
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter 1


The night was too still.

The silence across the valley felt unnatural, a hollow pause in the breath of the world. The ruins of the battlefield where Darcos had fallen only weeks ago lay scattered with charred stones, blackened soil, and the skeletal outlines of once-mighty towers. The air carried the metallic sting of ash, though the fires had long since gone cold.

Kael, Laera, and Zephyr stood at the edge of the desolation, their boots crunching on brittle soil. They had returned to the site of their greatest triumph—the place where they had unleashed the storm and brought Darcos to his knees. It should have been sacred ground, a symbol of hope, but tonight it seemed restless, almost alive with dread.

Laera shivered and clutched her staff. “It feels wrong,” she whispered. “As if the shadows are still listening.”

Zephyr forced a grin, but his eyes nervously darted across the ruins. “Let them listen. We broke their master. What’s left is nothing but whispers.”

Kael said nothing. He only stared at the ground, his hands tightening into fists. He wanted to believe Zephyr and wanted to feel pride in what they had accomplished. But pride had been burned out of him. Rurik was dead. Their mentor, their shield, their guide—gone. What victory could erase the sound of his last breath?

The silence cracked.

A tremor passed through the earth, subtle at first, then sharper. Stones rattled, and dust swirled into the air. Laera stepped back, raising her staff defensively.

“Another quake?” she murmured.

“No...” Kael’s voice was tight. “Something’s breaking through.”

The soil split. A jagged seam of black light tore across the ruins, oozing upward like molten night. The fissure spread, pulsing with a rhythm that felt like a heartbeat. Then came the sound—a low, resonant hum that scraped at their bones, a voice too deep to belong to any throat.

The fissure exploded outward. Darkness poured into the air, not smoke, not fire, but a tide of shadows that twisted and curled with malevolent hunger. Within the maelstrom, a form began to take shape—tall, thin, and distorted. A man’s outline at first, but shifting, warping, never fixed. One moment cloaked in smoke, the next a figure of jagged obsidian, then again a shivering silhouette with too many eyes glimmering like dying stars.

Laera gasped, her breath catching. “That... that’s impossible. Darcos is dead. He’s—”

The voice cut her off. It was not Darcos’s voice. It was deeper, vaster, echoing as though the abyss itself had spoken.

“Darcos?” The figure laughed—a sound like glass breaking under water. “A pawn. A shell. A child of my will.”

Zephyr’s grin faltered. “Pawn...?”

The shadow-being stepped forward, and the ground blackened beneath its feet. The night itself seemed to lean closer, as if the stars bent away from its presence.

“I am Nyxar,” it declared, every syllable searing the air. “The Shadowmancer. The hand behind the puppet you thought you defeated.”

Laera’s knees buckled. She clutched her staff to steady herself. “So Darcos... he was never the end.”

Kael’s eyes widened. In his chest, his heart pounded with a sick realization. Everything we fought, everything we lost—it was only the beginning.

Nyxar’s form wavered, as though woven from nightmares. Its face shifted constantly—at times featureless, at times adorned with a thousand sneers. Its eyes, when they held still, were pits of consuming dark.

“Darcos was my test,” Nyxar continued. “A lesson in suffering, a spark to prepare this world. His death was never defeat—it was the opening of the gate. And you... pitiful sparks of flesh... are the first to greet me.”

Zephyr stepped forward, summoning the winds that gathered around his hands. “We’ve faced worse,” he said, though his voice trembled. “And we’ll tear you down the same way.”

The Shadowmancer tilted its head, amused. “Worse? Child, you have never even seen the edge of true night.”

Kael summoned shards of frost into his palms. Laera raised a sphere of shimmering water at her side. Together, they braced for combat.

But the air grew heavier, pressing into their lungs, suffocating. A stench of decay spread across the ruins, and whispers filled the void—countless voices muttering in languages that scraped against sanity.

Kael’s frost cracked in his hands. Sweat slid down his face despite the cold. This is not like Darcos... This is beyond anything.

Nyxar raised one hand. Shadows coiled, stretching into a blade formed of writhing smoke. “Let us measure your defiance,” it said softly. “Before I strip it from your corpses.”

The Shadowmancer moved.

It didn’t charge—it didn’t leap—it appeared. One instant it was standing yards away; the next, its blade was inches from Zephyr’s chest. Only the boy’s reflexes saved him as he dove aside, a gust of wind bursting to shield him. The blade sliced stone as if through cloth, cleaving a boulder in two.

Laera hurled her sphere of water. It shattered against Nyxar’s form, hissing into steam that carried whispers with it. The Shadowmancer barely flinched.

“Feeble,” it murmured. “Your elements are toys.”

Kael shouted, releasing a storm of jagged ice. Shards tore across the ruins, slicing into the shadows. For a heartbeat, Nyxar’s form fractured, splitting into fragments of mist. Hope surged in Kael’s chest—until the shadows knit themselves back together effortlessly.

Nyxar’s laughter rolled over them, low and cruel. “You cannot wound the night.”

The tremor beneath their feet grew sharper. All around, the ruins cracked open, spilling fountains of shadow. Figures began to crawl from the chasms—creatures with hollow eyes, bodies twisted into shapes that mocked humanity. They rose in silence, forming an army of night.

Zephyr cursed under his breath. “Great. He brought friends.”

Laera’s face was pale, but she lifted her staff high. “Kael. Zephyr. Stay close. We fight together.”
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