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Chapter 1: The Spark Ignites

The sun hung low over Drenvar, a golden orb sinking toward the Duskpine Hills, its light spilling across fields of barley that rippled like a sea under the late summer breeze. The village nestled in a valley two miles east of the River Tarn, its thatched roofs and stone walls a patchwork of brown and gray against the green, smoke curling from chimneys in lazy spirals that smelled of wood and sage. Chickens clucked in yards fenced with weathered stakes, their feathers dusting the mud, while goats bleated from pens near the square—a packed-dirt patch where a well stood, its bucket swaying in the wind. The air was warm, heavy with the scent of hay and earth, a harvest’s promise hanging ripe and full, untouched by the storm brewing beyond the horizon.

Jaden sat on a stump outside his family’s farmhouse, a boy of ten with dark hair tangled from a day of running, his gray eyes bright with the restless energy of youth. His hands clutched a stick he’d whittled into a crude sword, its tip chipped from mock battles with the barn cats, and he swung it now, slashing the air with a whoosh that stirred the dust at his feet. The farmhouse loomed behind him, a sturdy square of timber and stone, its roof freshly thatched by his father’s hands, its windows glowing with the flicker of a hearth inside. The door creaked open, and Lira stepped out, her green eyes catching the fading light, her apron dusted with flour from the bread she’d been kneading.

“Jaden, don’t dawdle,” she called, her voice warm but firm, a smile tugging at her lips as she wiped her hands on the cloth. “Supper’s nearly ready, and Mara’s been asking for you.” 

She brushed a strand of chestnut hair from her face, her hands calloused from years of tending fields and hearth, her love a steady thread woven into every word. Jaden grinned, dropping the stick to scamper toward her, his boots kicking up dirt as he bounded up the steps. 

“Coming, Ma!” he shouted, ducking under her arm as she ruffled his hair, her laughter a bell that rang through the quiet evening.

Inside, the kitchen was a haven of warmth, the hearth crackling with logs Tobin had split that morning, a pot of vegetable stew bubbling over the flames, its steam thick with the scent of carrots and thyme. Mara sat at the table, a girl of six with hair like Lira’s—chestnut curls spilling over her shoulders—and eyes a softer gray than Jaden’s, her small hands clutching a wooden doll her father had carved.

“Jaden!” she chirped, sliding off her stool to tug at his sleeve, her grin gap-toothed and bright. “You promised to play knights with me!” He groaned, feigning annoyance, but his eyes twinkled as he scooped her up, spinning her until she squealed, her giggles filling the room like sunlight.

“Easy, you two,” Tobin said, stepping in from the back door, his broad shoulders filling the frame, his dark hair streaked with sweat from the day’s work. He carried a basket of apples from Widow Tressa’s orchard, their skins red and glossy, and set it on the table with a grunt. His hands were rough, scarred from years of wielding a hoe and hammer, but his smile was soft as he watched his children, a quiet pride in his gray eyes—eyes Jaden had inherited, though Tobin’s held a depth the boy couldn’t yet fathom. “You’ll knock the stew over, and then we’ll all go hungry,” he teased, ruffling Mara’s curls as she wriggled free to climb back onto her stool.

Lira ladled the stew into bowls, steam rising in wisps, and the family settled around the table—Jaden beside Mara, Tobin and Lira across, their chairs creaking under the weight of a day’s labor. The meal was simple but hearty, bread torn into chunks, apples sliced with a knife Tobin kept sharp on a whetstone by the door.

“Good day in the fields?” Lira asked, her spoon pausing as she glanced at her husband, her tone light but her eyes searching. 

Tobin nodded, swallowing a bite. “Aye, the barley’s thick this year. Veyra’s been kind—hope it holds.” His voice was steady, but a flicker crossed his face—a shadow Jaden didn’t catch, too busy sneaking an extra apple slice to Mara, who giggled behind her hand.

After supper, the children sprawled by the hearth, Mara’s doll leading a charge against Jaden’s stick-sword in a game of knights and dragons. 

“I’m Sir Jaden, protector of the realm!” he declared, lunging at an imaginary beast, his shadow dancing on the wall. Mara clapped; her doll raised high. 

“And I’m Princess Mara, ruler of all!” 

Lira watched from the table, her sewing needle flashing as she mended a tear in Jaden’s shirt, her smile soft but her eyes distant, as if listening to a sound beyond the crackling fire. Tobin sat beside her, whittling a new toy—a horse, its legs taking shape under his steady hands—and murmured something low, too quiet for the children to hear.

Later, as the fire dwindled to embers, Jaden slipped outside to the privy, the night air cool against his skin, the stars a scatter of silver above the Duskpine Hills. The privy stood behind the barn, a rickety shed of planks and straw, and he lingered after, kicking stones into the dirt, the stick-sword tucked under his arm. Voices drifted from the farmhouse window—low, urgent—and he crept closer, curiosity tugging him to the wall, his breath fogging in the chill. He pressed against the stone, the window cracked open, Lira’s words slipping through like a thread.

“...getting worse, Tobin,” she said, her voice tight, a whisper laced with worry. “Eryndor’s folk are pushing south—Old Man Corrin saw their banners near Tarrow’s Bend. If they meet Veyra’s lot...” She trailed off, and Jaden heard the clink of a bowl being set down, harder than usual. 

Tobin’s reply was softer, a rumble that carried a weight Jaden couldn’t place. “They won’t reach us, Lira. Not yet. I’ve seen their kind before—bluster and sparks, nothing more.” A pause, then a creak as he shifted in his chair. “Back in Haverford, we’d have laughed them off.”

“Haverford?” Lira’s tone sharpened, a mix of surprise and suspicion. “You never talk about those days. What did you do there, Tobin? Before you came north?” 

Jaden held his breath, the stick slipping in his grip, his father’s past a shadow he’d never glimpsed—Haverford, the market town 300 miles south, a name from tavern tales of merchants and wanderers. Tobin chuckled, but it was hollow, a sound that didn’t reach his eyes. 

“Traded, mended fences—same as here. Learned a few tricks, that’s all. Nothing to fret over now.”

“Tricks,” Lira echoed, her voice dropping lower, almost lost to the wind. “Like that time with the lantern? When it flared without oil, and you said it was the wind? I’m not blind, Tobin—I’ve seen the way you look at the storms, like you know them.” Silence stretched, thick and heavy, broken only by the scrape of Tobin’s knife on wood, the horse taking shape in his hands. 

“Old habits,” he said at last, his tone clipped, closing the door on her words. “We’ll keep the children safe. That’s what matters.”

Jaden frowned, his small fists clenching the stick, the conversation a puzzle he couldn’t piece together. His father, a mage? The thought was wild, absurd—Tobin was a farmer, broad-shouldered and steady, not some robed trickster conjuring sparks. Yet the lantern memory flickered—two summers back, a storm had darkened the barn, and the light had blazed bright, Tobin brushing it off with a laugh while Lira’s eyes narrowed. Jaden shook his head, the night swallowing his confusion, and slipped back inside, the warmth of the hearth chasing the chill from his bones. Mara slept on a blanket by the fire, her doll clutched tight, and he curled beside her, the stick-sword at his side, his mind buzzing with questions he couldn’t ask.

The next day dawned bright, the sun climbing over the hills, its light gilding the fields in gold. Jaden and Mara raced through the barley, their shouts echoing as they played knights again, the stick-sword clashing with a branch Mara wielded like a scepter. 

“You’re the dragon now!” she cried, swinging wide, and Jaden roared, tumbling into the stalks, their laughter a song that carried to the farmhouse. 

Lira watched from the porch, her hands on her hips, her smile a shield against the worry etching her brow. Tobin joined her, his hammer resting on his shoulder, his gray eyes scanning the horizon—a flicker of unease there, quickly buried as he called, “Time for chores, you two!”

They ate lunch in the shade of an oak by the barn—bread, cheese, apples from Tressa’s orchard—the family sprawled on a blanket, the air alive with the hum of bees and the rustle of leaves. 

“Tell us a story, Pa,” Mara begged, her head on Tobin’s knee, and he obliged, his voice weaving a tale of a knight who tamed a storm with a magic shield—a hint of something deeper, perhaps, but Jaden didn’t catch it, too busy flicking apple seeds at his sister. Lira laughed, swatting his hand, her love a warmth that wrapped them tight, a moment of peace two days from shattering.

That night, as Jaden drifted to sleep beside Mara, the hearth’s glow painting the walls, a distant rumble rolled through the hills—not thunder, not yet, but the first whisper of the turf wars creeping closer, a shadow Tobin’s tricks couldn’t hold back. The spark waited, unlit in Jaden’s chest, a fire that would ignite in the ashes of this life, but for now, the boy dreamed of knights, his family’s love a flame that burned bright.
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Chapter 2: The Flames of Ruin
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The sky over Drenvar bruised purple as dusk fell, two days after Jaden had overheard his parents’ whispers, the air thick with a tension that pressed against the village like a held breath. The barley fields swayed uneasily, their golden heads bowing under a wind that carried the faint tang of smoke—not the comforting hearth-scent of home, but something sharper, wilder, drifting from the north where the Duskpine Hills loomed. The village square lay quiet, its well abandoned, the geese huddled in their pens as if sensing the storm beyond the horizon. The River Tarn glinted two miles west, its waters restless, reflecting a sky streaked with jagged flashes—Eryndor’s wrath, no longer distant, creeping closer with the turf wars’ tide.

Jaden stood by the farmhouse porch, his stick-sword tapping against his leg, his gray eyes scanning the fields for Mara. She’d darted off after lunch, her chestnut curls bouncing as she declared herself “Princess of the Barn,” her wooden doll clutched tight, her laughter echoing as she vanished into the weathered structure beside the house. The barn was a squat giant of timber and straw, its walls gray with age, its loft stuffed with hay from the summer’s cut, a kingdom for her games. 

“Mara, come out!” Jaden called, his voice sharp with impatience, the stick twirling in his hand. “Ma’s got supper on!”

No answer came, only the creak of the barn door swaying in the wind, a sound drowned by a low rumble rolling through the hills—not thunder, but hooves, shouts, the clash of steel drawing near.

Lira stepped onto the porch, her apron still dusted with flour, her green eyes narrowing as she followed Jaden’s gaze. “Where’s your sister?” she asked, her tone tight, her hands wiping on the cloth with a quickness that betrayed her calm. 

Tobin emerged behind her, his broad frame filling the doorway, his hammer slung over his shoulder from mending a gate that afternoon. His dark hair was streaked with sweat, his gray eyes flicking to the north, a flicker of unease hardening his jaw. 

“She’s In the barn again,” he said, his voice steady but low, a farmer’s certainty undercut by something deeper—a knowledge Jaden couldn’t name, tied to whispers of Haverford and storms. “Jaden, fetch her. Now.”

Before Jaden could move, the horizon erupted—a line of figures cresting the hills, silhouettes against the dying light, their banners snapping in the wind. Eryndor’s storm-wielders, clad in gray cloaks that crackled with static, their staffs raised as lightning arced from their hands, jagged bolts that split trees and scorched the earth. Veyra’s zealots met them, green-robed and wild-eyed, their sickles flashing as vines burst from the soil, thorned tendrils lashing at their foes. Shouts tore the air—curses, prayers, the scream of a horse as a bolt struck its flank—and the turf wars spilled into Drenvar’s fields, a chaos of divine spite that cared















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Tarrow's 2.\
5

Bend
=

Duskpine
Hills

STORMRIDGE®-.
MOUNTAINS
e






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





