
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Forbidden Mark

        

        
        
          Goseph Douglass

        

        
          Published by Goseph Douglass, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FORBIDDEN MARK

    

    
      First edition. July 5, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Goseph Douglass.

    

    
    
      Written by Goseph Douglass.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




The Whisper of Ink

The village of Stillwater woke as it always did: in shades of grey. A damp, clinging mist rolled off the slow-moving current of the river that gave the settlement its name, muffling sound and muting colour. It crept over the moss-slicked stones of the cottages, wound through the skeletal branches of the ash trees, and softened the hard lines of the Elder Council Hall. In Stillwater, silence was not merely an absence of noise; it was a presence, a creed woven into the very fabric of their lives. They called it the Hush, and it was their shield against a world they were taught to fear.

Lian knew the Hush better than she knew her own reflection. She felt it in the floorboards of their small cottage, which her father had pegged so carefully that they never creaked. She saw it in her mother’s hands, which were always busy with mending or kneading, never idle, never tempted to trace a pattern in spilled flour. Their lives were governed by quiet purpose, a litany of rules as unyielding as the granite cliffs that hemmed them in: speak only when necessary, create only what is useful, and never, ever draw attention. A still stone gathers no moss, the Elders said, nor does it invite the lightning’s strike.

This morning, however, something was different. The change began not in the world outside but in the turbulent landscape of her dreams. She had dreamt of a sky the colour of a bruised plum, vast and boiling with clouds of incandescent light. She’d heard a sound that was not quite music but a song woven from starlight and echoes, a melody that made the bones in her body ache with a forgotten longing. In the dream, she was standing atop a spire of polished obsidian that drank the light, and a power, potent and terrifying, had thrummed in her veins like a second heartbeat. It was a dream of vibrant, impossible things—the very antithesis of Stillwater.

She awoke with a gasp, the phantom melody dissolving into the familiar, oppressive silence of her room. The dream clung to her like the river mist, leaving a residue of inexplicable grief for a world she had never known. For a long moment, she lay staring at the rough-hewn beams of the ceiling, her heart hammering against her ribs. It was just a dream, she told herself, a meaningless flicker of a sleeping mind. But as the last vestiges of sleep receded, a new sensation surfaced, a persistent, unfamiliar itch in the palm of her left hand.

She sat up, rubbing her palm against the coarse wool of her blanket. The itching didn’t stop. It intensified, blossoming into a strange, localized warmth. Annoyed, Lian pushed the blanket aside and held her hand up in the thin, grey light filtering through the single window. She expected to see a rash, perhaps an insect bite from a spider that had taken refuge in her bedding. What she saw instead stole the air from her lungs and sent a spike of ice-cold dread through her heart. There, etched into the center of her palm, was a mark.

It was not a scar or a birthmark. It was a spiral of impossibly black ink, intricate and delicate, coiling in upon itself like a sleeping serpent. It was no bigger than her thumbnail, yet it held a depth that seemed to draw in the light around it. As she stared, frozen in a state of pure, unadulterated terror, she saw it happen. A single, hair-thin tendril at the outer edge of the spiral trembled, then slowly, deliberately, unfurled a fraction of a millimeter. It was alive. The mark was alive, and it was a part of her. A low, keening sound escaped her throat before she clamped her other hand over her mouth, her eyes wide with panic.

In Stillwater, any deviation from the norm was a sin. An unexpected pattern, a colourful stone, a tune hummed without thinking—these were transgressions, whispers of the forbidden arts. Magic was a heresy spoken of only in cautionary tales, a destructive force from the time of the Forebears that had shattered the world and brought about an age of ruin. To be marked was to be cursed. It was to be judged, found wanting, and cast out. Or worse. She had heard whispers of the Cleansing, a ritual from older, harsher times, a fate that left not even a memory behind.

Her breath came in ragged, shallow bursts. She scrambled out of bed and rushed to the small washing basin in the corner, her movements clumsy with panic. Plunging her hand into the icy water, she grabbed the rough bar of lye soap and began to scrub, her knuckles turning white with the effort. She rubbed until her skin was raw and red, the friction a desperate, punishing prayer. But the mark remained, stark and black against her inflamed flesh, unblemished and mocking. A sharp, stinging pain suddenly shot up her arm, originating not from her abraded skin, but from the mark itself, a clear and undeniable protest.

Lian recoiled, cradling her hand to her chest. The mark pulsed with a faint, warm thrum, a rhythm that seemed to be trying to match her own frantic heartbeat. It was reacting to her. It could feel her fear. A wave of nausea washed over her, and she leaned against the cold stone wall, her forehead pressed against its unforgiving surface. This couldn’t be happening. It was a nightmare from which she had yet to wake. But the cold of the stone and the throbbing pain in her palm were irrevocably, terrifyingly real.

“Lian? Are you awake?” Her mother’s voice, soft and gentle, drifted up from the main room below. The simple question sounded like a death knell.

“Yes, Mother,” she managed to call back, her own voice a strained, unfamiliar croak. She cleared her throat, trying to regain some semblance of composure. “I will be down in a moment.”

Her eyes darted around the small, sparse room, searching for a solution, a way to erase this impossible reality. Her gaze landed on a pair of leather work gloves her father had been mending for her, meant for hauling firewood. They were stiff and bulky, but they were her only hope. With a trembling right hand, she pulled one onto her left, the rough leather hiding the horrific secret. It felt conspicuous, unnatural. She would have to invent a reason, a lie to wrap herself in like a shield.

She took a deep, shuddering breath, schooling her features into a mask of neutrality. She practiced the expression in the small, polished metal disc that served as her mirror, but the face that looked back was a stranger’s—pale, haunted, with a terror swimming in the depths of her eyes that she was sure everyone would see. She was marked. The thought was a relentless drumbeat against the inside of her skull. In a village built on sameness, she was now irredeemably, dangerously different.

Descending the narrow wooden stairs, she found her mother, Elara, stoking the embers in the hearth. Elara was a woman whose anxieties were etched into the fine lines around her eyes, a constant, low-humming worry for her family’s safety and conformity. Her father, Kael, sat at the table, methodically sharpening a carving knife, his movements economical and precise. He was a man of few words, his face a stoic mask that rarely betrayed emotion, a perfect citizen of Stillwater. Their quiet domesticity, once a source of comfort, now felt like a courtroom where she was the sole defendant.
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