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Glossary

for Karen
Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the 4 companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

But, catching up with the kaerlings is anything but simple.

The kaerlings are ahead of the companions, and have taken a ship across the ocean towards far off Jargoiden.

Sailing to the Isle of Kiros, Lored is determined to purchase the Tabacum remedy from the Kirridian herb woman. (Without it, both he and Otta will perish at sea). But when he arrives on the Isle, he discovers that Rue is imprisoned, accused of murder.

Lored sets out to disprove the false charges against Rue which results in the execution of her accuser; the Prince Consort.

Lored and Tari meet up with Otta and Erl and take a ship, The Prince Silas, to Jargoiden.

Meanwhile, Ashlar Slate, the King’s Assassin, arrives in Kiros to apprehend Lored and his party. But he finds they have already left. He joins Rue and Stio, who are also travelling north, on a ship named The Princess Lianor.

The Prince Silas is attacked by pirates, and, due to Otta’s inability to control the power raging inside her, both the pirate vessel and The Prince Silas burn to the water line.
Blossom Falls

Year of the Unicorn

Orosturbe & Nilo’s Island
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Chapter One
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Someone’s hand was on his shoulder. Instinctively, the boy shrank away from the dark figure leaning over him.

“The sharresh-idenru are here, Derri,” Jas told him. “It’s time to leave.”

Derri sighed in relief and sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. For a moment he’d thought he was still in Dia’s wagon... He shook his head, recalling how he’d spent the last few nights with Clay and Jas. Shadows stretched and lengthened on the woven walls as Jas turned from him, a lantern in one hand. Derri watched as the kaerling assassin quietly woke Clay Mead and Lally who lay wrapped in blankets together, and then stepped across to Olet, Derri's blood father. The boy found his boots that pinched his toes and pulled them on before folding his blankets and placing them in his pack that contained a few spare clothes that no longer fitted him.

The momentary relief left him as his stomach roiled and his breathing became shallow. The sharresh-idenru were here. He stared around at his companions in the dim light. Lally’s dark face was pale with fear. Clay, the taku from Falna, appeared curious. Olet, as usual, wore a resigned expression which never ceased to annoy Derri. Of all of them, Jas was the only one who appeared eager and excited. But, Derri reflected, that was probably because the man had been separated from his partner for many months.

Derri was not looking forward to the flight to his home city. He had never flown on a sharresh-idenru. Just before Derri's mother had sent him away from Orosturbe, Dia had insisted that Derri and his classmates witness an execution. He had never seen a sharresh-idenru up close and the stench had overpowered his senses. The size of the monster was petrifying and the screams of the condemned slaves haunted his dreams. And he’d witnessed the death of his Chandar guardians on Falna too. They’d been burnt alive by a small, black sharresh-idenru. The memory of the cries of the dying Chandar woke him more often than not in the middle of the night...

“Ready?” Jas smiled down at him as the others gathered their belongings.

Derri smiled back. He liked Jas. The man called him Derri, the name his mother had given him. Everyone else insisted on calling him by his given kaerling name which frustrated him. He was no longer Mar.

“Come on! You'll ride with me.” Jas helped the boy down from the wagon.

Derri shouldered his pack, set his jaw and followed Jas in the gloaming. The sky in the east was pale and the stars had faded. No cloud marred the heavens and the air was cool, the grass drenched in dew beneath his boots. Derri watched his breath steam from his mouth, aware of Clay, Lally and Olet behind him.

The other kaerlings were already standing in the wide, open space that served as a landing and taking off point for the monstrous sharresh-idenru. Torches smoked around the perimeter, illuminating the giant, reptilian creatures. There were two sharresh-idenru, long necks snaking, large faceted eyes gleaming. In the torchlight Derri saw scales of malachite and viridian. The kaerling servants clustered near the verdigris-coloured creature with large baskets slung either side of her vast belly. A rider clad in tight, dark leathers sat astride the emerald-scaled creature, looking tiny, almost child-like against the vastness of the monster.

“We're on Kabur’oloru, she’s the blue.” Jas told Derri. “Hand your pack to Paz; he's loading the luggage and servants.”

Derri stood close to Jas and watched as Paz and Turq carried the last of the kaerlings' luggage to the viridian sharresh-idenru. They disappeared around the far side for a few moments before returning, empty-handed.

“Come on! Let's sit at the front!” Jas' blue eyes glittered as the sky brightened with the onset of dawn beyond the mountains.

Derri followed him reluctantly, aware of Lally protesting as Clay told her to go with the rest of the servants. The sapphire-scaled sharresh-idenru stared down at Derri, as if it knew the god he prayed to was not the god of the kaerlings. The boy swallowed, clutching at Jas' arm.

“What's wrong?” Genuine concern filled the older man's eyes.

“I don't think this one likes me. Can't I ride with the servants?”

Jas chuckled and shook his head. “A kaerling doesn't ride in baskets with lesser beings! We ride the lords of the air!”

Derri hung back as Dia swept up, accompanied by the rest of the kaerling men. Her red hair hung in a long braid over her tight-fitting leather jerkin.

“I'm frightened it will flame me.”

Jas put his arm around the boy's shoulders. “Trust me. A sharresh-idenru cannot harm a kaerling. They’ve been bred to obey any one of us. They will not flame you, Derri.”

“His name is Mar!” Dia said abruptly, her jade eyes gleaming in the growing light. “Don't indulge the child. He's got a lot of relearning to do in Orosturbe.”

Derri shrank back against Jas’ tall frame, Dia's venomous tone striking more fear into his soul than the presence of the sharresh-idenru. The dark-haired kaerling lifted the boy as the monster lowered its neck.

Derri grasped the leather harness and crawled along the serpentine neck, towards the ridged back. The scaly skin beneath his boots tilted several times and he noticed the beast dipping a foreleg to allow Dia, Clay and the kaerling men mount it and settle themselves between the large ridges before its shoulder blades.

“Take the gap there, between the smaller spikes,” Jas called to him. “You've never ridden before, so I'll sit in front of you.”

Derri obediently seated himself as instructed, turning awkwardly to face the back of the creature's head. Jas sat in front of the boy and reached into his cloak pocket for several lengths of material. He handed one to Derri.

“Wrap this around your face,” he ordered. “The sharresh-idenru reach flight height extremely quickly and we don't want you passing out or getting dust in your eyes. Have you secured the straps?”

Derri hadn't and fumbled with the leather harness until his thighs and waist were secure. Then he took the thin scarf from Jas' hand and wrapped it around his face, knotting it beneath his chin. He tapped the man on the shoulder.

“Why doesn't this beast have a rider, like the green one?”

“The sharresh-idenru know where to go. Any one of us can control it, though, for this journey it'll be Dia who's in charge.”

That wasn't a surprise, Derri thought to himself.

“But Fularhan needs a rider in order to make sure the luggage and servants reach Orosturbe safely.”  

The sharresh-idenru beneath them tensed and Derri felt the forelegs bend.

“Brace yourself!” Jas shouted.

With a sudden upward movement, the monster sprang into the air. Derri felt as though he'd left his stomach down on the ground and his heart rate doubled. He was inhaling and couldn't exhale. Up, up they surged, the long, leathery wings sweeping up and down in short, successive beats. The air was cold and Derri couldn't see anything as the scarf covered his eyes. He felt the muscles of the beast flex and release and flex again before they suddenly levelled out and glided effortlessly.

He became aware of a prickling all over his skin as he discovered his stomach was where it always had been and his heart rate slowed. Power was being used somewhere close by. Why would one of the kaerlings be using their gift? Then he remembered his lessons in Orosturbe; the sharresh-idenru used their life force to keep their vast bulk airborne.

“You can uncover your eyes now,” Jas shouted above the roaring wind.

Derri fumbled at the cloth and gazed down.

The sharresh-idenru flew above a shadowed country. The low sun lit the sky to his right with a pink glow. Below them the land spread out; mountains, valleys, lakes, rivers, high hills and ravines. Derri felt his jaw drop and hurriedly closed his mouth, not liking the taste of the scarf.

He hadn't realised the world was so beautiful. Spread out like a giant map, forests passed beneath him as the sun rose higher, filling the landscape with colour. The jet black and red-orange rocks of Jargoiden looked beautiful from this vantage point, not oppressive as they did when one stood beneath them.

Derri felt dampness moisten the material that covered his face. Tears of despair and joy flowed and he felt odd, disorientated, as though he were a bridge that linked one land to another. The strange feeling vanished and he rested his head against Jas' back, exhaustion taking over from emotions he didn’t understand. He was aware of the bone hard spine pressing into his chest as sleep took him swiftly.
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Chapter Two 


[image: image]


Clay sat upright, his entire being thrumming with awe and delight. He'd heard the kaerlings talk about the sharresh-idenru many times but, until he'd seen the creatures, had failed to appreciate both their power and their size. And their smell. The pungent stench of rotten eggs filled his nostrils, drying his throat, making his eyes water. At least the beast’s stomach had stopped gurgling and vibrating; that had been most alarming earlier.

He craned his neck, looking back past Peri who sat behind him, seeing the long reptilian body of the monster snaking through the air, and watched the titanic wings flex and tilt as they travelled along a thermal. The chartreuse beast followed the azure creature, its wings outstretched, gliding in the wake of its fellow. Peri nodded to Clay, warmth in the man’s brown eyes. How long would it be before all the kaerling men started speaking to him again? Cold wind raked through the taku's long hair and he hauled his hood up.

He turned his eyes forward, gazing past Dia and the kaerling men to the front of the beast where Derri slumped in peaceful slumber against Jas' back. He felt sorry for the boy, reviled by most of the other kaerlings and misunderstood by his blood father; only Jas seemed to genuinely care for him. The agony in the boy's blue eyes touched Clay's soul when most other things simply left him indifferent. What a life the child had had; brought up a kaerling only to be sent away by his mother to stop him becoming evil like the rest of her kind. He wasn't quite sure what had happened to Derri on Falna, only that the kaerlings had found him living in the house of a minor nobleman.

From the kaerlings' talk, Clay was aware that the nobleman and his wife and their servants had all been tortured to death, except for one young maid who was now numbered amongst the kaerling servants. So much bloodshed for one child, and, by all accounts, Derri had a sister who had disappeared. Clay shook his head, gazing out over the country below him.

Orange and black rocks and red earth alternated with dark evergreen forests. Steep hillsides were terraced with grains and vegetables. Towns and villages were small, just visible in valleys, beside winding rivers. There were no roads that Clay could see. Instead, the sharresh-idenru followed a line of mountains that curved south to north. The sun ran its course behind them, dropping down towards the west. Clay felt his eyes water in the wind, wondering if a road carved its way along the spine of the mountain. The shadows were already pointing east and the party had not stopped to eat or drink all day.

Seated aboard the cerulean-scaled behemoth, Clay felt truly insignificant. Even though being with the kaerlings gave him privileges and freedoms that Olin Heon would not have approved of, he had, up until recently, felt special. The kaerlings had informed him that they didn't have many taku-kevir from Falna in their ranks. Clay's knowledge of Falna taku-kevir would prove invaluable in the kaerlings' schemes to take over the southern continent.

Clay had been happy to go along with the kaerlings and their plans because he now had access to more power than he'd ever dreamed was available. True, it was difficult for him to learn the kaerling way of using his potential, but the lessons with Jas and the others had given him an understanding of how the northerners could overcome all resistance in his homeland.

The kaerlings hadn't liked the revelation of how strong his ability was when he'd rescued Lally from her attempted suicide a week or so before, and most of the men, except Jas and Olet, had refused to speak with him since. But over the last couple of days, while they waited for the sharresh-idenru, Peri had once again started conversing with Clay, showing him how to maintain a seamless invisible funnel to channel his skill, increasing the strength of the energy inside him.

Clay hadn't meant to reveal how strong he was to the kaerlings, not until he felt secure in the new ways of using his talent. But he had no idea that Lally would try and kill herself, and in saving her, he had revealed to the kaerlings exactly how much capacity he had to channel.

He wondered how many hours they had been flying and turned to Peri behind him. “When will we arrive at the city?”

“Within the next half turn,” the kaerling man shouted, blond hair flying wildly, escaping the scarf wrapped around his head.

“How many miles have we travelled?” Clay called.

“Nearly five hundred.”

Clay shifted uneasily between the two spines that supported him, feeling the straps around his thighs and waist digging into his flesh. Five hundred miles in how many hours? “How long have we been flying?”

“About ten hours, far quicker than we'd anticipated.”

Clay shook his head, feeling the force of the monsters pulsate along their reptilian bodies. Such creatures could not, should not exist. They were too big to walk the land; he was sure he'd learnt when he'd trained as a taku, that pressure kept reptiles, insects and invertebrates from growing too large. The sheer weight of gravity should crush the sharresh-idenru. They certainly shouldn't be able to leap into the air and fly at such a height for so long without tiring. How was this possible?

His skin crept as invisible energy shimmered over the sapphire scales and the answer came to him. The monsters weren't natural; they were creations of talent and used their innate abilities to live, breathe and fly.

Something Peri had said nagged at him, and he turned again to the kaerling man behind him. “How long does it usually take to fly to Orosturbe?”

“Fourteen or fifteen hours, depending on the wind. Today we have a fast following wind; the sharresh-idenru can glide a lot of the way, only using their wings when the wind fails or shifts.”

As if hearing the kaerling's words, the azure monster thrust its wings down several times and tilted suddenly.

“We're nearly there!” Peri called over the roar of wind. “She's getting herself at the right angle to glide in a circle around the volcano cluster. This gives the ground crew time to clear the landing area.”

Clay glanced down to his left and saw a tiny patch of earth beside a vast rock formation. The monster banked and started gliding in a large, anti-clockwise circle.

“That's Rhanilk,” Peri pointed down and Clay saw a hollowed out mountain with dark stone buildings attached to the steep walls of the stony vale like black leprous growths. “That's the Temple complex.”

Something about the odd-looking place gave Clay the creeps and he swallowed nervously.

“That's Irak Tam.” Peri gestured down again and Clay saw a wide valley filled with stone ridges. Something flashed like broken pieces of glass at the bottom of the basin. “That's where the Games take place.”

The Games were all the kaerlings had talked about on the voyage to Jargoiden. Clay was still unclear what the Games were for, but understood that mercenaries fought for money and slaves fought for their lives, and, sometimes, the kaerlings themselves took part.

The sharresh-idenru tilted further on her side until her riders were stuck out at right angles and Clay could feel the leather straps pressing against his thighs.

“That's Fulagunh.”

Clay looked down, feeling slightly odd, not liking the strange angle his body was at. This hollow mountain was filled with greenery, trees and pastures. The sharresh-idenru flapped her massive wings ponderously and banked further as her flight curved north to south.

“That's Rhu, the Slave Complex,” Peri shouted as they flew above yet another hollow mountain, this one filled with buildings. “That’s Idenika and that's Orosturbe.”

Clay caught a glimpse of another hollowed out mountain filled with dark, square buildings and wide courtyards and then the ground rose up swiftly to meet them. The two sharresh-idenru descended rapidly and Clay felt his ears pop. He glanced down at the City of Bones for the first time and realised what he had been seeing. Peri had mentioned a volcano cluster; the hollow mountains were extinct volcanoes.

Orosturbe vanished as the creature plummeted down to a large patch of bare earth at the foot of the city. Glancing up as the monster back-winged violently, Clay realised the buildings were all situated inside the dead volcano. On the outside, an irregular pattern of pale objects covered the rock.

And above all the extinct volcanoes rose one fulminating peak, a thin cloud of grey smoke drifting northwards. The malachite sharresh-idenru's clawed feet hit the earth as she folded her wings.

He sat still, staring up at the towering volcanic cluster; the odd texture covering the outside of Orosturbe made him feel most peculiar. He was betraying his homeland, he
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Woodbine

Freya Pickard

Gbe Kaerling Volume 12





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





