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For the little girls who were told to put their fires out.


Burn them all to the fucking ground.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


A CONTENT WARNING FROM THE AUTHOR


Certain themes in this epic tale may be distressing to the reader, particularly those surrounding misogyny and sexism. More specifically, domestic violence, sexual harassment/assault, and attempted forced sterilization. The reader will experience grief, child loss, death, and graphic depictions of violence within these pages. Thankfully, dragons are less prone to viciousness than humans, and fire is not always destructive. There are points of light and hope as Aemyra burns brightly for the people she loves and the territory she calls home.
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE


NOTE FOR READERS


Many words used within this story are either inspired by, derived from, or direct translations of Scottish Gaelic. There may be variations in word choice and pronunciation due to different local dialects. There are unique sounds in Gaelic that are difficult to mimic using English phonetics. Therefore, it is recommended that readers access an online Scottish Gaelic dictionary to hear sound files of these words for accurate pronunciation and further learning.


CHARACTER NAMES
















	

Aemyra




	

Eh meer ah









	

Adarian




	

Ah dar ian









	

Màiri




	

Maa ree









	

Orlagh




	

Or la









	

Pàdraig




	

Pah drec









	

Fiorean




	

Fee oh ray un









	

Lachlann




	

Loch lun









	

Laoise




	

Lee sha









	

Draevan




	

Dray van









	

Clan Daercathian




	

Dare cath ay an









	

Clan Leuthanach




	

Lay han och









	

Clan Leòmhann




	

Leeow an









	

Clan Iolairean




	

Yool er an









	

Solas




	

Soh liss









	

Gealach




	

Gee ah lach









	

Kolreath




	

Kol rey ath









	

Aervor




	

Air vor









	

Terrea




	

Ter ay ah















PLACE NAMES
















	

Tìr Teine




	

Cheer Chey nuh 


“ch” as in cheese









	

Tìr Sgàile




	

Cheer Skal-uh 









	

Tìr Ùir




	

Cheer Oor 









	

Tìr Uisge




	

Cheer Oosh guh 









	

Tìr Adhair




	

Cheer Ah air 









	

(READER NOTE: To be completely correct in Scottish Gaelic, the addition of an or na should be used here, i.e., Tìr an Teine/ Tìr na Sgàile).









	

Àird Lasair




	

Arsht Lass air 









	

Àird Caolas




	

Arsht Coo liss 









	

(READER NOTE: To be completely correct in Scottish Gaelic, the Àird would change Lasair to Lasrach and Caolas to a’Chaolais).









	

Caisteal




	

Kass jal









	

Penryth 




	

Pen rith









	

Truvo 




	

True voh









	

Saiphir Sea




	

Saf fire sea









	

Smàrag Sea




	

S mah rak sea









	

Deàrr Mountains




	

Jah-r Mountains









	

Beinn Deataiche




	

Bine Je tach












WORLDBUILDING NAMES
















	

Dùileach




	

Doo lach









	

Sgillinn




	

Skil een









	

Beathach




	

Bee yo uch


ch as in “loch”









	

Beathaichean




	

Bee yo eech in


ch as in “loch”









	

Dorchadas




	

Dor ah chah diss


ch as in “loch”









	

Breith-day




	

Brae-day









	

Copar




	

Cop air









	

Òmar




	

Aw mar









	

Seann




	

Sha ow-n









	

Cainnt




	

Kaa een ch


ch as in “cheese”









	

Tùr




	

Toor









	

Athair




	

A her









	

Fèileadh




	

Fey ligh


“igh” is quite a unique sound, think of “ugh” as in groaning about something, but starting with an i.









	

Cèilidh




	

Kay lee









	

Sgiath




	

Skee uh









	

Fearsolais




	

Fehr sol ish









	

Onair




	

On er









	

Chrùin




	

Croon









	

Beus




	

Bayse









	

A luaidh




	

A loo ay









	

A ghràidh




	

A gh rye
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AS AEMYRA CROUCHED IN FRONT OF THE LABORING MOTHER, she came to the sudden realization that she only enjoyed having her face between a woman’s legs when she was screaming out in pleasure, not in pain.


Aemyra had her own reasons for viewing childbirth differently than most women in Erisocia. Not least because her adoptive mother, Orlagh, had put her off the whole ordeal by beginning instruction in midwifery before Aemyra’s first bleeding.


“Is it almost over?” Màiri moaned exhaustedly.


Extracting herself from the thin chemise and tightening her headscarf, Aemyra worked what she hoped was a reassuring smile onto her face.


“Not long now,” she said, reaching for a clean rag to wipe her hands on.


The women of the capital city of Àird Lasair were said to have been created in the image of the fire Goddess Brigid herself, as revered for their strength as they were their beauty. Even still, Màiri was tiring.


When she let out another peal of excruciating cries, Aemyra bit her lip and hoped Orlagh would arrive soon. If her mother hadn’t already been busy tending to a broken leg, she would have never come to assist this labor alone. Goddess knew she didn’t have the bedside manner required.


Looking over her shoulder and out of the window to the busy street beyond, she wondered what was keeping her brother. She had summoned him from the forge to help hours ago.


“I think it’s coming!” Màiri groaned.


Whirling back around, Aemyra lifted the chemise and gave thanks to Brigid when she spied a head full of dark hair. After a morning spent crouching on the cold floor, the babe had finally turned and Aemyra relaxed. She wouldn’t need Orlagh’s help after all.


“It’s almost over, just keep breathing,” Aemyra encouraged.


The sound of reluctant knocking alerted her to her brother’s presence. Turning, she saw Adarian peering in through the window.


“Finally,” she muttered.


Aemyra waved him in impatiently as she gently wiped the sweat from Màiri’s forehead with a damp cloth. She was definitely going to need a drink after this, her knees were numb and her back stiff.


The door slammed shut and Adarian’s cheeks flamed red as he got an eyeful of the miracle of childbirth displayed in front of him.


Màiri was too lost in pain to care.


Aemyra smirked. “Surely you’ve seen one before, Adarian?”


Gritting his teeth and squashing his broad shoulders through the narrow doorframe, he set the bucket of clean water he had brought with him on the floor.


“Not like that I haven’t,” he muttered, retreating hastily.


Before he could slip out of the house, Aemyra snapped her fingers. “Not so fast. I need more linens.”


To his credit, Adarian didn’t complain as he strode to the other room. While Aemyra may not have had the same affinity for midwifery as Orlagh, Adarian certainly didn’t have the stomach for it. Most days they squabbled like they were still in cloots over who got to work the forge with their adoptive father, Pàdraig, instead.


Aemyra rubbed Màiri’s arm encouragingly and noticed that the woman’s skin was cold to the touch.


The weather had been overcast and damp for weeks, and the inside of the house smelled like it. Without thinking, Aemyra thrust her hand toward the hearth, fingers pointed directly at the peat. She loosed a tongue of flame that was decidedly too strong to belong to an average Dùileach.


When she saw Màiri’s slack jaw, and the stern look in Adarian’s eyes as he returned with an armful of linens, she knew she had displayed too much of her gift.


“I didn’t know you had Bonded?” Màiri asked, her eyes agog.


Hearing Adarian’s heavy footfalls behind her, Aemyra could feel her brother’s disapproving gaze on her back. Many were blessed by the Goddesses, but few possessed her depth of power without Bonding as a way to amplify their elemental magic.


Except Clan Daercathian, the rulers of Tìr Teine. While most average Dùileach only had enough control to light a candle, the dragon clan had leveled battlefields with their fire.


“Uh, yes. Very recently,” she muttered, praying to Brigid that another contraction would come on as a helpful distraction.


Adarian stormed from the house upon hearing the lie, a tinkling noise sounding as a cold draft blew through the doorway. Aemyra’s gaze went up toward the low ceiling, where tokens made out of broken china, glass, colorful ribbon, and even a few silver sgillinn hung from the wooden beams to appease the air Goddess Beira.


She couldn’t help but think that those silver sgillinn would be better spent to pay for a new door, but determined to focus on the task at hand, Aemyra resumed her ministrations.


Thankfully, Màiri seemed too tired to notice the stray lock of hair that had fallen out of Aemyra’s headscarf.


“The Goddesses are discriminate with their blessings, but let us see if they have gifted this child,” Aemyra said.


The conjured fire’s warmth skittered throughout the damp room. Brigid was watching as they brought this babe into the world.


As the penultimate pain passed through Màiri, Aemyra watched the babe slither forward and couldn’t keep the grimace off her face. Màiri screamed so loudly that Aemyra felt her soul respond with an echo in the very part of her that understood what it was to be a woman.


A heartbeat later, the babe shot into her arms, already squalling.


The moment Aemyra caught her, for it was indeed a daughter, the fire in the hearth flared.


Blinking rapidly, Màiri raised her head and her eyes widened at the blessing. Aemyra deftly severed the cord and cauterized it in one fluid motion with her magic.


“A Dùileach …” Màiri breathed in awe as she reached for the newborn.


Finished wrapping her in the clean linens that Adarian had thoughtfully warmed with his own magic, Aemyra handed the little girl to her mother.


“Your first?” she asked out of plain curiosity.


Màiri looked up with tears shining in her eyes and nodded. “My grandmother possessed an ember, my mother and I barely a spark. I hardly dared to hope that one of our children might be Goddess blessed …”


With a nervous glance toward the glowing fire, Aemyra flinched as the door swung open again. This time the scent of comfrey and wild garlic accompanied light footsteps.


“You’re late,” Aemyra said with a wry smile as her mother bustled into the room.


In a no-nonsense fashion, Orlagh rolled up her sleeves to reveal smooth umber skin. Solas fluttered down from her shoulder to perch on a chair, his flaming tail a little too close to the wood for comfort. Aemyra eyed the firebird in trepidation, praying fervently to all the Goddesses that Màiri wouldn’t bring up Bonding again.


“I knew you would manage well enough here in my stead,” Orlagh said, setting her bag down and checking Màiri over with a practiced eye. “Judging by this bonnie babe and her contented mother, I was right.”


“A Goddess-blessed Dùileach …” Màiri said in a dreamy voice, enthralled in familiarizing herself with her daughter’s face.


Orlagh raised one shapely brow as she used her own gifts to cauterize Màiri’s small tear. Relinquishing the afterbirth rituals to her mother, Aemyra washed her hands and made to scurry out of the house in search of a very late breakfast.


“Aemyra,” Orlagh called out.


Pausing with one hand on the door handle, Aemyra turned. Orlagh’s deep brown eyes were tired but filled with pride.


“You have done well,” Orlagh said.


Solas flapped his tiny wings as if in disagreement.


Avoiding the penetrating gaze of her mother’s firebird, Aemyra slipped from the house.


The bustle of the lower town assaulted her senses the moment she closed the door behind her. The scent of roasting meat and fried onions slunk up her nose and her stomach growled.


She didn’t make it two steps toward the nearest cart before a firm hand pulled her off the sagging porch.


“What the—” she exclaimed, breaking the hold easily by twisting the large arm and whirling around to face her brother.


Adarian’s eyes were on the stray lock of hair escaping from her headscarf.


“Cover that up. Now,” he barked, his sapphire eyes darting nervously toward the other houses on the street.


Packed together as they were in the swarming lower town of Àird Lasair, Aemyra wasn’t worried about anyone paying them attention.


She aimed a punch at her brother, which he easily dodged. “Don’t tell me what to do,” she retorted, but tucked the curl under the scarf anyway.


She strode off down the street, dodging puddles of filth and ignoring vendors attempting to flag their wares from carts, stalls, and even the backs of some horses.


Adarian, significantly taller and broader than she was, struggled to keep up as she wove her way through the crowd.


“What was that back there?” he asked between clenched teeth.


She smirked as they walked the cobbled streets. “It’s called childbirth. Dangerous business. I suggest you keep drinking the contraceptive tonic Orlagh makes.”


Adarian’s skin flushed the true color of the hair he kept shorn and dyed with soot.


“You know what I mean, Aemyra. You are growing reckless,” he muttered, pulling her into the shadows of a stinking alley. “Have you forgotten why you need to keep the extent of your magic hidden? Or do you simply not care anymore? Thank Brigid that Màiri assumed you were Bonded.”


Aemyra rolled her eyes and brushed dirt off of her breeches. “Hormones make women in childbirth say and do things they won’t remember the next day. It won’t be a problem.”


Adarian didn’t look convinced and Aemyra didn’t particularly like the way he towered over her now. She felt like it made everyone forget that she was the oldest. By a whole seven minutes.


“Just because your power outranks every un-Bonded Dùileach in Tìr Teine doesn’t mean you should use it,” he warned.


Aemyra smirked again. “I outrank most of the Bonded Dùileach too.”


Lifting her hand, she summoned flames into her palm, the light illuminating their faces as her magic surged forth eagerly. Adarian moved to block the flames from the view of the street and Aemyra struggled to contain her fire to her palm. It would have been only too easy to let it pour out of her like wildfire until it covered the ramshackle buildings around them.


A cart rattled over the cobblestones, making them both jump, and she quickly extinguished the flames. Only the smell of smoke lingered in the air.


“But not the king or his sons,” Adarian warned. “You’re no match for a dragon-Bonded Dùileach. If they found out …” His jaw tightened. “Perhaps you should Bond if it will conceal the depths of your original gift.”


Aemyra took one step toward him and he wisely backed away.


“What an excellent idea, Brother,” she said sarcastically. “Bonding would be a great way to amplify my magic and make it even harder to hide.”


Aware of the dangerous turn in conversation, she glanced down the alley in case a vagrant was crouched in a doorway unseen.


Adarian shrugged. “With your temper, you would do well with a chimera.”


“Don’t insult me,” Aemyra hissed. “You know what beathach I deserve.”


Adarian gazed at her flameless palm. While her brother also battled with keeping their gifts a secret, he had mastered an art of control that Aemyra could only dream of. With his lesser depth of magic, Adarian showed no sign of an inward struggle, whereas she always felt like a pot that had been left too long on the boil.


“The world is already on fire, Aemyra. We don’t need you burning anything else down.” Adarian sighed.


Her only response was a ferocious glare.


Adarian wiped a soot-stained hand across his face, his knuckles sporting fresh burns from the forge. It angered Aemyra just to see it. Not that she resented their parents for their trades, she saw the value in the skills they had both inherited, but deep down she knew they were destined for more. They deserved more than the secrets they had been forced to keep for twenty-six years.


“We moved to this stinking city from Penryth over ten years ago. Brigid gifted me for a reason, and I will fight with flame and steel for what is rightfully mine,” she said.


Adarian’s sapphire eyes, so different from her forest green ones, clouded with tiredness.


“Is it really worth wasting your life waiting for a birthright that might never come?” he asked.


Smothering her frustration, Aemyra elbowed her way past her brother and back out into the street. The smell of freshly baked bannocks was making her mouth water and her boots were sure-footed across the uneven streets as she headed for the baker’s. Her thin cloak was barely enough to protect her from the winter chill gusting in through the city gate.


A few people called out to Adarian as they made their way south, thanking him for repairs, or inquiring about a horse to be shod.


The bitterness took root in Aemyra’s heart again.


“Is this truly enough for you?” she muttered as her twin drew level with her.


He dropped his eyes to the dirty ground. “It is honest work.”


She was thankful that her brother could not see her eye roll. Pàdraig had molded them both into skilled metalworkers, but Aemyra had no passion for it.


Instead of ridiculing her brother, she looked away from the south gate and over the battlements. Above the crumbling rooftops of the lower town, she could make out the crimson spires of Caisteal Lasair. The lofty turrets lurked just beyond the bridge across the loch that separated the rest of the city from the nobility who called the caisteal home.


Aemyra had never been on the other side of that bridge. She had remained confined by the high battlements to the lower town of Àird Lasair for ten long years. Yet she was still unwilling to leave her post.


Adarian, Orlagh, Pàdraig … they all had their parts to play.


Besides, Aemyra had no interest in exploring the rest of Tìr Teine on foot.


As if she had willed it with her thoughts, the ground under their feet trembled, the puddles of filth rippling. People turned their faces to the clouds in both anticipation and fear.


The overcast sky was suddenly brightened as the king’s magnificent golden dragon rose from behind the caisteal and spread his wings with an almighty roar.


Kolreath. The oldest of the last three dragons in existence.


As the pewter gray sky opened and the rain clouds finally spilled over, Aemyra was the only one in the street who didn’t shrink from the second screech the dragon loosed into the air. The rain droplets turned to steam on her cheeks as Aemyra gazed up at the beathach she had coveted for years.


“The king has to die eventually, Adarian,” she muttered, Kolreath’s enormous wing beats loud enough to cover their conversation as the mighty dragon flew overhead. “And when he does, I will be ready to take everything I was born to be.”
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WHISPERS ABOUT THE KING’S MADNESS HAD BEEN SWEEPING through Àird Lasair for years. Fantastical rumors about severe punishments and black moods that had him sending even his most trusted advisers to the dungeons.


Some even went so far as to say King Haedren’s fractured mind was no longer capable of holding court and he was often seen wandering the hallways of Caisteal Lasair in nothing but his nightshirt, muttering to himself.


Aemyra highly doubted the last one, given that he had been spotted flying with Kolreath only two moons past.


“Surely it won’t be long now.”


“Queen Katherine will be beside herself when he goes.”


“No female heir for a hundred years.”


“All those boys …”


Aemyra heard each and every whisper and tucked them into the special pocket in her memory where she stored such things. Perhaps the moment she had been waiting ten years for would soon come to pass.


After successfully stuffing her stomach with three buttery bannocks, she was now perched in her favorite corner of the forge, as it was an excellent place to overhear gossip. Thanks to the city guards, farmers, and merchants all needing things repaired or made for them, Aemyra was well informed of the comings and goings of everyone who called Àird Lasair home.


As she sat on the stool with her favorite pliers in hand, she kept her eyes on the suit of chain mail draped over her knee. Her ears were on the guards clustered by the door as they sheltered from the rain, enjoying the heat from the forge.


The mail was badly damaged, some idiot knight had gotten too close to a spear while hunting. Either that or his friend had thrust the spear in his direction by accident, given his resemblance to a pig.


Based on the size of the suit of mail, Aemyra decided that the latter scenario was more probable.


Her stained fingers gripped and bent the metal with practiced magical ease, and she leaned back to casually observe the crowded forge. It was no match for the spacious rooms they had left behind in Penryth ten years ago, but their family had done well in the city.


When the former smith had conveniently died without an apprentice the same week they had arrived, Pàdraig had dutifully begun working the bellows. His talent for metalwork had spoken for itself and business had quickly grown.


Adarian was bent over the anvil, blue eyes illuminating with every strike of the hammer on the strip of metal in front of him. The sparks flying from the point of contact could just as easily have been from his own magic. Aemyra knew that sometimes they were.


As he was forever sweating through stained shirts, Adarian always preferred to work bare-chested and his skin glistened in the light from the fires. The buckets of water on the floor behind him sizzling as Pàdraig’s apprentices shaped horseshoes.


“Oi!” Pàdraig bellowed. “Get over here, you wee rascal.”


Aemyra glanced up at the sound of her adoptive father’s voice and watched as a group of scruffy-haired children ran too close to the bellows, shinty sticks in hand.


Her little brother, Lachlann, skulked reluctantly over to his formidable father, dark eyes hidden under a scrunched frown.


The family of five from Penryth had initially raised eyebrows upon their arrival in Àird Lasair. Teenage twins as pale as the moon accompanying a couple with rich umber skin cradling their newborn son. When the town had found out they were all fire Dùileach, they attributed the abundant blessings to the family’s roots in Penryth. After all, the Sunset Isle was well known as a breeding ground for all manner of magical creatures and was home to a large Dùileach population—it was rare for Penrythians to move away.


Despite their differences, the family had been warmly welcomed in the city. Even with their adoptive daughter’s penchant for scowling.


A trait Lachlann seemed to have inherited.


“Put that stick down and make yourself useful,” Pàdraig said without raising his voice.


“But we’re in the middle of a game!” Lachlann whined, as the other children raced out of the warmth of the forge and into the sheeting rain.


Pàdraig pulled him back and deposited a bucket of nails into his hands in a way that had Aemyra stifling a laugh.


She knew Pàdraig’s tricks. It would take Lachlann the rest of the day to heat and reshape the bent and broken nails with only his magic and pliers.


Dropping her gaze to her work, she heated each individual coil of metal and twisted delicately, magic and tools working in tandem to repair the mail.


Adarian hadn’t looked up from his hammering once.


“It isn’t fair,” pouted Lachlann as he dumped his bucket beside her with a rattle and pulled another stool over.


“What isn’t?” she asked lightly.


Lachlann pulled a bent nail out of the bucket and twisted it between his fingers. “Everyone else gets to play and I have to stay here and work.”


Aemyra plucked the nail out of his grip and wrapped her hand around it, summoning fire into her palm. A split second later, she dropped a perfectly formed nail into Lachlann’s hand and he flinched slightly at the temperature change.


“Think of it as magic practice,” she said. “It will help with the finer aspects of temperature control.”


Lachlann rolled his dark eyes at her and she stifled a laugh. They might not have been related by blood, but he had learned a few things from his big sister.


“Your father wants you to be careful around the forge because accidents can happen,” she explained gently as a couple of guards at the door poked their heads out into the street.


Still focused on his punishment, Lachlann continued his complaining. “But we all control fire. Me, you, Mother and Father, and even Adarian. It’s not dangerous.”


Pulling her gaze away from the door, she fixed the ten-year-old with a serious look.


“We cannot be burned while we are channeling our magic, that is true, but fire is unpredictable, and greedy. It will not always stop just because we tell it to. Wildfire spreads great distances, consuming everything in its path. The fire in our forges has the power to melt even the toughest of metals.”


Lachlann looked up to the glowing mouth of the forge behind Adarian.


“You see that shiny patch of skin on Adarian’s shoulder?” she asked.


Lachlann nodded, enthralled.


“Where do you think he got it?”


Her little brother shrugged. Aemyra nodded toward the forge and his eyes turned large as dinner plates.


“Even fire Dùileach can get burned,” she said, flipping the pliers in her hand.


Aemyra didn’t see any harm in bending the truth if it made Lachlann more careful. It had been Aemyra’s own magic that had caused her twin permanent disfigurement, not the forge.


As a child, she had struggled to control the immense well of power inside of her and it had often exploded with little warning. Adarian had been too slow to shield himself and now sported a burn scar that spread across his back.


Most of Aemyra’s childhood incidents had been blamed on Orlagh’s firebird, Solas. Likely the reason why the little beathach now held her in such contempt. With his flaming tail, and Orlagh’s amplified magic as a Bonded Dùileach, they had avoided suspicion in both Penryth and Àird Lasair.


Nevertheless, when Aemyra had heard her twin screaming in pain, she had vowed never to lose control again.


And she hadn’t.


But it was a fight, every single day, to keep it under control.


At the sound of laughter coming from the doorway, Aemyra lifted her head. Her expression hardened as she saw the captain of the guard stride into the sweltering space in full armor.


Sir Rolynd Nairn.


Nairn had a few more lines around his eyes and had grown his blond hair longer than the last time she had seen him, but she recognized the arrogance immediately.


Shifting the mail across her knee, she leaned forward and watched him swagger in, an iron pendant of the True Religion bouncing on his breastplate. His long red cloak was sweeping the ground. It would be only too easy for a stray spark to set it alight.


Aemyra’s fingertips heated at the thought.


Twisting another link in the chain mail without looking at it, she kept her hands busy and one eye on the captain. Pàdraig’s two apprentices were shooting covetous looks toward him.


Nairn smiled readily enough, but as he peered through the forge, he remained aloof. Like he was above them all.


Poncy prick.


One eager young guard clapped Nairn on the shoulder and Aemyra had to duck her head to hide her snigger as Nairn’s nostrils flared in disgust at the familiarity.


“More than a year since the last royal wedding. We could use another Games—Calum barely got his caber off the ground last time.”


“Suppose it might cheer the king?” another suggested.


Resting her head on the back of her hand so as not to get soot on her chin, Aemyra waited for the captain’s response.


“Prince Fiorean will be here any minute. Resume your patrols before he orders you to be lashed for your laziness and insubordinate remarks,” Nairn said.


Aemyra’s chin slipped off her hand at the news and she watched the guards scramble for the exit, several of them getting stuck in a scrum at the door. Pàdraig winced as the wood creaked and he hastily approached the captain.


Prince Fiorean was a dragon rider, Bonded to the cobalt blue male, Aervor. What in Brigid’s name was he doing visiting the forge himself? He had never condescended to do more than trot his horse down the cobblestones on his way out of the city in the ten years Aemyra had resided here.


Fighting the urge to pull her headscarf farther down her forehead, she dropped her gaze and twirled the pliers in a way she hoped demonstrated her skill with a weapon.


A loud hiss and a cloud of steam encompassed the room as Adarian plunged the strip of metal he had been working into water. She watched her brother attempt to wipe his slick, soot-stained skin on the filthy apron he was wearing and she frowned.


Hoisting the mail into the crook of her elbow with some difficulty, she stepped into his path.


“Did you know the prince was coming?” she asked, quietly enough that Lachlann wouldn’t overhear.


Adarian wouldn’t meet her gaze and her mouth dropped open.


“You did know,” she whispered, suddenly furious with him for keeping a secret from her. “Whatever for?”


Before her twin got a chance to reply, Pàdraig called softly across the room, “Aemyra.”


Adarian brushed past her, and the suit of mail almost slipped out of her grip. Dumping it on top of the stool in a huff, she skirted past the anvil to her father’s side.


Refusing to look nervous, she focused on the large brooch fastening Nairn’s cloak to his armor. “Good afternoon, Captain.”


He nodded his head in lieu of a response. Many found him attractive, with his sunshine hair and light eyes, but he irritated Aemyra immensely.


Pàdraig cleared his throat, face taut. “I need you to retrieve the sword you forged for the prince. Sir Nairn tells me one was commissioned a week past?”


Having heard nothing about it, Aemyra wondered why Pàdraig hadn’t known about such an important contract. Happy to throw Adarian into hot water over something that wasn’t her fault, she opened her mouth.


Sir Nairn interrupted. “Forgive me, the sword was not commissioned to be made by this girl. The prince spoke with your ward.”


Bristling at the way the captain spoke the words this girl, Aemyra crossed her arms over her chest. “I am his ward.”


Before Nairn could lose his patience, an intoxicating voice sounded from the door.


“Apologies for the confusion. I spoke with a young man named Adarian last week.”


The captain moved to the side as Prince Fiorean strode into the forge and out of the rain. A clattering noise behind her told Aemyra that one of the apprentices had just dropped a horseshoe. Likely her jaw as well.


If she hadn’t been furious at her twin for sticking her with the chain mail while he forged a sword for a Daercathian prince, Aemyra might have been at a loss for words as she beheld Fiorean’s face up close.


His hair was unbound, so it spilled across his shoulders, the damp strands framing his face sleekly. The deep auburn shade was a signature trait of the Daercathian royal line.


The black fitted tunic he wore was stark against his pale skin. His face was angular like a mountain cat with a cutting edge on his cheekbones that Aemyra was sure would rival her dagger.


Her attraction to him angered her instantly.


“Shame. If you had been in the market for a new plow, then I would have sent you to my brother. You should have come to me for a sword,” Aemyra said, dropping her gaze to the flagstones.


Sir Nairn bristled, puffing up his chest so the Savior’s pendant clattered against his breastplate. “You will address the prince properly, girl.”


Pàdraig shifted uncomfortably, but Aemyra dipped into an ungainly curtsy.


“Your Highness,” she added.


The prince inclined his head ever so slightly in her direction, and she noticed the color of his eyes for the first time. Green, like most of the Daercathian clan, but a hue of dark emerald that contrasted so perfectly with his hair that Aemyra became even more irritated by his good looks.


She watched Fiorean’s eyes rove over her shirt, the thin fabric necessary when working the forge.


Her skin glistened with sweat and Aemyra was a little disappointed that he wasn’t able to see the hard muscles that lurked beneath her sleeves. She couldn’t even be satisfied when his gaze lingered on her breasts, as she knew with absolute certainty that it wasn’t out of any flickering attraction, but to further prove his point that a woman would not be able to fashion a sword as well as a man could.


Even the fucking royals are turning their backs on the Goddess in favor of the True Religion … 


How the “Chosen” priests had gotten their claws into the royal branch of the clan when they were so gifted with Goddess magic was a mystery.


As Aemyra thought it, she was relieved to see no Savior’s pendant hanging around the prince’s neck. Wisely keeping her mouth shut, she heard Adarian stride back into the room, his boots heavy on the stone floor.


“Apologies for the delay, Your Highness,” Adarian panted, facing the prince and the captain.


The fire in the forge banked higher as Adarian laid the sword box on the anvil. Her twin had thrown on a clean shirt, which Aemyra thought looked ridiculous against his filthy skin. His face was smeared with soot, shaven hair stained even darker than Lachlann’s.


Prince Fiorean waved away the apology, eyeing the long box. “No matter. You have fashioned it according to my mother’s specifications? The queen is rather anxious to begin preparations for my breithday.”


Aemyra leaned over as Adarian opened the box to reveal a long claymore sword. When she saw the hilt, she had trouble stifling her laugh.


The captain missed it, but the prince’s eyes darted up to hers.


“Is there something amiss?” Fiorean asked, his tone cutting.


Aemyra could feel Adarian silently begging her to mind her manners, but she couldn’t help herself upon the sight of the giant garnet embedded in the crossguard. The gem such a dark red it appeared black in the dim light.


“Like I said, you should have come to me for a sword.”


The flames at her back danced in Fiorean’s eyes as he contemplated her words. Reaching into the box, he pulled the sword free, holding the tip up to the low ceiling before testing the balance.


Just as Aemyra thought, the large gemstone made the sword top-heavy.


She couldn’t hide her satisfied smirk as Fiorean realized the exact same thing.


Adarian shifted his feet uncomfortably.


Tearing his eyes from Aemyra, Fiorean studied the extravagant gold-inlaid hilt, brushing the pad of his thumb over the garnet and the flat steel.


The captain looked on approvingly.


“It will do nicely. The queen will approve of your craftsmanship,” the prince said to Adarian, placing the sword back in the box and passing it to the captain.


Adarian and Pàdraig both bowed, but Aemyra had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep herself from laughing. The sword Adarian had made was indeed beautiful, but it was good for nothing more than personal decoration—how fitting.


The captain turned to leave, but the prince caught her expression.


“Do you not find it to be a weapon fit for my breithday, Miss … ?”


Failing to wipe the amusement off her face, she replied, “I think it will make an excellent addition to your attire, Your Highness.”


Fiorean’s features hardened when Aemyra both refused to tell him her given name and insulted him in the same breath. His eyes narrowed in rapid succession at her plain brown headscarf, the fitted breeches, and the dagger she wore sheathed on her belt. They lingered on the layered gold necklaces that were peeking out from the open top button of her shirt.


He smiled when he noticed the gold piercings in her ears to match.


“Well, we all have our little embellishments, now, don’t we?” Fiorean drawled without warmth.


With a final, terse nod toward Adarian and Pàdraig, he swept from the forge and into the bleak weather.


Aemyra lifted one hand up to her necklaces, feeling the warm metal against her skin as the rain swallowed the two men.


“I made that sword exactly the way the queen detailed in her letter. The garnet was non-negotiable, family heirloom apparently,” Adarian practically growled as he ripped the shirt off his back and handed it to Pàdraig. “Could you not have at least pretended to be polite for our sake?”


Aemyra glared at him. “Because they have done so much to earn our respect? Did you see the stupid pendant around—”


Adarian had his filthy hand clapped over her mouth before she could insult the True Religion, his eyes on the door.


“Not here. Not now,” he whispered.


Aemyra considered biting him but thought better of it when she noticed Lachlann watching them closely.


“Go to the house, my little terror,” Pàdraig muttered gently.


The two apprentices pretended to be hammering metal into shape even though Aemyra hadn’t seen them dunk so much as a single shoe into the water since the captain had arrived.


Hauling the chain mail off the stool and throwing it over her shoulder, she left the forge.


The captain may have looked at her like she was beneath him, and the prince might not have seen the value in her skills, but as Aemyra stepped out into the rain and she let the freezing air cool her fiery temper, she reminded herself that the Goddess Brigid had.
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THE RAIN WAS STILL PISSING DOWN COME NIGHTFALL AS THE twins trudged through the soaked streets.


“Fire Dùileach weren’t built for the cold,” Aemyra grumbled.


“You shouldn’t begrudge any Dùileach their season of power. Winter solstice was only last week,” Adarian replied.


Narrowly avoiding a young pickpocket, Aemyra made for the tavern. “I passed Brenna’s temple to give my menstrual offering last week and the altar was practically buried underneath gifts for the Goddess.”


Adarian flexed his fingers, no doubt stiff from clutching his tools all day. “The earth Dùileach who have sought refuge here are glad of the freedom to worship. Spare a thought for those who are stuck in Tìr Ùir, cowering in the Eternal Forest with their beathaichean.”


Aemyra clutched her cloak more tightly around herself as the warm glow from the tavern windows illuminated the rain pattering down in front of them.


Tìr Ùir was reachable in just five days by ship, or two weeks via the Blackridge Mountains, and yet could not be more different from Tìr Teine. Magic had been outlawed there for decades, and with magical creatures confined to their territories by the treaty, Bonded Dùileach had nowhere else to go.


“Let’s raise a glass to those poor sods tonight, then,” Aemyra muttered, eagerly reaching for the chipped door as her brother turned back to the small pickpocket.


The child grinned as Adarian tossed him a copar, displaying several missing teeth as he snatched the coin and scampered off.


“I’m happy to wait another few months for Beltane, you’re even more insufferable then,” Adarian said, stamping his boots on the stoop to get some feeling back into his feet.


Her twin was right, Aemyra usually spent the summer feeling like she had an itch she couldn’t scratch. Sweating through her sheets, and with a tendency to set chimneys alight, it took consistent effort for her to control her power during the three months of the year when the fire Goddess was the strongest.


“You’re my twin, Adarian. You’re stuck with my insufferable presence for life,” Aemyra said as she pushed open the door to Sorcha’s tavern. Inhaling the ale and grease smell of the place, she felt her stomach rumble.


“Should have eaten you in the womb, then,” Adarian answered, letting the door swing closed behind them.


“Missed your chance there, I’m afraid. But if you’re hungry …” she teased, weaving her way through the crowded tables toward the bar. “Sorcha said she made a fresh stew.”


Adarian trailed her without complaint, no doubt starving after the long day.


The tavern was full of the regular patrons. A fisherman and his husband lounged comfortably by the fire after a day on the loch, and a group of women were engaged in a fierce card game. The fire was dancing merrily in the hearth, and the many candles perched on shelves and window ledges gave the whole place a rosy glow.


Flexing her fingers as they began to warm up, Aemyra spotted the priests from halfway across the room, her steps faltering.


Three men. Their black robes making them look like the very demons they preached to purge from the hearts of Dùileach. Their iron pendants looked heavy around their necks. She hoped someone would strangle them with the chains one day.


Adarian followed her gaze and stiffened as he too noticed the priests of the True Religion, the Chosen, as they called themselves.


Soggy pamphlets were strewn across their table, black books neatly stacked against the wall. Judging by their soaked robes, they had been preaching in the square again.


For men who campaigned about selflessness, they were about the most self-obsessed people Aemyra had ever had the misfortune to meet.


“How can men without magic have overthrown an entire territory? Tìr Ùir is bigger than Tìr Teine,” Aemyra whispered to her brother as they reached the bar.


“There are a lot more priests than there are Dùileach,” Adarian said quietly out of the corner of his mouth. “And the Ùir wulvern are far easier to kill than dragons.”


Tying her headscarf a little tighter, Aemyra let her hand rest on the dagger belted at her hip and craned her neck to see where Sorcha had gotten to.


Impatient, she reached behind the bar and pulled out a bottle of Sorcha’s best òmar. The amber liquid sloshed around as she poured herself two fingers’ worth into a cup and inhaled the intoxicating scent.


“I’ll charge you for that.”


Lifting her eyes from the drink, Aemyra smiled as Sorcha appeared, carrying a barrel of ale on one shoulder. “I could always pay you in other ways?”


With a snort, Sorcha dumped the barrel underneath the bar with a thud that shook the stool Aemyra was sitting on.


Turning, the barkeep spooned generous measures of stew into two bowls. Steam curled deliciously off of the gravy and Aemyra wasn’t sure if it was the sight of Sorcha’s curves or the food that made her mouth water.


Adarian could barely wait for Sorcha to tear off a hunk of hard bread before he was shoveling carrots, onions, and gravy into his mouth.


Aemyra took the bread from Sorcha, letting her fingertips gently brush the woman’s wrist, her bottom lip snagging between her teeth.


She was rewarded as Sorcha’s gaze darkened, but Aemyra busied herself with her lamb stew as the barkeep sped off to tend to her patrons.


“Be careful in front of those priests,” Adarian said, surfacing from his supper. “Sorcha won’t want you making a scene.”


His words made Aemyra’s temper spike as she dipped her bread into the gravy. “They can preach twisted morality from that boring book of theirs all they want, doesn’t mean I’m going to listen.”


A slurp and a glug of ale from her brother before he replied, “I’m serious. You need to pick your battles, it isn’t only magic that is outlawed in Ùir—”


Before her brother could finish, Aemyra had spun her fork in her hand and plunged it down into the wood between his fingers.


Adarian’s only outward response was the bobbing of his Adam’s apple.


She leaned in close to her brother.


“They won’t be outlawing anything here. Besides, have you heard of me lying with a man in years?” she whispered fiercely.


He shook his head.


She smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant sight. “It isn’t because I don’t like cock, Brother.”


“Who likes cock?” came Sorcha’s breezy voice from behind them as she clicked her fingers to draw a barmaid’s attention to several dirty tables.


Aemyra popped the bread into her mouth and lounged back in the rickety stool, balancing it on one leg.


“One would think my brother does, given the number of marriage proposals he has rejected now,” she taunted. “What’s the latest count? Three?”


Adarian blushed again and she chuckled. Goddess, making her brother squirm was practically her favorite pastime.


“Four,” he ground out, if only for politeness’ sake, since Sorcha was clearly waiting for an answer.


To Aemyra’s delight, Sorcha gasped. “Oh dear. It’s a pity the Goddesses require women to propose, soon there won’t be a woman in Àird Lasair who hasn’t been heartbroken by our blacksmith.”


He cleared his throat. “Apprentice blacksmith.”


Aemyra removed the fork, the wood splintering slightly. “Apprentice, my left tit. You’ve been running the forge together with Pàdraig for years now. Keeping royal commissions from both of us, apparently.”


Adarian began protesting as Sorcha sat another mug of watered-down ale in front of him.


Sorcha bent toward Aemyra, distracting her with those spectacular breasts. Before she could get the chance to take a closer look, the barkeep had a cheese knife underneath Aemyra’s chin.


Sorcha tapped the splinters in the wood with a finger. “You damage my bar again and I don’t care how good you are with your tongue. I’ll throw you into the gutter with the rest of the rats.”


Aemyra grinned savagely and pointed toward the three priests with her spoon.


“You mean those rats?” she asked, loudly enough for the whole tavern to hear.


A few muffled snickers met her ears, and she watched as the Chosen puffed up with indignation, their faces flushing.


Aemyra ignored them and leaned farther into the blunt point of the cheese knife with a grin. “So, you think I’m good with my tongue?”


Not bothering to blush, Sorcha leaned over the bar and pressed her lips to Aemyra’s, making Adarian mutter a stream of curses and focus more intently on his dinner.


Unfortunately, Aemyra didn’t get the chance to deepen the kiss as a male voice cut across the room.


“You have no respect for the ways of the Savior,” a young priest exclaimed, his words clipped with outrage.


Aemyra broke away from Sorcha, relinquishing her full lips with reluctance.


The animated chatter that had filled the tavern a moment ago died to a nervous whisper as Aemyra picked up her glass.


“The Savior can cleanse your soul if you relinquish your heathen ways,” the priest continued.


Aemyra froze with the drink she had been looking forward to all day against her bottom lip. Instantly furious as the priest’s eyes darted between Sorcha and Aemyra.


The whispers turned into outraged muttering.


Trying to keep her temper, Aemyra laughed.


“You are aware of which city you are in? Perhaps you mistook the five temples for something else, but I would encourage you to give your preaching a rest—we have no need of the Savior here.”


A few patrons banged their mugs on tables in support of Aemyra’s words.


But the priest was evidently looking to prove himself in some way. His older companions were acting as if he were well within his rights to accost someone like this.


“You should focus on the duty you were born to as a wife and mother. A woman’s true calling lies in her womb,” he said, looking pointedly at Sorcha.


Aemyra heard several chairs scrape back as the tavern regulars stood, ready to defend Sorcha. His words stung, but the most terrifying thing was the way he said them—as though he believed them wholeheartedly. Not wanting this to descend into a brawl, Aemyra lifted one finger off her cup and the regulars halted.


Clearly this little priest had underestimated how strongly most in Tìr Teine still clung to the matriarchy. Even after a century waiting for a true queen to rule them.


Meeting the eyes of the young priest over the rim of her cup, Aemyra took a long, slow sip of òmar. She watched his eyes widen at her audacity as the liquid burned pleasantly. The fact that this boy thought she owed him even an ounce of respect was laughable.


No wonder so many like him, mostly men with no magic of their own, had eagerly converted to the True Religion. It was the only way they could exact control over others, and it was no secret they despised powerful women.


“Why should my womb be any concern of yours when that pendant around your neck has clearly replaced your cock?” Aemyra asked calmly.


A flush crept up the priest’s neck as she pushed Sorcha back behind the safety of the bar and unsheathed her dagger. The Chosen were famously celibate, and they even encouraged people to wait until marriage to explore their own bodies. No doubt this boy had never even touched a woman.


After the way he had spoken to her, Aemyra sincerely hoped he never would.


“I would think very carefully about your next words,” Aemyra said in a measured tone, eyeing the priest over her extended arm, which now ended in steel. “Insult me all you want, but insult the working women of this city—the ones made in the image of our Goddess—and I will gut you where you stand.”


The young priest’s mouth was flapping open and closed like he was a fish caught out of Loch Lorna. His gaze flickered to where Adarian was sitting.


“Don’t look at him,” she said, without turning around. “He isn’t the one you should be worried about. Apologize to Sorcha. Now,” Aemyra ordered, close enough to be pressing the point of the dagger against the priest’s sternum. She felt the fabric give and knew that she had pricked his skin, but he didn’t back away.


She cocked her head, letting him know that he would have one chance to apologize for his words.


But it wasn’t the young acolyte who finally answered. It was the graying priest behind him who stood on his chair and addressed the room while waving one of his pamphlets.


“Embrace the ways of the Savior and set your souls free from the demonic magic possessing you. Look at how the evil flame has corrupted this young woman. Those without magic are already close to salvation. Cleanse yourselves and come into the light,” he said emphatically, his rotund chest thrust forward.


Clearly the priest had been expecting a cheer, or at the very least lackluster applause, because he looked marginally disappointed when his words failed to rouse the patrons of the tavern.


Giving the three priests a smile, Aemyra allowed just enough of her magic to race out of her until the flames of every candle, torch, and brazier flared brighter.


“We are the light,” she said, her voice carrying throughout the room.


It had been the encouragement everyone else had been waiting for. The fishermen suddenly held glinting orbs of water in their palms and the women threw down their cards with a whistle of conjured wind. Chairs scraped against the stone floor as everyone scrambled toward the priests.


Aemyra got there first.


She relished the way the young priest’s eyes widened in fear as he attempted to flee, even more so when he tripped on his own robes and went sprawling to the floor.


Feeling the third priest attempt to restrain her, Aemyra thrust her head back and heard the satisfying crunch of his nose breaking. Thanking Brigid for her tightly tied headscarf, she swept the man’s legs out from under him and bared her teeth.


If they saw her as a demon, then she would gladly become one.


Adarian drained the last of his ale and slammed his mug on the countertop in front of Sorcha. “She’ll pay for mine,” he said, jerking his thumb in Aemyra’s direction before rolling up his sleeves and joining the fray.


As the young priest finally found his courage and swung for Aemyra, she gave a feral grin before she began to solve Sorcha’s rodent problem for her.
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HISSING THROUGH HER TEETH AS HER SPLIT KNUCKLES STUNG, Aemyra followed her brother through the dilapidated streets. When the first chair had been broken and its leg wielded as a club, Sorcha had thrown them all out into the damp night with more force than was strictly necessary. Granted, Aemyra was responsible for most of the blood currently covering Sorcha’s usually spotless floor.


Too wired to head home, the twins made their way into the heart of the city.


Men and women skilled in the art of pleasure beckoned from doorways into dimly lit rooms that lurked beyond. The satisfied moans coming from the open windows above were enough to have Aemyra gritting her teeth with frustration that Sorcha had kicked her out.


Rounding the corner and almost colliding with a man selling spiced apples from a steaming cart, Aemyra allowed the fragrant scent to fill her nostrils as they approached the center of the square. At least a hundred people had gathered as the playing company performed. Their crude stage had been erected with dirty strips of once vibrant fabric framing the wooden boards.


“Come, let’s watch for a bit,” Adarian said, pushing down the hood of his cloak now that the rain had stopped.


Aemyra groaned. “I don’t really fancy being told how wonderful the royals are tonight.”


But knowing Adarian enjoyed the theatrics, she followed her brother to a vacant spot against the wall. The wizened woman in the middle of the stage croaked through a story Aemyra had heard often enough that she could recite it from memory.


“Two hundred years ago Tìr Sgàile fell to the curse!” the woman shouted, the whites of her eyes shining. “The territory fell into ruin and the Spirit Dùileach of Clan Beaton, blessed by the Great Mother with the gift of foresight and healing magics, were lost.”


The rest of the crowd was enraptured as the dancers threw out long strands of black silk before falling dramatically to the ground.


“I hope they have padding on their knees,” Adarian whispered, making Aemyra snort as they leaned against the wall, half-concealed in shadows.


“The four remaining territories battled for dominance of the fallen land in the heart of Erisocia. For fifty years a brutal war raged until it almost cost us our Bonded beathaichean. A thunder of dragons a hundred strong flew to war—only three returned,” the woman continued.


A stunning actress wearing a crown of paper flames and a poorly dyed red wig appeared from within the shadow silk. “Mighty Queen Lissandrea and her formidable beast, Kolgiath, proposed a peace treaty, signed in magic and blood, confining beathaichean to the borders of their respective territories. Ensuring their lives would never again be the cost of our greed.”


A cheer rose from the crowd as the actress pretended to sign an extravagantly long piece of parchment that drooped off the stage.


The old crone grinned, showing yellowed teeth, as she leaned toward the enthralled audience.


“Tìr Uisge battled fiercely with their kelpies, as did those from Tìr Adhair, who took to the skies with their griffins and pegasi!”


Two young women danced across the stage and the one wearing blue robes threw a bucket of water over the front row. Uproarious laughter met this little stunt, and the narrator held her hands out for silence.


“I wonder if the Chosen have started preaching in Tìr Adhair too,” Adarian mused.


“I doubt the griffin clans have paused their civil wars long enough to notice,” Aemyra replied, attempting to clean the dried blood off her knuckles.


The crone waited as a dancer holding leafy branches pranced across the boards to represent Tìr Ùir.


“After the war, Queen Lissandrea heralded a new age for Tìr Teine, restoring our greatest power … the dragons!” the narrator said, striding for the front of the stage dramatically, sweeping her decrepit robes around her.


Gooseflesh prickled on Aemyra’s arms. This was the one part of the performance she enjoyed.


A muscled actor was always painted gold to represent Lissandrea’s ancient dragon, Kolgiath. The crimson Rhyian and the silver Sylthria were often depicted by stunning female dancers—it was how Aemyra had met Sorcha.


The former dancer had saved up every copar, sgillinn, and òr tossed her way until she had enough to buy her tavern and turn it into a thriving business. Stroking her bruised knuckles, Aemyra wished she had hit the priest harder for belittling Sorcha’s hard work.


On the stage, the three dragon-dancers pranced to cheers and applause that seemed to shake the town square.


“The might of Clan Daercathian grew for a century after the war, and our territory flourished with prosperity. Until …”


Aemyra knew what was coming as silence descended upon the courtyard.


“Until Clan Daercathian stopped producing female heirs.” The narrator clutched her throat as if distraught and two of the dancers acted out the birthing of many sons. Each puppet thrown above the crowd had an overly large appendage between its legs.


“For as long as no female was born to the clan, First King Vander ruled the crown would pass to his son, and his sons after him.”


Aemyra stifled a yawn, knowing where this was going. After the way the priests had spoken, she didn’t particularly want to listen to the playing company list the many attributes of male rulers. Echoing her sentiments, Adarian pushed himself off the wall and made ready to leave.


“Without the strength of our ancient queens, the dragons failed to thrive.”


The twins whipped their heads up at the words.


Aemyra blinked in disbelief as one actress went from depicting childbirth to crawling across the stage toward three painted eggs. Before she could reach them, each one exploded in a small puff of smoke. Interest piqued, Aemyra had to give the playing company points for style.


Spines straightened in the crowd and a heavy silence stretched as tight as the black silks unfurled across the stage.


A sense of urgency had entered the crone’s voice and Adarian stiffened.


“As the years passed without a female heir, the dragons weakened. The bronze Neamh perished before she had grown into her fire, the pale pink Rionnag was granted only ten years with Prince Cearon before she faltered underwing and they were both lost. Even the bright blue Seoghal, the most beautiful she-dragon who’d ever lived, barely survived her two years of maturing.”


The old woman’s voice cracked with grief and Aemyra followed Adarian’s gaze to where two city guards were loitering on the corner. A third disappeared up the street.


“It’s fine. She’s just talking about the dragons,” Aemyra whispered to her twin.


Adarian’s answering look was one of warning. It was common knowledge that the dragons had begun to die when no female heir had been born to the Daercathian clan, but no one dared say it aloud.


“The ancient might of Tìr Teine remains,” the narrator intoned, her arthritic fingers clasped in front of her as three actors in green, gold, and blue robes drifted across the stage.


Gealach, Kolreath, and Aervor. The last three dragons in Erisocia.


Then a fourth actor appeared. Dressed in onyx robes clearly meant to represent the legendary wild dragon—The Terror.


By all accounts, the ancient dragon had been formidable. Never having Bonded to a Dùileach, he had nested alone on the Sunset Isle and haunted Tìr Teine with his fire. Until Kolreath and the king had chased him from the mainland almost thirty years ago and black scales had never been seen again.


Pàdraig liked to say that The Terror had to have died before Aemyra was born because Penrythians could only endure so much. Hence his favorite nickname for her.


The painted actors were circling one another dramatically, and the crowd cheered as the actor portraying the king’s dragon, Kolreath, spread his arms to riotous applause and The Terror faded into the shadows.


Aemyra caught the crone’s quick glance toward the guards, and she strained her ears to hear what the next words would be. Adarian’s hand came down on her arm as both a warning and security.


The crone took a deep breath and raised her voice from the middle of the stage.


“Our blessed matriarchy is crumbling. Chosen priests stood before us today, preaching lies and sowing discontent. On their journey into our city, they desecrated Goddess groves and I bring news that three Savior’s towers have now been erected to the east of the Deàrr Mountains.”


Frantic muttering broke out through the crowd and Adarian’s grip on her arm tightened as the guards advanced.


“People of Àird Lasair, we must remain true to our Goddesses!” The crone’s words were rapid as the dancers flanked her. “In two hundred years of peace, we have known but one conflict—the failed coup of Prince Draevan Daercathian.”


Adarian made to pull Aemyra from the square, but she stood firm as the dancers smeared their hands with red paint. The crowd was enthralled, refusing to move as more guards materialized.


“The exiled prince Bonded to the dragon Gealach fought valiantly for the Goddesses. A crusade to rid Tìr Teine from the influence of a queen consort who worshipped the Savior.”


The city guards were now pushing people out of the way to get to the stage. Singular cries rose up as those gathered in the square were shoved to one side or struck for refusing to make a path. Shouting had broken out in earnest. What the crone was talking about was treason.


Mentioning the might of ancient queens was bad enough given that the king had four sons, but to talk about Draevan Daercathian in a positive light was signing her own death warrant.


The crone’s voice remained steady as the noise within the square grew. The guards were halfway to the stage and the sound of more footsteps was echoing from the northern streets.


They were visibly trembling, but the dancers stood courageously before the crowd as they smeared red paint across the puppets representing each royal prince.


Aemyra wasn’t the only one whose mouth was agape.


“We need to get home,” Adarian whispered, tugging her sleeve. “The city guards will burn them for this.”


Ignoring him, Aemyra remained rooted to the spot as the dancers let blue ribbons fall from their hands like rivers of tears. Crackling fire erupted from behind the stage and the crone raised her hands above her head.


“Do not forsake the Goddesses! One day a true queen will rise and usher in a new age of prosperity for us and for the dragons.”


Her voice rang out over the shouts and cries of the crowd as Sir Nairn arrived and began plowing through children and adults alike to get to the stage. The dancers finally scattered as the captain of the guard climbed onto the boards with his sword drawn.


“Time to go,” Adarian growled in her ear.


Wishing she could intervene, the last thing Aemyra saw before Adarian hauled her away was the faded velvet drapes being torn down as Sir Nairn backhanded the crone.


The blood from the old woman’s split lip was as bright as the captain’s cloak.


“Don’t run,” Adarian hissed as they turned a corner. “It will only make you look like you were involved.”


Keeping her thoughts to herself, Aemyra hastened after her brother. They were more deeply involved in treason than anybody in this city knew about.


They walked quickly, being overtaken by others who had scarpered when the screams began to intensify. Daring a glance over her shoulder, Aemyra breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that the guards were not pursuing them.


The winding streets twisted, houses converging on one another lopsidedly in this part of town. Sneaking through the alley that was their familiar shortcut, the twins made it home without being spotted.


Adarian drew the heavy bolt across the door with finality and Aemyra tried to calm her racing heart.


“Something you both wish to share?”


Their mother’s voice came from behind them and Aemyra swore her heart strained with fright.


Orlagh was standing in the middle of the room with a blazing look in her eyes and her slender arms crossed. “What have I told you both about getting into fights?”


Aemyra jerked her thumb over her shoulder to where distant cries seeped through the wooden door. “We had nothing to do with that.”


Solas quirked his tiny head from his perch on Orlagh’s shoulder, looking directly at Aemyra’s split knuckles. She failed to hide them before her mother’s eyes narrowed.


“Heather popped in for some more salve and regaled us—in great detail I might add—of how my children were brawling in the streets.”


Adarian shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. “We weren’t brawling in the streets.”


“At least not until Sorcha kicked us out,” Aemyra added helpfully.


When Orlagh’s dark eyes narrowed, Adarian made a show of hanging his cloak properly on the peg by the door so it would dry.


Aemyra dumped hers in a heap on the kitchen bench. “The priests were in Sorcha’s tavern. They insulted her, and every woman in this city. I couldn’t let it stand.”


Orlagh scoffed, “So you dragged your brother into it?”


The smoke-spice scent of the peat fire filled the room as Adarian slumped into the armchair with a groan. “She didn’t have to. You should have heard the way they were talking. As though Aemyra and Sorcha were somehow beneath them because of their sex.”


“Neither of you should be getting involved,” Orlagh said firmly, using her magic to heat a bowl of water, a practiced eye on Aemyra’s bruised knuckles. “The king should have driven those zealots out of the city the very day they entered.”


Aemyra sat on the kitchen bench and studied Orlagh’s face. The dark skin of her cheeks was illuminated by the firebird.


“Just be grateful Solas wasn’t there,” Aemyra said, looking at the beathach who was no bigger than a common starling. “Sorcha heard them preaching last week about how we steal their magic and bend the beathaichean to our will.”


Orlagh looked up, genuine fear in her eyes at her daughter’s words.


“That cannot be true,” she whispered.


Solas’s feathery head grazed Orlagh’s lower jaw. The two of them had been Bonded since Orlagh’s eighteenth breithday. The firebird had simply flown in through her window, set the curtains alight with his flaming tail, and never left.


“It’s surprising how many lies people will believe if they are said with enough conviction,” Pàdraig said, coming down the creaking stairs with a curious Lachlann clad in tartan nightclothes. Evidently the ruckus outside had woken him.


“But it’s obviously not true,” Orlagh said as Lachlann crawled sleepily into Aemyra’s lap. “Anyone who knows any beathach will understand that we could never force a Bond they didn’t also seek. It is a mutual partnership, a sharing of magic and souls—the Chosen taint it with their filthy words.”


Solas clicked his beak as if in agreement and Aemyra stroked Lachlann’s tight curls, one eye on the door.


Adarian looked up from the fire. “The True Religion is growing in popularity in other territories. If three towers have already been built here in Tìr Teine, how long will it be until more people convert?”


“The Chosen gained a strong foothold in Tìr Ùir after the Fifty Year War but I never thought we would allow them inside our territory. Much less replace temples with towers,” Orlagh said.


Aemyra thought of the pendant that had been worn proudly on the captain’s chest. If the royals were no longer loyal to the Goddesses, how long would it be before the common folk turned their backs as well? Especially after the violence they had just witnessed in the square.


Pàdraig cleared his throat. “There is no Dùileach alive who would willingly turn their backs on the Goddess who blessed them. The people of Tìr Teine still await a true queen, as do we.”


Avoiding everyone’s eye, Aemyra pulled the bowl of water toward her and dabbed at her knuckles.


A loud bang came from the street, followed by distant shouting.


“Perhaps this is a problem better discussed in the morning?” Pàdraig said, glancing at Lachlann.


Orlagh’s keen eyes assessed the twins. “What happened after the tavern brawl?”


Aemyra hesitated. Lachlann was entirely too quiet for his own good as he pretended to be asleep on her knee.


“The playing company grew too bold,” Adarian said.


Aemrya whipped her head up. “Is it too bold to speak of faithfulness? Of worshipping the Goddesses?”


Her twin’s sapphire eyes were knowing. “It is when Draevan Daercathian and the true queen are mentioned in the same breath.”


Orlagh and Pàdraig exchanged knowing looks, their silence weighted. Suddenly wide-awake, Lachlann asked, “Did they tell dragon stories too?”


Aemyra nodded.


“I wish I could have an egg ceremony,” Lachlann said, sitting up.


Both Adarian and Aemyra smiled sadly as Orlagh stood from her chair and made to chivy her son back up to bed.


“Don’t we all, wee man,” Adarian said.


Lachlann looked up hopefully. “Maybe another dragon will lay some eggs and then when I’m sixteen and it’s time for my ceremony I’ll walk up to one of the pedestals, lay my hands on the biggest egg there, and I’ll have a dragon of my own to name and ride.”


Aemyra opened her mouth to explain that, since the only dragons still alive were male, more eggs hatching would be an impossibility. But as her little brother gave a jaw-cracking yawn, she decided to let him live in hope a little longer.


A clattering noise came from outside that made Orlagh flinch. Pàdraig checked that the door was bolted.


“What happens if the True Religion does take over here?” Lachlann asked, a hint of fear in his voice. “Will they stop me from Bonding?”


“Of course not, mo luaidh. If you wish to Bond and a beathach accepts it, then you will,” Orlagh said.


The little boy reached out to stroke Solas’s brown feathers. “And I’ll get more fire too!” Lachlann said, letting a small flame gather on his palm.


Orlagh reached across and curled her son’s fingers closed, extinguishing the fire.


“Yes. But that should never be the reason why you choose to Bond. Partnering with a beathach is as much a gift from the Goddess as your magic. It is a thing to be cherished, nurtured, not to be drained for its power.”


Lachlann looked crestfallen, as if he had failed some sort of test, and Aemyra relinquished him into Pàdraig’s strong arms.


“Think carefully on it,” Adarian called after their little brother as he was carried upstairs. “Once you Bond, you can’t ever leave Tìr Teine.”


From the way Orlagh brushed her cheek against Solas’s soft head, the restriction of the two-hundred-year-old treaty was a small price to pay.


“Clean those knuckles properly,” Orlagh said softly, before following her husband and son upstairs.


Once alone with her twin, Aemyra threw the cloth back into the bowl.


“The playing company will have been thrown into a cell,” Adarian said tersely. “Or worse.”


“Worshipping the Goddesses is no crime,” Aemyra said stubbornly.


Adarian’s sapphire eyes were hard. “Yet.”


Remembering the way Sir Nairn’s cloak had draped across a crimson-painted puppet, Aemyra’s stomach turned.


“Don’t say that,” Aemyra whispered.


Her brother leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I’m sure it started this way in Tìr Ùir too. Non-Dùileach already believe half of the things those priests preach. Even if they haven’t converted yet, it’s only a matter of time.”


Aemyra dropped her voice to a hushed whisper as the shouting echoed from the street. “You know our orders. We have to wait.”


“Until our territory is overrun? Three towers in Clan Leuthanach lands, Aemyra. Less than a hundred miles from this city,” Adarian continued, struggling to keep his voice low.


Her brother didn’t often voice his frustrations and it put Aemyra on edge. Scratching underneath her headscarf, Aemyra suppressed the urge to tear it from her head. “Tìr Teine has dragons, Adarian. It will not fall to zealots.”
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