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To all the women who were forced to dim their light,

blind the fuckers.


A CONTENT WARNING FROM THE AUTHOR

A Queen Crowned in Flames is an epic tale full of feminine rage and power. Certain themes that unfold throughout our story may be distressing to the reader, particularly those surrounding misogyny and sexism. There are depictions of violence, off-page sexual assaults, as well as explorations of anxiety and panic attacks. War cannot come without a cost, and the reader will experience grief, child loss, and death. Dragons are less prone to viciousness than humans, but when they fly to war everything burns. However, fire is not always destructive, and 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

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

	Ay 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




	Erisocia

	Eh rih so sha




	King Haedren

	Hey drenn




	Kolgiath

	Kol gee ath




	Neamh

	Nee v




	Rionnag

	roo-nak




	Seoghal

	Sha gul




	Prince Cearon

	Keer on




	Cailleach

	Kah lach (soft ch)

ch as in “cheese”




	Abhainn

	Ah ween




	Cloidna

	Klee uh nah




	Elear

	El eh ar




	Nael

	Na ul




	Caillte

	Kai chay




	Dòiche

	Doi kuh




	Deur

	Jee-ar




	Thear

	Thee ar




	Riya

	Ree yah




	Bronwyn

	Bron win




	Uabhainn

	Oo ah vein




	Cloiche

	Clo yuh




	Taiblet

	Tay blet




	Roisín

	Row sheen




	Trodach

	Trot ach




	Cuith

	Coo ich




	Ceana

	See anna




	Clach-mhara

	Clach vareh




	Gìogag

	Gi oh gak




	A ghaoil

	A gho il




	Mo chridhe

	Mo ch reeuh
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE CLOYING TASTE OF BLOOD PAINTED THE ROOF OF Aemyra’s mouth, and she could no longer tell who it belonged to.

Dented armor dug into her hip, making the bone grind, while the acrid stench of dragon fire clawed its way up her nostrils, tainting each breath.

“If you die, Adarian, Orlagh will never forgive me,” Aemyra hissed, her fingers cramping as she tied the tourniquet tighter.

Her twin brother was unconscious, and the wooden slats of the wagon floor were slick with the blood pouring from the deep gash in his thigh. Her knees were wet with it.

Aemyra refused to look back at the caisteal where she had been held prisoner, at the cobalt dragon she knew would be circling the highest turret.

This was all her fault for trusting Fiorean.

No matter how much her husband’s betrayal hurt, Aemyra could not give up.

Her army had been forced to flee the capital city of Àird Lasair, and those who had made it out were dragging themselves south with only what they could wear or carry.

Those who hadn’t been able to escape the Covenanter militia were dead.

The red spires of Caisteal Lasair lurked over distant treetops, watching Aemyra’s people succumb to festering wounds less than a day’s ride from the city.

“He looks pale,” Brodie called to her over the noise of the clanking wagon.

Adarian’s best friend had been swept out with the retreating army, his father Colm electing to remain behind with a dozen other brave souls who called the lower town home.

“He was born pale,” Aemyra retorted, pressing her hands more intently over the wound.

The rejection agent the Chosen priests had used during the battle was wearing off. She would be able to heal with her magic again soon.

Her brother couldn’t even manage a response, and Aemyra cursed as the wagon jolted.

Temper spiking, she thumped on the side. “Drive straight!”

“I’m trying,” Laoise called back.

When the fire guard looked over her shoulder, she gave the reins a sharp snap.

Brodie followed Laoise’s line of sight, his mouth set in a grim line, and Aemyra felt her stomach drop.

“Flee!” came the shout from the body of the army. “Flee to the trees!”

Not again.

While Àird Lasair was guarded by Fiorean’s dragon, a small contingent of the army of the True Religion gave chase.

These were not farm boys and stable hands recruited as fodder for the Savior’s cause on the back of false promises, nor were they the sloppy and self-indulgent city guard of Àird Lasair. These were hardened soldiers trained in the Sunrise Tower by the Chosen to spill the blood of Dùileach and rid their stain from Erisocia for good—Covenanters. Men who wore the iron pendant and believed their crusade was righteous. They could not be reasoned with.

“Do not leave this wagon, and keep putting pressure on the wound,” Aemyra ordered Brodie before hopping off the back, stumbling a little on impact.

Her army redoubled their speed at the sight of the Covenanters. Soldiers and refugees sprinting with what little energy they had left. Barely a fraction of Aemyra’s forces remained, and they had only made it to the borders of Clan Daercathian lands by the grace of whichever Goddess was still watching over them.

“Make for the forest!” Aemyra cried to the streams of people running past her. “Do not look back!”

Even the few Dùileach who had not been affected by the chemical agents of the Chosen were drained, with barely enough energy to lift a sword, never mind wield their elements.

So they ran instead, once again trusting their queen to keep them safe.

Aemyra planted her feet.

Despite the residual echo of pain from the rejection agent, she was far more powerful than any other Dùileach in Tìr Teine.

Save for the one who currently sat the throne: her husband.

The death promise burned at the thought of Fiorean beside Athair Alfred. The slice on her palm had already turned from fresh wound into a brand the shape of Brigid’s cross, drawing her toward Fiorean until she had dealt him a mortal blow in offering to the Goddess.

A furious roar sounded from above as Terrea felt the pain of her Dùileach through their Bond.

Aemyra’s fire stuttered and she flexed her fingers, trying to push the memory of the way Fiorean had manipulated her from her mind. His betrayal hurt far worse than her battered and bruised body.

At least his dragon, Aervor, had bent to the dominance of the she-dragon and helped them escape before Fiorean had recalled him to the city.

“My queen, you must go,” her air guard Clea said desperately, eyeing the advancing Covenanters at the edge of the clearing.

Utterly exhausted, Aemyra instead took a step toward the line of black-armored soldiers.

“Your Majesty, perhaps you should—”

Aemyra silenced her earth guard, Nell, with a hand. She wouldn’t turn tail and save herself now. Too many had already died within the walls of Àird Lasair.

But at the thought of the Athair who commanded these soldiers, the priest who had ripped her family apart and ordered unspeakable things done to her body, Aemyra felt her rage give way to something far worse.

Fear.

Her guard valiantly summoned their elements, protecting an undeserving queen.

Aemyra clawed at her breastplate. She wanted nothing more than to remove her armor and scratch at the blood, sweat, and grime caking her skin underneath.

“We should have hidden instead of making a break for it,” Nell said, eyeing the trees.

The unsettling cawing of crows echoed ominously from high above, and Aemyra knew hiding wouldn’t have saved them. They had been leaving a trail of bodies and abandoned carts for miles. Not to mention the two dragons flying overhead.

“Will they pursue us to the very gates of Balnain?” Iona asked, spitting on the ground in distaste.

The water guard was exhausted, her ice blond hair dark with grime, but she summoned two icicles to her palms.

“Their Savior commands their crusade for power and dominion over Dùileach lives. They will not stop until everyone is subservient to them,” Aemyra said, the words hollow.

After nearly being mutilated on Athair Alfred’s orders, then witnessing Fiorean betray her by siding with the very same man, Aemyra had no more room in her heart for mercy.

“They cannot pursue us for much longer if they wish to keep the city under their control,” Clea said, desperation tinging her words.

Panicked screams and pained shouts rent the air as the first round of arrows were loosed and Aemyra palmed her sword, Fearsolais.

Clea threw up a hard wall of air and the arrowheads made a dull thudding noise as they struck the magical shield. The petite air Dùileach’s knees buckled, her power reserves almost depleted.

Clea’s cheeks drained of color, her freckles almost translucent, as a shadow darkened the pewter clouds.

Aemyra’s breath burned in her lungs as Gealach—her father’s dragon—soared overhead, streaks of congealed blood painting the green scales of his neck. Badly injured by Kolreath, Aemyra wasn’t sure how he was still flying.

Frightened whinnies of horses joined the human screams as the wagon carrying the wounded jerked to a halt, trapped in a clump of heather.

“Someone help Laoise and Brodie!” Aemyra shouted over the chaos as more arrows rained down.

Laoise’s gold-tipped braids glinted in the sunlight as the fire guard threw her shoulder against the wheel, Brodie waving down other soldiers to help.

Aemyra would fight Hela herself before she abandoned Adarian, but the army streamed around their queen, Dùileach refugees and soldiers alike.

A flash of auburn hair caught Aemyra’s eye and she found her father.

Where Draevan’s legendary sword Dorchadas swung, Covenanters fell.

Her father had lied to her and disobeyed her orders, but as long as he helped them hold the advantage, she would restrain her temper.

Nell’s wiry arms shook with the strain of conjuring, and the edge of the forest creaked, branches reaching down to prevent the Covenanters from retreating.

“Aemyra!”

Even Draevan turned at the sound of Laoise’s shout, as she abandoned the broken wheel and Brodie pulled Adarian bodily from the wagon.

“Hold the line,” Aemyra ground out as she sprinted to her twin.

Since declaring herself queen she had acted selfishly, putting her own desires above the needs of her people, even her own family. Her foolishness had caused the deaths of their adoptive parents, Orlagh and Pàdraig, as well as their little brother, Lachlann.

She would not lose her twin too.

“Help me get him up, he’s deadweight,” Brodie said, arms straining around Adarian’s broad back.

Ignoring the thundering of hooves as the Covenanters advanced, Aemyra grabbed her twin’s legs. His breeches were damp with blood, but as her father and the queen’s guard held the Covenanters at bay with stuttering magic and sharp steel, Aemyra helped Brodie shove Adarian over the back of Laoise’s horse.

Brodie’s face paled. “The wound isn’t clotting.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Aemyra cursed, shouldering him out of the way.

Laoise held Adarian across her lap, one hand gripping the back of his shirt as if she would keep him from Hela’s grasp with sheer force of will.

Aemyra would take all the help she could get.

“Hold the damn animal still.” She cursed as the horse spun in a circle.

“I’m trying,” Laoise hissed through gritted teeth, shortening the reins and looking worriedly through the trees as Brodie released the other horse from the wagon.

Aemyra cut through the bandage. The wound was too deep, and he had lost far too much blood.

“Fuck,” Aemyra cursed again.

Out of options, she had no time left to wait for elegant healing; she unsheathed her dagger.

“What are you doing?” Laoise asked as the horse tossed his head.

Adarian’s garbled cry of pain came from between chapped lips as Aemyra determinedly sliced off the flap of inflamed skin.

He writhed in Laoise’s arms, but the tough woman held him fast.

Aemyra truly didn’t know how much more her twin could take. Remembering how the Covenanters had restrained them in the throne room, the pain of the rejection agent turning their magic against them, the knife plunging into Adarian’s thigh …

It had been so like the way Sir Nairn’s knife had slit Orlagh’s throat on the banks of the loch.

Aemyra shook her hands, magic stuttering to life. The lingering pain of the rejection agent was enough for sweat to break out on her forehead, but she knew the agony of losing her twin would be far worse should she fail.

“You can’t have him today,” Aemyra growled at Hela herself as she managed to summon enough fire to cauterize the wound. As soon as the bleeding stopped, she stumbled away, gasping for breath.

“Go. Ride hard and don’t look back.”

Laoise did not hesitate, kicking the horse into a frantic gallop.

This time, Aemyra took off after them, the Covenanters almost upon Draevan and the queen’s guard.

Her muscles were aching, bent armor digging into her hip until she was dragging her right leg. Smoke choked her dry throat, and she would have gladly drank the most stagnant water.

Just a little farther …

Struggling to summon the magic she knew would protect her, Aemyra stumbled as the memory of Athair Alfred’s smiling face swam through her mind. Placing one hand on her abdomen, she dry-heaved at what the worshippers of the True Religion had already done to her.

She would not escape them. She had declared herself queen of Tìr Teine and was now the symbol of everything they had vowed to destroy.

Dark thoughts swirled through her mind like vicious shadows. The Covenanters would kill everyone she loved and torture her until she begged for death at the hands of their precious priests.

Aemyra was the key to Tìr Teine’s salvation—and its destruction.

“No,” she growled, trying to force fire out of her palms.

Draevan sprinted toward her, gore dripping from Dorchadas’s blade as the queen’s guard retreated.

Her army had found the shelter of the trees, but fifty Covenanters were still determinedly pursuing them through the clearing. Her magic could hold them off if she could just—

A scream of frustration escaped her lips as she reached for that great well of fire she had been gifted with at birth, and found nothing.

Terrea loosed a roar, barbed tail lashing angrily overhead.

Still trying to summon an ember, she felt her father’s hand clamp down on her arm.

“You are the queen! If you die, there is nothing left to fight for. Summon your flame or get moving!” Draevan shouted.

“You do not give me orders,” Aemyra cried, anger surging to the surface.

Draevan’s eyes flashed with temper. “You are my heir. Your claim to the throne is through me and I will not see you squander it.”

Disgusted, she wrenched her arm out of his grasp.

“You wanted an heir. I needed a father,” she said.

Draevan’s eyes narrowed in disdain at the mark on her palm. “Then I guess neither of us got what we wanted.”

His words rattled through her, shattering what was left of her confidence, and her dragon responded.

Loath to burn her entire territory, Aemyra had struggled to control Terrea’s urge to set fire to the forests as they fled. Knowing a wildfire could just as easily change direction and consume her army, Aemyra hadn’t risked it.

But in the Covenanters’ eagerness to give chase, spurred on by the thinning ranks of Aemyra’s army, they had galloped out into the clearing.

Leaving just enough space for a dragon to maneuver.

“Advance!” the Covenanter in front shouted, his magic-repelling pendant gleaming proudly against his dark breastplate.

Aemyra didn’t need to look up to feel Terrea spearing for the ground.

Onyx scales gleamed as the dragon stretched her slender neck, sharp teeth flickering with fire as she descended from the sky.

The power of the dragon rent the air as men and horses were sent flying with a powerful flap of her wings. Covenanters disarmed by the downdraft were powerless as Terrea landed heavily to protect the limping army.

Terrea snaked her neck hungrily toward the black-armored soldiers, eager to eviscerate them with claws and teeth as the emerald dragon roared his approval from high above.

“Gealach is too injured to land in close quarters,” Draevan said, thrusting Aemyra ahead of him. “Go!”

Terrea began painting the clearing crimson, her claws digging great grooves into the earth.

Their labored footfalls were swallowed by the roar of a dragon as they sprinted through the trees. Aemyra’s body felt leaden, the weight of her head almost too much for her neck to support.

The ancient she-dragon guarded the army, teeth bared and wings flared. Terrea threw the body of a Covenanter across the clearing where it broke apart with a satisfying crunch.

The Bond flickered and Aemyra debated the wisdom of drawing on Terrea’s magic to strengthen her own. She would be no use to her army if she collapsed now.

With her own fire extinguished by something that had nothing to do with exhaustion, Aemyra blindly grasped for her dragon’s—and Terrea forcefully shoved her out.

Stumbling over a root, Aemyra went sprawling to the ground, getting a mouthful of dirt. Fear flooded her system and she scrambled back to her feet before her father could literally kick her while she was down.

Aemyra pressed a hand to her breastplate as though she could shock her heart back into a steady rhythm. Without magic she was useless.

Even if her army made it to the sanctuary of Balnain, Alfred was still out there, Fiorean had stolen her throne, and the True Religion were poised to take over her territory.

A great wave of dread smothered her, worse than anything she had felt under the effects of the Chosen’s chemical agents.

Struggling to breathe, she tried to clear her vision as the smell of blood and the screams of dying soldiers made her senses dull to everything else.

With numb fingers, she dropped her sword as her magic slipped out of reach.

The words Fiorean had spat at her in the throne room echoed through her mind: Your only birthright is a talent for hammering steel and a hasty temper. A legacy as unremarkable as it is forgettable. Do us all a favor and give up the crown before anyone else you love dies.

What if he was right?

Her fire guttered and died in her veins, the vast well of magic extinguished as if she had snuffed a candle.

Aemyra didn’t dare reach for it.

She had failed her people, failed the Goddess, and Brigid had revoked her blessing.

“Aemyra?”

Her father was calling her name, but she felt trapped in the very worst of her nightmares.

“No, no, please …” Aemyra heard herself whimpering.

Draevan’s shields went up around them and she felt her father lift her into his arms.

Evander had been wrong.

Aemyra hadn’t needed to wear the crown to break at all.


CHAPTER TWO
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THREE MONTHS LATER

SOFT PETALS WERE CRUSHED UNDER AEMYRA’S BOOTS AS SHE slipped through the streets of Balnain with the dawn.

Ribbons were fluttering in the gentle breeze that now brought the promise of summer. Offerings littered the river town as the smoldering embers of many bonfires leached color from the sunrise. The season of Brigid, the Goddess of fire, was upon them.

Halting her steps, Aemyra bent to pick up a woven crown of flowers. Vibrant primroses were speckled with flecks of mud that spoke of the small joys her people seemed to find even in the middle of war. Balnain was an old place, steeped in ancient rituals and folklore, and the residents had been determined to celebrate Brigid.

This year’s Beltane celebrations weren’t what they had deserved, but rather what they had stolen from the jaws of defeat.

Draevan’s latest push north had sent four of Laird Edouard’s best warships to the bottom of the river and the phoenix warriors were growing restless.

With a sigh, Aemyra let the child’s crown fall to the ground. Tucking the book she carried more securely into the crook of her arm, she passed the ancient temple without entering as her feet trod the now-familiar path to the modest forge.

For three months she had made offerings to the Goddess at every sunrise and sunset, had enlisted the help of the devout resident priestesses, yet her magic still had not returned. For the first time in her life, Aemyra had not felt the power surge afforded all fire Dùileach upon Brigid’s feast day.

Most believed the queen to be recovering from wounds she suffered during her captivity in Àird Lasair. Little did they know that while her body had healed quickly, her magic was far slower to mend.

Filled with shame, Aemyra had spent the last months between the council chambers and the forge. The dagger she was crafting and ancient books were her only company.

Her people couldn’t know Brigid had abandoned the first female Daercathian in a century.

Stepping through the wide doors, Aemyra breathed in the familiar bite of molten steel and the tight band across her chest loosened. The wall in front of her was lined with tongs, pliers, and chisels of all sizes.

Depositing the book on a stool, she rolled up the sleeves of her shirt, a pink scar peeking out from underneath the fabric. Another marred the skin of her chest.

Aemyra refused to hide the marks Sir Nairn had given her. They were a reminder of the strength it had taken her to survive, and the strength she would need to continue.

The roaring forge smothered the overwhelming emotions she tried to keep buried. As if the physical manifestation of such consuming power allowed her mind to finally still.

A little while later, the hammer sat cleanly in her hand as she brought it down at exactly the right angle and blinked sweat out of her eyes. Hissing as her shoulder muscles cramped, she rolled the joint to work out some of the tension. To her surprise, a familiar tendril of flame snaked around the dagger and imbued the metal.


“You need to temper the edge or the blade will become brittle.”

Adarian’s voice followed his magic from the doorway, the gentle tap of his walking stick accompanying his labored footsteps.

“You sound like Pàdraig,” Aemyra said stiffly.

“Reminiscing?” Adarian asked, blue eyes scanning the forge.

Aemyra sighed. At the sight of her twin, russet hair curling at his temples and cheeks rosy with health once more, she could almost pretend their late adoptive father, Pàdraig, was working the bellows behind them.

Almost.

Furrowing her brow, Aemyra pushed those memories to the back of her mind. Orlagh wasn’t about to soothe her tired muscles with an ointment, and Lachlann would never again tug on her shirttails looking for attention.

The noise of Adarian’s walking stick striking the ground set her teeth on edge. She had made such a horrific mess of her brother’s leg, Orlagh would be berating her from Brigid’s halls.

“Do you ever sleep?” she asked quietly, noting Adarian’s stained fingers and the purplish bruises under his eyes.

He eyed her equally pallid complexion. “Do you?”

Not wishing to discuss her vivid nightmares, Aemyra gestured to the book she had brought. “I found something to help your search for an antidote.”

He rifled through the pages with interest. “Never thought I’d see the day when you spent more time with your nose in a book than with a sword in your hand.”

“Yes, well, that was before I realized how much I don’t know.” She sighed, bending a tiny sliver of metal with the tongs. “Finding an antidote to the binding agent could mean the difference between victory and defeat for our Dùileach when they meet the Covenanters in battle. More arrive in Edinbane port with each passing week.”

“Which is exactly why I am the one doing the mixing. Your poultices always ended up lumpy and lopsided.” Adarian flashed her a melancholy smile.

The book lay open between them, as though taunting their ignorance.

“One passage mentions something about negating magic, but I don’t recognize the words,” she said.

Adarian peered at the yellowed pages with a frown. “You’re more fluent in the Seann than I am, why didn’t you ask Father?”

Aemyra didn’t answer.

“You have been avoiding him for weeks,” Adarian continued. “You barely raise your voice during council and he is taking full advantage.”

“What do I know of leading an army? I’m twenty-six and have never even held court,” she replied.

Adarian fixed her with a look. “Father’s fifty-one and doesn’t seem to be doing much better.”

Aemyra blew out a frustrated breath and slammed the pliers down on the anvil between them.

“My poor judgment is why my army has been recuperating here for months, unable to mount a full-scale attack on Fi—” Aemyra’s words choked off, unable to utter the name.

Her twin spotted the promise mark on her palm, and she clasped her hands behind her back.

“Father understands war,” she said.

“He thrives on it. You understand the cost.”

The words rattled through Aemyra. If she hadn’t understood before claiming her crown, she certainly did now.

Their family was dead. Sorcha had been rescued alive, but whatever feelings she had once held for Aemyra were long gone. Evander was dead, his dragon Kolreath mortally wounded and Goddess knew where. Athair Alfred had the Covenanters protecting Àird Lasair and Aemyra suspected the princesses were under lock and key.

Nausea engulfed Aemyra at the thought of what might happen to them. She had no love for Elizabeth, and little connection to Charlotte—but Maggie …

“Brodie said his father’s band of rebels managed to ferry a group of six Dùileach and three priestesses out of Àird Lasair the day before yesterday. They should arrive within the week,” Adarian said.

Aemyra bit her lip. “Colm is taking too many risks, he was almost caught last time.”

“They don’t have a choice. The temples are boarded up and Fiorean is offering a reward for anyone who brings a priestess to the caisteal, not to mention the mandatory registration of Dùileach in the city,” Adarian countered.

The idea of her people being persecuted in the place she had once called home, by the man she had once thought her equal, was abhorrent. Yet somehow it was their current reality.

“I know why you are desperate to find an antidote,” Adarian said, his eyes on her scars.

She tensed. No one knew about her magical block and she was determined to keep it that way.

“The things those …” Adarian took a steadying breath to keep his voice low. “What the Chosen did to you will leave a mark on your soul.”

Aemyra tried not to regret telling her brother the truth of what had happened in Caisteal Lasair.

Adarian’s voice grew concerned. “You think I do not hear you wandering the corridors when your nightmares keep you from sleep?”

The time between moonlight and shattered stars made Aemyra’s bed grow cold and her chest turn hollow. Until her feet bore her through the gilded halls of Laird Edouard’s caisteal with no tangible relief from Fiorean’s false words in her dreams.

Nothing truly helped distract her from the tug behind her navel that constantly drew her toward Àird Lasair and the false king who sat the throne. The burning of the promise mark reminded her incessantly of the debt she now owed the Goddess.

Aemyra spun the new dagger in her hand, the garnet gleaming in the firelight. It was well balanced despite the gemstones, and she would love nothing more than to bury it in Fiorean’s neck. But if she went after him without access to her magic, she would not leave the fight alive.

She had underestimated her husband once, never again.

“You are my sister. My twin. Your pain is my pain,” Adarian said firmly. “I watch you spend every day holed up in your chambers with books, pushing everyone away, pushing me away. I fear it is doing you no good.”

Aemyra knew he didn’t understand her need for distance. But Adarian was the only one who still knew what Orlagh had smelled like. Who remembered Lachlann’s infectious laugh and Pàdraig’s booming voice. Even if Aemyra died trying to reclaim her throne, she would do everything in her power to ensure Adarian survived.

Reflexively, Aemyra glanced at Adarian’s thigh. The garishly pink chunk of missing flesh was visible beneath his fèileadh, which he had taken to wearing daily because breeches put too much pressure on the limb.

“Forging won’t bring them back,” Adarian said, grief sharpening his words.

She jabbed a finger at the book. “Then help me protect those of us who are still fighting. The binding agent is giving the Covenanters too much of an advantage and we don’t have the numbers. We need our magic.”

A gentle nudge came through the Bond.

Her dragon was soaring through rolling hills several miles west of Balnain and their two-way connection rumbled with Terrea’s self-confidence. As the only she-dragon in existence, she was secure in her superiority. As queen, Aemyra should have felt similarly.

Letting Terrea know she was safe with Adarian, she pulled back into her own mind.

“You need to sleep,” Adarian said firmly, noting her troubled expression.

“What I need to do is rid my territory of the second man to have stolen my throne, find an antidote, and rescue the princesses from the sadistic clutches of Athair Alfred.”

Well used to her snappy retorts, Adarian saw right through her words.

“I thought you held no affection for the princesses?” he asked.

Aemyra bristled. “If I want to be queen, I need to be queen of all my people. I cannot pick and choose who to care about. The princesses are innocent and have been subjected to untold grief. I desire to prevent further harm coming to them by the hands of Alfred or Fiorean.”

When the promise mark burned again, she hissed through her teeth.

Adarian softened. “You might be able to pretend in front of the council, but you cannot fool me. You came to care for Fiorean during your captivity. I don’t understand why, but I can see what it is doing to you.”

Shoving the feelings down, Aemyra shifted her feet. “I cannot trust anything I felt for a person who was holding me prisoner. Taking my throne because he saw it as a way to protect his family is one thing, but siding with Alfred after what he did is unforgivable. I loathe him.”

Hate was what Aemyra clung to when everything threatened to overwhelm her. Hating Fiorean, Alfred, Sir Nairn, Katherine, Evander … it was easier.

Before Adarian could say anything else, Laoise appeared in the doorway.

“Blessed Beltane,” the fire guard said, her honey-colored eyes softening as she came to stand beside Adarian. “Your Majesty, I was told you were still abed.”

Aemyra eyed the hammer. “I discovered myself with a growing need to hit something.”

Laoise looked nervous as Aemyra leaned against the anvil. Aemyra didn’t believe anyone could deserve her brother, but Laoise wasn’t a terrible option. She was sister to the Laird of Balnain, a formidable Dùileach warrior, and beautiful.

The sight of them both, finding someone to love in the middle of a war, sent a pang through Aemyra. She smothered the desire to fly north to the capital.

Suddenly, she couldn’t bear being alone with two people free to stoke the kindling of their romance with nothing standing in their way.

“I need to scout with Terrea,” she said, grabbing her cloak from the peg.

“Aems—”

Ignoring her twin, Aemyra strode from the forge.

Balnain was significantly smaller than Àird Lasair, but the buildings were sporadic, making it feel larger. The wide street littered with evidence of the Beltane revelries offered a spectacular view of the river and the rolling hills beyond.

As queen, she was responsible for every soul sheltering here. A duty so enormous she quite honestly had no idea where to start.

No one is born knowing how to rule …

The words had been whispered gently into the shell of her ear as Fiorean’s hands had washed the stain of assault from her skin.

Stroking the mark that marred her left palm, Aemyra hardened her heart.

She had gone over the events of the last few months a thousand times, but there had been nothing in Fiorean’s words or deeds that would have made her suspect betrayal. Until she had discovered him lounging across the golden throne that belonged to her.

Fiorean had mended the broken pieces of her soul with expert words, before shattering her so completely that Aemyra wasn’t sure she could put herself back together.

Making her way through the town as Terrea landed nimbly on a rise, Aemyra curled her fist over the promise mark and vowed to find a way back to her magic.

The Goddess was ignoring every other offering, but once Aemyra’s oath was fulfilled, Brigid would return her gift.

Fiorean’s breaths were numbered.


CHAPTER THREE
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BEYOND THE SPRAWLING TREES, LOCH LORNA STRETCHED OUT toward the horizon. Caisteal Lasair rose intimidatingly from the hilltop, giving a perfect view of the city. Torches illuminated the bridge and candles flickered in windows as Aemyra looked across to the opposite bank.

Sighing, she wondered if it would ever feel like home again, now that her family was gone.

“Do your wounds pain you?” a voice asked from behind her.

Her usually keen ears hadn’t picked up on any footsteps and she whirled around. Heart rate increasing, the fresh stitches on her chest pulled uncomfortably, the torn skin throbbing.

Fiorean stepped out of the shadows and into plain sight. His hair was mussed from sleep and she suspected he had been uncomfortable on the settee he had stalwartly remained sleeping upon.

His emerald eyes dipped to her bare chest, the wound only just visible beneath the thin cotton of her nightgown.

“I can call for the healer to bring something if you are hurting,” he said.

The crushing grief she felt over the loss of Orlagh was harder to bear than any physical discomfort, and Fiorean’s recent honesty had cut her deeper than Sir Nairn’s knife.

Unable to put all that she was feeling into words, Aemyra looked back out of the window to the loch far below.

“The city looks better in the moonlight,” she said lamely.

Fiorean let out what might have been a soft laugh. “Because the shadows hide the rot of the court, you mean?”

Taken aback by his blunt response, Aemyra didn’t know what to say. His eyes were such an arresting shade of green, his scent delicate, intoxicating.

She leaned forward, seeking absolution.

A fluttering at the edges of her vision set her blinking in confusion.

“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” Fiorean breathed, lips inches from her own.

His hands tightened vise-like around her muscular biceps, but she did not pull away.

“Figured what out?” she whispered back, distracted by how real the pressure from his fingers felt.

His upper lip curled as if he was disappointed, before he gave her a shove. The open window hit the small of her back and her stomach swooped sickeningly as she tumbled out into the air.

“Fucking Hela!” Aemyra cursed, lurching to grab one of the onyx neck spikes before she fell off Terrea’s back.

The wide river spread far below, and the heat of the sun spoke of summer, even if she could not feel it in her veins. She must have dozed off, rocked to sleep by her dragon’s steady wing beats.

Terrea rumbled in chastisement and Aemyra stroked the obsidian scales.

“How about you wake me up next time?”

With a shake of her long neck, Terrea began to descend and Aemyra blinked in the sunlight, trying to make sense of the dream. In truth it had been a memory—at least until her subconscious had twisted it into a nightmare.

At the time, Aemyra had thought Fiorean’s concern proof of his changing affections, a glimpse into the man who lay underneath the cool exterior. But he had only been using her vulnerability after Orlagh’s death to get under her skin.

Even all these months later, she couldn’t be rid of him—not even in dreams.

A tug behind her navel had Aemyra tracing the branded cross on her palm with her finger.

“Soon,” she said to the Goddess.

Another grumble came from her dragon as they descended toward the wide river, this time decidedly less pleased. Terrea might not have been able to communicate with words, but her feelings were clear enough—Aemyra should bring the men in her life to heel, quickly.

“I’m working on it,” Aemyra replied.

The verdant land was lush on either side of the glittering river, miles of gnarled forest cleared to make way for both the town and livestock. But an expanse of trees lurked just over the rolling hills, fog clinging to the twisted branches. No wonder the people here believed all the old stories.

Despite its sinister look, the forest had provided essential protection for the town and Aemyra’s army. Any battalion of Covenanters attempting to attack would get lost underneath the boughs, and those who made it through were forced into the open hills where they could easily be picked off by phoenix scouts.

Terrea’s enormous wings eclipsed the dappled sunlight dancing across the surface of the river. She landed like a swan with a streamlined splash and used her barbed tail like a rudder to guide them to shore.

With Terrea’s claws sinking into the silt, Aemyra dismounted hastily before her dragon could damage Edouard’s pristine lawns. Unfortunately she landed on the soggy bank, frigid water instantly soaking through her boots.

“Oh, fucking Hela,” Aemyra cursed, squelching away from her dragon.

A throaty chuckle came from up ahead and Aemyra found Laird Riya Iolairean striding across the immaculately kept grounds.

“Allow me to assist,” Riya said, raising her hands, dark hair spilling down to her waist.

With a rush of magic, Aemyra’s boots were dry.

“Is that better, Your Grace?” Riya asked with a self-satisfied smile.

Terrea made a harrumphing sound and disappeared in a spray of water, the surface of the river rippling.

“Much, thank you,” Aemyra replied, seeking drier ground. “Where is Sujaron?” She scanned the clear skies for Riya’s amber-and-crimson feathered beathach.

“Resting in the fireplace of the council room,” Riya said with a shiver. “This town is altogether too drafty for our liking.”

Aemyra eyed Riya’s southern garb and curbed her tongue. She wouldn’t dare suggest the laird cover up with a woolen shawl or borrow a cloak. The bejeweled shirts and loose-fitting breeches the phoenix warriors wore had initially filled Aemyra with envy, until she had noticed their goosebumps.

“There is quite a damp chill lifting off the river,” Aemyra supplied diplomatically. “I am certain the council chamber will be more agreeable.”

Riya sighed. “Must we enter into tedious discussions today? I would prefer to picnic by the water once the sun has warmed the grass.”

Aemyra cleared her throat. “Discussions are only tedious because you make them so.”

Having learned over these last weeks that Riya enjoyed, encouraged even, a little healthy challenge, Aemyra was determining exactly how far she could push her.

Riya Iolairean was a force to be reckoned with. With a penchant for putting relatives who disagreed with her on the roof of her palace in Truvo to roast in the blistering desert sun, the laird was a formidable woman—and a stubborn one.

However, just because the largest clan in Tìr Teine worshipped Brigid devoutly, didn’t mean they were blindly supporting Aemyra as queen. It was hardly a secret that the phoenix clan had toyed with the idea of independence.

Riya Iolairean could become a threat, one Aemyra planned to keep close by.

“You wound me. I could be forgiven for thinking you are growing tired of my company,” Riya said, a playful edge to her voice.

“Never, my laird. I remain fervently glad that you decided to fight with us. I am honored by your continued presence in Balnain.”

Riya’s almond-shaped eyes narrowed. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“Oh, I have offered you far more than compliments, and yet you are still loath to let me train with your phoenix warriors.”

The way they coordinated aerial combat was a marvel, and Aemyra wanted to adapt the same techniques to fight with Terrea.

Ignoring her, Riya strode ahead despite her shorter legs. “There is news from Àird Lasair. It is convenient you landed when you did.”

Her orange shirt and breeches complimented her dark skin perfectly, and Aemyra couldn’t help but admire the beadwork as she followed Riya into the caisteal.

The oak doors were opened by two well-dressed guards, and they were met with the smell of woodsmoke and fresh bread. A welcome change from the pungent breeze wafting from the soldiers’ camp on the hill just outside of town.

Chair legs scraped jarringly against the polished floor as she entered.

“My daughter deigns to join us,” Draevan drawled from his seat at the far end of the table.

It took everything inside Aemyra not to berate her father for refusing to stand.

Varying degrees of bows came from the others, and Aemyra ignored the fact that Maeve’s looked more like she had developed a twitch. Wearing her raven hair in a chin-length style, the general looked even more severe than usual, and Aemyra wondered if Sorcha had cut it for her. The two women had grown close.

Riya Iolairean let out a soft call and her phoenix raised his head, clicking his beak with self-importance through the flickering flames. As large as Riya was tall, which wasn’t saying much, but with the ability to carry ten times his body weight in his claws, Sujaron had attracted a lot of attention upon his arrival.

Laird Edouard craned his neck to track Riya’s progress across his pristine rugs toward the enormous fireplace. He was seated beside his sister Laoise, their dark braids skimming the surface of the polished table. Adarian was on her left, the rest of the queen’s guard seated opposite.

“Adarian tells me you are making progress with finding an antidote?” Draevan asked.

Aemyra slid into her chair at the head of the table. “We may have found something, but half of the passage is in the Caillte.”

Several groans sounded around the table; not one of them spoke the lost language.

Draevan smirked and crossed his legs. “Well, it was an interesting idea, but we must focus on what will actually win us this war. To that end, I have—”

Aemyra held up a hand. “Thankfully, I passed by the temple before scouting with Terrea and spoke to Eilidh.”

Draevan looked as though her interruption physically pained him, but he remained silent.

The flight with Terrea had given Aemyra enough time to think on Adarian’s words. Draevan might understand war, but he wasn’t exactly winning this one.

“The young priestess was tutored by Kenna, may her soul rejoice in Brigid’s halls, and has some understanding of the Caillte. She will assist us with the translations and work closely with Adarian while he experiments.”

Few priestesses had survived the escape to Balnain three months ago, but Aemyra thanked Brigid that Eilidh had been one of them. Not least because of her linguistic talents.

Draevan leaned forward. “You think it wise to have more people privy to our plans?”

Aemyra didn’t miss the furtive looks darting between her queen’s guard, namely Iona and Clea.

“I have known Eilidh since she was a child. She is loyal to me, I trust her implicitly,” Aemyra said calmly.

Draevan addressed Adarian. “Potions and tonics can no longer be our primary focus. We have lost several ships, our last push north ended in defeat, and we need more coin if we hope to continue to feed our army.”

Laird Edouard’s dark complexion paled. He had been generous, but even his deep pockets had limits.

Exasperated, Aemyra replied, “Our engagements with the Covenanters have ended in failure because we have no antidote to the binding agent. With the Bond to our beathaichean and magic muted, our soldiers struggle in the field.”

Even Maeve was forced to nod in agreement.

Laoise cleared her throat. “Brodie had another swyft from Colm.”

“How many birds does his father possess?” Draevan drawled, rolling his eyes.

Aemyra shut him up with a look, grateful for any news at all, and nodded to Laoise to continue.

“The dowager queen has left Àird Lasair on a ship bound for Tìr Ùir.”

Aemyra froze as interested murmurs flooded the room.

Iona looked confused. “Could this be the Athair’s doing?”

“To what possible advantage?” Maeve asked.

“Perhaps Fiorean wants his mother away from the fighting?”

“They suspect we will lay siege to Àird Lasair.”

In an attempt to settle her stomach, Aemyra plucked a still-warm bun from the basket in front of her. Fragrant rosemary slipped up her nose as she raised the bread to her lips.

Slender limbs kneading dough, a smear of flour across one cheek, a clanking chain …

Jerking herself out of her thoughts, Aemyra refocused. “For all his faults, Fiorean loves his family. If his motive was to get his mother to safety, he would have sent the princesses and the children with her. He would not let Katherine leave the safety of a caisteal protected by a thousand Covenanters without good reason.”

The room quieted.

Aemyra shifted in her chair as Draevan’s forest green gaze, a mirror of her own, pierced her even from this distance.

“Fiorean wants the Ùir armada to ferry more Covenanters into Tìr Teine,” Aemyra said with certainty. “Katherine’s father is the admiral.”

Unsettled murmurs from her council met her ears.

“It makes sense that they wouldn’t risk traversing the Blackridge Mountains through Tìr Sgàile,” Riya reasoned.

“It would be the logical move,” Edouard said, rapping his knuckles on the table.

Draevan lounged in his chair, auburn hair falling out of a hastily constructed braid. He looked like he was fresh off the battlefield, even though Aemyra knew they hadn’t engaged in combat for weeks.

“There are already a thousand Covenanters in Àird Lasair, and at least five thousand enemy clansmen stationed along the south coast,” he said.

“The rebel uprising in the capital is keeping the Covenanters busy,” Adarian said. “But if the Ùir armada comes to port in Edinbane and reinforces the ranks already stationed there …”

Aemyra didn’t need a map to know her army would be trapped in the middle of the territory, with Covenanters in the north and an army of clansmen loyal to the Savior in the south.

Iona cracked her knuckles, silver wrist cuff glinting in the light from the fire, and Laoise whispered something to her brother.

“We need to take the southern coast, and we need gold to do it,” Draevan said with finality.

“Speaking of gold …” Aemyra replied. “There is one clan yet to choose a side in this war, and they just happen to be the richest. Clan Leòmhann.”

“What can we offer them that we haven’t already?” Adarian interrupted. “Laird Lonan wishes to remain neutral.”

“Chimeras only respect strength,” Riya said scornfully.

“Exactly,” Aemyra replied as her father narrowed his eyes, waiting to hear what she had up her sleeve.

“We must travel there ourselves. Gealach is sufficiently recuperated for the journey, if not for battle. Now might be our only opportunity.”

Draevan frowned. “You wish to intimidate Lonan with dragons? I tried once before to no avail. Besides, it is unwise to leave Balnain practically undefended.”

Riya Iolairean made a noise of dissent from the fireplace that Aemyra ignored. The phoenix warriors were formidable, but they were no match for Aervor if Fiorean struck while they were gone. Not to mention Kolreath was still out there somewhere, succumbing to madness.

“Well, I have already negotiated the marriage alliance, I just need you to help me iron out the kinks,” Aemyra replied.

“Whose marriage?” Adarian asked, searching the faces at the table.

She took a deep breath and replied,

“Mine.”


CHAPTER FOUR
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ADARIAN WAS THE FIRST TO SPEAK. “YOU SEEM TO HAVE forgotten you are already married.”

Blood spilled on white sheets, the pull of thread through skin, a claiming bite …

Aemyra clenched her fist over the promise mark.

“A marriage was conducted without my consent and in front of a false God. High Priestess Greer is in agreement that in the eyes of the Goddess, my marriage to Fiorean does not exist,” Aemyra said, throwing a scroll across the table.

Draevan snatched it up as Adarian protested loudly. Laoise looked worried he might offer up his own hand to Clan Leòmhann instead.

“If Laird Lonan has accepted these terms, then we are one step closer to putting what transpired during your captivity behind you. Uniting with the chimeras is in the best interests of us all,” Draevan said, finally sounding impressed.

Maeve seemed inclined to agree, and Iona clinked her goblet against Nell’s.

The promise mark was searing on her palm, and Aemyra kept her hands under the table.

Adarian thumped his walking stick on the floor, a little less intimidating than it could have been thanks to the plush rug.

“It is far too dangerous for you to go traipsing across Tìr Teine. If you desire a match with Clan Leòmhann, they should come here.”

“There is no time,” Aemyra said, gesturing for her twin to sit down. “The dragons can cover the distance in a matter of days. We will not be gone for long.”

“My scouts report the Covenanters are amassing in Edinbane, behind the thick city walls,” Maeve interjected. “We need only guard against small bands of raiders and vigilante groups of traitorous clansmen seeking revenge for Fyndhorn.”

A muscle flexed in Adarian’s jaw. “They wouldn’t be seeking revenge if your troops hadn’t massacred them.”

“We wouldn’t be alive if I hadn’t,” Maeve countered, almond-shaped eyes narrowing. “We do not have the numbers to fight the clans who have declared for the True Religion and the Covenanters arriving via ship. Clan Leuthanach was just the first to convert. Fiorean might remain in Àird Lasair, but he is moving power players across this territory from the golden throne.”

Draevan thumped the table. “Clan Leòmhann have at least a thousand warriors to spare, two hundred of whom are Bonded to chimeras.”

“We have two dragons while Fiorean has only one,” Adarian countered.

This time, Draevan’s temper snapped. “Have you forgotten Kolreath? How do you expect my dragon to fight when he can scarcely spark an ember through his injured throat? Would you send the sister you care so much about to battle an entire army alone?”

After three months of losses and stalemates, tensions were running high.

Gealach was still recovering from where Kolreath’s claws had punctured his throat and his wing membranes were badly scarred. Knowing how protective she felt over Terrea, Aemyra couldn’t imagine the worry Draevan had been concealing for his own beathach.

It was best if Kolreath died in the Deàrr Mountains and was never seen again.

“I will go to Àird Caolas, and there will be no arguing the matter,” Aemyra said with finality.

Adarian’s sapphire eyes were pleading. “Laird Lonan is twice our age.”

Aemyra nodded briskly and his jaw hardened.

“Then I assume his brute of a son Thear will be your intended?”

Long fingers, skittering heat, calluses rasping against her own …

The memories knifed through her mind before Aemyra could stop them and she clutched the arms of her gaudily upholstered chair for support. She prayed her brother would keep his temper.

He didn’t.

Switching to the Seann, Adarian said, “I will obey my queen’s command, but I will let my sister know when she is making the wrong decision.”

Aemyra slammed her goblet down on the table, Laird Edouard flinching in fear for the polished oak surface.

“I have been waiting months for you to be angry about the choices I have made, so go ahead and hate me for it. I promise you it won’t be more than I hate myself,” Aemyra shot back, eyes widening around the table as she raised her voice.

Adarian clenched his fists. “You were forced into marriage once before. Look how well that worked out for you.”

The blood drained from Aemyra’s face, and Draevan held up one finger.

“That’s enough,” he said firmly.

But Draevan hadn’t raised the twins, and he was no expert in defusing a fight between siblings.

Had someone else spoken to her brother like this, Aemyra would have broken their nose. As it was, she felt Terrea encouraging her through the Bond. No man could speak to a queen in such a manner, not even her twin.

“I was forced into marriage with the man I thought killed our family. I spoke vows in a tower while I was held prisoner and abused by priests who think Dùileach power should be extinguished,” Aemyra hissed in the Seann, leaning forward in her chair.

No one knew where to look. Even if they didn’t understand the words, it was obvious the queen was furious.

“I have a choice now, and by the Goddess I choose the path that will allow me to win this war. If I have to shackle myself in marriage again, that is what I will do.”

Adarian’s lips were set in a thin line.

“I have watched you retreat into yourself and it isn’t grief for Orlagh, or Lachlann, or Pàdraig. What Alfred did to you—”

“What did he do to you?” Draevan interrupted, also in the Seann.

Aemyra cursed under her breath.

“What did Alfred do to you?” Draevan asked again, his voice low.

Anxiety squeezed Aemyra until she felt light-headed. She had sworn never to tell her father about the attempted mutilation, in case she had been damaged in ways she could not feel.

After all of Draevan’s planning, his line might still end with her.

“Aemyra,” Draevan pressed, his tone indicating that he was one step away from switching to the Cànan as a way to make her talk.

With a shaky breath, Aemyra turned to her father, glad that Riya had suddenly engaged Edouard in loud conversation.

“The night I killed Sir Nairn, the night I escaped …” she began, her fists clenching as she remembered being trapped in that room between Alfred and the captain. “I was held down while a p-priest … I had only witnessed Orlagh use an instrument like that a handful of times. When there was no other way to save a mother,” Aemyra said, in a voice barely above a whisper.

Hoping she wouldn’t be asked to elaborate further, unsure of if she would even be able to, Aemyra looked up at her father and recoiled.

The look on his face promised death a thousand different ways, his eyes pits of green fury.

Aemyra flinched as Draevan abruptly stood, throwing his dagger down to the table with such force that it embedded itself in the wood. Nostrils flaring, he strode from the room with one hand already on Dorchadas.

Wisely, Maeve went after him before some unsuspecting guard bore the brunt of Draevan’s anger.

Poor Edouard looked like he would rather swim naked in the Forc than invite the Daercathians to reside in his city again.

Taking pity on Laoise’s brother’s delicate sensibilities, Aemyra pulled the dagger free of the table. Twirling it in her hands, she wished her father hadn’t found out like this.

Long fingers clasped over the pommel of a sword, blood matted into auburn hair, a dagger extended toward her …

Aemyra closed her eyes against the flashes of Fiorean she had been reliving in her nightmares for weeks. He had been everything she had needed in that moment, and more. She still didn’t understand how he could have sided with Alfred only a day later.

Taking a steadying breath, she broke the awkward silence.

“Edouard, dispatch three ships to intercept the dowager queen. She cannot be allowed to reach Tìr Ùir. Clea, we need more air Dùileach stationed on the eastern hill, Terrea noticed a gap while flying earlier.”

They both nodded and rose from their chairs, looking relieved at the dismissal.

“I declare this council session adjourned,” Aemyra said tightly.

Sujaron burst from the fireplace with an echoing shriek, his long wings peppering the rug with soot. Laird Edouard made a despairing noise and fled the room in search of the housekeeper.

“I leave at first light for Àird Caolas,” Aemyra said, her voice flat.

Striding from the council room faster than her brother could hope to pursue with his injured leg, Aemyra made it to her chambers before the panic took her.

Overcome with dizziness as she failed to draw breath into her lungs, Aemyra collapsed to the floor and weathered the waves of terror that shot through her chest. Fisting the silken sheets, furious tears escaped the corners of her eyes as she fought to gain control of herself.

When her heart began to thump irregularly, the panic increased and she unlatched the window. The fresh air breezing off the river cooled her flushed cheeks and her chest loosened enough for her to draw a full breath.

Palms flat on the window ledge, Aemyra ground her teeth. She couldn’t rule like this.

As if it was mocking her, the promise mark burned, and Aemyra looked out across the river to the north. She had half a mind to fly to Àird Lasair with Terrea now and fulfill her promise to kill Fiorean. At least if she died in the attempt, she wouldn’t be forced to marry another stranger.

Goddess knows it hadn’t worked out well for her the first time.


CHAPTER FIVE

[image: ]

AEMYRA MADE HER WAY TO THE TEMPLE WITH THE SUNRISE after a fitful night of sleep.

The panic hadn’t quite left her system and she had jolted awake with a racing heart every time she had begun to drift off.

Plagued by dreams of Fiorean that alternated between tender passion and vicious murder, Aemyra berated her subconscious for thinking about him at all. She stuffed the hand bearing the promise mark into the pocket of her breeches, determined not to look at it.

The oath was making her twitchy, constantly tugging her toward Fiorean when her duties as queen needed her to move in the opposite direction. Aemyra was already dressed in her flying leathers, boots quiet on the cobblestoned streets as she went to beg Brigid’s forgiveness—again.

The town felt a little eerie at this quiet hour, the forest creaking, the camp not yet stirring on the hill.

Turning a corner, she discovered a young couple passionately embracing on the stoop of the nearest house. Feeling awkward, Aemyra tried to back away quietly but instead knocked over a plant pot that shattered against the cobblestones, scattering compost over her boots.

“Fuck.”

A graphic sucking noise met her ears and she suddenly recognized the women as they extracted themselves from each other’s arms.

“Aemyra?”

Sorcha was still clad in her nightclothes; Maeve was dressed for scouting.

“Y-your Grace,” Maeve stammered, smoothing her hair and wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

Sorcha had no such shame and met Aemyra’s eyes unflinchingly.

The three women stared at one another, not quite knowing what to say. Aemyra hadn’t expected to feel jealous at the way Maeve’s hands had eagerly been exploring the curves she knew so well.

Aemyra was trying valiantly not to look at Sorcha. Or notice the bite mark on Maeve’s neck.

Sorcha rolled her eyes as the silence stretched. “Anyone would think neither of you had kissed someone before.”

Fighting the jealousy, Aemyra ground out, “I wasn’t exactly expecting to stumble upon you both at daybreak. Did either of you even get any sleep?”

The barkeep had frequently kept Aemyra busy from supper until dawn crested the horizon.

Sorcha’s lips quirked at the insinuation. “A little.”

Even though they had seen each other in passing for months, Aemyra hadn’t really spoken to Sorcha properly since the day she had been rescued.

At least Maeve would be able to protect Sorcha, and perhaps help heal the rift between them.

Sorcha crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Apparently you’re getting married again?”

Aemyra eyed Maeve. “Should I just give her a seat on the council if she’s going to fuck all my secrets out of you?”

Maeve shifted her feet uncomfortably and, remembering the general’s obstinance during the council meeting, Aemyra felt her claws come out. “Does Sorcha still like to pull hair when she climaxes? I used to have the worst headaches afterward, but Goddess she tasted good.”

A flush crept up Maeve’s neck, but Sorcha’s lips quirked. “A seat on the council as treasurer is the least you could give me. I did all the accounts for my tavern—which is now derelict thanks to the rebel riots in the city.”

The words prickled uncomfortably. Aemyra did owe Sorcha. Fiorean had captured her, locked her in a dungeon, and Aemyra had been too wrapped up in her own scheming to make rescuing her a priority.

When the silence stretched, Maeve sketched a deferent bow in parting. “I must position more foot scouts in the surrounding woodland ahead of your departure.”

They both watched the general walk up the hill.

When Maeve was out of earshot, Aemyra said, “I wish to apologize and I didn’t want an audience.”

Surprise lightened Sorcha’s dark eyes. Her beauty had been unmarred by her time in captivity, but there was now a haunted look about her that Aemyra recognized all too well.

“I understand that you need time to heal from what you went through. Please, believe I understand that. But I want you to know how sorry I am for my part in it.”

Sorcha raked her eyes up Aemyra’s frame, pausing when she caught a glimpse of the new dagger she held loosely by her side.

“I prayed for you to rescue me every day, you know,” Sorcha said, in a voice that pierced Aemyra’s heart. “I prayed to all the Goddesses that you would have strength to endure Fiorean. That Beira would make your vengeance swift, and Cliodna would make the path clear to you. When you didn’t come for me, I was certain it was because they were torturing you.”

Guilt speared through Aemyra like a physical pain. She didn’t bother arguing, didn’t bother detailing the nuances of what had happened within Caisteal Lasair. Sorcha wouldn’t want to hear it.

Briefly, she wondered if Maggie, Charlotte, or Elizabeth were making similar prayers to the Savior. More likely they were praying for Aemyra’s demise.

“I’ve made many mistakes,” Aemyra finally said, running her thumb over the garnet that was now embedded in the dagger’s hilt.

“You were wearing that stone as a necklace when you rescued me,” Sorcha said in a flat voice.

Aemyra nodded. She had disassembled the necklace Fiorean had gifted her, placing the black diamonds in a formation that fit between her fingers as she grasped the hilt. The garnet was wrapped in gold and nestled snugly against her palm, right above the runes depicting love and death. It had taken weeks to forge without magic, but it had provided a necessary distraction.

“Much has changed,” Aemyra replied.

There had been a time when she had felt the need to decorate herself with pretty jewels. Now everything she wore would have a purpose. If it had a sharp blade or a pointy edge, all the better.

She would never walk into a room and be caught unawares again.

“You’re thin,” Sorcha said, stretching out her hands.

With more relief than she expected, Aemyra took them.

She was no stranger to these hands. For five years they had brought her pleasure and comfort, but Sorcha had never known who she was truly touching.

“I’m sorry,” Aemyra said again, attempting to convey the depth of shame she felt. “I’ve missed you.”

Sorcha turned Aemyra’s palm over and traced the promise mark with her index finger.

“This is the first vengeance that makes sense to me,” Sorcha said, the rising sun bathing her olive complexion with a glow. “Fiorean killed your family, imprisoned me, and betrayed you. Repay him in kind.”

Aemyra curled her fingers over the mark as Sorcha bowed to her. It was the first time the woman had shown any recognition of Aemyra as queen.

Aemyra owed it to her to behave as one.

With a parting smile that didn’t reach her eyes, Aemyra continued up the street toward the temple, wrapping her arms around herself as if she could squeeze the chasm of loneliness in her chest closed.

THE COOL QUIET OF THE TEMPLE WAS A BALM.

After they had arrived in Balnain, Aemyra had spent too much time within these walls. Praying that Adarian would survive his wounds, that her magic would return, and that Brigid would keep them safe.

Prayers born of desperation.

As the weeks passed, Aemyra had found herself arguing with the Goddess more often than praying. She had made offerings of food and wine, sacrificed lambs that would have been better used to feed her people, and spilled more of her own blood than had been sensible. None of it had worked.

On more than one occasion, Eilidh had been forced to escort her from the temple before she hurt herself, or someone else.

Today, Aemyra simply stood before the stone altar, replaying Sorcha’s words in her mind.

Brigid was the Goddess of strength, hope, and power. Aemyra had always known she would have to prove herself worthy before she could wear the crown, but she hadn’t expected the Goddess to test her quite so much.

With the promise mark throbbing, Aemyra tried to summon her magic.

Focusing on the candles littering the altar, cooled wax solidified in thick drips, Aemyra held her index finger out.

The well of power in her chest was smothered; where fire had once rushed eagerly through her veins, they now felt hollow.

Aemyra stared at the black wick of the candle and knew that only the smallest tongue of flame would be required to light it.

She had fueled the forge of Àird Lasair singlehandedly for ten years, surely she could manage to light a candle?

But her hand shook and suddenly it felt as though there wasn’t enough air inside the temple. Her lungs constricted as panic gripped her.

A sharp sting in an intimate place, rough hands restraining her, a cloth pressed against her mouth …

With a gasp, Aemyra collapsed to her knees with the promise mark searing. The cool marble of the altar steps hit hard against her shins and she bit back a cry. With a frustrated groan she reached for the candle she had failed to light and launched it across the room.

It clattered to the ground, the noise echoing through the empty space.

“Your Majesty?”

Aemyra’s gasping breaths halted as Eilidh paused in the doorway. The young woman wore the gold band of a priestess upon her brow, crimson robes draped across her small frame and her brown hair loose about her shoulders. Kenna would have scolded her for not tying it back.

Taking a moment to compose herself, Aemyra stooped to pick up the candle, the wax smooth against her palms as she placed it gently back on the altar.

She hoped the young priestess hadn’t understood the reason behind Aemyra’s outburst. If her people found out their queen couldn’t harness her magic anymore …

“Apologies,” she muttered, “I have a lot on my mind.”

Eilidh’s robes whispered on the floor. “You need not apologize to me.”

Eilidh gestured for Aemyra to follow her into a side room, where she found stray pieces of parchment and leatherbound books sprawled across a singular table in a disorganized fashion. An inkwell was balanced precariously on top of a stack of loose papers.

“Don’t let Edouard see you treating his books so casually,” Aemyra said. “I half suspect he wears gloves whenever he reads them himself.”

Eilidh stifled a laugh as she rounded the table. “The laird does not seem the type to get his hands dirty.”

Aemyra surveyed the space as she walked in, noting a single high window barely large enough to admit a silver swyft, and a small armoire on the back wall. Aside from a dusty pair of priestess robes, it was empty.

“Have you made progress with the translations?” Aemyra asked, dragging one of the chairs out from under the table.

Eilidh pointed to a crinkled, stained page with illustrations of poisonous plants in the margins.

“The Caillte is a lyrical language, and prone to embellishments, but if the Chosen can create chemical agents, I am certain we can figure out how to formulate an antidote.”

“Who taught you to read the Caillte?” Aemyra asked. “Most do not find it worth learning.”

Draevan certainly hadn’t. The twins had begun lessons in the Seann at six years old, but had never been tutored in the lost language.

“Kenna’s favorite books were in the Caillte. They were mostly children’s stories, but she would read them to me after a nightmare.”

“Perhaps you should read them to me,” Aemyra said with a small huff of laughter.

Eilidh frowned, as if she had never thought Aemyra capable of being scared enough to have nightmares.

“You must miss her,” Aemyra said softly. Kenna had been like a mother to Eilidh, taking her in after Aemyra had freed her from the back of Sir Nairn’s wagon.

Eilidh glanced at Brigid’s woven cross on the wall, the same outline that marked Aemyra’s palm. “She is feasting in the halls of the Goddess now, of that I am certain.”

A knock sounded at the door and Aemyra tensed.

“It’s just me,” Adarian said, entering the room. “I wanted to talk to you before you left.”

Aemyra could tell from his tone that Adarian’s temper, always a far slower burn than her own, had ebbed.

Eilidh hurriedly removed a pile of books from the other chair. “I must prepare the temple for morning prayers. Your Majesty, Your Highness.” She bowed to the twins in turn before scurrying off.

Adarian sat down, stretching his bad leg out under the table, and eyed Aemyra’s flying leathers.

“So you’re really going along with this?”

Aemyra fixed her twin with a look. “We need coin, and we need fighting soldiers. This is the quickest way to achieve both.”

Crossing his arms, Adarian looked at her in the same way he used to when Aemyra would blame the empty biscuit jar on him. Suspicious and judgmental.

“Let me do this,” Aemyra said stubbornly. “It is the logical solution.”

Adarian thumbed through the loose papers in front of him. “Kolreath was sighted two days ago.”

Ice crept up Aemyra’s spine. “Flying?”

Adarian nodded. “At the southernmost point of the Deàrr Mountains.”

It shouldn’t have been possible. Aemyra had been sure Kolreath had dragged himself off the battlefield only to die in his nest.

She had wanted to give the ancient beathach that dignity.

It was one of the many things she had been wrong about.

“An unBonded dragon is a liability we don’t need right now,” Aemyra muttered, seeking comfort from Terrea through their Bond. Her dragon was still asleep, her dreams a vivid watercolor of memories and emotions Aemyra could make no sense of.

“Another dragon could be of more help than an army of chimeras,” Adarian said quietly.

She wrenched herself out of Terrea’s head and back into the dusty room.

“Absolutely not,” Aemyra hissed. “You will not Bond to Kolreath, do you hear me?”

When Adarian didn’t answer, she felt the claws of panic wrap around her heart.

“By the order of your queen, you are forbidden from Bonding to Kolreath. I will not have you go as mad as Evander when we have no need of another dragon.”

Adarian looked hurt. “Surely amplifying my powers would be of use to you? My gift far outstrips what Evander was initially blessed with. I’m sure I could handle the amplification of power without sacrificing my mind. Terrea tolerates me well enough. I thought I might be in with a chance.”

Fighting to calm herself, Aemyra replied, “You will remain here and work on the antidote while Eilidh translates.
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