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A note on language






This is just to let you know that I'm from Australia.



The English I use is Australian English, which is not the same as American English. In Australia, we like S, not Z. The letter U appears in words where it does not in American. Smelt is the past tense for smell. There are certain words that we use on a regular basis which make Americans blush. I'm sorry. Not really. It's all English in the end. 



So, I love you readers from America, but please remember that my spelling is not incorrect, it's simply a different version of English to what you use.








  
  
Trigger Warning




Please only read this if you have triggers, otherwise you may spoil yourself. This book is about fighting to save the people who matter when it seems the enemy cannot be defeated. 



To start, I will tell you what isn't in the book. There is no on page rape, no cheating, no incest, no minors, no pregnancy, and no substance abuse.



This is NOT a romance. Let me make it clear that this is first and foremost, an epic fantasy. While there will be an ending with some semblance of a HEA in the second book, romance is not the driver of The Fall duology. However, there are depictions of sex. There is violence.  



Please always put your mental health first. 








  
  









This one is for Anita.





You asked for this background story, and I delivered.





It is also for all those who would do anything to save the ones they love. For the ones who carry the weight of the world and feel like they need to have all the answers.
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To Kyle,





Yes, you can read this one. 





I guess. 





If you must… 





It's fine.













  
  

One


Eirian





Her nose twitched at the scent of pear blossom and mint saturating the air, and she shoved her hands into the folds of shimmering black fabric. With hundreds of eyes on her, the last thing Eirian could do was pinch her nose to fight off a sneeze. She dreaded the lengthy ceremonies, but as the High Priestess of Endara, they were unavoidable. At least her position granted her the power to nominate who would lead them, leaving her free to ruminate on more important issues facing the city. 

There was something about the monotone of the priest leading the ceremony that made Eirian wonder why she could not hear snoring from the pews below. Her balcony overlooked the sanctuary, situating her above the bulk of worshippers. It put her on display, something she had needed to get used to after her powers manifested. As the first Altira born after the death of the previous High Priest, there had never been a day when Eirian could forget who she was. In her veins ran the power of the god her family was bound to. She was the heir to Death, and it was her job to oversee the spiritual wellbeing of Endara while guiding those who dedicated their lives to serving Death.

Her nose twitched again, the desperate urge to sneeze prompting Eirian to scrunch up her face to fight it off. She knew from experience that if she sneezed, the sound would echo through the temple and draw the attention of the congregation. Gaze drifting to the young man standing to her left, she signalled for him to come closer. His eyes widened in surprise, and he bent over to bring himself level with her. Drifting forward, the layers of black fabric adorning him fluttered over her arm. Realising his clothes had touched the High Priestess, the cleric mumbled his apologies and scrambled to flatten the robe.

“Stop your fussing,” Eirian said, keeping her voice low. “Make a note to have the incense switched out to something less irritating. Have whoever changed it placed on kitchen duty for a month. I don’t appreciate feeling a constant need to sneeze.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry, Your Eminence.”

It was an effort not to roll her eyes, and her lips thinned. “I said, stop fussing. You are a cleric serving in the Temple of Death, so behave like it.”

He shrunk back, head bowed. “Yes, Your Eminence.”

Lifting her gaze to the ceiling, she examined the intricate latticework of marble crafted centuries before by master stonemasons. Veins of black laced through the cold white, a perfect material for the temple dedicated to death. There were days when Eirian wished she were as cold as the marble caging her. If her daughter had a say in it, Delyth would certainly argue her mother was colder than stone. She knew the girl was not among the worshippers, despite having received the command to attend when they sat down for dinner the previous night. Wherever she was, Eirian suspected Delyth was not thinking about the duty she owed Endara as one of the Altira family, and she envied that freedom. 

In the sanctuary below, the priest led the congregation through their prayers. A buzz of energy filled the temple, and Eirian cocked her head to breathe in the anticipation. It fed her magic, coaxing the darkness from where it sat coiled inside her. With the ceremonies nearly over, she needed to prepare for the hardest part of the month. Petitioners came to her in the temple gardens to plead their case. Guilt stabbed through Eirian as she offered the same silent prayer to the gods. This was the part of her duties she hated the most. Having to pick from those desperate to die. They were suffering, and in their pain, they wanted their deaths to have meaning. 

Existence was a delicate balance. It was the first thing they taught all children, and it was drilled into mages from the moment their power manifested. Life was a precious blessing from the gods, and to waste it was a sin. As his High Priestess, it was Eirian’s task to ensure people knew how offensive it was to Death if they did not appreciate the gifts given to them. And it was her job to deliver his blessing to those who had reached a natural end to their time among the living. Those who suffered from illnesses the healers could not fix, or whose minds no longer wished to go on. They presented their situations to a council of priests for the chance of an audience with the Altira. After that, it fell on her shoulders to choose worthy sacrifices.

The priest below shifted to face her balcony, and raised a hand as he said, “Blessed are the chosen of the gods. May your life be worthy of being collected by our Lord Death.”

Rising from her seat, Eirian stepped forward to bow to the crowd below. She held the position for five steady taps of her foot before straightening. When she stepped away from the rail and out of sight, she listened to the burst of sound echoing through the temple. A group of priests and clerics waited at the back of the platform, where the curtains protected her from the view of anyone traversing the pathways between sections. Other balconies played host to important officials from the twin cities and other nations, as well as prominent members of society. Attending the public ceremonies was a requirement of power, and no one dared raise Eirian’s ire by failing to present themselves without good reason. Certainly not if they wanted to gain a private audience with her at a different time.

“Has anyone seen my daughter?” she hissed, icy blue eyes dancing from one person to the next. “I want Delyth found and brought to me as soon as possible.”

With all the noise that had broken out, Eirian finally surrendered to her need to sneeze. The young cleric she had spoken to squeaked in terror and rushed from the balcony to follow through with her instructions. Sneezing a second time, the High Priestess held up a hand to signal for the others to keep their distance. It was a temporary relief, and her eyes stung, telling her she needed to leave before it got any worse. One of her attendants was a healer, and the mage huffed, shaking his head as he murmured something in the ear of a cleric. He plucked a kerchief from a pocket, extending it to her with a stern look.

“Cover your nose and take shallow breaths until we’re outside. I’ve sent for medicine to help clear your airways of irritation. When did this start?”

“It’s the new incense,” she muttered, accepting the square of white fabric. “Thank you, Rince. How many petitioners do you have for me today?”

“Two dozen made it through the assessment, but one died overnight. A woman with advanced cancer, brought in from a seaside village to the north. Her heart failed.”

“Gebael bless her spirit and see her at peace. Give my condolences and prayers to her family, and ensure they have enough supplies before their journey home. We shall give her the same farewell as the chosen and add her name to the wall of remembrance.”

A priest made a noise of protest that died in his throat when Eirian glanced his way. “Your Eminence, are you sure? She did not give her life energy to the city.”

Squaring her shoulders, Eirian towered over the man and raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you wish to question me? I’m aware of how she died, and instead of spending her last days surrounded by her kin and community, she journeyed here to offer herself to the temple. She deserves to be honoured for her sacrifice, as I suspect she would have been among those I chose today, had she lived a few days longer.”

“It honours her family, and her community,” another priest said. “We are servants of our people, and we must always give them the respect they deserve. Small blessings matter.”

Smoothing her hands over the silky fabric of her formal robes, Eirian moved toward the corridor. The people standing between her and the rest of the temple parted like water, falling into place at her back. As the healer in charge of presenting the petitioners, Rince took the prime position to her left, while her aide settled on the right. Joshua was ten years her senior, but he had served Eirian faithfully since the day he entered the temple and swore his life to Gebael, the god of death.

“Lord Madoc sends his apologies for not attending this morning. He was called away to deal with a collapsed building in the new district. Apparently, a child came into her powers and caused the foundations of a housing complex to cave inwards. Thankfully, it was empty.”

In the twenty-three years she had been married to Madoc, Eirian had never heard Joshua say his name with anything but disdain. “My husband wasn’t around for breakfast, so I assumed something important had called him away. A pity about the building.”

People moved out of the way when they saw her approaching. A few bold politicians called her name, hoping to steal Eirian’s attention away from her task. It never worked, and she had commanded her attendants to take names years ago, ensuring those who interrupted her time were not granted an audience. On any other day, her time was fair game. Ceremony days belonged to her role as the Altira mage. She was the only human capable of drawing the life energy from willing sacrifices and feeding it to the city crops to ensure they grew healthy and plentiful to feed the citizens of Endara and Ensaycal.

Eirian knew what the others with her ability were called. They were husk makers, the Ravens of Death, and attendants to Death’s Executioner. Only a few dozen remained alive, the rest slaughtered by Annawyn, the god of thoughts and emotions. She had never met them, though in her younger days, she would have given anything to learn from those more experienced in the deadly power coursing through her veins. Dullaghan frequently visited Endara, and Eirian enjoyed having tea with the headless riders who served Gebael as she did. The insights she gained from their conversations were invaluable, and they provided news about things happening throughout Tir. It was a dullaghan who had warned her of the wars breaking out across the lands, and the tightening grip of Annawyn’s madness on the First People.

Only a select few in Endara and Ensaycal were aware of the information she had gathered. None of them wished to send their people into a panic over the possibility they would soon be at war. The gods of war and death had blessed their cities, and it was not uncommon for their deities to be seen walking the streets as though they were ordinary people. Eirian was aware of what Gebael liked to do, and she kept his secret close to her heart. If Death wished to stalk the shadows to deliver punishment to those who sinned, then no one had the right to question him.

Wrestling her thoughts away from Gebael’s cold eyes and even icier touch, she scowled when Joshua nudged her arm. “What is it? Did I miss something?”

“No, you didn’t. I know your expressions well. You’ve never been able to hide it from me when your mind wanders. If Delyth arrives while you’re with the petitioners, what would you like me to do with her?”

“She can spend the day in the kitchens.”

Joshua arched a brow in amusement. “Really? You’d subject the kitchen staff to her?”

“Madoc spoils her, and I’m tired of my daughter thinking she is above attending the ceremonies. Just because I allowed her to dedicate herself to academics does not mean she is excused from her duties as an Altira. She needs to be reminded I can rescind my permission and insist she take her place among the clergy.”

“Delyth shows promise. Perhaps you should have her apprentice with a council member. It would channel her studies in a manner suitable for an Altira.”

Grunting, Eirian hid her relief at the sight of the large doors that led into the tranquil gardens. They were a work of art, so fine the sunlight gave them an ethereal glow. Whoever had created them had possessed a skill that few could match, making delicate filigree from stone that would make a silversmith weep. It was a thing of beauty to welcome those in pain to a place where they could find peace. Beyond the doors was a carefully maintained garden with the most vibrant of blooms, and tall trees under which petitioners could sit and wait to learn their fate. Winding streams of water cut through the space, filled with darting fish and drifting lilies. 

“You make a good point. We’ll discuss it in a few days once we’re done with the ceremonies. She needs a focus for her future. I won’t tolerate her fluttering around like a Zarthein.”

Rince chuckled, shifting the focus to him. “My radiant High Priestess. The day Delyth flutters around like a Zarthein is the day you leave us.”

“I worry about her,” she muttered, shoulders dropping as a priest carefully drew the doors open. “She’s nearly twenty, and I don’t know what to think.”

Placing a hand on her shoulder, Joshua shared a look with Rince. “You’re an exemplary mother.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! My daughter complains to Madoc at least three times a week that I’m a terrible mother and she wishes he were her only parent. Perhaps she has a point.”

Clearing his throat, Rince nodded at an approaching healer. Glancing at the young woman in her sage green robes, Eirian hoped she had brought something to ease the irritation in her nose. Bowing low, the healer held out a box to Rince without daring to look at the High Priestess. He lifted the lid to examine the contents, humming thoughtfully while fussing over what was in it. With a snap, the box was closed, and he took it from her, murmuring his thanks before waving for Eirian to enter the gardens. She huffed, rolling her eyes to look at Joshua, only to find him smiling faintly.

“The petitioners await your judgement, Your Eminence,” the priest at the door said.

“Go get started, and I’ll bring you some tea to help with the inflammation.” Rince flapped a hand, urging her to continue on her way. “If she has trouble breathing, fetch me immediately, Joshua. I doubt it’ll happen, but just in case, monitor her.”

His hand slipped from her shoulder to her lower back as Joshua encouraged her to move. “You have my word, Rince. It is my job.”

Fresh air filled her lungs, but it did not feel as wonderful as usual, and Eirian sneezed. “Just do whatever you need to do, Rince. I feel dreadful, and it’s a busy day.”








  
  

Two


Delyth





Water lapped at her feet, the cool an enticing contrast to the warmth of the day. In the distance, the peal of bells informed the group that the morning ceremony at the temple had ended. The deep ring was a reminder of what she had done, and the trouble waiting for her when she returned home. Deciding to ignore the warning echoing across the city, Delyth tossed her head back and closed her eyes, enjoying the bite of the sun on her skin. Her arms protested the position they were trapped in. At the back of her mind, a voice that sounded too much like her mother suggested she should take more care to avoid the pain unless she wanted to regret it. 

“We should go for a swim,” one of her friends said.

Someone laughed, and drops of water left cool spots on Delyth’s face as they replied, “If Del starts swimming now, she might escape the wrath of the Altira. If she’s lucky.”

“My mother will be too busy with the selection today to punish me for my non-attendance,” she muttered, cracking open an eye to stare at the woman beside her. “Besides, I’m not the only one who is absent.”

A sly grin tugged at the corners of Amelia’s lips, and the elf twisted around to tug a stray lock that had escaped the tie restraining Delyth’s wild brown hair. “My aunt doesn’t care where I am today.”

“Gods, I wish I were a Zarthein and not an Altira.”

“Don’t say that,” Amelia purred, leaning closer. “I wouldn’t be allowed to kiss you.”

One of their other friends scooped up water and threw it at them. “Except you’re not allowed to kiss her! Everyone knows only the reigning heirs may fraternise romantically.”

Delyth sat up to stretch her arms and groaned at the pinch in her shoulders. “Because we follow all the rules, especially stupid ones. It’s not like I can get Amy pregnant.”

Amelia grinned, nuzzling her neck. “Thank the gods.”

“Talk about forbidden,” someone grumbled.

“We know, Laryn. The bloodlines of the gods must be kept apart to prevent the potential muddling of heirs. No one wants an Altira mage with the gifts of war, or the other way around. It’s why they scattered the other bloodlines across Tir,” Delyth said before sighing. “Fuck, I sound like my mother. I thought I asked you to slap me when I did that, Amy?”

“Oh, you did, Del. Patton was there. Weren’t you, Pat?” Amelia pulled away to point at a sullen elf lying face down on the jetty with his arms dangling over the side.

“I know nothing,” he grumbled. “Except it’s hot, and we should go swimming.”

Swiping the back of her hand over her brow, Laryn agreed. “I vote we swim. If we put it off, a priest is bound to find Del, and then our fun will be over.”

Watching her friends shed their outer layers of clothing, Delyth rubbed the hem of her shirt between two fingers. The surrounding water glittered, ripples turning the reflection of the sun into thousands of shining drops of light. It was mid-morning, so the tide had long since gone out, but the sea currents tugged at the waters of the Bay of Blades, forcing them to lap gently against the floating jetty. Further back, the wall keeping the outskirts of the Fishers District from collapsing into the depths hummed with energy as it drew from the force constantly drumming against it. Whoever had designed the wards on it had been clever enough to use the infinite source of power supplied by the current to feed the protections.

Amelia poked her cheek, grinning when the action received a huff. The elf had shed everything but her shirt, opting to keep it on. They had learnt from experience that being lectured by a stone-faced priest of Death’s temple while naked and in public was an unpleasant situation. A somewhat embarrassing one as well. What worried Delyth the most was being found by someone higher in the hierarchy. Over the years they had been lucky no one recognised Amelia and reported it back to Eirian, who would tell the leader of Ensaycal. Teleri Zarthein was as terrifying as her human counterpart in Endara.

Openly admiring the well-built, muscled body of her lover, Delyth wished she cut as impressive a figure. When it had become abundantly clear her inclinations were academic, her mother had allowed her to withdraw from combat training. Most Altiras either joined the temple or became prominent members of the army, where they fought side by side with the Zartheins. The joint forces of Ensaycal and Endara were the greatest collection of human and elven warriors in Tir. She prayed to Gebael daily, hoping her inclinations would not condemn her to a life spent upholding the ways of his temple. As the daughter of his heir, Delyth knew things about the god of death that others did not, including his love of books and crafting. Her mother always wore the jewellery he had made for her.

“You’ve got that look, Del,” Amelia murmured, holding out a hand to help her up. 

“I can’t help it. I started out thinking about how beautiful you are, and then I remembered my mother could decide any day that it’s time for me to join the temple.”

Grasping Amelia’s hand, Delyth let the warrior haul her upright. They stood close together, fingers entwined, as the warrior pressed a kiss to her nose. Splashes sounded from nearby, reminding them that their friends were diving into the cool waters of the bay. Lips curling into a smirk, Amelia released her hand and set to work on the buttons of her overshirt while Delyth unbuckled the braided belt holding her trousers in place. She had kicked off her sandals earlier to dip her feet into the water. The linen tumbled to the ground with nothing keeping it secure, and the elf shoved the shirt from her shoulders. Stepping free, Delyth let the garment join the others on the timber slats of the jetty and tugged the thin fabric of her undershirt from her skin.

A breeze fluttered the hem, causing the tiny hairs on her body to rise. Catching her shiver, Amelia chuckled and slid her arms around her waist to pull them together. Leaning into the embrace, Delyth rested her head on her lover’s shoulder, breathing in the faint scent of salt, and the special mixture she used to clean her leather armour. At only thirty years old, elven standards considered Amelia too young and untrained to use anything heavier than leather and mail. It did not matter that she was a Zarthein, or that she was as physically capable as someone fifty years her senior; they expected her to adhere to the same rules as the rest. Leaning back, Delyth scrunched up her nose and stuck her tongue out before shoving Amelia just enough to send her staggering backwards and off the jetty.

Spluttering as she resurfaced, the elf glared and swiped her sodden hair from her face. “That was mean.”

Flashing a grin, Delyth dived in and enjoyed the icy water surrounding her. It stole the warmth from her skin, plastering her shirt to her body. Treading water once she surfaced, the young mage watched her friends splashing each other and laughing. Arms wrapped around her from behind, Amelia’s tongue chasing the droplets on her neck. 

“Delicious,” she murmured, and her teeth grazed Delyth’s skin.

“Sometimes I worry about your love of salty things.”

“I’m a Zarthein. They raise us on a diet of the tears of our defeated opponents.”

Arching back when teeth latched onto her earlobe, Delyth groaned. “It’s not fair you get tears to drink when us Altiras get nothing but haughty righteousness.”

“You know how much I adore your haughtiness, Del. I enjoy making it beg.”

Her hand wandered down from Delyth’s hip to stroke between her legs. Eyeing Amelia sideways, the mage knew the flush of her cheeks was from more than exertion and hoped their friends would not realise what they were doing. The elf had a fondness for exhibitionism that sent a thrill down Delyth’s spine. They did nothing obvious, preferring the danger of possibility. With the water being too deep for them to stop kicking, Amelia could do nothing more than tease. Across the bay, the towers of Ensaycal seemed bigger than normal, casting shadows over the rest of the city. Compared to Endara, the dominion of war was a sprawling beast curled around a temple dedicated to battle. 

She remembered the last time she had visited the arena and wriggled her arse against Amelia. “I’d say the begging is fairly equal.”

Amelia laughed and sunk a finger into Delyth’s cunt while her thumb circled her clit. “Oh, dear heart, it’s never equal. I only let you think it is, so you don’t get bored.”

Whatever she had planned to say faded from thought when a second finger joined the first. Biting her bottom lip, Delyth slid an arm between them to seek Amelia’s entrance. It was a twist, and rarely effective, but she knew from experience it was enough of an encouragement to lead to better things when they got the opportunity. The thumb on her clit pressed harder, and a moan tumbled from her mouth before she could stop it. Amelia’s breathy chuckle spread warmth on her cheek.

“Blood and bone, I love how responsive you are, Del.”

“Are the two of you going to swim or just float there?” Laryn drifted closer, kicking her legs slowly.

Squeezing her legs tight to trap Amelia’s hand, Delyth arched a brow at their friend. “We’re enjoying watching you idiots try to drown each other. Some of us have been up since before dawn.”

“Sure you are.”

Resting her chin on Delyth’s shoulder, the warrior grinned, and kept stroking her lover. “You can join us if you want, Laryn. We’re just talking about the many differences between our families.”

Eyes narrowing, the other woman cocked her head and made a point of directing her gaze to the water in front of Delyth. “I’m sure you’re having a great conversation, but it would be nice if you could keep your hands off each other and spend time with your friends.”

Guilt clouded Delyth’s mind, and she wriggled out of Amelia’s grasp. “You’re right; we’re neglecting you. Come on, Amy, let’s help Laryn drown Calleth. Patton as well. If we can catch him.”

She heard a huff from Amelia, and the tone of it told Delyth the warrior was unimpressed. The two men were treading water further out, hands waving toward a merchant galley flying the colours of a distant daoine nation. Sometimes they talked about bartering their skills for passage on one of the many trading ships that came to the Bay of Blades so they could explore the world. It was an idea Delyth liked to contemplate when her mother was being particularly frustrating. Laryn, Calleth, and Patton possessed a freedom she and Amelia longed for. They could leave if they wanted, but if she or her lover did the same, they would be hunted down and returned to face the consequences of their choices. 

Signalling to Amelia, Delyth angled herself toward Calleth. His red curls gleamed in the sunlight, and she envied the speed at which they dried out. The delicately curved tips of his ears stuck out at an angle that had made him the target of bullies when they were younger. Laryn and Amelia had always come to his defence, and it was an unspoken understanding among the group that he would do anything for them. He worshipped the ground Laryn walked on, and she happily kept him close. 

They moved slowly to ensure their approach was silent, even when the flow of the current was pushing them back towards the jetty. As soon as they were close enough, Laryn dipped below the surface to grab Calleth’s legs while Delyth prepared to launch herself at his body. She could tell from the narrowing of Amelia’s eyes that the warrior was planning to attack Patton, even though he was the strongest swimmer. Her chance came the moment the red-haired elf began struggling to break free of Laryn’s grasp. With a kick of her legs, Delyth launched herself at him, arms wrapping around his shoulders. From the corner of her eye, she watched Patton streaking through the water like a fish while Amelia chased him. 

A flicker of magic came from the man beneath her, the only warning the two women got before he sent them flying with a ward that knocked them backwards. The impact left Delyth dazed, and she gave thanks to the ancestors she had mostly been in the water instead of above it. She had seen what happened when a defensive ward forced someone against the surface of a body of water. Recovering from it quicker than she would have elsewhere, the mage looked around for Laryn, only to find her and Calleth missing.

His head broke the surface, and the panicked look on his face sent chills down her spine. “Where’s Laryn? I can’t find her. Del, where is she? Oh, gods, what have I done?”

The sound of his shouting brought Amelia and Patton swimming back while Delyth reached for her magic. She was an Altira. It was easy for her to spread her power through an area to sense the energies of anything living. Locating the familiar touch of Laryn’s magic, she pointed in the right direction before taking a deep breath and diving. Following the thread of power she had wrapped around her friend, Delyth felt the burning of her lungs as they protested the situation. It was only when her hand closed around the other woman that she felt the fear fade. Patton was there as well, and together they dragged Laryn upwards, breaking through the surface to suck in deep gulps of air.

“You fucking idiot!” Amelia had Calleth by the arm. “You could have killed them!”

Spluttering, Laryn clung to Patton and Delyth. “It was our fault for scaring him.”

“Scared or not, there’s no reason to use a knock back in water.”

Calleth stared at his friends. “I’m sorry! I should know better than to react like that.”

Shrugging off their hold, Laryn swam over to pull him into a kiss. “I’m not hurt, just a little breathless and keen to get out of the water now. The ward sent me a bit too deep.” 

They all understood what she did not say out loud. If Patton and Delyth had not reached her, she might not have made it to the surface before passing out. She had already been underwater when it happened. Watching the fair-haired elf slip an arm around Calleth to swim to the jetty, Delyth did not stop them. What fun they had been having had ended. Joining her lover, she leaned in to kiss Amelia’s cheek reassuringly. There was a flicker of fear in the warrior’s eyes when she stared at her, a hand coming out of the water to brush sodden strands of brown hair away from her face. Neither of them spoke, preferring to take a moment to appreciate the fact they were alive and well when things might have gone differently.

“I love you,” Amelia murmured. “If you had been hurt…”

“Hush, Amy. I’m fine. Come on, let’s join our friends. Don’t be mean to Cal. He didn’t mean to hurt us, and the guilt he must be feeling is punishment enough.”








  
  

Three


Teleri





The last of the soldiers settled into position, their boots thumping heavily on the cobblestones of the courtyard. Sweeping her gaze over them, Teleri nodded slowly, her mouth twisted in contemplation. Each month she selected thirty to form the honour guard who accompanied the fifteen petitioners chosen by Eirian for the sacrifice. It was a highly sought-after position. Something she had never quite understood. She supposed most saw it as an opportunity to support those who willingly offered their lives to serve the community. 

“Are you happy with this selection, Mother?” Her eldest son touched her arm, and Teleri sighed. “I know you find this process tedious, and I would take over for you if I could…”

Rubbing a thumb against the polished cerapter horn hilt of her sword, she gave him a thankful smile. “I know, Yestin, and I appreciate your eagerness to ease my burden.”

“But you’re the Zarthein mage, and the burden is yours to bear.”

“How did I raise such a wise young man?”

Yestin chuckled, lifting his dark gaze to the sky. “I’m fairly sure Grandma did most of the work.”

Covering her heart with her hand, Teleri pretended to be hurt by his comment. The sting had once been painful, but she had long since come to terms with missing most of Yestin’s early years because of a military campaign. It had taken time for their relationship to grow, and it had helped that her mother had taught him everything she knew about the role of War’s heir. Nothing had called her away from raising her other children, something Teleri was thankful for. Her family was important, and if there was one thing the separation from her firstborn had taught her, it was that family mattered more than duty to a path dictated by the ill-luck of birth, and the blood of a god.

“I’m glad you will never know the pain of leaving your family, my dearest boy,” she said, and reached out to ruffle his raven-black hair. “And I hope you never know the burden of raising the next heir.”

Bumping his mother with his shoulder, Yestin smiled faintly. “Knowing my luck, I’ll be the grandfather telling my grandchild why I understand their feelings.”

“Luckily, the power goes to the first person in the bloodline born after the death of the heir. All I can do is hope for you and your children to be spared. I know it sounds terrible to wish this on others, but I wish the burden belonged to some other family instead of ours. It’s too much.”

“Have you ever talked to Eirian about how you feel? Or the Altira before her.”

Snorting, Teleri slung an arm over his shoulders and squeezed. “Eirian Altira believes there is nothing greater than serving her god. In more ways than simply as his High Priestess, and especially on her knees.”

“Mother!”

Her smile was one of amusement. Once he was old enough to understand the complexities of being a god’s heir, she had sat him down and explained the bond between her and the man who had been the Altira mage at the time. After his death, Teleri had kept her distance from Eirian, forbidden from witnessing her growing up.  Beyond formal occasions, they avoided their counterparts until they came of age, and it was torture. Certain gods were bound, each a part of a whole, and their heirs felt the bond as well. Teleri hated her inability to resist the pull to Eirian and the previous Altiras. Part of her hated that Death’s heirs were human, and it was likely she would face at least two more Altira mages before the fading finally claimed her life. She dreaded it.

“You’re a married man, Yestin. You know exactly what I’m referring to.”

Groaning, he slapped a hand to his face. “Yes, but you’re my mother. It’s embarrassing to talk about such things with my mother. Though I suppose I’m thankful it’s not about Father.”

“Who do you think I should select?” Nodding at the lines of soldiers, Teleri redirected their focus to why they were there. “As my child, it may be your duty to guide the next heir. It’s about time I trained you. If you wish. Otherwise, I’ll ask Caelia if she would do it.”

His eyes widened in surprise, and she felt a sliver of doubt. It was a heavy request, one that placed the prospect of her death in his mind in a way that no parent wanted their child to deal with. But she had celebrated her two hundredth birthday, and if she was fortunate, Teleri hoped to spend another hundred and fifty years with her family. Asking Yestin to learn from her was a purely selfish request. There were years to go before she needed to teach anyone, but she wanted to spend more time with the son she often felt distant from.

“You honour me with the offer. Caelia is better suited, but I’d like to. Perhaps we could both learn, and spend the time together as a family,” he replied, leaning in to kiss her cheek.

Pursing her lips, Teleri pretended to consider his suggestion. “We could do that.”

“I’m not fooled, Mother.”

“And I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now, pick thirty soldiers from the ranks. Remember, their duty for the next few days is to accompany those selected to feed their life energy into the cities to ensure our local food supplies continue to flourish. Not just those people, but their families who have come to witness the sacrifice they’re making, and to remember the beauty of life.”

He arched a brow, and the gleam in his eyes suggested he was indulging her. “So, we want people who have a reverence for the ritual. Those who would cry with the crowd if they weren’t on duty.”

“Those who will leave offerings to the ancestors when the ceremonies are over.”

Despite being a Zarthein and the son of the current heir, Yestin spent much of his time training side by side with the soldiers lined up in front of them. They were his comrades, and they all answered to the High General. Studying the familiar lines of his face, Teleri wished she shared the same relationship with the members of the army as he did. There were so many Zarthein among the ranks that he had never been treated any differently. She knew Yestin was highly regarded as a warrior, and it filled her with pride. For all her failings as a mother, her children were capable, serving their people with integrity and respect.

“Show me the list. We’re too high for me to pick out everyone clearly,” Yestin said, holding out a hand for the book resting on the rail in front of Teleri. “I’ll have a better chance with the names.”

Half-smiling, Teleri plucked the thick book from its perch and handed it to him. It carried a weight that was more than physical. She had recorded every list of names for every ceremony. There was sentiment in it, but it was mostly out of respect. No one knew the truth, and Teleri never planned to tell anyone she did it to remember the soldiers she had lost in battle and to ensure their families received the recognition they deserved. The honour she believed belonged to them for all their sacrifices. Eirian had caught her leaving offerings but never pushed to know why. For all the complicated emotions she felt for the High Priestess, Teleri was relieved every time her Endaran counterpart knelt by her side in silence to light the candles.

There was a reverence on Yestin’s face as he stroked the book that suggested he had his own theories about why she kept her list of names. It brought a sad smile to Teleri’s lips, her heart clenching when he shot her a thankful smile. He took care in opening it, leafing through the pages to find the most recent entry. She had penned it the night before, offering a prayer to the gods as she copied each name from a list provided by her advisers. 

On some level, she found peace in her little ritual when she sat alone at her desk, surrounded by dancing shadows and the silence of the night. Only the scratch of her quill against paper, and the smell of lemongrass infused candles cut through her solitude. Drawing the memory to the front of her mind, Teleri gazed out at the soldiers awaiting their orders. Their excitement was palpable, the thrum of their magic filling the air with a heady thickness.

“Right, here, these people are my recommendation,” Yestin said.

“You tell me who, and I’ll call out the names so the rest can get on with their day.”

Beaming at his mother, he told her the first name. The tension broke in the courtyard, congratulatory cheers accompanying each selection. For once, the pride Teleri felt was more for her son than for the fine warriors being chosen to accompany the sacrifices. At the edge of her awareness, she sensed one of her advisers waiting with an air of anxiety surrounding him. It was an irritating scratch that detracted from her enjoyment of the event. Yestin kept glancing back at the man, the concern furrowing his brows telling her he was as sensitive to the cloud of emotion. By the time they reached the last name, Teleri was more than ready to find out what was wrong. They waited for the soldiers who had not been selected to depart while those who had gathered around the officers for their orders.

“Would you like me to return this to your desk, Mother?” 

Eyeing the book clasped tightly to his chest, Teleri shook her head. “No. You can hear what Wyatt has to say. Whatever it is, it’s troubling him, and it might be best if you’re here.”

Straightening when they approached, the shorter man ran a shaky hand through his hair, leaving it even messier. “High General, Yestin. I didn’t want to interrupt the selection, but it’s important.”

“Yes, I can tell. What’s wrong, Wyatt?”

“I received a report from Kirrama. The city has fallen.”

Dread turned her cold, and Teleri rubbed her mouth while she considered the implications of a city as large as Kirrama falling. At her side, Yestin was muttering curses between demanding to know why they had not been informed the distant city was at war. She could not remember any reports concerning conflict in that region, so it bothered her to find out that something had happened without her knowledge. If they had been aware, they would have sent legions to assist their ally. Worse, it was not the first city it had happened to, and now she needed to speak to Eirian.

“Was there any information about who attacked?” She lifted her gaze to the arched doorway above them, studying the swirl of the lattice carvings. “Or was it like the others?”

Jerking around to blink at her in confusion, Yestin said, “What do you mean?”

“Kirrama isn’t the first city to fall in recent months. We’ve kept the information quiet to avoid panic.”

Wyatt’s mouth twisted, making his displeasure clear. “And I argued against doing so. These cities are being betrayed from within, their gates cast open for an enemy we can’t identify. We need help.”

“I know! Which is why I’m going straight to Eirian. She can get a message to Bellenden, and you can be sure that her sister will be here as swiftly as Igraine can fly. The dragon riders can scout out the enemy. And I believe we need their help, or we’ll be chasing our tails.”

While his anger had turned his magic into a furious swirl, Yestin kept his visage blank. It was a testament to his training, but Teleri hoped he would relax his control once they were in private. It was better for him to express his fury before he returned to his home. If there was one thing she understood well, it was that taking home excess rage did not benefit a family. Not in any manner. Sometimes she recalled all the occasions when she had taken her anger home and the terrified stares of her children.

“With your permission, High General, I will command the keepers to prepare the tower for the dragons. We will need to inform the local farmers. At least we can ensure they’re compensated for any additional livestock required to feed our guests while they are here,” Yestin said, refusing to meet his mother’s gaze. “Is there anything else you need me for?”

“No, that’s all. Thank you for taking the initiative.”

He snapped a fist to his chest, his slight bow appearing stiff and uncomfortable with one arm keeping her book tucked to his side. Watching him go, Teleri pursed her lips while Wyatt shuffled. The impatient huff escaping his control had her shifting her focus to him, and the man arched a brow in expectation. She suspected he was waiting for her to scold him for arguing with her in front of Yestin. Sweat trickled down her spine from the heat of her armour. It was a familiar sensation; one she could focus on while dragging out the silence between them to make Wyatt grow nervous.

“High General, we need—”

“Do not tell me what we need, Wyatt. I’ve barely begun training my son to one day guide the next High General, and what you did undermined his trust in me. Do you know how fragile our relationship is?”

There was a glimmer of shame in his gaze, but the twist of his mouth suggested he felt no remorse for his actions. “No, I’m testing it. If Yestin cannot see why you kept it secret, then he has no place among the future leadership of Ensaycal. When you die, it will be his responsibility to make these decisions.”

A muscle twitched in her cheek, and Teleri longed to strip out of her heavy layers to replace them with a light robe. “I need a horse and an escort. Send a pigeon to the temple to inform the High Priestess.”

“Would you like me to give her the details?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head slightly. “I’m unsure of who Eirian has informed among the clergy. We’d better keep the information from spreading as a rumour. I’ll tell her myself.”

“I’ll see to your horse and escort.”

“Thank you. While you do, I’m going to fetch a bottle of elderberry wine.”

His brows shot up, almost disappearing beneath his fringe. “Why?”

Snorting, Teleri smirked. “Because Eirian likes elderberry wine, and I know from experience she’ll do anything for me after a few glasses. She can’t resist. Which is exactly what I need, since the relationship between her and her sister is unconventional.” 








  
  

Four


Briallen





Icy wind rushed past, leaving her thankful for the thick layers of her riding leathers. Wards sat close to her skin, trapping the warmth within the armour to ensure she could still move the moment they landed. There was no view as beautiful as the glittering blanket of stars that stretched beyond all imagination when viewed from the back of a dragon in flight. Except perhaps, the setting sun against an angry mass of clouds heralding an approaching storm. When she had been younger, Briallen had begged her father to take her on the back of his bonded to fly among the brilliant colours of a sunrise, and no disappointment stung quite like what she had felt to discover the clouds only appeared that way from a certain angle. 

“I hope you never lose your wide-eyed wonder, little Bri.”

A layer of wool covering her face hid her smile. “You’ve known me since my mother brought me to my father in Bellenden, Igraine. Have I ever changed? It’s been fifty years.”

The dragon’s chuckle resonated through her mind, and Briallen relaxed her hold on the pommel of her saddle. Stretching, she rolled her shoulders and peered across the darkness to seek the shadows of her companions. Knowing Tristan and his dragon, Ysgarlad, were with her on this mission provided more relief than she would admit out loud. Only Igraine knew how much it mattered to her, and the dragon would never betray her innermost thoughts to anyone. Her bonded was the clutch sister to her father’s, and Igraine had always been there for her even before she began her training. There had never been any question about who would become her bonded.

A dark shape swooped past, and Tristan’s laughter carried on the wind. Despite being younger than Igraine, Ysgarlad was a bigger dragon, and in the right light, her scales looked as though someone had painted them with blood. When the two dragons stood next to each other, they were a study in opposites. One appeared built for battle, her broad chest and massive size terrifying in red, while the other was born of cold misty mornings, and known for her speed. But Briallen knew the truth. Igraine was one of the most vicious dragons in Bellenden. Ysgarlad was a soldier, and she took her orders from the more experienced dragon. Which was how Tristan had come to live among the dragon riders of Bellenden as a child. They had rescued him after Igraine had roasted his mother.

Sensing where her thoughts had gone, Igraine snarled, “Goblins are terrible.”

“And yet you and Ysgarlad brought home a goblin child.”

“He’s a boy. They’re not as bad. Just wait; one day he’ll build you a nest.”

Feeling her cheeks burn beneath the thick wool of her mask, Briallen did not respond. She knew what Igraine was suggesting, and she was well aware of the confusion Tristan stirred in her heart. Without warning, the dragon tucked her wings in tightly and began diving towards the ground. Scrambling to grab the pommel, she held on while wrapping herself in wards to ensure she did not lose her hold. It was magic all potential riders had to master long before they were allowed to climb onto a dragon’s back. If they could not protect themselves in flight and fight, then they would never be allowed to bond, even if one of the mighty creatures was interested in claiming them. One day, Briallen hoped she would master the ability to change shapes like her father’s people, and she prayed to the gods her animal form would have wings. She liked to imagine how it would feel to fly beside Igraine.

Before they hit the ground, the dragon spread her massive wings, catching the air to slow their descent. Whooping in delight, Briallen leaned sideways to peer down at the town sprawled across the land. Lights flickered in windows, smoke drifted from chimneys, and the few people who were walking the streets turned their attention skywards. She knew what they saw. Two terrifying shadows blotting out the stars as they circled the town in their search for a suitable landing place. In daylight, they brought out feelings of awe, but in the dark of night, they were the dangerous monsters from stories about ancient battles. Dragons changed the outcome of war, and no one wanted to deny hospitality to them or their riders out of fear poor impressions would lead to the destruction of their homes.

Ysgarlad had already set down in an open field outside the town. From the way they kept it clear of crops and livestock, Briallen suspected it was the community gathering place used for festivals and other large events. Igraine’s landing jolted her, stealing the air from her lungs as it always did. Unbuckling the bindings securing her in the saddle, she stretched before climbing down. Hot breath greeted her once she was stable, the dragon scrutinising her. Rubbing a spot above her nostrils that Briallen knew she favoured, she poured love over the bond to assure the beast she was fine. Igraine liked to fuss over her as though she were her hatchling, and since her mother had never bothered to show the same affections, Briallen let the dragon do as she wished.

“Stop dawdling, Bri,” Tristan said, approaching her while Ysgarlad nudged Igraine’s neck. “We’re supposed to be meeting the informant from Oisin’s court, and we don’t want to miss our chance.”

“He’s right, little Bri. You cannot be late, or the spy will leave.”

Giving Igraine a sideways look, she nodded at her friend. “You owe me an ale.”

“Oh, fuck off! You owe me.”

Hooking a finger around the lower half of her mask, Briallen yanked it down to expose her mouth. Doing the same, Tristan was quicker to shove the upper half into the gap between the top of their head and the hood clinging to them. She knew that once they were in the light, he would take the time to tease her about the redness of the skin around her eyes, where the mask did not protect them from the chill. Most riders wore special goggles over their eyes, but neither of them had taken that step yet. It was a common joke in their community that young riders liked the sting, while those with experience knew protecting their vision was more important. Considering most riders were mortal, Briallen understood the concern. Few were true immortals like Tristan, and though she was unlikely to die of old age, she could be injured and killed.

Briallen slung an arm around his shoulders and pointedly snapped her teeth at Tristan. “Now, remember, this is a human town. Keep your claws retracted and try not to let them see inside your mouth.”

“I’m older than you, Bri,” he grumbled.

“And yet only a month ago you caused a panic in that elven city we visited.”

“It’s not my fault how people react when they find out I’m a goblin.”

She kept her arm around him as they walked toward the town. Listening to the snorts and scuffs of the two dragons settling down to wait, Briallen understood the resentment in Tristan’s voice. Her mother had been human, and her father was a duine who was thousands of years old. As a half-blood, she dealt with the scorn as much as he did. It had brought them together, forging their friendship. Tristan had found her being bullied by older daoine youths for being half human and threatened to eat them all. At fifteen years old, rejected by her mother and kept from being a sister to her younger sibling, Briallen had happily clung to him, much to the dismay of her father and his older children. But they had stuck together through everything, and Igraine and Ysgarlad protected them as best they could.

No walls surrounded the town, but barely armed people patrolled the streets to keep the peace. Their eyes widened at the sight of the two riders in their distinct leathers, and Briallen wondered if they had ever seen anyone wearing as many weapons as the two of them were. As a goblin, Tristan was deadly without the need of any blades, but he preferred to keep his claws in. So long as he kept his mouth shut, people would assume he was human, but no one could mistake her for being anything other than a duine when her riding gear did not cover her head to toe. Even half-bloods possessed the telling moon glow that was unique to the daoine. Keeping their distance, the guards followed them to a tavern near the centre of the town, and the tense smile Briallen gave them had hands darting to their short swords.

“Not the least friendly greeting we’ve gotten,” Tristan muttered, shaking her arm off.

“You can’t blame people for being nervous when dragons land outside their homes.”

“Why do you think this woman wanted us to meet here?”

Bounding up the stairs onto the verandah of the tavern, Briallen shrugged and headed inside. The walls had muffled the noise, but it hit her as soon as she passed through the doorway. People stared at the riders, so she stared back with a grin. Tristan elbowed her, his lips pressed shut. He would avoid talking to hide the sharp points of his teeth that gave away his goblin heritage. Shoving her hood back, she rearranged the top half of her woollen mask to sit over her hair, keeping any stray bits from sticking up. In the corner of her vision, she watched her companion do the same. Everyone knew what they were, but there was no need to appear even more intimidating. Unwilling to wait for the tension to ease, Briallen made her way to the counter, leaning on it with what she hoped was a friendly smile.

“Two ales, please!”

Tristan was a silent presence at her side, his gaze sweeping the room for the woman they were supposed to meet. All they knew was that she was a duine and had travelled a long way from the daoine kingdom of Talaroo with information. Studying his face, Briallen saw when he located their target, his sensitive nose twitching. It was a useful aspect of being a goblin that had helped them out many times on missions. He could smell the other duine in the tavern, even if he could not see her. Scowling at them, the barkeep delivered a pair of mugs, and she withdrew a silver coin from a pocket, sliding it across the counter. When he saw it, his eyes widened, and he hesitated to pick it up. 

Ignoring the exchange, Tristan whispered, “She’s in the far corner. Let’s go.”

Collecting the mugs, Briallen followed him across the packed room to a corner tucked in beside a staircase leading up to what she suspected were rooms for other uses. Muffled sounds came from above, and Tristan’s flinch confirmed her thoughts. The woman at the table did not look up from her book as they sat, and through the layers of the robe she wore, Briallen saw the glow of her skin. Giving Tristan his drink, she studied the narrow eyes of the duine and watched the twitching of her cheeks that betrayed her agitation. Whatever the information was that she had to give them, it had to be more important than they realised, otherwise her father would not have sent them on this mission.

“No one could ever mistake what the two of you are,” she said, and Briallen wanted to sigh in delight over the sweetness of her voice. “Fucking riders think they’re amazing.”

Her delight faded, and the rider huffed. “You try bonding with a dragon.”

“I can already fly; I don’t need a dragon.”

Tucking away the information about her animal form, Briallen took a sip of the ale. “I’m Briallen Altira. He’s Tristan. You have information for Lord General Valerian.”

Curiosity lit the deep brown eyes of the other woman. “You’re his half-blood daughter.”

“Aye.”

“Your sister is the Altira mage, the heir to Death. My job is to deal in information. I’ve been undercover in Oisin’s court for more years than I want to remember, and what I have for the Lord General is important. Are you aware of the attacks on cities all over Tir?”

Briallen stared at her drink, watching the flickering lights shift the colours. “I am.”

“Annawyn is behind it. Oisin and other loyalists received instructions to attack anyone who won’t bow to the mad god. She is using her mind mages to twist people to betray those who stand against her from within. Her influence is spreading across the world, driving mortals and immortals alike to insanity.”

Beside her, Tristan went still, reminding her of a predator preparing to strike. She supposed that in a tavern filled with humans, he was. In the back of her mind, Igraine’s presence was a constant comfort, and the press of the dragon’s awareness confirmed she was paying attention to the meeting. What was happening throughout Tir was a concern, and as long-lived as dragons were, they were as mortal as humans, elves, and daoine. War had claimed the lives of many of them, and Briallen had overheard her father arguing for the formation of a secret place to take clutches of eggs and young hatchlings where they would be safe from those who would bring harm to the dragons. Those who had sworn themselves to the god Annawyn, donning the mantle of Unseelie.

“Wait, doesn’t Talaroo share a border with Diwan?” Tristan muttered, eyes never leaving the woman opposite them. “Queen Malena is a Raven.”

“Indeed. Where do you think Oisin plans to attack first? Their youngest daughter is a husk maker like her mother.”

“As the daughter of a Raven, can the princess be bonded to a danann pairing?” Igraine demanded.

Sipping her ale, she wished it were one of the wines her father preferred to drink. “Has Queen Malena taken her daughter to the Vale? Most husk makers are Ravens.”

“Except for the Altira,” the woman replied, lips twitching in amusement.

Unappreciative of the comment about her younger sister, Briallen schooled her features to remain blank. As a child, she had never understood why Eirian had been kept from her, and why their mother had delivered her to her father at three years old. No matter how many lectures she had endured about the importance of the heirs, and the role played by the Altira mage, Briallen had longed to belong to the human family she had been born into. Even now, despite their ages, she tried to endear herself to her sister every time she visited the twin cities. At least her niece adored her, and Igraine was always happy to sneak Delyth into the skies without Eirian’s permission.

“As far as I know, Queen Malena attempted to give Princess Silaine to Neriwyn, but he rejected the girl even though she is a husk maker. This is information they kept secret. Oisin has plans for the princess. I’m telling you because it’s important. Husk makers can turn the tide of a war just as easily as a dragon. If the mad god controls daoine born with the ability, then she could destroy entire mortal armies with a handful of people.”

“She’s right, Briallen.”

Glancing at Tristan, Briallen saw the tip of a fang digging into his lip. The information worried him, and she understood why. Husk makers were terrifying in a battle, something they had witnessed not long after Igraine had bonded with her. Eirian had been called into battle by Death, and they had been among the riders assigned to protect her. Watching hundreds of soldiers turn to dust and bones had left her with nightmares for months. Sometimes they returned, and Briallen knew she would be plagued by them again.

“We can bring you to Bellenden if you wish to convey everything to the Lord General,” she told the woman. “Or arrange for you to meet him outside of the city in a secret location.”

Head cocked, the other woman chuckled. “It has been a long time since I saw Valerian. The last time our paths crossed, I seduced him and stole vital documents from the study to the left of his bedroom.”

Tristan gawked at her while Briallen gasped. “That was you?”

“Ah, you’ve heard the story?”

“Yes. My father uses it as a cautionary tale.”

“Well then, I’ll take you up on your offer. However, I find it challenging to fly at night. Will one of your dragons allow me to ride on its back with you?”

Chewing her bottom lip, Briallen studied the elegant curve of the woman’s features and wondered what they would be like twisted in pleasure. “I’m sure we can sort something out. You’ve ridden before?”

Growling, Igraine flooded her mind with suspicion. “You’re not to sleep with her.”

“I certainly have. Once daylight arrives, I’ll fly myself. And yes, I would prefer to ride with you, little Altira, just in case the goblin decides he’s hungry.”
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