
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blood

Freya Pickard

The Kaerling Volume 21


Copyright Notice

First published in e-format in the United Kingdom in 2026

Copyright © by Freya Pickard 2026

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted or used in any manner, without the prior permission of the copyright owner except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the copyright owner's prior consent in any form whether printed or electronic other than that in which it is published.

This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, whether living or dead, is purely coincidental. Any resemblance to names, places and incidents are coincidental and should not be taken literally.

Cover design by Jonathon B. Hoyt © 2026

Cover image copyright © by Freya Pickard 2026

Made in England.


for Priscilla

Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

But catching up with the kaerlings proves to be anything but simple.

The four companions (Lored, Tari, Otta and Erl) have travelled the width of Falnaboldu and crossed the great ocean to land on Jargoiden’s hostile shores.

Meanwhile, Ashlar Slate, the King’s Assassin, is tracking Tari, who, he believes carries a scrip that his employer has ordered him to retrieve, killing everyone who has come into contact with it. Accompanying Slate are two Kirridians, Stio and Rue, who are eager to protect Lored and his party from harm.

But quite how the companions are going to rescue Lally and Derri, when ...

Otta has forgotten who she is and is now in the keeping of Amon, in his remote cottage outside the kaerling stronghold ...

Tari is a prisoner in a lonely cell high in the mountains and has been told she is to be the Sacrifice to the ilkiendu god ...

Rue is under the control of the Slave Medic, Dewei, and is trying to find Lally and Derri for Lored and the other warriors ...

Jas, the kaerling Assassin, has recently attempted to kill High Priest Kenril and failed. Kenril has implanted in Jas’ mind a trap that enables the High Priest to spy on the kaerlings through Jas’ eyes.

Lored, Erl, Stio and Ashlar are prisoners in Irak Tam, the Fighting Ring, and are being trained by an ex-mercenary from Falnaboldu, to take on the other combatants in the Arena for the Second Games of the season. Unknown to Rusivarch Hoyun, the Master of Lomentis, the Falna Four have struck a deal with three of the other teams ...

Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Orosturbe, Rhu, Tekana, Irak Tam & Rhanilk

Sharreshzan Day 9 to 13
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Chapter One
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Lally felt the heaviness of sleep cradling her body. Warmth encompassed her mind and she felt safe.

A flicker of alarm kindled deep inside her soul as large hands caressed her. She moaned softly, pushing the insistent touch away. But the arms of the man on top of her were strong. She sighed, giving in to his demands, knowing that if she didn’t resist, it would be over quickly.

Still half-asleep, Lally tried to distance herself from the invasion of finger, tongue and phallus. Part of her remained in darkness, hiding from life itself. Another part of her resented the feel of the man inside her. She encouraged her soul to retreat, to snuggle into the dimness of her subconscious. It was how she had survived since her abduction.

And then her body experienced a sensation she had never known existed. Unwilling waves of pleasure washed through her and involuntarily she gasped and cried out. The man shouted in exultation at his release, before pressing his lips briefly against hers. He whispered her name hoarsely and lifted himself off her.

Instinctively she curled into a tight ball, keeping her eyes closed. The sound of water pouring from lead taps in the bathing room echoed loudly. She kept still, concentrating on breathing, refusing to think.

She half-listened to the sounds of Clay Mead immersing himself in the hot water that came from volcanic springs. His morning baths were always quick, as if he couldn’t wait to start work in the Learning Rooms or Searching Cavern.

Sure enough, after less than a quarter of a turn, the renegade taku sauntered into the sleeping room, towelling himself off and dressing in leather trousers, boots and singlet. Lally kept a wary eye on him beneath her lashes.

He leaned over her, kissing her dark cheek before promising to be back before sunset that evening. Why couldn’t he promise to go away and leave her alone? Lally wondered, as the man left the room.

She rolled onto her back, allowing hot tears to trickle from the corners of her eyes. How could she have enjoyed what he did to her? Lally considered Clay’s carnal preferences. He wasn’t violent and didn’t subject her to the horrors the kaerling men had forced upon her. Still, she resented having to submit to any man at all. She hadn’t asked to have her virginity taken so brutally.

How could her body have betrayed her in such a manner? Clay would think she enjoyed his touch, when truthfully, she abhorred physical contact. He had been trying to please her for months; now he had succeeded, he would probably expect her to enjoy him again. She groaned and sighed deeply.

For a moment she considered killing herself. She’d tried it once, before they’d reached Jargoiden. But Clay Mead had rescued her. Why did the man profess to care for her so much? If he really cared, he wouldn’t force her to have intercourse with him, would he?

Lally rolled over and pushed herself upright. Sitting on the edge of the bed she stretched her back, feeling now only the faintest pull in her muscles. Whatever Clay’s faults, he was an excellent healer. After Dia had ordered Lally to be flogged with the Talon Whip, the girl’s wounds had taken a long time to heal. But once Clay had found out what had happened, the gashes in her flesh closed quickly and smoothly.

The only good thing to have come from the flogging, Lally reflected, was the relief she’d had from Clay’s attentions in bed. But now she was well again, he was asserting his rights to her body. Rights she hadn’t given him, she thought bitterly. Rights that had been inflicted upon her since her abduction.

Lally shrugged off thoughts of the past and rose to her feet. She made her way to the bathing room that always smelt of sulphur. She lowered herself into the bath, and, using the sandalwood soap provided for Clay, washed all traces of him from her body. The water was already tepid, but she lay back and enjoyed a brief moment of relaxation.

Pulling the metal plug from the hole at the base of the bath, Lally stepped onto the chill tiles and reached for a clean towel. She didn’t think she was supposed to use the bath; she was after all, a slave. But Clay had never forbidden her to use the bathing room, and she wasn’t going to endure the humiliation of the public baths on Rhu.

She’d done that once and felt soiled after immersion in the hot water. Male and female slaves had been herded into the pool where the springs rose and forced to wash themselves under the stares of kaerling soldiers. Lally had witnessed slaves of both sexes raped by the guards and then sent back to bathe again. That day she’d been lucky, and had evaded the grasping hands of a hawk-eyed soldier who’d inflicted himself on a young boy. Despite her lowly status as a slave, being owned by Clay Mead was better than the continual rape and abuse the kaerlings subjected thralls to.

Lally found a clean orange tunic and pulled it over her head, tugging the hem down. She experienced another flash of bitterness; slaves weren’t allowed to wear underclothes.

Lally peered into the flecked mirror and wiped it with her towel. Her blurred reflection stared sullenly at her. She rubbed at the dark stubble on her head. No doubt she’d be sent to the hair cutters on Rhu again soon. She missed the tumbling curls that proclaimed her Suryan ancestry, something she was proud of, despite never knowing her parents.

She set about cleaning the bath and washed the tiled floor and walls. Bundling up soiled towels, she collected sheets and their discarded clothes from the day before, and set out for the washrooms in the basement. As she walked the cool corridors with bare feet, she tried to remember when she’d last experienced her monthly bleed.

The vats of boiling water were already roiling and steaming, and, being the first one in the washrooms, Lally picked the vessel nearest the door. She placed the soiled linens into the turbulent waters and pounded them with a stout wooden stick. After a few minutes she left the vat to bubble and boil, and placed Clay’s leather pants and singlet in a wicker basket beside the door, ensuring the wooden paddle with Mead’s raven sigil was tucked between the items. Leaving them for the slaves with specialist abilities in cleaning leather, she returned to her vat of washing. She went through the motions of the daily wash without really thinking, nodding to the slave girl who entered next. The thrall’s slim face was disfigured by fresh bruises. Some of the power users in Clay’s building were as violent as their kaerling masters.

By the time she put the sheets through the mangle, Lally realised that the last time she’d bled properly, had been before her abduction in Aura Vere. Had she kindled? She didn’t look or feel as though she was carrying a child. She’d bled heavily a number of times in the early days, when the kaerling men abused her nightly. Since she’d become Clay’s property, she hadn’t bled at all.

Did that mean she was with child? Or was it because Clay did not assault her violently when he had intercourse with her? Lally bit her lip as she gathered the sheets into a basket and carried them to the drying rooms. Did she want to have kindled new life? Did she want to give birth to Clay’s child? Did she want to give birth as a slave? A strange, shaky emotion welled up inside and she felt tears coursing down her cheeks.

“Have you eaten today, girl?”

The olive-skinned Mistress of Slaves grasped Lally’s chin.

“No, madam,” Lally replied raggedly.

“Have you kindled?” The hard, dark eyes stared without emotion at her.

“I’m not sure, madam.”

The Mistress let go of Lally’s chin and beckoned to another slave girl. “Take over Lally’s duties and when the washing is dry, return it to Clay Mead’s room. You, girl. Eat now. Then take yourself to the Slave Medic on Rhu.”
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Rue stared at her master, not comprehending his words.

“Rusivarch Hoyun speaks highly of you, woman.” The stout man looked down his nose, thick neck bulging beneath his chin. “You are required to continue attending the Falna Four every evening, after they have finished practice and before curfew starts.”

“Thank you, sir,” Rue managed to reply, wondering when she would be able to eat a proper meal.

“And because Rusivarch has spoken so highly of you to the kaerlings, they have demanded that you attend their prisoner on Rhanilk.”

“Yes, sir!” Rue stood up straight. She’d not yet been summoned to Rhanilk. No-one except Slave Medic Dewei visited the kaerling prisoner there. “Does she have to be treated in a specific way?”

“I have recommended several herbal treatments that the priestesses use to keep the woman sedated, but nothing works for long. Zorion has records of what I’ve given her over the last two years.”

“Thank you, sir.” Rue bowed her head.

“But I will still require you to attend to those who come to be treated here on Rhu. Zorion, Magar and the boys will take over the dispensing of remedies.”

Rue’s heart sank a little. She’d enjoyed walking all over the kaerling stronghold and knew her way around the subterranean tunnels. She still hadn’t found Tari, but, Lored had told her that the treu-priestess might be located in Rhanilk. Now that she had been summoned to the ilkiendu caldera, Rue would do her best to find the girl.

She still hadn’t come across either Derri or Lally, both of whom had been the reason why Lored and his friends had crossed the ocean to Orosturbe.

“When should I attend the prisoner on Rhanilk?” Rue asked. She needed to plan her journeys around the stronghold. She did not want to cut short her evening rendezvous with the Falna Four in Irak Tam. It wasn’t just their injuries that needed tending; she wanted to reassure herself that Ashlar Slate was well. Memories of his passionate kisses heated her cheeks.

“I saw the prisoner recently. In three days you should attend and make alterations to the remedies as you see fit.”

Rue knew it was an honour to be asked to do this, but she quailed inside. What if she gave the prisoner the wrong herbs and the woman died?

“Don’t worry too much if you make her sick; she’s raving most of the time. The priestesses usually ask me to simply quieten her down.”

Rue’s stomach sank with dread at the extra work she was now expected to accomplish. “May I have an assistant to help me?”

“Certainly!”

Rue hoped surprise didn’t show on her face at Dewei’s unexpected acquiescence.

“Pick whoever you wish. Any slave will do, just ensure they have a green tunic and sandals to wear. You can get permission from myself, Magar or Zorion to acquire such items from the Quartermaster’s Hall.”

“Thank you, sir. I will examine your records as soon as I have time and take appropriate herbs with me when I go to Rhanilk.”

“I want you to take the female surgery this morning. This afternoon I will ask Zorion to find the records for you and you can spend some time studying them before you treat the Falna Four in Irak Tam.”

Rue smiled briefly, bowed her head again and thanked her master once more for organising every moment of her day. Being a slave did not come easily to an independent woman like Rue. She had never married, having taken the King of Kiros as her lover when his wife died. Being the Herb Woman on Kiros had given her freedoms denied to most women who were always busy with births, deaths, the raising of children and caring for their husbands.

While being a thrall under the Slave Medic, was certainly better than being incarcerated in Oirthir Tower on false charges, Rue chafed at her lack of freedom. Dewei dismissed her with a flick of one wrist and called for Magar to attend him.

At least the Slave Medic hadn’t attempted to assault her, Rue reflected as she made her way to the surgery for female slaves. From what she’d seen of Dewei, he was more interested in his own sex. Being an older woman in the kaerling stronghold was more of an advantage than she had supposed. No-one had made advances towards her. The green medic uniform ensured the soldiers left her alone and the other slaves avoided her, unless they needed treatment. The kaerlings too had ignored her. She supposed that the lines in her face and the grey in her hair made her undesirable. The inhabitants of Orosturbe seemed to prefer rounded women to abuse. Rue was slim and lean and cropped hair really did not suit her.

She opened the door of the freshly swept consulting chamber and wedged it open with a stone. She checked the shelves for bandages, splints, thread and needles. The top shelf held the most commonly used remedies to treat injuries. Rue had only attended two surgeries in the ten days she’d been assigned to the Slave Medic and had been shocked at some of the wounds the slaves came in with.

Quite why the kaerlings treated their thralls so appallingly, Rue couldn’t comprehend. She found it difficult to understand slavery, and to treat other humans in such a despicable fashion, was beyond her. The worst injuries she’d seen were a couple of slaves brought in five days before who had been flogged with a Talon Whip. Rue had never heard of such an object and had been shocked to discover it wasn’t considered an instrument of torture. In kaerling terms, it was simply a way to discipline slaves.

A timid knock at the door scattered her thoughts. She turned to the entrance and smiled in her best welcoming manner. The young girl hesitated, frowning at Rue’s expression and the Herb Woman wondered if she had ever seen anyone smile before.

“Come in! I’m Rue. What’s your name?” She gestured to a wooden stool before the small desk situated beneath the shelves.

Rue sat on the one chair in the room, took up a stick of charcoal and reached for a page of thin parchment piled in the middle of the desk. Dewei was a stickler for records and insisted that every injury was described, along with the slave’s name and any owner they were connected with.

“Shakyna.” The girl sat down gingerly on the hard stool.

“Which kaerling owns you?” Rue asked gently, noting the wide-eyed stare.

“No-one.” Dark eyes dropped to the clean floor, colour flooding mahogany cheeks.

“Where do you work?”

“In the washrooms, here on Rhu. Talasi said I should see a medic.”

Rue carefully noted the girl’s name and made the symbol for washroom. At least, she thought it was washroom, she hadn’t really come to terms with the note making system here on Rhu.

“What’s wrong, Shakyna?”

The slim girl kept her eyes on the floor. “I hurt.”

Rue kept a tight lid on her feelings. She was sorry for all the suffering and pain she saw around her, but realised she could not show such emotion. There was no place for compassion or sympathy in the kaerling stronghold. And those slaves to whom she had shown kindness, had reacted as though she was infectious with a deadly disease.

“Whereabouts do you hurt, Shakyna?”

Repeating the slave’s name helped them open up, she had learnt that already.

“Here.” The girl pointed behind her.

“Why don’t you stand up and show me?” Rue suggested.

Shakyna rose slowly, winced, and turned around, pointing towards her rectum.

Rue sighed inwardly. Why couldn’t the kaerlings and their soldiers have intercourse the usual way? Why did they have to inflict such pain on both adults and children? Although a peaceful woman, she was starting to think that anyone who committed such acts on those who couldn’t, or weren’t allowed to fight back, should be punished; painfully.

“Oh, dear,” Rue said softly, noting the bloodstains on the back of the girl’s tunic. “Why don’t you lie on your stomach?” She gestured to the hard, wooden bed that lay along one wall. “And I’ll see what I can do to ease your pain.”
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Otta sat at a smooth, polished table on a wooden bench with a cushion beneath her posterior. Her satchel and blankets lay in a heap just inside the door of the cottage. For once, her left cheekbone didn’t ache.

She stared at Amon, as he cleared up the remains of their breakfast. Since she’d been in Orosturbe, Otta had not seen a kaerling lift a finger to do menial chores; that’s what slaves, servants and half-bloods were for. She wondered if she should offer to help collect the plates and cutlery, but her belly felt full and her limbs were heavy with weariness.

Birdsong echoed in the air outside. The windows of the cottage were open, allowing a cool breeze to enter. There was a stillness and clarity to the place that calmed her ragged nerves.

She looked around as Amon stacked the used plates in a neat pile beside the large sink at the back of the kitchen. The cottage was plain, the furnishing sparse. It wasn’t exactly utilitarian, but neither was it opulent. The floor was covered with dull grey flagstones, the walls limed, the wooden rafters hung with alliums and bunches of herbs.

An almost-memory flickered at the back of her mind, but the images failed to emerge. The table and benches were made of pale wood, highly varnished, carved with skill. To her left, shallow steps led down into the living area. Across from the table was the kitchen hearth, a fire flickering and dancing with pale flames. Over it a kettle whistled and the kaerling man took the vessel from the heat, pouring the boiled water into a large teapot.

The sun was high in the sky and the light in the kitchen slowly changed. Otta knew she should sleep, but felt too keyed up to rest. Amon appeared respectful towards her; but could she trust him? He rescued me from his son, she reminded herself. He kept me safe. Yes, but will he keep you safe now? Or will he hand you straight back to the kaerlings? Another voice in her head asked.

“This is a tea from Zhornia in Mykola. I find it a useful way to stay awake after eating too much at breakfast.” The man placed the large teapot on the table along with two ceramic mugs and sat down opposite Otta.

Breakfast had certainly been different, Otta reflected, resuming her study of Amon’s face. Porridge had been served first, as she had expected. After that there had been fresh fruit and a tart sauce, followed by flatbreads with flavoured oils. She wasn’t sure she’d ever eaten so much that early in the morning. Not that she could recall anything, but it felt as though breakfast shouldn’t be quite as large as the one Amon had just served.
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