
  
    [image: Of Blood and Fire]
  


  
    
      OF BLOOD AND FIRE

    

    
      
        KERI ARTHUR

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Keri Arthur

      Published by KA Publishing PTY LTD, PO Box 415, Shop11/47-49 Sydney St Kilmore Vic Australia 3764 keriarthurauthor@gmail.com

      Printed and bound by IngramSpark.

      Australia: Ingram Content Group AU Pty Ltd, Melbourne, Victoria. US: Lightning Source LLC, La Vergne, Tennessee / Allentown, Pennsylvania / Jackson, Tennessee, United States. UK: Lightning Source UK Ltd, Milton Keynes, United Kingdom. Europe: Lightning Source UK Ltd, with facilities in Germany, France, and Spain. The authorized representative in the European Economic Area is Lightning Source France, 1 Av. Johannes Gutenberg, 78310 Maurepas, France. compliance@lightningsource.fr

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be used, including but not limited to, the training of or use by artificial intelligence (AI, generative AI), or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      Cover Art by The Book Brander Boutique

      Interior Art by Etheric Designs

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to real people, alive or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-923169-36-4

    

  


  
    
      With thanks to:

      

      The Lulus

      Indigo Chick Designs

      The lovely ladies at Hot Tree Editing

      Jason Nuhrung Editing Services

      The ladies from Central Vic Writers

      Sarah from Illustrated Page Design for the exquisite map of Arleeon and Mareritten

      Etheric Designs for the lovely hand drawn Interior Art

      The Book Brander Boutique for the gorgeous ebook/ paperback cover

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Keri Arthur

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Grief.

      It was a never-ending sea in which I was drowning. It broke my sleep, haunted my days, and sat like a stone in the middle of my chest, making it hard to breathe, to think, to function.

      But function I must. I was Princess Bryn Silva, the only child of Rion Silva, Esan’s king and commander, and now that he and Mom were dead…

      A faint sob escaped, and I clenched my fists, digging my nails into my palms in an effort to battle one pain with another.

      I could survive this.

      I would survive this.

      There was vengeance to be had.

      I drew in a deeper breath that didn’t really help, then turned at the sound of steps and watched Jarin Maese approach. While my father had had a council of advisors that included both the day and night division generals, the explosion that had taken my parents’ lives had also taken out all but one of his advisors—Jarin. He’d been my father’s night general, and he was now my direct second-in-command. It meant that when I was aloft, he could take full control of the armies—both mounted and foot. As such, he was temporarily residing here in the palace complex—in the quarters reserved for the multitude of advisors that often came with overseas dignitaries—so he could be available whenever needed. The military quarters, positioned as they were near the lower curtain wall, were simply too far away to be practical in a crisis such as this.

      And it was a crisis. We were facing enemies on two fronts—on the ground and in the air—and while our drakkons now had flame, their numbers remained too few.

      The palace’s grand hall had been made into a temporary command center after the Mareritt—the warrior race who ruled the northerly half of our shared continent—had orchestrated the explosion that had not only taken so many lives, but also destroyed a good ninety per cent of the administration and war room buildings five days ago. The rather forlorn-looking section that remained atop the upper curtain wall had been strengthened by our earth mages only days before the attack, but it wasn’t large enough to accommodate any of our tactical or admin sections. We weren’t intending to immediately rebuild those areas, either. Aside from the fact it was pointless to do so until this war was over, it was far better for everyone if the mages concentrated on making the two curtain walls—especially the lower one, which was our main defense—impervious to the acidic substance that had caused so much damage. If they destroyed the lower wall as they had destroyed the war room... I thrust the thought aside. It would not fall. Esan would not fall. Not on my watch.

      Of course, it was damnably inconvenient not to have the immediacy of the war room’s long views over Mareritten, but we’d lost over one hundred people in the explosion, many of them our most experienced veterans, and we could not afford to lose any more. Not when I had so little experience in the practicalities of war and tactics.

      I needed help. I needed advice. I needed my husband….

      But he, like almost everyone else I cared about, was gone. Not dead, in his case, just gone. I had no idea where, no idea why. All I knew was that it involved his sisters and that it was a matter of life and death.

      Trouble was, Damon Velez didn’t have sisters. Not full-blood ones, anyway. He had plenty half siblings, because apparently his father—Aric Velez, king and commander of Zephrine, Esan’s fortress counterpart in West Arleeon—couldn’t keep his fucking cock in his pants and liked to spread his seed far and wide. And yet, I’d gotten the distinct impression Damon hadn’t been talking about half sisters.

      It didn’t make sense. Nothing was making sense right now when it came to the Velez line.

      But Damon and I were definitely going to have words when he got back. If he got back.

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead wearily. “What is it, Jarin?”

      He stopped and saluted crisply. He was a stout man in his late forties, with leathery brown skin and a thick braid of steel-gray hair. He’d survived the war room attack due to good timing; as night general, he’d just retired to his quarters in the military section when the attack alarm had sounded. Like the rest of us who’d been there at the time, he’d gone to the main curtain wall rather than make his way back through the many levels that divided the military section from the second wall and the war room.

      Being on the front line had saved his life, just as it had saved mine. If I’d been here, in the palace, I would have gone to the war room to be with my parents and would have been killed as well.

      That would’ve had far-reaching consequences, not just for Esan, but also for our drakkons. And, more particularly, my drakkon.

      “Commander,” Jarin said, his voice a low rumble that matched his stout figure. “The falconers have just reported that a gray hawk came in from Reydia with a message.”

      I frowned, momentarily confused. “Why are they sending messages via gray hawks rather than⁠—”

      I stopped. They were using hawks simply because there was no other way to contact us directly. The destruction of the war room had taken out our quill network. We did have more scribes—which used magic to pair one quill with another, meaning what was written on one tablet was copied onto the other—but we were concentrating on getting fresh pairs out to all locations with logistical or military importance within Arleeon first. It was a slow business given the great distances involved.

      But if Reydia had sent a message via a gray hawk, it meant that, in those final few moments before Vahree’s hand had claimed their souls, someone had scribed a warning to the entire network, telling them contact might be reduced or even cut off and to use the hawks.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if that someone—or someones—had been my parents. They wouldn’t have given anyone else the task—not when it was basically a guarantee of death....

      I held out a hand that shook just a little—a result of tiredness and grief combined, but there was nothing I could do about either right now. “You have the message?”

      He placed a small piece of the specially treated paper used to etch messages onto my hand. I frowned and held it up. It didn’t drip water, but it was nevertheless waterlogged. “What in Vahree’s name has happened to it?”

      He grimaced. “The cylinder holding it was somehow damaged during transport. With all the rain we’ve had, I’m betting much of the missive is unreadable.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “You’ve not read it?”

      “It was addressed to the king, not the second-in-command.”

      Again, grief surged. Again, I gulped it down and said, as lightly as I could, “Meaning, technically, I shouldn’t be reading it either.”

      He snorted softly—a gruff sound of amusement that seemed to briefly lift the solemnity blanketing the room—but otherwise didn’t reply.

      I carefully unrolled the paper. He was right—much of it wasn’t readable. I squinted a little then held the missive up to the wan morning light creeping in through the light tube above our heads. “Okay, they need urgent council with the king. There’s something about boats and—” I paused, shifting the paper’s position a fraction to highlight the next area. “And mention of an attack.”

      “The gilded riders would have to go a long way out of their current flight paths to attack Reydia,” Jarin commented.

      I glanced at the large map that had been hastily stuck onto the dining room’s black stone wall to the right of the doors. It not only showed our entire continent and all the various outlying islands, but also the currently known positions of both our enemies. Reydia lay a good two days’ sailing beyond what was traditionally considered Arleeon waters, and was generally used as a refuel stop for those bringing goods from farther shores to either Hopetown or Kriton—our two major points on that side of our continent—and vice versa. As Jarin had noted, it was also nowhere near any of the other islands that had come under attack, and certainly well beyond any flight path the gilded riders would have taken to join the massive force they were building in the seas beyond the Throat—part of a dangerous line of peaks that had until now formed a nigh-on impassible border into Eastern Arleeon.

      That buildup was nightmare material; three drakkons—even if they were now armed with fire—would not defeat such a force.

      Not three now came Kaia’s thought. Is five.

      Kaia was the biggest of our drakkons, and a queen in the prime of her life. She was also now my drakkon, magically bonded to me in a ceremony that had not only shared my strega ability to raise fire with her, but also combined our life forces. No one was really sure what that meant beyond the fact that when one of us was sick or injured, it affected the other—something we knew because Hannity, our youngest rider, had come down with some sort of blood fever after the ceremony and remained unconscious. According to the healers I had stationed with her around the clock, her body was finally showing signs of recovery even if she remained unconscious. Her drakkon—Rua, a red on the cusp of breeding age—was similarly unwell, but we were hoping that in keeping Hannity alive, we’d keep Rua alive.

      Five against hundreds is still not what I’d call good odds, Kaia.

      Have three more kin soon. We have flame now.

      Even with eight fire-breathing drakkons, the odds remain greatly in their favor. And it wasn’t like we could get many more at this stage, because so many drakkons remained wary of humans and had not answered Kaia’s call to come help, despite her certainty that they eventually would. Given we’d almost hunted them into extinction, I really couldn’t blame them for their reluctance, especially when there were just as many doubters here in Esan. Jarin wasn’t one, but I’d heard soldiers and plenty of others discussing the inadvisability of using the drakkons when they thought I couldn’t hear them—discussions that had only strengthened after over a dozen soldiers manning the lower wall had been caught in the backwash of drakkon fire. It hadn’t been meant, but it was still used it as a pointer to the fact that, by giving the drakkons fire, we were creating our own doom, and steps needed to be taken for the greater good of all. A somewhat bitter smile twisted my lips. I’d heard very similar “discussions” about my strega abilities when I was just a kid and unable to fully control either the fire or my ability to talk to animals.

      Not that I had the latter anymore. I’d known there’d be a price to pay for merging with Kaia, but I hadn’t truly understood the full extent of it. It wouldn’t have mattered even if I had, of course, but still... the silence in my mind was deafening. I really missed the background chatter.

      I chatter more, if wish, Kaia commented.

      Not quite the same thing, I said dryly, and returned my attention to Jarin. “I agree. Your thoughts?”

      “The king did send messages to all our allies requesting information on our green-haired attackers and whether anyone had had any interactions with them, be they recent or past. This may very well be a response to that. If it is, we dare not ignore it.” He hesitated. “But it could also be a trap.”

      I frowned. “What makes you think that?”

      He waved a hand that was partially bandaged and missing a finger—a lasting reminder of the arrow that had come close to taking his life. Our healers could and did do the near impossible when it came to saving lives, but even they could not successfully reattach body parts that had been severed for too long. “The timing. With the riders building their numbers in the Eastern Sea, this could be nothing more than a means of drawing you and the drakkons out of Esan so they can mount an attack. You did fly to Hopetown’s rescue, so perhaps they believe you will do the same for Reydia.”

      “If they were ready to mount a full attack on Esan, they’d do so. They hold no fear of our drakkons.” I was sure of that, if nothing else.

      We change that, Kaia said. We burn and melt.

      That was definitely a plan I could get behind, even if the disparity in numbers remained a major problem. Of course, there were a couple of other complications—the first being the fact that, even if we did hit them in the middle of the day when the majority of their armored war birds were unable to rise, they’d no doubt be prepared for such an action now thanks to the almost disastrous attack Rua had made against orders during a scouting mission. And, secondly, it was unlikely they remained in the same area. They’d been roosting on giant barges, so could have easily moved by now. Until we went out there, we wouldn’t know for sure, and with the Mareritt remaining a threat, it wasn’t yet worth the risk of flying out. Not until our next three drakkon riders were ready to go, anyway, and that could take another twenty-four to forty-eight hours.

      At least if the gilded riders did decide to attack us, we’d have some advance warning, thanks to the newly established watch stations at Brimstone’s Pass and Crooked Thumb. The latter had the advantage of looking over the Eastern Sea and the sweep of mountains past the Beak—so named because it rather weirdly resembled a kayin’s slightly hooked beak when viewed from the sea—where the riders now had a series of lookout points. We also had the long-established watch stations along the ridges of the Blue Steel Mountains, and while five stations didn’t guarantee we’d spot them, it was better than being totally blind.

      “After what the drakkons did to them at Hopetown and how they razed the Mareritt?” Jarin was saying, somewhat incredulously. “I doubt that.”

      “We hardly razed the Mareritt, given they still hold position out in the wastelands.” My reply held a little more annoyance than was warranted, though its cause was the Mareritt and their refusal to leave despite the drakkons taking out a good portion of their initial attack force, not Jarin. I rubbed my head again. What I needed—aside from sleep and a pain potion to get rid of the low-level but annoying headache—was a large cup of shamoke. I should probably eat, too, given it had been Vahree only knew how long since I had. “Even if the Mareritt are working with the riders, it’s unlikely they’d have admitted their defeat. To do so would be to lose face.”

      And a Mareritten warrior would rather kill himself than lose face or indeed let himself be captured by an enemy.

      “That’s true.” Jarin grimaced again. “Although perhaps the missive will also confirm the alliance we already suspect.”

      “Possible.” The Mareritt and the gilded riders very obviously had a trading relationship, given the Mareritt were using devices very similar to the riders’ acidic tube weapons. But I personally couldn’t believe the Mareritt—who believed in their own superiority over all—would cede control or even the spoils of victory to anyone else. “Scribe Hopetown. If they’ve tablets connected to Reydia, get them to send a message informing them of what’s happened and asking for the information they hold to be relayed.”

      Hopetown was the first town we’d re-established scribe contact with, mainly because of the port’s importance to both us and the riders. We might have rebuffed their initial attack, but I had no doubt they’d try to regain control, whether it be via the gilded riders or galleons filled with soldiers.

      “Commander Silva?” a deeper voice said. “Long viewers on the upper wall have spotted movement through that mist barrier hiding the Mareritt.”

      “What sort of movement?” I walked over to the young officer—Jenkins, I thought his name was—manning the table lined with scribe tablets. The front line were the pairs of quills being held by soldiers manning the long viewing tubes on both the upper wall and lower walls, and though the latter wasn’t really necessary, I was working on a “more eyes on the bastards, the better” theory. Two of the back eight were connected to our people at Hopetown and Jakarra—the main island in a cluster of five just off our eastern shore, and a place where I still had some kin, even if they were currently hiding within cavern refuges. The third was on a ship headed for Kriton, the nearest major seaport to Zephrine. Aric might, for reasons known only to himself, be headed back here to Esan rather than going home as he’d initially intended before the attack, but he’d undoubtedly left Tayte, his youngest son, in charge. Whether he’d have the nous to replace the old scribe and reestablish contact was unclear. A sound military mind he apparently was not. In fact, if the military grapevine was to be believed, he was something of a ninnyhammer.

      A ninnyhammer who’d done all that he possibly could to get out of marrying me, therefore giving Aric no choice but to offer marriage to his oldest son or risk war with a fed-up Esan. It might have been a decision made under duress, but one I would be eternally grateful for.

      The other five tablets were linked to our watch stations, though the last one wasn’t yet activated. Yara and Kele were currently flying out to the post with its pair and hopefully would not be fired upon. I’d ordered the other sentry points along the Blue Steel Mountains—three of which had fired—to send the fifth station a warning of their approach, but it remained hard to break centuries of conditioning when it came to the drakkons.

      Jenkins sent back my question. The cursor blinked for a few seconds before the reply came. Swirling. Occasional dark shape.

      “Suggesting they’re moving something big through that mist, perhaps getting ready for another attack,” Jarin said.

      “Well, they’re not likely to be retreating. It’s not in their nature.” I paused. “Any word from the scout teams out in the wastelands?”

      We currently only had five squads in rotation for scouting duties, having lost one just before the Mareritten attack. We’d yet to recover their bodies, and in all truth, I doubted we would.

      “A scribe came in from Kerryn Vertale’s team last night, according to Neera. They’re keeping back from the fog, as ordered, but they can hear construction noise.”

      Neera being Jarin’s night replacement, and Kerryn the man who’d been my second when I’d been the team’s captain. One of the many things I’d signed off on over the last forty-eight hours was permanently elevating him into the position as team leader. “Any sign of Mareritten patrols?”

      “No reports, but they did almost run into a sentry position and were forced into a fast retreat. They should be here in Esan within the hour.”

      “The valley remains open?”

      “Aye. The sentries positioned at the head will send warning if there’s any effort to close it.”

      “Good.” I rubbed my head yet again. “And Cate’s team?”

      “No word from them this morning. Last report was two hours ago.”

      “Their location at that time?”

      “She said they’d passed the tail end of the Barrain Ghost Forest over an hour ago and were heading west.”

      The Barrain was a fucking horrid forest filled with ghostlike trees whose fronds appeared to have a liking for human flesh, but if they’d passed the end of it three hours ago now, that meant they’d already crossed the Igna River—the largest river in Mareritten—and they were heading deep into Mareritten territory. Dangerously deep.

      “Did they say why?”

      “They were tracking the movement of a large force.”

      “If the Mareritt were going west, then they were likely in retreat.”

      Orkadden—one of their largest living hubs—was situated out that way, although anyone approaching on foot or even on the back of a courser would see little evidence of it. Mareritten was basically little more than a vast subarctic wilderness whose conditions were so harsh for nine months of the year that its people lived in multiple underground cities, many of them located within the vast eight-hundred-mile volcanic crack that ran through Mareritten from north to south, drawing on the ground’s deeper heat to survive the long winters in much the same way we did.

      “Cate didn’t believe it was Mareritt. She said it looked like cart tracks and foot soldiers.”

      “Both of which the Mareritt have used in the past.”

      “She said the footprints were differently shaped.”

      I hesitated. “It’s possible the gilded riders have landed a force of foot soldiers—they’re using Jakarra as a base to hold them, remember, and they did have three ships docked at K’Anor when we flew over a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, but why would they be heading toward Orkadden rather than us?”

      “Perhaps they also intend to take out their trading partners.”

      His grunt suggested he no more believed that than I did. “I guess it would depend on the gilded riders being as bloody-minded as the Mareritt.”

      I had no doubt that they were, but every instinct I had said this force—whatever it was—was meant for us rather than the Mareritt. Mom might have been the one with seeress abilities, but it seemed my merging with Kaia had strengthened the gift within me. Of course, it might also be my natural pessimism coming to the fore, given most of my insights tended to be of the doom-and-gloom variety.

      “Keep trying to raise them, Jarin. We can’t afford to lose another team.”

      He studied me for a second, then said, somewhat carefully, “What we can’t afford to have is our new queen and commander flying out to investigate, and do not deny your thoughts were heading in that direction.”

      A somewhat bitter smile twisted my lips. “You know me too well.”

      “You have much of your father in you. The only difference was, he didn’t have a drakkon he could go flying off on.”

      No, he had multiple boats and a great love for sailing. We couldn’t, as he’d have wished, take his remains out onto the sea and let him forever rest in the deep, dark waters he’d loved, simply because there were no remains left to gather. But when I was able to, I’d have his favorite boat sailed out to the deeper seas between here and Jakarra, to the spot where his boat had been damaged—a fateful event that had led to him sailing into Illistin and his first meeting with Mom—and scuttle it, sending the boat, his sword, and Mom’s bow to the sea’s loving arms. He would like that.

      I blinked back the tears yet again and spun around. “I hate being blind—let’s go see this disturbance for ourselves.”

      I strode out, doing my best to ignore the various aches that still accompanied any sort of movement right now. Even though it had become increasingly evident in the last forty-eight hours that one of the things I’d gained from the spell that had given Kaia flame and forever linked our souls was her fast healing ability and strength, I was nevertheless beginning to fade.

      Need to eat, Kaia said.

      I will.

      Today. Before we fly.

      What makes you think we’re going to fly?

      You curious. We investigate.

      Depends on what I see, Kaia.

      We queens. We go.

      In your world, not mine.

      You change world.

      I half smiled. Yeah, I guess I will.

      But I also had no doubt that, like the acceptance of the drakkons, it would take time. And for some, like Aric, there would be no changing. He’d undoubtedly attempt to install Damon onto our throne as overall commander the minute he got here, but that was not going to happen. Our marriage treaty had said we’d be joint caretakers if Garran—my father’s nominated heir—died before Damon and I had a son, and Aric was going to stick to that agreement even if I had to throw him in the fucking dungeons until he agreed. Which would not, of course, improve our relationship any, but right now, I was beyond caring.

      Despite the early hour, the palace’s foyer was a hive of activity, with the various admin and logistics sections having taken over both it and the nearby smaller dining room, as well as my father’s “consulting” room, which doubled as the throne room when necessary. Even the stairs had been put to use, becoming a temporary storage spot for the multitude of files and whatnot that had been retrieved from the remaining remnant. The upper floor was also being used, though my family’s private quarters remained guarded and out of bounds.

      I wove through the sea of desks, chairs, and people, acknowledging the latter with nods rather than salutes, then headed out the double doors and down the steps. The day had dawned gray and bleak, but it had at least finally stopped raining. The courtyard, like the foyer, was filled with people. Some were soldiers keeping watch, but most were those tasked with repairing the buildings that had sustained damage in the explosion. Even the stables to our left were under repair. Two coursers had been hurt when a corner wall had partially collapsed, but thankfully, Desta, my mount, had not been one of them. I’d subsequently had them all moved—along with any nonessential personnel—into the caverns that riddled these mountains. But as much as I’d wanted to, I hadn’t helped with the move. Aside from it apparently being “unseemly” for the queen to be involved in such a task, the fact that I couldn’t talk to the coursers, couldn’t comfort them as I always had, would have been yet another reminder of what I’d lost.

      Even if I would never regret what I’d gained.

      The caverns were, of course, all well stocked and comfortably furnished—we’d been using them as shelters for our civilians for almost as long as Esan had been built—but if things went badly, they could also provide a safe means of evacuation for both man and beast. While we did have a secondary gate leading out into our farming and grazing fields—Esan had been constructed within a steep gorge known as the Eastern Slit, a deep, somewhat hooked chasm created during a long ago eruption that had ripped the mountain in two—there was little cover for retreaters there. Better by far to follow the many passages through the Black Glass Mountains to the grassland plains and head to Hopetown. Or rather, the cavern Hopetown’s people were currently sheltering within.

      If the riders ever created enough of their acidic shit to melt mountains, we would all be in trouble.

      Thankfully, that was the one thing my inner voice said was unlikely.

      The metal steps on the opposite side of the courtyard that led up to the main entrance into the administration section were currently undergoing restoration, so I swung left and strode toward the set hidden by the shadows of the palace wall, taking them two at a time before following the gentle curve of the pockmarked wall-walk to the remaining building remnant. It had no doors—they’d been blown off in the explosion—but we’d rigged up temporary curtaining to help keep warmth in for those maintaining watch during the bitter, late-autumn nights. The guard manning the doorway snapped to attention then swept the curtain aside for us. I absently returned his salute and stepped inside; Jarin followed me in.

      Calling the room a remnant was actually downplaying its size—it spanned the full width of the wall walkway and was a good fifty feet in length. It had originally been nothing more than a storage room and had therefore possessed no windows. We’d had the mages refashion the stone to allow a long, narrow strip of glass to be placed within both the front and back walls, thus ensuring the soldiers manning the long viewers could reposition them as required. Having been a soldier myself—and technically, I still was, even if I was now grand commander rather than a captain—I’d also ensured that the room had all the necessities for a long watch. Things like heating, a means to make shamoke—a somewhat addictive but very pleasant hot beverage made with bitter brown beans and cane crystals—and stools on which to sit during the long hours of manning the viewers.

      “Commanders,” the six soldiers said in unison, snapping to attention.

      “You’ve spotted movement out in the wastelands?” I stopped in front of the middle viewer and moved the stool to one side. These viewers, unlike the portable versions all scouts carried, were permanently mounted on stands but could rotate to the left and right at a roughly forty-five-degree angle. They were also three times the size of the ones all scouts carried.

      “Yes,” the nearest soldier said. She was tall and thin, with close-cropped brown hair and a rather ragged-looking scar running down her left arm. “Something was moving through the fog shield they’ve raised between the marshlands and the Barrain Ghost Forest. Can’t say with any degree of certainty what it was, but it’s big.”

      “Direction?” Jarin asked, stepping up to the long viewer next to mine.

      “On the southern side of the Hook.”

      The Hook being the unimaginative name given to the outcrop of rock that lay on the far side of the Caídas Falls—the leaping, silvery stream that plunged from the very top of the Slit’s western edge into the deep pool that dominated its entrance. Unfortunately for us, the Mareritt did not hold the same fear of fresh water that they did of the sea, and it presented no true barrier to them.

      I bent and adjusted the focus ring; the landscape I could barely see leapt into sharpness. I carefully swept the viewer to the left until I found the Hook, then extended the viewing tube until I could see the land that lay beyond the marshes. Or rather, not see the land. The fog was thick and held the slightest tinge of green, which did not look like vegetation showing through. It was definitely constructed more like the blanket they’d used to protect their forces during the recent attack rather than the barrier they’d magically raised to protect the new siege machines—which were basically larger versions of the tubes the gilded riders used to fire their acidic shit mounted onto wheels—they’d been building. Damon had broken that magic, and then Kaia and I had broken those siege engines. But if there was once again movement in that area, it was very possible they’d already managed to rebuild some of what we’d destroyed, and were even now beginning the slow process of bringing them toward Esan.

      I extended the tube to its longest point, but remained unable see any movement in the fog. I stood upright. “When did you sight the movement?”

      “It ended about ten minutes ago,” the woman replied. “But, as we said, the turbulence it caused was pretty bad.”

      “But not bad enough to reveal what was causing it, I’d warrant,” Jarin commented.

      The woman smiled. “No, Commander, it was not.”

      “Keep an eye over it for the next couple of hours, and make a note of duration and frequency. Send a report to Commander Jarin at noon unless something major happens.”

      The woman nodded and saluted. I returned the salute, then hesitated. “Your name, soldier?”

      “Captain Ginevra Larkmore, though most just call me Gin.” A faint hint of red touched her cheeks. “Sorry, that wasn’t information you asked for.”

      I smiled. “Until two days ago, I was a captain like yourself, Gin, and I tend not to stand on ceremony. Good work, all of you.”

      She nodded, briefly looking pleased. If there was one thing I’d learned from my father, it was to appreciate the people who were defending the fortress with their lives—even when it came to the smallest of things, such as a thank-you. I glanced at Jarin, then left.

      He quickly fell in beside me. “I take it, since you told them to report to me, that you intend to do what we cannot afford right now?”

      Our duty came Kaia’s comment.

      It may be our duty, but you just want to burn, I replied, amused.

      Am queen, she said. Must teach others.

      Which was just an excuse to satisfy her need to burn, and we both knew it. To Jarin I said, “What we can’t afford is to ignore it, especially if they’ve managed to rebuild their larger acid tubes. It’ll be days yet before the mages manage to fully fortify the lower curtain wall against the acid, and more time than we likely have before they can complete the upper wall. The Mareritten catapults have caused enough damage; we don’t need them using anything more powerful or direct.”

      “On that, I agree, but it remains dangerous for you to fly out.” He paused. “Your drakkon is a beast of a thing, but she is not invincible, and we cannot afford to lose the last of our royal line.”

      “I am not the last—I’ve kin on Jakarra.” Kin who had been decimated and who were currently holed up in caverns, true, but my line would not end with me. Or at least, Mom’s line would not. Dad had been an only son from an only son, and he’d had no immediate kin left alive. I touched Jarin’s arm lightly. “I will be fine, but thank you for the concern.”

      He cleared his throat and said somewhat gruffly, “Your father would have said the same.”

      Indeed, he would have. But he’d also have known that only a direct order not to go would have stopped me—and there was no one left now to issue such an order.

      I bit my lip and waited a couple of beats until my emotions were back under control. “While I’m gone, check the progress on the insulation of the buffel matting. I know the upper palace tier is a priority, but we need it installed on all the larger building rooftops in the other quadrants as soon possible.”

      Buffel grass was an innocuous-looking weed that also happened to be highly flammable. We’d long ago learned that if we wove it into thickish ropes and set it alight, it created a fierce wall of fire that temporarily stopped a Mareritten advance while the black smoke it emitted provided good cover for our forces, whether they were in attack mode or retreat. We didn’t have enough of the woven ropes to cover every building within Esan, but we could almost certainly weave it across those with long enough rooflines for the birds to use as a perch. The gilded birds might not be the size of our drakkons, but they were still damnably big and, with all the metal feathering, probably double a drakkon’s weight. The buffel would not burn hot enough to melt their feathers—or indeed, stone, so it wouldn’t affect any of the buildings it was installed on—but it’d certainly make any decision to stay put by the riders damnably uncomfortable.

      “Aye, Commander,” Jarin said. “Any orders for Captain Kele when she returns?”

      Kele and I had first met in military training and had remained fast friends since then. We’d even been in the same scouting group until I’d made captain and been moved on. Thanks to the ceremony that had bonded her to Yara—our other, younger queen—she was once again my second, just as Yara was Kaia’s second. I’d promoted Kele to captain to make it clear to the other riders that if I wasn’t around, she was in charge of the flight—or kin, as the drakkons had taken to calling those who were now paired.

      “Tell her to rest up. Depending on what Kaia and I discover out there this morning, we may need to do a full flame run later this evening.”

      Lura and Kiko no come? Kaia said. They both flame good now.

      Like most of the other younger drakkons that now inhabited the once-abandoned aerie above Esan, Lura and Kiko were on the cusp of breeding age. They’d been part of Yara’s aerie before it had fallen to an attack by the gilded riders, had witnessed our interaction with the drakkons since then, and were well aware that having flame gave them a deadly means of protecting themselves. But I also thought they’d agreed to become kin simply because they’d been born after the ballistas had fallen silent and held no memories of the bad times.

      Maybe they do, I replied, but Miri and Halka have not received clearances from our healers.

      Lura and Kiko flame without their kin.

      Yes, but they flame better with kin, and we can’t afford to lose anyone right now.

      Others will come.

      I do not hold your certainty.

      Trust.

      I did trust. I just didn’t think the lure of having flame would be enough to overcome the—justified—prejudices and fears of the older drakkons, especially since most of them would not have seen firsthand just how effective drakkon fire could be. Once they did, then maybe there’d be a rush; in which case, the whisperers might have a right to be worried. Not all older drakkons were as open-minded and fair as Kaia, and some would no doubt use their flames against us—maybe not against Esan, but certainly some of the more remote farmsteads and settlements.

      Kin stop them, Kaia commented.

      I snorted. Like I can stop you doing anything you want?

      Am queen. Different. Stronger of mind.

      Rua ignored both you and me when she flamed those barges. That suggests she is pretty strong of mind to me, Kaia.

      She young. Not sensible.

      And that was her stock answer to those sorts of criticisms. We made our way down the steps and back into the palace. Jarin returned to the new war room while I made my way up the stairs, then headed right toward my suite. The spell Damon had layered around our accommodation buzzed around my fingers as I opened the door, and the bracelet around my wrist briefly responded, the threads of red and gold—the colors of his house and mine—shimmering softly between the brown and black leather. Damon had given it to me to prevent Gayl—his aunt, and his father’s spy in Esan—from reading my thoughts, but the inner me suspected there was far more to the magic that inhabited the thing—especially given it clung to my wrist like a gentle limpet. It wasn’t tight, but it also wouldn’t be removed.

      Of course, Gayl hadn’t only been a powerful reader but also a minor seeress. Damon had told me that, while she wasn’t able to read the minds of anyone belonging to her bloodline, she could and did skim the thoughts of many others and was often able to divine their future actions and perhaps even fate through their thoughts.

      Which made me wonder if that was why she was no longer here—had she seen Esan’s fate and wanted no part of it? Or was her disappearance connected to Damon’s? My parents had certainly seemed convinced the latter was true.

      But until he returned, I would have no answers.

      I closed the door with a little more force than necessary, and the sound echoed through the emptiness. While my suite was smaller than my parents’, it was still extensive, consisting of a lounging area, a large bed platform, a bathing area, and behind that, a dressing room.

      Damon might not be here, but his magical sphere remained, and the symbols he’d written on the floor continued to glow with an odd, bloody luminance. As I walked toward it, light flared across its surface, its hue yellowish rather than the bloody red of the symbols—the latter unsurprising, I guessed, given they’d probably been soaked in his blood to activate them. I reached out and lightly touched its surface; light gathered where my hand met the spell, buzzing around it like tiny moon flies, even if their color was yellow rather than silvery.

      Was it a warning that would echo back to him? If I closed my eyes and pushed all the urgency, heartbreak, and the desperate need to have him back, would he feel it?

      Did magic even work that way?

      I had no idea, but he and I did have a connection that went deeper than mere magic, even if it was one he wasn’t willing to talk about. Dhrukita—the belief that everyone had a perfect partner, a soul that was the other half of their own, if you will—was something I’d always thought to be nothing more than a tale told to amuse little girls growing up. But now, with what was happening between us, I couldn’t help but wonder if there’d been more than a little truth in that old tale.

      But if it was Dhrukita, wouldn’t he already be aware of my emotional and mental state? Or did it, perhaps, work along similar lines as my strega ability to mind speak to animals had, and had a set range beyond which there was simply no connection?

      I didn’t know.

      There were so many fucking things I just didn’t know.

      Still... I pressed my hand flat against the bubble of magic and felt it give—and had the strangest feeling that the magic designed to prevent access no longer had any effect on me. It was tempting to push harder and find out, but the moon flies were buzzing around my fingers angrily, and I had no desire to trigger any sort of magical backlash. Instead, I closed my eyes and sent a desperate plea for him to return. Then I snatched my hand away, cursed my foolishness, and spun, doing my best to ignore the gentle ache in my heart as I strode through the bathroom into my dressing room. If there was one thing I’d learned over the last week or so of drakkon riding, it was that the more layers I had without bulking up or restricting movement, the better. I might be able to raise my inner flame to keep warm, but it was always best to use that as a last resort, especially when we were flying into enemy territory.

      After pulling on a silk chemise, I layered up with a woolen undershirt and a vest, then tugged on a heavy oilskin coat and slipped a woolen scarf around my neck. I’d been tugging up the longer necks of my undergarments to protect the lower half of my face from the weather simply because I didn’t want to deal with scarf ends when flying at speed, but one of the saddlers we’d asked to come up with a better harnessing system for the drakkons had suggested we sew a long woolen scarf into multiple loops that could easily be slipped over our heads. Aside from the fact that there were no ends to fly loose, the loops meant one or two could be tugged up to cover the face while the remainder protected what the coat collar left exposed. It had been the perfect answer to a rather chilly problem.

      Once I’d tugged on my more rugged boots, I strapped on my sword and pulled on the climbing harness we were still using to keep attached to our drakkons, then finally grabbed my pack. My gaze fell on Mom’s bow and quiver, and, after a longish pause, I picked it up. While there was a part of me that didn’t want to use it out of respect, the bow was made of blackwood—trees that only grew well in the five islands—and had a natural elasticity, a sweetness of draw, and a cast second to none. And paired with Ithican-glass arrowheads—which could cut through the golden armor that protected the birds and their riders so very easily—it became a deadly combination in the right hands. Mom had been bow master on Jakarra, and she’d taught me an accuracy that the military had not. There were only six of the arrows left now, and I really wished we could get more. But Ithica had as yet not responded to our queries and were unlikely to in the near future, thanks to our quill network being down.

      I slung the quiver over my back, the pack over one shoulder, and then left, moving back down the stairs before weaving my way into the kitchen. Kaia was right; I needed to eat. The last thing I needed was to collapse with exhaustion when on her back or in the middle of a fight.

      Though why I expected there to be a fight, I couldn’t say, beyond the fact that the goddess Túxn didn’t often throw good fortune our way when we were flying out on reconnaissance missions.

      Candra—our chief baker—turned as I entered the long, overpoweringly hot room, and smiled. “How are you doing, Princess? Or should I be calling you ‘my queen’ from now on?”

      I smiled. “I’ll answer to anything if there’s Hutzelbrot in the offering.”

      Hutzelbrot was a heavy loaf of bread that was jam-packed with dried fruits and had a delicate, gingery-cinnamon flavor. As I kid, I practically lived in the kitchen stuffing my stomach with it whenever ginger harvesting season rolled around.

      She laughed and clapped her hands together, sending flour puffing into the air. “Didn’t make any this morning, but I did save a couple of yesterday’s loaves, just in case you came in.”

      “My stomach appreciates the thoughtfulness.”

      She laughed again, then moved over to the racks, plucking two loaves free and wrapping them separately in oilskin cloth before dropping both into a sack. “Sorry to hear about your parents, Princess. They were good people.”

      “Yeah,” I said softly. “They were.”

      I thanked her for the bread, then headed out, taking a deep breath to once again calm the inner emotional turbulence before reaching out for Kaia.

      Okay, ready to go.

      Am waiting.

      I frowned. Where?

      On wall. Fun watching men scatter.

      Seriously? You have to stop that. Making people afraid is not helping the situation.

      Don’t care. Burn if they attack.

      That won’t help things either.

      Swat with claws?

      No.

      Tail?

      No.

      You no fun.

      And she was deliberately trying to cheer me up. I made my way out of the palace and back up to the wall she now dominated. She was at least eighty feet long, with a wingspan more than double that. Unlike Esan’s drakkons, who were red, she was a burnished gold, and her scales gleamed like jewels in the gray of the morning. Her wings were outstretched and gently fanning so she could maintain balance on the wall, and the four main phalanges on each wing shimmered like flame, the leather membrane in-between glowing like embers.

      Even those who hated drakkons surely could not deny she was magnificent.

      Am queen, she replied. Biggest and best.

      Modest too.

      What modest?

      Someone who is neither bold nor self-assertive.

      Definitely not modest, she agreed.

      I ducked under her wing and scrambled up the leg she extended, carefully edging around her wickedly barbed wing thumb before settling onto her neck. After clipping my pack, sword, and bow onto the various D-rings fastened to the rope looped around her last neck spine—which, in turn, was latched onto the anchoring girths I’d looped around her neck—I attached my harness. “Right, let’s go.”

      She hunkered down and then launched into the air, her wings pumping hard, sending thick swirls of dust and stone fragments into the air. Once we were high enough, she did a lazy turn and flew over Esan’s multiple levels, then out past the lower curtain and into Mareritten.

      With the wind at our tail, it took under an hour to reach the fog I’d seen through the long viewer. It was as thick and gelatinous as it had appeared, and sat like a heavy blob on the landscape despite the strong wind—and that meant it was very definitely magic enhanced. The question was, did the magic do more than just anchor? Did we dare find out?

      Should breach? Kaia asked. Fly here waste otherwise.

      With that I agreed, but the need for caution still held the upper hand. Circle around its perimeter. Let’s see if we can spot any watchers.

      I tugged my long viewer out of my pack and adjusted the eyepiece until the ground far below jumped into focus—although at the speed we were going, there wasn’t a whole lot of time to see much of anything.

      See through me, she said.

      I tucked the viewer back into my pack, then deepened the connection between us. There was a fleeting moment of... not disorientation, more a gentle shift, which was very different to every other time we’d done this, and that surely had to be a result of us now being bound.

      Through the deeper connection, I could see the ground with pinpoint sharpness. The marshlands stretched out in all directions, wild and empty except for the blot of magically anchored fog. There was no evidence of watchers, though they would be down there somewhere. The Mareritt would know we had scouts out watching their movements, so maybe they were also using magic to protect their sentry posts. It might explain why my old team had almost run into one. It wasn’t any sort of inattention—though I knew them all too well to think that would ever be the case—they simply hadn’t known it was there until it was almost too late.

      As we returned to our original position, I said, Drop down and run your claws briefly through that fog. Let’s see what happens.

      Might warn them.

      It might, but I’d rather that than dropping through it and discovering a trap. We’d almost been trapped once before—though by the gilded riders, not the Mareritt—and I definitely did not want to go through that hell again. My wound might have healed but it had left me with a rather nasty scar—and I really had more than enough of them already.

      She dropped lower, then shifted her wing position so that she could run her rear claws through the fog. Ripples ran away from her touch but quickly settled down.

      Is wrong, she said after a moment.

      In what way?

      Sting like gilded ones’ fog.

      Meaning this was likely something else the fucking riders had shared with our foe. I thrust a gloved hand through my hair and blew out a frustrated breath, my gaze—still lightly connected to hers—skimming the area below. Drop height and fly around the base of the fog, as close as the trees and the ground will allow. Let’s see if there’s another way in.

      Not go in alone.

      I won’t.

      Maybe a few days ago I might have, but my entire world had been turned upside down since then. As Jarin had noted, neither Esan nor indeed our drakkons could afford to lose another ruler, especially if it meant Aric gaining control through whatever diabolical threat he was holding over his oldest son to force obedience.

      Kaia swept down, her wingtips skimming the ground, leaving little whirls of debris in our wake. I scanned the base of the fog and, after a few minutes, noticed something odd. Where the fog met trees, there was a small gap. Not enough to slip a drakkon through, but certainly big enough for someone thin and tall—which was what all of us strega witches tended to be. Mom had once suggested the inner fires meant we just couldn’t keep meat on our bones.

      Eat more, Kaia said. Problem solved.

      According to Mom, eating was not the problem.

      Is now.

      Are you nagging again?

      Will if you no eat.

      I snorted but nevertheless reached for the sack containing the Hutzelbrot. We can come back tonight with Kele and Yara; we’ll slip inside and check the situation out while you two keep watch.

      And if we could find the pins that were anchoring the magic, we could destroy them. That should bring the fog wall down and give the drakkons a chance to flame whatever it was the Mareritt were hiding.

      Like this plan, Kaia said.

      You’d like any plan that involves flaming the enemy.

      Truth.

      I chuckled softly and lightly tapped her neck. Let’s get out of here.

      Go home?

      No. We’ve a missing scout team to find first.

      I might not be able to do anything about the team we’d lost contact with just before the attack, but I’d be damned if I’d let Cate’s team go without at least seeing what had happened to them.

      Where?

      North to the Barrain Forest, then west, toward the big river.

      She swooped around and flew in that direction. Thunder crackled overhead, and in the distance, lightning flashed. It was just our luck to be flying into a storm....

      I tore off a good chunk of the Hutzelbrot and happily munched on it as my gaze skimmed the ground, looking for signs of unusual movement. There was nothing to be seen. As the eerie-looking Barrain Ghost Forest came into sight, we swept to the left and continued on. The rumbling of thunder gave way to fat drops of rain, then quickly became a deluge. The desire to just go home rose, but aside from the need to uncover the fate of Cate’s team, there was also a growing curiosity to find out who—what—they had been following. As with the seeming emptiness below us, I rather suspected there was a story behind the tracks we needed to uncover.

      That emptiness continued on unabated except for the occasional drifts of cervine—large brown animals with thick shaggy hair and sharp, multi-pronged horns growing from the back of their skulls. Though they weren’t domesticated, the Mareritt nevertheless tended them, as they provided good meat for the long months of darkness their half of the continent faced every year.

      It was only when we reached the tail end of the Barrain Ghost Forest that the tracks became evident. It was hard to miss them, in fact, given it was basically a trail of destruction a good twenty feet wide. It plunged out of the forest, over the Igna, and continued on, heading west initially then gradually curving around to the rockier landscape of the south.

      Toward Arleeon. Toward the Blue Steel Mountains.

      Toward, if they maintained their current course, the large expanse between the second and third watch stations.

      To what point, though?

      The Mareritt had tried—and failed—to cross those treacherous mountains multiple times over the centuries, so if these tracks did belong to the riders’ ground force, what made them believe they could achieve what centuries of Mareritt could not?

      I didn’t know, but I had a bad feeling we were about to find out.

      We flew on and, after a few more miles, saw black dots circling in the sky.

      Carrion birds.

      My stomach sank. Though I’d been well aware the lack of communication meant it was unlikely Cate and her team had survived, hope had nevertheless remained.

      These birds suggested otherwise. They didn’t often circle in such numbers unless there was a big enough carcass—or carcasses—to feed them all.

      I burn? Kaia asked.

      I smiled. They’re following instinct and do not deserve death for that. But we can burn whatever it is they’re circling.

      It was the least we could do if it was Cate, her team, and their coursers. And at least with the heaviness of the rain, the rising column of smoke shouldn’t provide too much of a warning to whoever—whatever—had attacked them.

      The carrion scattered as we drew near, although they remained within sighting distance, no doubt eager to continue their feast once we were gone again. Kaia did a slow, banking circle, and I didn’t look down, instead checking the skies and the deeper distances barely visible through the silvery curtain of rain for any sign of watchers.

      There was nothing.

      I took a deep breath and finally looked down.

      To discover a massacre.
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