Chapter One
“My story has grown tangled these last few weeks. Much has taken place within my troubled world, within the very walls of the city in which I live. My mind will not quiet the horrors I’ve seen, nor the joys. Only one question runs through my mind... Can the Chosen of the Light truly end the madness I see around me? Or will they disappear into the rising dust of this crumbling world?”

~From the personal writings of the Divine, Zander
The voice, so slow and quiet, startled Darr.

Confusion swept over him. Sawgrass encircled him completely, leaving a small radius of breathing room. He shook his lanky hair from his face. Startled, he whipped around. How did I get here? Wait. Where am I?
Above him, only the darkening skies were visible. The sawgrass rose up eight feet high, hiding any trace of the fields beyond. Where’s Jinn, and Feywen, and Conra? Where’re the mountains?
Faint glimmers of silver appeared in the grass around him. The blades of grass rattled gently. Darr’s stomach turned into knots. He crouched, steadied his breathing. His fingers grasped for his long knife, but he hadn’t thought to bring it with him. Darr swallowed hard, searching through the blades of sawgrass for something, anything that would clue him into where he was.

The voice echoed in his brain. Darr scratched at his head. What is it saying? What are you trying to tell me?
A pair of silver claws exploded out of the sawgrass. Darr cried out and fell onto his back, legs kicking wildly, but the claws were almost on him. The black tattered robes of a Soul Seeker materialized out of the grass. The Seekers’ depthless hood stared back at him, empty of life. Darr squeezed his eyes shut, bracing himself for the killing blow.

“Darr!”

The Summoner’s eyes burst open. The sawgrass parted and Erec appeared. His brother leapt in front of the Seeker, followed by a whip of black hair. Strong arms came up, shielding Darr from the raking claws. Erec’s blade struck out and cut the Seeker in two, releasing its magic. Dust scattered at Erec’s feet.

“How many times do I have to tell you, little brother, not to start the chores without me?” Erec’s words sounded harsh, but despite his anger, all he ever wanted was to protect his family.

“Thank you, Erec,” Darr said, his voice still shaking. “I thought you were going to leave all this to me.” What am I saying?

Erec snorted and smiled. “Could you imagine the look on father’s face if I didn’t help you?”

A scythe weighed heavily in Darr’s hand. When did I get this? Erec helped him back to his feet. The sawgrass behind them fell away, presumably cut away by him and Erec. In the distance, his home, the village of Tyfor stood stark against the darkening skies.

Erec started working. His brother held a scythe now, too. Steadily, he cut the grass ahead of them away. Darr joined in, sweeping the blade along clumsily and much slower than Erec.

What am I doing? We need to get out of here!

The voice returned, but Darr shut it out. I’m working. I have to get this done. Father will be furious if we don’t finish. Sweat dripped down his face, cold and damp. Darr shivered. When had it gotten so cold?

The scythe fell from his numb fingers. Black shapes rose from the fallen grass. Silver claws dangled at their sides. “We have to get out of here, Erec,” Darr yelled. “The Soul Seekers are back.”

Erec shook his head, laughing while he worked. “The Seekers aren’t back, Darr.” A smile played at the corners of his mouth. “The Soul Seekers never left.”

Darr shook his head in confusion. Behind him, the Seekers rushed towards them. Tattered robes stretched out over searching claws. Darr scrambled to his brother’s side and pointed at their approaching killers.

“What do you mean? They’re right there.”

Erec looked over his shoulder. The smile dropped from his lips. “We fought hard against them, didn’t we, brother?”

Dizziness spun Darr around. He reached out and Erec caught his arm, holding him fast. The Summoner took steady breaths. Erec’s scythe melted away and reshaped itself into a sword. His face contorted in rage. With his sword lifted high, Erec screamed and rushed into the wave of approaching Seekers.

Tears sprung to Darr’s eyes. No. Not again.

The silver claws of the Soul Seekers ripped into Erec’s body, and he exploded into ash. Darr fell to his knees, and his screams turned his ears numb. The black hoods and silver claws flew at him from all directions, their purpose fixed and hungry.

Instinct overrode rational thought. Darr, the Spirit Summoner, reached into the Currents and drank in the magic of the Fire Sephir. The power surged through the marrow of his bones, racing to his extremities along with the blood in his veins. It bled out through his pores. He stretched out his arms, fingers splayed, feet firmly planted. A geyser of flame erupted from his body, and the Soul Seekers disappeared in puffs of light and ash.

Darr’s fire exploded into the sky, scorching the heavens and moving outwards to burn the surrounding clouds, turning them black and red. Fire rained down like thousands of flaming arrows. The flames burned away the sawgrass, his family home, and the Tyfran General Store.

Unfazed by the destruction, Darr let the magic of the Fire Sephir pour unchecked into the physical world.

Tyfor burned away in moments. The mountains and woods charred and fell apart. The oceans and lakes boiled, the water rising up into steam and dissipating into the air. Fields turned to charcoal, entire forests turned to smoke and ash. The ground itself splintered and cracked. Darr continued to scream, his rage taking the form of an inferno.

It ended when his scream died in his throat. The Summoner dropped to his knees, naked. With blackened skin and blistered lips, he cried. Tears streamed from eyes he could barely open. The red glow of destruction burned his damaged vision.

A shadow, a band of darkness slipped down before him.

Thank you, Darr. You’ve become my savior. Your rage and arrogance have set me free.

Tears froze on Darr’s cheeks. The voice, the voice. It belonged to the Devoid.

* * * *
Darr thrashed awake, throwing his blankets into a heap beside him. He sat up, taking huge gulps of the cold mountain air. A fire danced before his eyes, much less threatening than the fires of his dream.

“Is everything alright, Darr?”

Feywen’s voice, not the Devoid’s like in his dream. The Dwarf stood on the far side of their little campfire, concern lining his dark-skinned face. Another face came into view, rising up beside him, wrinkled and gray.

“Nightmares again?” Conra asked, his wizened features showing sympathy.

It was sympathy he didn’t need or deserve.

“It’s nothing,” Darr said. He intended the edge in his voice to deter any further questions. At his side, Jinn slept soundly. Somehow, she’d been able to accept Erec’s death. It’d been a couple of weeks, and she still wasn’t herself, but at least nightmares no longer troubled her.

“Morning is only a couple hours away,” Feywen said. He settled his body back down. “We’ll begin climbing the pass tomorrow. You’ll need your strength.”

The pass through the Arcnorian Line would take them to the next Sephir. Once there, Darr would continue his quest to restore the Sephirs to their former glory, halting the Devoid’s invasion into Ictar. His quest, and its madness, would continue.

The Spirit Summoner nodded to Feywen. He pulled the blankets over himself. The firelight outlined Jinn’s face. She was all he had left. Poor Erec had been lost to the Seekers, and he might never see his father again. Jinn, his little sister, would help to keep him strong, at least physically. Despite his deteriorating mental condition, he must ensure her safety, even if he no longer saw the point of it all.

He wanted to smile, a small gesture to prove his thoughts were musings, but Darr couldn’t find the will to do so. Instead, he closed his eyes and rolled into his blankets, letting the nightmares consume him once more.
