was no ordinary book. This was something profound.
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