
Swarm Magic

Empire of War & Wings: Book Four

––––––––

Sarah K. L. Wilson

––––––––

Published by Sarah K. L. Wilson, 2020.



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SWARM MAGIC

    

    
      First edition. October 28, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Sarah K. L. Wilson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231187850

    

    
    
      Written by Sarah K. L. Wilson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Swarm Magic (Empire of War & Wings, #4)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Cale,
Always.

      

    

Previously in the Winged Empire ...

The crown prince took all the weapons from the people of Far Stones and they had no way to defend themselves from the dark magic that lurks there, killed Aella’s father, claimed she was his property and married her in absentia. He is tied to Aella through the healing honeycomb her bees put into him and now through a magic binding that came with that wedding.

Aella was meant to Hatch into someone who manifests a magic bird but she Hatched bees instead. Her allies are Zayana, Osprey, and Ivo. 

But Osprey is linked to the crown prince through magic and he’s bound to stop any moves made against the throne. And Aella’s best attempts to free him from this bond have failed. 

Ivo has drawn Aella in to be part of a secret revolution – a revolution that he and Osprey have already committed to. Aella’s family – unbeknownst to her – are all part of the revolution already.

The crown prince has a spooky power – snake magic. And spooky allies with snakes of their own. But when he offered Aella in his place for their ritual, she learned a lot of their secret knowledge that comes back to her in flashes. And now that she’s been to some of their secret places, her knowledge of what is going on in the world is growing.

Aella can send her bees to buzz around someone and bring back little visions of what they are up to. She left one with the snake people and sent one to watch over her family.

She fled the city of Glorious Ingvar with a captured Osprey and there are Wings hunting them both.

And that’s what you need to know.
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BOOK ONE

Hope that flies,

Hope with wings,

Make us cry!

Make us sing!

Free our hearts to love again.

Show us where, and how, and when.

- Songs of the Far Stones
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Chapter One
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HIDING WAS OUR ONLY option. My heart pounded as I tried to maneuver Osprey to a safer place inside the line of willows surrounding the farmer’s field, but he couldn’t hold his own weight. Without my bees and their power, he was too heavy for me to carry. It was all I could do to break the worst of his fall onto the sweet-smelling grass ringing the field. 

I glanced up at the sky. The spirit-birds wings shimmered as they raced toward us from the city. With every flap of their wings, my heart seemed to speed up. Like real birds, they’d have uncommonly good vision. Which meant I had seconds to do something to hide us. 

With the moon so bright, it was too easy to see everything around us, and the fires from the city made it worse. I prayed for clouds to come and cover the sky as I grabbed Osprey under the shoulders and tried to drag him across the grass. The scent of growing things filled my nose, mixing with my fear. 

He was too heavy – all muscle and bone. I lost my balance and fell onto my bottom in the crinkly grass. 

Forbidding take it!

My breath was coming too fast. I needed a solution right now. 

We were so close to the bending willows. If I could get him under there, it could really help. There was a curving row of them close by. But what good would that do if I couldn’t move him?

“How did you get so heavy?” I whispered to his slack face. 

But I couldn’t be angry with him.

Maybe I could roll him over the planted field and into the willows. Gripping his shoulder, I shoved him over. He flopped, rolling to his belly. I did it again and again, huffing as I worked. I had moments to get him hidden. Only moments before both of our lives would be forfeit. Oh, we wouldn’t be killed, but serving at the pleasure of Le Majest was worse than death – for both of us.

I gritted my teeth and tried not to think about it, but the worries wouldn’t stop.

I would not let him be dragged back to his half-brother. Not when I’d sacrificed so much already to try to save him. I had a feeling, as the warm breeze brushed over me, and the willows began to sway, that this was only the beginning. What had felt like a nearly impossible gamble would only be the start of the magic I’d have to work to free us both. We were more deeply entangled in the plots Juste was weaving than something stolen by the Forbidding. We were both enmeshed in plots within plots and schemes that would rock the Empire. 

I rolled Osprey one last time and lifted the drooping branches of a willow up and over to cover him. Gasping in desperation, I scrambled to gather heaps of old dried grass and fallen willow branches from the sides of the field to heap over him. They were soft and ragged after a winter on the field, but the farmer must have cleared them recently, and they were drier than I’d expected. They wouldn’t be comfortable to wait under, but they would keep out prying eyes – I hoped. 

I heard a cry like an eagle in the distance and shot a glance to where the spirit-birds were in the sky.

I had to be faster. 

I tried to still my shaking hands and force them to work as I frantically piled grass over Osprey, arranged the willow branches to make it look like a natural pile of branches and grass waste, and then dove for cover, wriggling to slide into the tiny hollow where I’d left my friend. 

We’d have to wait here for at least a few hours – I didn’t know how long – but long enough that the Wings would decide there was nothing here. And then we’d have to move again. I didn’t dare remain still for long enough to be caught – and now that I was the wife of Le Majest, he would only redouble his efforts to hunt me down and have me dragged to his side. I tried not to think about what that would mean for me. I tried not to shudder or imagine the ways he would torture me now that I belonged to him in every legal sense.

I wiggled in a little close to Osprey, savoring his warmth as my arm slipped around him to hold him close and keep him still.

What did it mean to be married to the future emperor? How long would he keep me alive now that he’d tied me to him? I didn’t imagine that it could be very long, despite the things he’d said about needing me. I knew Juste too well to think he’d saddle himself with me if he didn’t think he could dispose of me quickly after he got whatever it was he wanted. Maybe it was just the memories from the Hissan. Or maybe it was just my quick death he was after.

I had barely finished hiding us under the dried grass when the sky above us began to grow brighter and brighter. I wrapped my arms around Osprey and tried to will myself small.

Be small, Aella. Be small. Be small.

I was nose-to-nose with Osprey. I could feel his breath gusting over my face. He moaned softly and I clenched my teeth. Had the bird above us heard it? Had he?

Something hurt in my chest – likely fear – but I clung to him. I could feel his warmth through his trousers and mine where our legs touched all the way across the length of my left side.

Carefully, inch by inch, I moved my arm up so that my hand could cover his mouth. Just as he began to moan again, I clamped my hand over the sound.

“Shh.” I tried to be gentle and as close to silent as I could be.

I was sweating now, the air chilling me as it blew over us on the cold ground. I fought against my own body – forcing myself not to shiver – as the air grew brighter yet. I couldn’t bear it anymore. My eyes opened and I caught sight between the willow branches of the spirit bald eagle circling above us. Its claws nearly scraped the willows above me, its orange glow bathing the fields in light. It circled, gave another cry, and then started to ascend again. 

I slowly let out a breath of air, grateful for the descending darkness. 

Before I could even relax, new light hit me – thick and bright pink like a summer rose. I held my breath as the new light flooded the field. Would each of them make a pass? I was shaking from the tension and the cold, willing myself to be still, while trying to listen to Osprey’s breath. Was he still breathing? My bees hadn’t killed him, had they? 

No, his breath was still warm on my hand.

The pink glow faded, and I relaxed into the darkness, letting my hand fall from Osprey’s mouth and letting my body sink into his. It felt like an invasion of his privacy – especially when he was unconscious. But there was only so much room in this little hollow, and I was getting colder by the moment. Maybe he’d be grateful to be warm if he knew what was happening.

I huddled next to him, trying to keep still as one bird after another passed over us. I thought there must be an end to them eventually, but as night deepened, it only seemed to go on and on. My heart beat wildly and the only way to calm my breath was in the memory of that kiss, so sweet and so overwhelming all at once. That might be the only time I ever felt like that. Especially now that I was married to Juste. Would Osprey still want to kiss someone who had married his brother – even if it was against her will? Maybe not. And that made it all the more special. 

I felt that familiar sick sensation every time I remembered how I’d been married against my will – my agency violated, my freedom stolen. I waited for the nausea to pass.

We were so vulnerable here – just a heartbeat away from our lives being over. The moment I stepped out of this tangle of willows, one of these birds would see me and in hours the Wings and Claws would descend on me and drag me back to their lord and master to be caged until I died as his wife. Juste had told me himself that if that happened, I would never leave his side. I would remain there – forever tortured – until my life leaked away. 

But at least I’d have this one warm memory filling me with remembered heat until then. And I’d have this stolen night beside Osprey. I tried to remember every detail. To treasure every moment here at his side, resting in his warmth, close enough to touch him almost as if he were actually mine instead of utterly unattainable. And as I lay there, I pled for his life to the skies and stars. It felt as if my prayer went up and up past even the skies, past even the ever-watchful stars to whatever lay beyond. And if there was some great being beyond, then I prayed that he was real and that he would listen and give Osprey the faith to keep fighting. 

I pressed my cheek against the cloth of his jacket, letting the softness of the wool and the embroidery contrast with the scratch of the willow branches and grass surrounding us.

As the hours passed, his breath grew more and more labored, his chest heaving with every breath drawn in, and there was nothing I could do but shed hot tears, remain still, and plead to whatever lay beyond for healing, that the wrongs done to him might finally be made right. That justice might be possible. 

I could feel my bee working in him – just under the surface of his skin, burning hot and bright and working, working to slowly take in and digest the tangles of Forbidding that bound him. It was drawing energy from me in a thin stream that I could feel as it leaked out. That was fine. He could have all my energy. He could have all of me if it could help. Give it to him, please.

There was a heat in my chest and a series of pains radiating from the feather in my chest that made me think he really was taking some part of me.

But if anyone or anything heard my prayers, there was no answer. And as the first rays of morning light finally tainted everything with a dull hue, my heart sank. It was light now. And I still had no way to run and without that, no better way to hide. 

The feather in my chest grew heavier and hotter by the moment. I let my hand reach up and press against it, trying to hold in the pain that made my eyes smart with tears. I tried to think of physical things to ground me. My hair was in my eyes. Osprey’s breath stirred it – especially when he was agitated in his sleep and it gusted out a little rougher. My neck was getting sore from being pressed against his chest at an awkward angle. The air was cool, and my breath felt moist compared to it. The grass smelled of summers past. Every detail helped keep me there in that moment instead of worried.  

A vision rocked me, and I was looking from the honeycomb in Juste’s belly, watching a grizzled Claw with wings of white in his tightly curled black hair listening silently and grim-faced as Juste spoke to him.

“... a state of martial law in every city of Far Stones. It’s the only way to prevent this from happening in other places. We must restore order and the law, General. We must ensure that our people thrive in peace and tolerance. Send birds to every city. No one is to be out of their homes past dark on pain of death. No one should leave their homes for anything other than strictly necessary supply trips and those should be direct and brief. We must have cooperation from everyone if we’re to ensure order. Do you understand?”

“As you say, Le Majest. And the rioters?”

“Round up those you can find. We will execute them in the morning.”

I blinked back to reality and found myself shivering and not just from the cold.

At least the spirit-birds weren’t soaring overhead as often. When there was a break from them, I whispered strong words to Osprey and to my bees, hoping for healing for both of them, for strength. For endurance. 

“Be relentless,” I begged them. “Be more than others think you are. You do not need to be bound. You can fly free.”

My words rang hollow in my ears. I was such a failure. I’d failed to save my dad or my family from the crown. All my bold words, and I’d failed to save myself. The general I’d risked everything for was insane. Ivo was very ill. My brother and Zayana were stuck caring for both of them. The revolution had started – but the wrong way. If I’d just followed Ivo and Osprey’s lead, maybe that wouldn’t have happened. And I’d taken this big huge gamble that I could save Osprey and that had failed, too. I was failure upon failure upon failure and the thought of that stung deep. 

And now I was branded, tied to Juste, and thoughts of him made my belly clench and ache. I felt like I might be sick. And at the same time I felt guilty, as if he had stained me somehow by marrying me and made me unfit to be lying here next to Osprey or kissing him last night, and the more I thought about it the more the shame of who I was now tainted that beautiful memory of Osprey’s soft lips against mine, of his gentle sigh and glorious eyes and I felt empty and aching. 

Empty and lost and scared and aching and aching and aching.

Even with the dawn, the constant surveillance of the spirit-birds didn’t end. My muscles began to cramp from tensing and fear. My head began to spin from worrying so much. If I didn’t move soon, they would send Claws on foot to sweep out from the city, and then how would we escape? If I didn’t move soon, I’d go crazy from second-guessing double-thinking everything that had happened. If I didn’t move soon, it would be too late. And yet I couldn’t leave Osprey here. He muttered and moaned, tossing irritably now that dawn had come.

I bit my lip and watched him, worried about how the pain might be affecting him. I reached out to my bee inside him and felt the hum of it resonate through me. With it, came a sense of healing and warmth and the feeling as if a warm thread reached from me to the bee, drawing from my strength and health to fuel the work the bee was doing. I let out a long breath. At least it was trying.

A vision rocked me, and I clenched my eyes tight, hoping I wouldn’t see Juste. I didn’t want to even think of him. 

What I saw was Ixtap. He and his men sneaking up a rocky shore in the early rays of dawn. They were dressed oddly in plain clothing decorated with embroidery and feathers. It was almost as if they were pretending to be regular Far Stones people – rather than our enemies. But why would they do that? One look at their snake-marked faces, tattooed with the creatures they so loved, and into their hate-filled eyes – should be enough to tell anyone they were not from our lands. I clenched my fists as they stopped a cart on the road, but I couldn’t look away from the vision, not even when they ripped the carter from his cart, slit his throat, and left him in the bushes on the side of the road. My bee buzzed in agitation, zipping here and there so hard that I lost the vision and almost lost the contents of my stomach with it.

I lay back, gasping as I fought against nausea until movement disturbed me. Osprey struggled, wordlessly, thrashing against the branches for a moment.

“Shh,” I urged him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder as I pushed myself up to one elbow. “Quiet.”

He moaned, his teeth gritted, and eyes screwed shut.

Urgently, I looked up through the willows and around us. I didn’t see any pursuers in the area, but that didn’t mean they weren’t close. 

“Osprey,” I whispered. Perhaps I could wake him enough to get him on his feet. We needed to leave. It would have been better to be running hours ago, but even running now was better than nothing.

His only answer was a gasp, the dark fringe of his eyelashes fluttering against his cheek. 

“Os –” I started to say and then his eyes snapped open and his hand shot out and he pinned me to the ground, flipping me under him so quickly that I couldn’t catch my breath.

“House Apidae,” he growled, low and deep. “You must not let me get the upper hand like this, for it compels me to bring you to your husband.”

The aching sadness in his eyes was completely at odds with the powerful way he held me in place under him, his eyes roving over my face as if he was drinking in the very sight of me.

“You should not have unbound me,” he whispered. 

And he was right. I couldn’t squirm out from under him. He was too heavy. Too strong. And now I was trapped. The moment he pulled us from this willow tangle, we’d be seen by his allies and dragged to the heart of his brother’s court.

I opened my mouth to beg him to stop and then his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed on my chest with a groan. He was so heavy that it was all I could do to catch my breath and wriggle my way out from under him.

Well. I sucked in a relieved breath, smoothing my wild hair back from my face.

I was lucky he was still so weak, wasn’t I?

I ran a hand through my hair, gathering my thoughts, and then, with care, I rebound his eyes and hands and checked to make sure our tangle was still intact enough to hide us from sight.

This was going to be much more complicated than I’d imagined. 
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Chapter Two
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WHEN OSPREY MOANED himself awake a second time, I was ready. I’d done as he asked and trussed him up like a captive.

I gently stroked his face as he was coming back to consciousness, wincing at the scratches on his face that he’d acquired as I’d rolled him into this tangle of willows. He’d been scratched again, just now, when I’d had to manhandle him to bind him again. 

I could feel his panic at being bound and blindfolded in the rapidness of his breathing. It calmed after a moment and he whispered. 

“Still you, House Apidae?”

“Still me.”

“Are we being hunted by Le Majest?” His voice was husky.

“By his Wings. It’s midday. They searched all night and we’ve barely managed to stay hidden. Do you think you can stand? The Forbidding has been cleared from these fields, but if we work our way into the forest, we should eventually find it, and then we can hide in the tangles of infected land.”

“Infected?” he asked.

I shrugged before I realized he couldn’t see it. “If there’s a tendril of Forbidding inside of you and the feather is tied to it, then wouldn’t that mean you’ve been infected? And maybe that means the land is infected, too.”

“I wasn’t exposed to this dark magic until well after I had the feather put into me, House Apidae,” his tone seemed to be fighting off both exhaustion and pain.

“It claims to have a root in all of us,” I said, my hand wandering up to my collarbone and the blazing pain just under it where my own feather begged me to return to its master. It seemed to hurt more when I edged toward Osprey, as if it hated him in the same way that Juste did.

Osprey grunted.

“Can you stand, with my help?” I asked, biting my lip. 

“For you, I will try,” he said, shortly, his breath gusting painfully as he flexed his muscles and moved up to a kneeling position with his hands still bound before him. I quickly stood, working to part the willows and rip extra branches from above him. Part of me was hopeful at his movement and another part terrified. We were exposed now. Anyone could see us here. 

He was pushing up to his feet before I had the space clear and I dropped the branches in my hands to grab his elbow and steady him. He leaned into me, and at first, I thought he was too weak to stand, until I realized he’d leaned his cheek tenderly to the top of my head, like a hug without his arms.

“Osprey?” I said in a small voice.

“Mm?” He sounded preoccupied. 

“I should have told you what I was going to do. I should have asked if you wanted to take this gamble instead of taking it for you.”

“Come now, House Apidae, one night in cold and terror and you’re already renouncing your kidnapping and repenting of forcing your magic into me?” He murmured the words into my hair, a hint of humor in his voice. “You smell of spring grass, and fresh breezes, and new tomorrows.”

I felt my cheeks grow hot. “It’s not right for me to gamble with your future.”

His laugh was husky. “My future has been gambled again and again, passed from hand to hand until I’m surprised there’s a scrap of it left. If anyone should gamble with it now, should it not be the one who owns me heart and soul? But you should leave me behind, House Apidae. I can feel your bee at work – feel it sifting through my being and building something new within me. I know the bee has a long range and you can flee without me. If I’m found, there is little they will do to me beyond sending me after you again, but if they find you, all our hopes are lost. If you must gamble, then toss me aside and bet on yourself.”

I took his arm and began to lead him from the tangle we’d shared all night, deeper into the thick brush. I couldn’t stop the branches from clawing at his face and bare skin, but at least his eyes were protected. 

“If my bee succeeds, wouldn’t that take away your protection? Why would your brother leave you alive without whatever this bond is that holds you?”

He shook his head and that was all the answer I needed. He might be very brave, but he was not invulnerable. When the feather was gone, Juste would have no reason to keep him alive. We both needed to escape.

“Whatever you do,” he said, “you must not unbind me. I cannot yet call Os. My head is spinning, and it is hard to keep my feet and thoughts straight. But if I have even a tiny bit of willpower, I am still bound to return you to your new husband.” He almost seemed to choke on the word. “You must not allow that. Keep me bound. Keep me blindfolded, so that I cannot use Os to overpower you, even if I can call him. I cannot fight what I cannot see. I trusted you, House Apidae. Now you must trust me – and follow my advice.”

I looked anxiously around me, wishing there were more options to get him away from here – a likely river with a handy boat in it, or a road with friendly travelers, or even a barn to hide in. But there were none of those things. So where to? Too bad we weren’t closer to the undertrails. I didn’t think I could find my way back to them from here without swinging closer to the city and that would mean capture. 

I shuddered. I must not be captured. He must not be captured.

“Don
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