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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


As the gates of Destarra swung slowly open, revealing the army besieging the city, King Aldus of Lytos hoped that he was doing the right thing. 


He’d asked himself that question so many times in the hours leading up to this. The truth was that he didn't know if it was right, but it was the only choice now. His only chance to save the people of his city. 


Aldus sat atop his war horse, dressed in armor worked with the runes of the small magic, carrying the sword that had served him so well in battle before. He should have looked every inch the warrior king, but he suspected that it wasn’t enough.


He tried not to show any signs of pain as he rode, from the injuries sustained weeks back now when he'd been crushed by a falling tree. On foot, those injuries made his sword more of a crutch than a weapon, but on horseback, perhaps Aldus could still be the warrior he had been. 


What would his people see as they stood there? There were enough of them watching the army as it prepared to ride out. He was still tall and powerfully built, even if his once golden hair was laced with grey, his beard tangled, his face worn with more than forty years of caring for his people. 


He hoped that his people would remember this moment, when Aldus rode at the head of his army, ready to make one last stand against the barbarians who threatened the city. He tried not to shiver in the cold that had come upon his kingdom under shadow filled skies, sent by the king of the Kingdom Beneath, Zander. 


He led that army through the gates, his horse's hooves tracking through the snow beyond. The army of the Janden lay ahead. The only options today were to fight and win, or to die.


The part that worried Aldus was that, most likely, he and his army would simply die.


Even then, though, there was a chance that they might save the city. Tak, the leader of the Janden, had promised that he would spare the people of Destarra if Aldus rode out to face his forces in open battle. Tak’s Janden were weary and starving; he wanted a swift end to the siege and didn’t want to throw them at the walls of the city to die. 


Not that it was just the Janden Aldus and his soldiers were facing. Mercenaries from the city-states of the south were camped beside them. So were rebellious nobles of Lytos. Both had been brought there by the wiles of Lord Antonio, who had plotted to overthrow Aldus and take the throne from the start of all of this. 


Which reminded him. There was still one thing Aldus needed to do before the battle could begin. 


"Bring him!" Aldus said. 


A pair of his guards dragged a struggling figure forward in chains. He was slender, with chestnut hair and calculating eyes that watched everything closely. His clothes had once been fine, but were now dirty and torn. Weeks of being in a dungeon would do that to a man. 


Lord Antonio glared up at Aldus with undisguised hatred. Aldus was grateful for that. It made a change after so many years of Antonio plotting behind his back.


"What do you intend now, my king?" he spat the last couple of words. "Do you intend to execute me where all can see? It will make no difference to what happens. Or maybe you hope that I can negotiate with the Janden for you? Maybe I can talk King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath into giving back your daughter or taking the shadows from the skies."


Aldus drew his sword. 


"I should kill you, Antonio. Your actions have brought about the deaths of far too many of my people. You tried to murder me. You stand in league with Zander. You could be executed for any one of those things."


Aldus glanced down at Lord Antonio, his grip tightening around the hilt of his sword. The weight of the decision tugged at his weary soul. He knew that justice demanded retribution. Yet, as he stared into those calculating eyes, a flicker of doubt clouded his resolve.


"No," he said, lowering his sword. "I won't give you the satisfaction of an easy death, Antonio. If you want to be my enemy, go and be my enemy. Face me head on, rather than trying to stab me in the back. Guards, remove his chains. Send him over to stand with our foes. If he is lucky, the Janden archers will not feather him on the way over."


Antonio looked shocked at that. Clearly, he had never anticipated such a fate. He’d obviously thought that he would die here, in some kind of defiant death that would become a symbol for his followers. The guards hesitated for a moment, unsure of whether they should follow the king's order. But Aldus held their gaze with an unwavering determination, his steel-gray eyes piercing through their hesitation.


"Do as I command," he said, his voice firm and resolute. "Lord Antonio has made his choice. It's time he faces the consequences of his actions."


Reluctantly, the guards unshackled Lord Antonio and pushed him towards the enemy lines. Antonio stumbled but quickly regained his composure, casting a venomous glare at Aldus before starting across the open ground between the forces of Lytos and those of their foes. Perhaps he still thought that he would die, cut down by his allies as he approached. Perhaps that still might happen. Aldus half hoped for it.


Aldus turned away from the scene, his mind heavy with the weight of his decision. He knew that letting Antonio live was a risk, but he couldn't bring himself to simply cut the man down. That would only fuel any lingering resentment within Destarra. He didn’t know which of his men might turn against him for doing it, which might join his foes. Executing Antonio might make him a martyr and a rallying cry, an excuse for more traitors to try to murder Aldus. Aldus wanted to have his enemies in front of him for once, rather than worrying about daggers in the dark. 


Well, he had enough of those. The Janden's numbers were vast, their warriors clad in scale armor and furs, carrying a motley collection of weapons. Many were on horseback, carrying short bows that they could fire on the move to harry their foes, fleeing back out of range before anyone could retaliate. The mercenaries of the city states were clad in a mixture of different types of armor, carrying pikes or short swords, arranged in neat lines. The renegade nobles wore the armor of knights, their banners fluttering in the breeze, their lances stuck in the dirt, ready to be snatched up for battle. 


To Aldus' disappointment, the Janden didn't shoot down Antonio as he approached, perhaps because one of the renegade nobles rode out hurriedly to collect him and bring him back to the rebellious lines. Aldus guessed it was too much to hope that his enemies would take care of the threat that Antonio posed for him.


Aldus stood at the edge of his army, gazing out at the vast expanse of the enemy's forces. The sight was both awe-inspiring and daunting. The Janden warriors, with their fierce determination and tribal markings etched across their faces, presented a formidable challenge. The city-state mercenaries, battle-hardened and disciplined, were ready to unleash their deadly arsenal upon Aldus' men. And amidst it all, the rebellious nobles of Lytos, fueled by a thirst for power and vengeance, stood as a constant reminder of the treachery that lurked within his own kingdom.


But Aldus refused to falter in the face of this seemingly overwhelming opposition. He had been preparing for this moment, meticulously strategizing and training his army to withstand any assault. Now, as shadows covered the skies of the battlefield and snow continued to fall, he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the battle that lay ahead.


With a wave of his hand, Aldus signaled his commanders to assemble their troops. One by one, the soldiers fell into line, their armor glinting in the sunlight as they moved into precise formations. The heavy thud of boots on the ground echoed through the air as they formed a formidable wall of warriors, shields locked together, spears at the ready. His mounted knights formed into wedges, ready to piece the heart of the enemy's formations. 


Aldus positioned himself at the front of his army. His soldiers needed to see that their king would take any risk to keep his city safe. For this, they needed a reason to charge towards the enemy, and the presence of their king would help them do it.


With a mighty roar, Aldus raised his sword high above his head, its silver blade gleaming in the sunlight. The sound reverberated through the air, reaching the ears of every soldier in his army. It was a call to arms, a rallying cry that ignited a fire within their hearts.


"Soldiers of Lytos!" Aldus's voice boomed across the battlefield, carrying with it a fervor that could not be contained. "Today, we stand at the precipice of history! We face insurmountable odds, surrounded by enemies who seek to tear our kingdom apart. But I tell you this: we will not yield! We will not falter! For we are united, bound together by the blood that runs through our veins and the love we hold for our homeland!"


The soldiers listened intently, their eyes fixed on their king. There was an unwavering determination in each of their faces, a conviction that mirrored Aldus' own. He hoped it would be enough.


"Our foes do not have your discipline, do not have a city to fight for. They are held together by greed, or by fear of their leaders. We will take their leaders from them. We will strike at their heart, and rip Tak from this world. Lord Antonio will die beneath a blade, the way all foes of Lytos should."


That got another roar of approval from his men. 


There was nothing more to Aldus’ plan than that. One throw of the dice, throwing everything at the heart of their foes. They did not have the numbers for anything else. If they could kill Tak... well, then maybe the Janden would scatter, or fall to bickering among themselves. Maybe it would be enough to save Destarra. 


If they failed, then Lytos would fall to its enemies, and the people of Destarra might be slaughtered before the day was out. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Today, Tak thought as he finished sharpening his sword, was the day when Destarra would fall to the Janden. 


It was a thought that made him smile to think it, standing at the heart of his encampment. He stood there, as tall and as broad shouldered as the largest of his men, dark haired and clad in scale armor, his beard worked with rings that glinted in the light. He carried a bow and a curved sword, ready for battle. 


His woman, Lyra, stood at the mouth of the tent. She was sleek and dark-haired, her dark eyes roving over him with worry. 


"You fear for me?" Tak asked her. 


"Who would not fear, in the moments before a battle?" Lyra asked. 


He snatched her up, pulling her in for one last kiss. "I do not fear. I am Tak, chief of the Janden, I am the one who brought the tribes together by force. I am the one who brought them to this land. Now, I am the one who will take this city and crush all before me."


He pushed her back towards the tent, mounting his horse. He could see his warriors preparing for battle around him. The warriors of the Janden moved with a wild energy, the air vibrating with anticipation as their war cries echoed through the snow-covered landscape. Tak's eyes scanned the ranks of his warriors, men and women both their bodies covered in furs and adorned with tribal symbols. Each one was a formidable force, honed by years of warfare and survival in the harshest of environments. Tak had been the one to make them one people, slaying their tribal leaders, forcing them to follow him.


His horse snorted and pawed at the ground, sensing its master's restless energy. With a swift motion, Tak swung himself onto its back, his muscles rippling beneath his armor. He could feel the power thrumming through his veins, a primal force that fueled his every movement. 


He saw leaders coming forward from the ranks of both the mercenaries and the rebel nobles of Lytos. Valtor of the mercenaries was there, of course, dressed like a fop as usual, his hair oiled, his mustache trimmed to preening perfection. It was hard to remember sometimes that this man could fight, although he had years of fighting for the city-states of the south behind him. Lord Grant claimed the command of the nobles who had decided to betray Lytos. He was tall and brooding, dressed in the armor of a knight, the symbol of a hawk upon his shield. 


A third man walked with them. Tak recognized him as the one who had been sent out from the city across the battlefield. Tak had almost had him shot as he walked over. Yet now, he stood with the commanders of the other sections of Tak’s army. He was slender and calculating. From somewhere, he had acquired a sword and a coat of mail, along with a shield marked with the symbol of balancing scales. 


He spoke before Tak could. 


"Your warriors don't seem to be forming up in lines for battle," he said. 


"We are the Janden," Tak replied. "Forming pretty squares and wedges is for men who would rather drill than fight."


The truth was that even Tak couldn't persuade the Janden to adopt the disciplined formations of professional soldiers. Each family, each clan, would fight together. They would follow his orders because they did not dare do otherwise. Beyond that, Tak couldn't ask much. But he wasn’t going to let some man not of the tribes know that. 


"Who is this?" Tak asked. "Some messenger from the city, come to beg us to talk some more?"


If so, Tak would cut the man down and stick his head on a spear for all to see. The time for talking was done. The time for blood was at hand. Aldus had promised a battle today, and if he did not keep that promise, Destarra would suffer for it.


Valtor shook his head, though. Even more strangely, he gave the newcomer a deep bow. "Chief Tak, may I present my employer, Lord Antonio?"


Those words made Tak stop and look at the newcomer with fresh eyes. He was dirty and his clothes were ragged, but Tak could see the arrogance of a nobleman there. He looked more like he had come from one of the city-states, though, rather than from Lytos. 


"You are not one of the Lyt," Tak said. "From what I heard, Lord Antonio was one of King Aldus' closest advisors."


Was this some kind of trick?


The other man nodded. "I was, for many years. But I am originally from the city-states. Hence my connections with the mercenaries there. Do you doubt who I am when both Valtor and Grent will vouch for me?"


Tak had to admit that there wasn't much the two men would agree on willingly. Still, something felt wrong about this.


"Why would King Aldus release you, rather than cutting you down?" Tak asked. 


"He is weak," Lord Antonio said. "I intend to make him pay for that weakness. If we work together, then it will be easy. Have your men form up on the left side, and-"


It took an effort for Tak to keep from striking him. He only refrained at all because he suspected it would mean losing both Grant and Valtor’s forces. "I am Tak. I command here. My people will fight as I have told them to fight, with fury, overwhelming the foe. Valtor, Grent, will your forces be alongside us?"


"We will do as Lord Antonio commands," Valtor said, with an unapologetic shrug.


Again, Tak was tempted to strike Antonio down. Again, he held back, fixing the Lytos noble with a level stare. 


"They tell me that you can lift the shadows from the sky. Your men have claimed it often enough."


"I am in contact with the one who can," Lord Antonio said smoothly. Too smoothly for Tak’s tastes. "When this is done, Lytos will bathe in sunlight once more."


"And no doubt there will be a price for that?"


Lord Antonio shrugged. "Little in this world is free."


Tak was starting to see why King Aldus had let the nobleman go. It was an easy way for him to sow discord. His presence complicated everything here. In the aftermath of all of this, it would probably be necessary to kill him. But not before he had used whatever influence he had to lift the shadows. 


"That is a question for after," Tak said. "For now, there is still a battle to win. Go, all of you, and remember what I have said before. Either you stand with the Janden, or you are our foes."


He wanted them to remember that. They had armies, certainly, but the Janden could overwhelm them as easily as that of Destarra. And with as little mercy. Perhaps they would, when this was done.


Valtor and Grant glanced at Antonio, who gave a brief nod before the three of them returned to their forces. The fact that they looked to him told Tak that Antonio was the power there, now.


Those forces started to draw up in neat lines, moving out from their encampments. The mercenaries were there in armor that was often dented with battle, wielding weapons that they'd used in more than their share of wars between the city states, or against the Janden. The nobles mounted their horses, lances held upright, ready to be brought down for the charge. 


Tak noted that they did it behind the massed forces of the Janden. He was sure that wasn't an accident. Probably, it was all a part of Lord Antonio's plan.


As the battle drew nearer, Tak couldn't help but feel a growing unease in his gut. Lord Antonio's arrival had brought with it a sense of uncertainty that lingered in the air like a heavy fog. The man's words were smooth and convincing, but there was something about him that set Tak's instincts on edge. 


He watched as Valtor and Grant followed Antonio's lead without hesitation, their allegiance shifting under the nobleman's influence. Tak had never trusted either of them, but he had thought that they would play their parts, and that they would balance each other out, contributing as Tak wished. Now, though, it was hard to be certain of that. 


He wondered what their plan was, standing back like that. Did they plan to play their part but simply wanted to keep out of the way of the charging Janden? That seemed like the least likely option. Did they plan to stab his people in the back, striking them down from behind right away?


No, that would not work, because then the forces of the city might defeat them. 


Lord Antonio's presence had brought an air of uncertainty to their already precarious situation. The nobleman's knowledge of the city-states and his connections with mercenaries raised suspicions in Tak's mind. Was it possible that Antonio had orchestrated this entire alliance just to further his own agenda?


Tak observed as the forces fell into formation, the mercenaries and nobles positioning themselves strategically behind the Janden warriors. It was clear that Lord Antonio intended to use them as a shield to soften the blow before launching his own attack. Perhaps that attack would just be on Destarra, or perhaps it would be on the Janden too. 


Tak did not know, and not knowing worried him. He shook his head, pushing away that uncertainty.


"I am Tak of the Janden. They will not stand against me." If they did, they would die. He would make sure of it. For now, he rode to the heart of his warriors, letting them see him. He needed to inspire them now.


"Today, our foes ride out to meet us. We do not have to scale walls to face them, do not have to fight them in tangled streets. I did that, with this siege! I did not waste your lives, but I intend to take theirs!"


That got a murmur of approval from his warriors. They presumably remembered the first assault on Destarra. Tak pointed to the army arrayed against them. 


"Look at them. They are weak. They are afraid. We will show them that they are right to be afraid. Today, we will kill every last man who stands against us, and then we will take the city beyond. It will be ours, and anyone who tries to stop us will die. Because we are the Janden, and this is our destiny!"


This time, the roar from his warriors was almost deafening.




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


One last push, and Meredith would be home.


It was hard to imagine being back in Destarra, back in the castle where she had lived for eighteen years. There had been moments in the last few weeks of being held captive in the Kingdom Beneath when she had thought that she would never see home again. 


Meredith pushed a strand of red hair away from her green eyes, looking over at the spot where Lance was throwing snow over their small fire to douse it. Lance was tall and dark-haired, with blue eyes and features that made Meredith's heart flutter when she saw them. 


She wanted to be with him then, wanted... wanted everything it was possible to have with him. She wanted him by her side for the rest of their lives. The intensity of that feeling was strange. It wasn’t just that he’d saved her, wasn’t just that he was the brave knight to rescue her from the Kingdom Beneath. Meredith had felt a strange attraction to him since the moment they met on the night of her birthday. It wasn’t just that he was handsome, intelligent and kind… it was more than that, somehow. 


A part of her wanted to rush over and kiss Lance right there and then. She knew that she had to be careful, though, couldn't afford to be too close to him yet. 


She had taken poison into herself in the Kingdom Beneath. She had poured that poison out into King Zander with a kiss, weakening him enough that she was able to start to make her escape. Enough that Lance had been able to cut him down. 


The thought that Zander was gone, that he wouldn't be able to harm any of them again, was liberating. It was as if a heavy weight had been lifted off Meredith's shoulders, allowing her to breathe easier. But amidst the relief, she couldn't shake off the lingering unease that still gnawed at her. She wasn't sure if the poison within her had fully dissipated yet, that it wouldn’t kill Lance. Until she was sure, she couldn't risk more than the briefest of touches with Lance. 


Meredith watched as Lance stamped out the embers of their fire, his movements strong and calculated. His shadow magic reached out, dissipating another patch of the shadows above, letting the warmth of sunlight down onto their small campsite. 


The shadows had been pushed away everywhere they'd been, showing their path in a long ribbon of clear blue sky. They'd walked so far since getting out of the Kingdom Beneath that Meredith was exhausted, but she knew that they needed to press on. 


"There's nothing in the traps," Dorian said, returning to the camp, his steps deliberately loud, as if to give Meredith and Lance plenty of warning. He had chestnut hair and high cheekbones, his expression defaulting to the arrogance of a noble. Where Lance had been born as a commoner before somehow succeeding in the trials to join the king's guard, Dorian was the son of the powerful noble Lord Antonio. Meredith was grateful to him for his part in rescuing her, although she didn't feel even close to the same way about him that she did about Lance. She just hoped that he could accept that, when he'd seemed to think for so long that their father's would arrange a marriage between them.


"That's not a problem," Meredith said. She reached out with her gift for plants, reaching for the soft earth, newly warmed by the sun. As her fingertips brushed against the soil, Meredith could feel a faint pulse of energy vibrating through the earth. It was as if the very essence of nature itself was responding to her touch, recognizing and acknowledging the magic that flowed within her veins. A tingling sensation coursed up her arm, filling her with a surge of exhilaration and an inexplicable sense of purpose.


With closed eyes, Meredith focused her mind on what she wanted. She envisioned transformation, visualizing the delicate roots burrowing deeper into the rich soil, absorbing nutrients and moisture from the earth. She pictured slender shoots breaking through the surface, reaching towards the heavens with unyielding determination. As she held this vivid image in her mind's eye, Meredith channeled her magic into the earth, intertwining her energy with the life force that permeated every inch of the soil.


A gentle breeze rustled through the surrounding trees, carrying with it a whispered chorus of encouragement. The forest seemed to stir with anticipation, sensing the imminent birth of something extraordinary beneath Meredith’s touch. And then, with a surge of power and the harmonious symphony of nature's melody, a small apple tree emerged from the ground.


It grew faster than any tree had a right to grow, surging up, growing strong and leafy in seconds. Meredith's eyes fluttered open, and she gasped in awe at the sight before her. The tree stood proud and solid, taller than she was, with apples already fruiting upon the branch, ripe and red. Meredith took one, passing it to Dorian, then threw another to Lance, who caught it and bit into it. 


"I don't think I'll ever get tired of seeing you do that," he said. 


"This, from someone who can command shadows?" Meredith retorted. 


"All I can do is hide and hurt people," Lance said. "You can make things grow. You have the potential to bring life back to the kingdom."


"What you can do is just as impressive," Meredith assured him.


"Yes, yes," Dorian said, with just a touch of bitterness in his voice. "You're both very impressive. But now, maybe we should get going again. I, for one, would like to get back to the castle and tell the king that we've found you before I’m old and grey. After what it has cost us, I want this done."


Meredith winced as she thought about the cost of getting her back. Fifty knights had set out to try to rescue her. Dorian and Lance were the only ones remaining. Was Meredith worth so many losses?
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