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Author’s Note
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This was a very special book for me to write. The idea for The Queen of Fire has been bouncing around inside my head for several years, but my attempts to actually write it down always resulted in a half-finished story. Finally, I decided for Camp National Novel Writing Month in April 2022 that I was going to finish it for real this time, and I did! Posting it on Kindle Vella and then releasing it here has been a real joy, and I thank you all for taking this journey with me. God bless!
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Chapter One
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“I am the Queen of Fire. Give me one good reason why I should spare your lives.” The cloaked figure that uttered these words radiated power and menace. The only visible features were the eyes, green like the rest of the outfit, filled with disdain and loathing.

The intense scrutiny of that piercing gaze made the three individuals who were its subject feel like squirming in an attempt to escape it. Of course, they did no such thing. They were royalty, and they would stand their ground no matter what.

One of the two princes rose to his feet somewhat clumsily, his balance being thrown off by the way his hands were bound. He flexed his wrists gently and winced; the binding cord was some sort of fiery material that had come from the mysterious personage’s hands. He wasn’t sure about the queen part, but this strange woman clearly did have some control over fire. Perhaps she was one of the Gifted?

“My name is James. I am a prince of the kingdom of Vastitas. With me is my brother Zachary and his betrothed Georgiana, princess of the kingdom of Clovera. We mean no offense to you. Any intrusion into your realm was completely accidental.” James spoke calmly and clearly, hoping his conciliatory tone would diffuse the tense situation.

It did not. His tone only seemed to anger their captor even more. “Royalty, huh? And for that reason I should spare you?” she sneered.

“We did not know anyone still lived here,” the second prince, Zachary, spoke up from his place kneeling on the ground. “The kingdom that used to be here was destroyed in the last war, and we believed that all of its inhabitants perished as well. For that assumption, we are truly sorry. Had we known otherwise, we would have approached things differently.”

“Words. All you aristocratic types know how to do is talk. Talking won’t save you.” Their captor paused for a moment, apparently deep in thought.

James sank back to his knees. “Can we be sure she’s originally from this kingdom?” he whispered to Zachary. “She could have come from somewhere else originally and settled in the ruins.”

“I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell because of her mask, but judging from her voice and build, she’s about the same age that Princess Hilaria would have been if she had survived,” Zachary answered in an undertone. He frowned, adding, “But it couldn’t be her. Princess Hilaria was telekinetic. This woman is pyrokinetic. I’ve never heard of a Gift shifting forms before.”

“Whoever she is, she’s clearly insane!” Georgiana hissed. “Are we really going to wait for her to arbitrarily decide our fate?”

“I can still hear you, you know,” their captor icily reminded them.

Instantly the attention of all three was fixed on the strange woman once again. They barely breathed as they waited to hear the judgement she would pronounce.

“I won’t kill you,” she spoke slowly, “but neither do I think letting you go is a good idea. I’ll be keeping you with me until I decide what to do with you.” With a flick of her hands, she raised a fiery bubble-type structure around the three intruders. Although they could walk, she could push or pull them at her will, directing their steps.

“So insane,” Georgiana muttered under her breath as they were forced to march along. She sent a sideways glance in Zachary’s direction. “If she’s not the princess of the old Tine kingdom, who do you think she could be?”

“It’s difficult to say,” Zachary shrugged. “There are smugglers and vagrants everywhere in the world. She could simply be a wanderer who decided to take up permanent residence in whatever’s left of Tine. Besides, the records from the war talk about how the strange weapons demolished the kingdom so entirely, it was doubtful anything could grow here ever again. I don’t see how it could be her, living here on her own the entire time. It’s completely inhospitable to life.”

“Could her Gift have something to do with it?” Georgiana wondered. “Pyrokinesis is such a rare power that no one knows much about it.”

“Most Gifts don’t work like that. The ones that do are directly related to some form of life support. I’ve never heard of any fire-related Gift having a secondary ability of protecting or preserving life.”

Georgiana nodded, satisfied with the answer yet wondering if there was still something they were missing. A scientist as well as a prince, Zachary was one of the leading experts on Gifts, the strange powers with which some individuals were born. These Gifts had been part of their world for as long as their civilization existed, but only now were people really beginning to understand how they worked. With so much mystery surrounding how Gifts worked, was it not possible that their captor’s Gift was somehow related to her ability to survive in a supposedly inhospitable land?

While Zachary and Georgiana mused among themselves, James was trying the direct approach to learn about the self-proclaimed Queen of Fire. “Are you ever going to take that mask off?”

“You don’t want to see what’s underneath. Trust me,” the woman answered darkly.

“Are you afraid or something? It can’t be comfortable, especially in this heat.” James gestured around the barren desert-like area they had just entered, a far cry from the heavily-forested jungle they recently left. Whatever had happened to Tine had apparently affected different areas in different ways.

“I’m used to it. You should be more concerned about yourself. I haven’t decided what to do with you yet, but keep up this ridiculous chatter, and I just may decide to kill you after all.”

“James,” Zachary warned. It was one of his brother’s favorite tactics, he knew, annoying and cajoling his opponents into talking and unwittingly revealing something about themselves. But this really did not seem like the best time to engage in this tactic; there were too many unknown variables about the situation, and their captor was an extremely volatile woman. One wrong word, no matter how unintentional, could be enough to make her decide to slay them on the spot. If it was just the two of them, Zachary wouldn’t be quite so worried, but he also had Georgiana to consider. He wanted his fiancée to live long enough to become his wife, and he knew that Georgiana felt the same.

His brother’s warning only partially subdued James. He persisted, “Will you at least tell us your name? Don’t we have a right to know who’s holding us prisoner?”

Again she paused, choosing her words carefully. “I don’t need to say anything. You’ve already guessed it,” she responded in a much softer voice than anyone had expected.

That stopped everyone short. Three pairs of eyes stared in disbelieving shock, unable to process what they had just heard.

“Hilaria?”

“Impossible!”

“How did you survive?”

“Enough!” Hilaria roared, fire sparking around her. “I will hear no more from any of you! Do you understand!?”

Her evident rage was enough to prompt even James to fall silent, and they all continued their slow march, each recalling to themselves the information they remembered about the princess of Tine.

Twenty years before, an unknown man from the far northern regions had declared himself a king and began waging war across the world. As he was a literal nobody, it should have been ridiculously easy for the other kingdoms to suppress this would-be ruler. But this man had a massive army of Gifted soldiers, many of whom exhibited powers never before seen. His weapons, too, were of unknown make and origin, but they were also some of the most lethal weapons ever seen on a battlefield.

He offered to make alliances with various other kingdoms instead of subjugating them, but every single one of those rulers rejected his offers. Chief among these rulers was the king of Tine, widely considered one of the strongest kingdoms in the land. He rejected the upstart’s offer in the most scathing of terms, and so the strongest of the war efforts were directed against Tine in retaliation.

The king of Tine begged his neighbors for help against the ferocious onslaught that ensued, but no one answered his pleas; they were occupied with the struggles that the war was wreaking on their own kingdoms. They never thought about uniting their forces until the dreadful day when Tine was obliterated. A horrible noise filled the air, and the sky burned with a terrible fire. When the smoke finally cleared, there were no traces left of anyone left alive, not even anyone from the royal household. The outrage over this disaster served to unite the remaining kingdoms into one vast army to push back the invader from
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